


Theories and Practices of
Development

Throughout the twentieth century, Western governments sought to achieve
‘development’ not only in their own countries, but also in other regions of
the world, particularly in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean.
This focus on ‘development’ has continued into the twenty-first century, for
example through the Millennium Development Goals. While development is
often viewed as something very positive, it is also very important to
consider the possible detrimental effects of development on the natural
environment, different social groups and on the cohesion and stability of
societies.

Theories and Practices of Development investigates, and places in a
historical context, the development theories behind contemporary themes,
such as globalization and transnationalism. The main definitions of
‘development’ and ‘development theory’ are outlined with a description and
explanation of how approaches to development have changed over time.
The differing explanations of inequalities in development, both spatially and
socially, and the reasoning behind different development policies are also
considered. By drawing on pre-twentieth-century European theories about
development and examining current policies in Europe and the USA, the
book not only stresses commonalities in development theorizing over time
and space, but also the importance of context in theory construction.

This book provides an ideal introduction to development theories and
practices for students in geography, development studies, area studies,
anthropology and sociology. It contains student-friendly features, including
boxed case studies with examples and definitions of concepts and terms. 
It also contains tables, figures and plates. By using empirical material, the
book aims to show how development theories have been put into practice 
in the policy field, and also to aid students’ understanding of complex
theoretical ideas. Each chapter has a summary section, suggestions for
follow-up reading, discussion questions and information about useful
websites.

Katie Willis is Senior Lecturer in Geography at Royal Holloway,
University of London.
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Introduction: what do we
mean by development?

● Definitions of development
● Measuring development
● Colonialism
● Development actors
● Post-development

In September 2000 the United Nations agreed to adopt a number of
‘Millennium Development Goals’ (see Box 1.1). Such clearly stated
goals could suggest that defining ‘development’ is easy and that what
is important is the end point to which a society gets, not how those
goals are achieved.
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Box 1.1

Millennium Development Goals

While these goals were adopted by the UN in 2000, they were the outcome
of international conferences throughout the 1990s. There are eight goals, but
for each goal there are a number of targets and indicators. The eight goals
are:

1 eradicate extreme poverty and hunger;
2 achieve universal primary education;
3 promote gender equality and empower women;
4 reduce child mortality;
5 improve maternal health;
6 combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases;
7 ensure environmental sustainability;
8 develop a global partnership for development.



In this book we will be considering theories about development and
how these theories inform policy formulation and practices to achieve
development goals. However, before we embark on this journey, we
need to consider what ‘development’ means. Despite the very bold
statement about ‘development targets’, this chapter will highlight the
contested nature of the term ‘development’. In particular, we will
look at how ‘development’ has been defined, who has defined
‘development’ and at what scale ‘development’ has been examined.

Modernity

For many people, ideas of development are linked to concepts of
modernity. ‘Modernity’ in its broadest sense means the condition of
being modern, new or up-to-date, so ‘the idea of “modernity” 
situates people in time’ (Ogborn 1999: 153). Because of social,
economic, political and cultural dynamism, what is ‘modern’ will
change over time and also spatially. What is ‘modern’ in one place
may be ‘old-fashioned’ elsewhere.

However, more specifically, ‘modernity’ has been used as a term 
to describe particular forms of economy and society based on the
experiences of Western Europe. In economic terms, ‘modernity’
encompasses industrialization, urbanization and the increased use 
of technology within all sectors of the economy. This application 
of technology and scientific principles is also reflected within 
social and cultural spheres. What has been termed the
‘Enlightenment’ period in Western Europe in the late seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, involved the growing importance of 

The targets are much more specific and include:

1 between 1990 and 2015, halve the proportion of people whose income is
less than US$1 a day;

2 reduce by two-thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality
rate;

3 have, by 2015, begun to reduce the incidence of malaria and other major
diseases;

4 halve, by 2015, the proportion of people without sustainable access to
safe drinking water and basic sanitation.

Source: adapted from Development Goals (2003)

2 • Introduction



rational and scientific approaches to understanding the world and
progress. This was contrasted with previous understandings that 
were often rooted in religious explanations (Power 2003: 72–6).
Approaches to medicine, the legal and political systems and
economic development were all affected by this shift in 
perspective.

The spatial and temporal context of these ideas about modernity is
important in this understanding of what ‘modern’ was, but as we
shall see throughout the book, these ideas were taken out of their
context and spread throughout the world (Larrain 1999). For some,
this diffusion of modernity is interpreted as ‘development’ and
‘progress’, while for others it is associated with the eradication of
cultural practices, the destruction of natural environments and a
decline in the quality of life. All these themes, and others, will be
considered in the following chapters.

Development as an economic process

People defining development as ‘modernity’, look at development
largely in economic terms. This conception of development
underpins much of the work of international organizations such as
the World Bank, and also many national governments in both the
Global North and Global South. The World Bank, for example, 
uses Gross National Product per capita (GNP p.c.) to divide the
countries of the world into development categories. Low-income
countries are defined as those with a GNP p.c. figure in 2001 of
US$745 or less, lower-middle-income countries have US$746–2,975,
upper-middle-income countries US$2,976–9,205 and high-income
countries are those with GNP p.c. of US$9,206 or more (World 
Bank 2003b: 243) (Figure 1.1). GNP is a purely economically-based
measure (Box 1.2). Because countries vary so greatly in 
population, the total GNP figure is divided by the number of people
in the country, giving a per capita (p.c.) figure to indicate economic
wealth. The use of a wealth measure to represent development is
regarded as appropriate because it is assumed that with greater
wealth comes other benefits such as improved health, education 
and quality of life.
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Human development

The GNP p.c. indicator is still widely used, but this has increasingly
been in conjunction with other broader indicators of ‘development’
which have highlighted non-economic dimensions of the concept.
The most frequently used of these is the Human Development Index
(HDI) which was devised by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) in late 1980s. While the measure still has an
economic aspect, there are other indicators of development relating
to well-being (Box 1.3). Since 1990, the UNDP has published the
Human Development Report every year. The HDI is used to divide
the world’s countries into those with high, middle and low human
development (Figure 1.2).

If you compare Figures 1.1 and 1.2 you can see that there are 
great similarities in the patterns. The countries of Western Europe,
the USA and Canada, Japan, Australia and New Zealand all rank
highly on both GNP p.c. and HDI figures. Similarly, most countries 
of Sub-Saharan Africa are categorized as having low incomes and
low HDI. Does this mean that there is no real reason to use the 
more complex HDI measure if GNP p.c. seems to present us with 
the same results? There are a number of reasons why this may not 
be appropriate. First, there is not complete overlap. For example,
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Box 1.2

Calculations of GDP and GNP

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) This measures the value of all goods and
services produced within a particular country. It does not matter whether the
individuals or companies profiting from this production are national or
foreign.

Gross National Product (GNP) This measures the value of all goods and
services claimed by residents of a particular country regardless of where the
production took place. It is, therefore, GDP plus the income accruing from
abroad (such as repatriation of profits) minus the income claimed by people
overseas.

Gross National Income (GNI) This is an alternative name for GNP. The
World Bank now refers to GNI rather than GNP in its annual World
Development Report.
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Box 1.3

Human Development Index

In the late 1980s increased awareness that the commonly-used economic
measures of development were far too limited, led the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) to devise the Human Development Index
(HDI). This measure incorporates three dimensions of development in
relation to human well-being: a long and healthy life, education and
knowledge, and a decent standard of living. The UNDP selected four
quantitative indicators to measure these dimensions.

Calculation of the HDI

The indicators then have to be converted to an index from 0 to 1 to allow for
equal weighting between each of the three dimensions. Once an index value
has been calculated for each dimension, they are averaged and the final
figure is the HDI. The higher the value the higher the level of human
development.

Source: adapted from UNDP (2002: 252–3)

A long and
healthy life Knowledge

A decent
standard of

living
DIMENSION

Life expectancy
at birth

Adult Literacy
rate (% aged
15 and over)

GDP
per capitaINDICATOR

Gross Enrolment
Ratio (GER) (% in

primary, secondary and
tertiary education)

Adult literacy
index GER index

A long and
healthy life Knowledge

A decent
standard of

living
DIMENSION

INDEX

Human Development Index (HDI)

Introduction • 7



while Chile and Argentina are classified as ‘medium-income
countries’, their HDI scores put them in the category of ‘high 
human development’. Using World Bank income figures, India is 
a ‘low-income country’, but UNDP figures place India in the
‘medium human development’ grouping. In addition to the lack of
complete overlap, by using the HDI you are asserting that
‘development’ is more than just economic progress measured at a
national scale.

For some, however, this discussion of appropriate measures of
national status are unimportant, because they feel that such measures
do not consider inequalities in either spatial terms (see below) or in
social terms. It also does not encompass what the vast majority of the
people feel development is, or how they would like their lives to
change (if at all) (Friedmann 1992b).

The importance of scale

Development can be considered at a number of scales. These go
from the individual, the local community, the regional, the 
national and the global (among others). How development is 
defined may differ by scale and, in addition, the approaches to
development may be similarly scale dependent as we shall see in 
the next section.

Inequalities can be revealed if you look at particular spatial scales.
For example, if we consider national level development figures we
get no idea of whether there are differences between regions within
the country. As we shall see throughout the book, spatial inequalities
are a key factor in any discussion of development. Some forms of
development may lead to increasing inequalities between places,
while other development approaches may explicitly attempt to 
reduce spatial inequalities.

At the sub-national scale, it is also important to recognize
distributional issues. The Gini Coefficient is a measure of inequality
(see Box 1.4). At a national level, while income per capita levels and
HDI may be ‘satisfactory’ according to international norms, it is
important to recognise that not everyone in the country will have
access to that level of income or standard of living (see Table 1.1).
As this table shows, these issues of inequality are as important in the
Global North as in the Global South – high levels of economic
development do not necessarily mean great equality (see Box 1.5). In
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addition, experiences of marginalization, poverty and disadvantage
are not restricted to certain parts of the world (Jones 2000).

A key sub-national pattern of spatial inequality is between rural 
and urban areas. If we consider indicators of economic and social
well-being, there seems to be a clear trend of rural–urban 
inequality with rural populations generally being worse off than 
their urban counterparts (Table 1.2). However, such distinctions 
must be treated with caution (Wratten 1995). First, poverty 
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Box 1.4

Gini coefficient and Gini index

Both of these are measures of inequality and are named after the Italian
statistician who formulated the coefficient in 1912. They measure either
income inequality or inequalities in consumption between individuals,
households or groups.

Gini coefficient This measure varies from 0, which means perfect equality,
to 1 which represents perfect inequality. Thus, the nearer the coefficient is to
0 the more equal the income distribution. Countries with a Gini coefficient
of between 0.50 and 0.70 could be described as having highly unequal
income distributions, while those with Gini coefficients of 0.20 to 0.35 have
relatively equitable distributions.

Gini Index This measure, used by the UNDP ranges from 0 to 100. A
figure of 0 means perfect equality and 100 means perfect inequality.

Source: adapted from Todaro (2000); UNDP (2002)

Box 1.5

Inequality in the USA

With a GNP p.c. figure of US$34,870 in 2001, the USA is among the five
richest nations in the world. However, these average national figures hide
massive inequalities in income and very different life experiences. With a
Gini index of 40.8, it is clear that not all Americans have an equal share of
the nation’s riches. According to the US Census Bureau, in 1973 the top 20
per cent of earners in the US had 44 per cent of the total income. By 2000
this had increased to 50 per cent. Figures for all wealth, not just income,



indicators are notoriously problematic. For example, in a rural area,
monetary income may be lower than in the towns and cities, but 
the cost of living is lower and the availability of food from
subsistence farming may help save on food costs. Second, the
distinctions between rural and urban areas are never as distinct as

show a similar pattern of inequality, with the wealthiest 1 per cent of
households controlling 38 per cent of the national wealth, while the bottom
80 per cent of households only controlled 17 per cent.

This economic inequality is also apparent in social indicators. Amartya Sen
in his book Development as Freedom (1999), argues that comparing some
groups within the US to societies in the Global South demonstrates that
Americans can be in a worse position than their counterparts in poorer
countries. While African-Americans in the USA earn far more than people
born in China or Kerala (SW India), they have a lower chance of reaching
advanced ages. Sen also uses the results of medical research by McCord and
Freeman (1990) to state ‘Bangladeshi men have a better chance of living to
ages beyond forty years than African-American men from the Harlem
district of the prosperous city of New York’ (1999: 23).

Sources: adapted from The Economist (2003b); Sen (1999); UNDP
(2002); World Bank (2003b)
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Table 1.1 Measures of income inequality

HDI ranking Survey year Richest 10% to Gini index
2003 poorest 10%

United States 7 1997 16.6 40.8

Japan 9 1993 4.5 24.8

United Kingdom 13 1995 12.3 36.8

Poland 35 1998 7.8 31.6

Brazil 65 1998 65.8 60.7

Philippines 85 2000 16.5 46.1

China 104 1998 12.7 40.3

India 127 1997 9.5 37.8

Pakistan 144 1998–9 7.6 33.0

Nigeria 152 1996–7 24.9 50.6

Tanzania 160 1993 10.8 38.2

Ethiopia 169 2000 59.7 57.2

Source: adapted from UNDP (2003: Table 13, pp. 194–7)



statistics may imply. In most parts of the world, the linkages between
rural and urban areas are multiple, with significant seasonal
migration flows between the countryside and the city, for example
(Parnwell 1993). As cities have grown, the role of the peri-urban 
area has also become more important. Finally, it must be
remembered, that in some regions of the Global South, particularly
Latin America, the population is predominantly urban (Figure 1.3).
Thus, while poverty levels may be higher in rural areas, poverty is
increasingly an urban phenomenon because the majority of the
population is urban.

As will be discussed in much more detail in Chapter 5, inequalities
are not just experienced in spatial terms, social inequalities are also
very important. Throughout the world women as a group have 
tended to be excluded from many of the benefits which 
development of certain forms brings (Momsen 2004). Particular
ethnic groups in regional or national contexts may also be 
deprived of opportunities, or may be denied decision-making 
power in the framing of development projects. This can lead to
destructions of cultural practices and institutions, as well as a 
decline in self-respect and self-esteem. How to deal with social
diversity is a key theme in development thought; not only in trying
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Table 1.2 Rural–urban differences in access to safe drinking water, 2000

Population with access to safe
drinking water (%)

Rural Urban

Developing Countries 69 92

Least developed Countries 55 82

Arab States 76 94

E. Asia and Pacific 67 93

L. America and Caribbean 65 94

S. Asia 81 95

Sub-Saharan Africa 44 83

Central and Eastern Europe and CIS 82 99

Middle income 70 95

Low income 69 90

World 71 95

Source: adapted from UNDP (2003: 227, 253)



to implement development practice, but in actually defining what is
meant by ‘development’.

Measuring ‘development’

It is not only defining ‘development’ which is contested, the way 
that development, regardless of definition is measured is also
problematic. Of course, this assumes that ‘development’ is 
something which needs to be measured or assessed. For various
actors in development (see pp. 24–6) measuring development 
could be important. For example, policy-makers may want to 
find out what the social development position (as defined by 
the policy-makers) of a population is in order to inform policy
formulation. Governments or international agencies may want to
assess the impact of a particular development initiative and 
therefore want to have measurements from both before and after 
the project. Finally, campaigning organizations seeking to improve
living conditions for marginalized groups, may want information
about the nature of marginalization.

12 • Introduction
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Figure 1.3 Urbanization levels by region, 2001.
Source: based on data from UNDP (2003: 253)



Measuring ‘development’ requires proxy measures to be agreed. For
example, in the case of the World Bank focus on economic
development, the indicator used is GNP per capita. This has now
been widely adopted as an appropriate measure of economic
development, but other indicators or proxies could be used, such as
the contribution of non-agricultural activities to GDP. In the case of
the HDI, the UNDP decided that its understanding of human
development including three main features: health, education and
economic status. To measure each of these the UNDP needed to
choose indicators (Box 1.3). This choice of indicators is certainly not
straightforward. For example, Hicks and Streeten (1979) discuss the
issues around trying to find proxy measures for ‘basic needs’ (see
Chapter 4). While there may be agreement on what ‘basic needs’ are,
including adequate shelter, food, clothing and employment, it is
much more difficult to work out how these elements are to be
measured.

Another problem with measuring development is comparability. This
can be over time, or between different countries. Collecting large
amounts of information, for example through national censuses,
requires significant resources in terms of trained personnel and
technology for analysing the results. These are clearly not equally
available to all national governments (Bulmer and Warwick 1993). 
In addition, data collection can be disrupted by political unrest or
war, and some communities or groups may be excluded from 
surveys and other studies because they are socially, economically 
or geographically marginal (Chambers 1997).

Finally, development measures are nearly always quantitative, i.e.
they can be expressed in numerical form. This focus is understandable
given the need to make comparisons across time and space, and also
to deal with large amounts of information. However, by focusing on
quantitative measurement, the subjective qualitative dimensions of
development are excluded. This means excluding the feelings,
experiences and opinions of individuals and groups. This approach
also tends to reinforce outsiders’ ideas about ‘development’, 
rather than what local people think ‘development’ is, or should 
be (Chapter 4).

A good example of this debate is the definition of ‘poverty’
(McIlwaine 2002; White 2002). The Millennium Development Goals
have poverty reduction at their core. The definition of poverty used
in these targets is an economic one and the measurement used is a
poverty line. People living on less than one US$1 per day are defined 
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as being in ‘extreme poverty’ and less than US$2 per day are in
‘poverty’. It is against these targets that progress in meeting the
Millennium Development Goals is assessed. However, this economic
view of poverty is very limited and assumes a clear relationship
between income poverty and other measures of disadvantage.
Because of this, the UNDP has devised the Human Poverty Index
(HPI). There are two slightly different measures; HPI-2 for 17
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
countries (Northern countries) and HPI-1 for 88 developing
countries, but both encompass indicators of health, education and
standard of living (Table 1.3). These measures of poverty tend to be
applied at a national scale.

These indices of poverty still exclude any qualitative examination of
experiences of poverty. McIlwaine (2002: 82) uses quotations to
exemplify how poverty can be experienced and understood in
different ways:

‘For me, being poor is having to wear trousers that are too big for me.’
(José, 8 years old, Guatemala City)

‘Poverty makes my children get sick and they get worse because we’re
too poor to buy medicines.’ (Antonia, 30 years old, Guatemala)

‘It’s poverty that makes me drink until I fall over, and drinking until I
fall over makes me poor.’ (Eduardo, 35 years old, Guatemala)

14 • Introduction

Table 1.3 Human Poverty Index

Dimension Measure

HPI-1 (for developing countries)

Long and healthy life Probability at birth of not surviving to age 40

Knowledge Adult literacy rate

Decent standard of living % population without access to treated water supplies

% children under five who are underweight

HPI–2 (for OECD countries)

Long and healthy life Probability at birth of not surviving to age 60

Knowledge % adults (aged 16–65) lacking functional literacy skills

Decent standard of living % people living below half the median disposable
household income

Social exclusion Rate of long-term (over 12 months) unemployment

Source: adapted from UNDP (2002: 254)



The qualitative examination of poverty puts the experiences of the
people directly affected at the heart of the study. For some
approaches to development this people-centred approach is key (see
Chapter 4) and represents a move away from national-level
considerations. Although the World Bank usually uses quantitative
measures of development, in preparation for the 2000/2001 World
Development Report which was on ‘Attacking Poverty’, it
commissioned a large study entitled ‘Voices of Poor’ which
attempted to examine the experiences of poverty throughout the
world (Parnwell 2003). While the information gathered in this study
was incorporated into the 2000/2001 World Development Report,
there seems to have been retreat back to quantitative measures since
then (Williams and McIlwaine 2003). This discussion of poverty
measurements shows how even the most ‘basic’ of ‘development’
measures is difficult to assess.

Terminology

The UNDP categorization of countries as having ‘high’, ‘middle’ or
‘low’ levels of human development based on HDI and the World
Bank use of GNP per capita to place countries into one of four
classes, are two examples of how the world can be divided up
according to levels of ‘development’. There are, however, many
other forms of classification and a range of terms to describe groups
of countries. Rather than merely being a debate about terminology
which has no bearing on real life issues, it is important to realize that
the way that different parts of the world are described can tell us a
great deal about who has the power to decide what should be valued
and what denigrated.

In this book I will generally use the terms ‘Global North’ or ‘North’
to describe the countries of Europe, Japan, Australia, New Zealand,
USA and Canada, and the ‘Global South’ or ‘South’ to describe the
remaining countries of Africa, Asia, Latin America, the Caribbean
and the Pacific. While there are clearly problems with using these
terms, not least the fact that not all ‘Northern’ countries are north of
the equator and not all ‘Southern’ ones south of the equator, I prefer
to use these terms rather than other common distinctions discussed
below. In addition, the North/South distinction was used by the
Brandt Commission in its report on the nature of global 
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interdependence (Brandt Commission 1980). The Commission, also
known as the Independent Commission on International
Development Issues, was set up in 1977 to consider issues of global
inequality and poverty. It was chaired by the ex-Chancellor of West
Germany, Willy Brandt.

The term ‘Third World’ has often been used to refer to the nations of
Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean. It was originally used
to describe those countries which were part of the non-aligned
movement, i.e. they did not officially support either the capitalist
USA or the communist USSR during the cold war, instead preferring
a ‘third way’. Under this interpretation the ‘First World’ consisted of
the industrialized capitalist nations of Western Europe, the USA,
Canada, Japan, New Zealand and Australia, while the ‘Second
World’ was the communist bloc of the USSR and Eastern Europe.
However, despite not originally having a sense of hierarchy, the idea
of ‘First’, ‘Second’ and ‘Third’ was often interpreted as meaning the
countries in the ‘Third World’ were in third place. The collapse of
the ‘Second World’ in the late 1980s/early 1990s, with the transition
from state-socialism, has meant that the basis for the distinction has
been removed (see Chapter 3) (Friedmann 1992b).

Another popular form of constructing categories is the
‘developed’/‘developing’ binary. This was felt to be better than
distinguishing between ‘developed’ and ‘undeveloped’, as the 
latter phase implied being unable to escape from the condition of
lack of development, rather than the more positive sentiment 
which ‘developing’ suggests. However, for some theorists (such as
Frank 1967) the concept of being ‘fixed’ or unable to escape from 
a position of disadvantage because of global inequalities means 
that the term ‘undeveloped’ or ‘underdeveloped’ is crucial (see
Chapter 3). In both ‘developed’/‘developing’ and ‘developed’/
‘undeveloped’ the first term remains the same and seems to imply
that ‘development’ is an end point, i.e. once you reach a certain
standard of living or economic position then you are ‘developed’.
Again, such notions are important in some theorizing (such as
modernization approaches discussed in Chapter 2). However, this
fails to recognize the dynamism of all societies and the continued
desire by populations for improvements (not necessarily in material
goods). It also fails to consider the experiences of social exclusion
that are found within supposedly ‘developed’ countries or regions
(Jones 2000).
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The terms ‘More Economically Developed Countries’ (MEDCs) and
‘Less Economically Developed Countries’ (LEDCs) have also gained
in popularity. The explicit reference to economic development does
not assume that development is automatically economic, or that
economic development is necessarily associated with other forms of
development. While this specificity is welcome, the emphasis on the
economic, rather than other possible dimensions of development,
could be regarded as implying that economic factors are the most
important aspects of ‘development’. As with all the categories used,
where the boundary between groupings is placed is highly
contentious.

Finally, some political activists working for greater global justice,
refer to Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean as the
‘Majority World’ and the rest of the world as the ‘Minority World’.
The New Internationalist magazine uses this terminology, for
example, to stress the fact that in population terms, the majority of
the world’s population (just over 79 per cent in 2001 according to
UNDP 2003: 253) lives in the nations of what I have termed the
‘South’. This is an important point to make, as it stresses the
Eurocentric assumptions which underlie many terms used.

The concept of ‘Eurocentrism’ will be important throughout the
discussions of development theories. It refers to the assumption that
European or Western ideas are the only ideas or approaches that are
important. In some cases, this is because the theorist does not see
that their approach is very context specific and that in fact there
could be other interpretations, but in many other cases the
Eurocentrism is based on ideas of Western/Northern superiority. Of
course the concept of ‘Eurocentrism’ is also based on the assumption
that the ‘North’ is homogenous. This is clearly not true given the
range of nations making up the ‘North’, but also because of
distinctions based on gender, ethnicity, class and many other social
characteristics. Eurocentrism implies having power over knowledge,
and because of this is regarded as reflecting existing class, gender
and ethnic power relations such that the opinions of ‘White’, 
middle-class or elite men in the North are privileged.

It is not only terminology which can reveal biases and assumptions,
maps are also important bearers of ideas because they are
representations of the world. Because we all have different views of
the world, how we choose to present our world in a map can reveal a
great deal about our own particular biases (Woods 1994). A map
projection is a way of portraying a three-dimensional globe on a flat
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piece of paper. Eurocentric maps, such as those drawn using the
Mercator projection, place Europe at the centre of the map and
represent the continents in the same shapes as they are in reality
(Figure 1.4). However, because the Earth is a sphere this leads to the
land masses nearer the poles appearing much larger relative to other
continents nearer the equator. The Peters projection is an attempt to
challenge this Eurocentric image. The Peters projection is an equal
area projection, meaning that the land area represented on the map is
correct in relation to other land areas. This means that Africa, Asia
and Latin America are much more significant in the Peters
projection, reflecting their importance in area terms in reality (Figure
1.5). Because of this, the Peters projection has often been used in
development education schemes to try and counter Eurocentric bias
(Vujakovic 1989). The Peters projection has, however, been
criticized for making the continents appear long and thin, very unlike
their shapes on the globe. In this book the world maps are drawn
using the Eckert IV projection. This is an equal area projection
which tries to minimize distortions to the shapes of the continents.

Colonialism

At the start of the twenty-first century there are very few colonies left
in the world following widespread decolonization processes after the
Second World War. Despite this, any consideration of development
theories and practices needs to include a discussion of the importance
and nature of colonialism. Before elaborating on these reasons, a
definition of ‘colonialism’ is needed. Bernstein (2000: 242) defines
colonialism as ‘the political control of peoples and territories by
foreign states, whether accompanied by significant permanent
settlement . . . or not’. This political control represents global power
differentials and is associated with dominance in other spheres such
as the economy and cultural practices.

Three main reasons for discussing colonialism in the context of
development theory can be identified. First, from the middle of the
sixteenth century onwards, European colonialism created more and
more linkages between different parts of the world. As we shall see
throughout the remainder of the book, interactions at a global scale
and the bonds between different regions and countries are referred to
in a range of ways in a number of development theories. While the
linkages between different parts of the world cannot be solely
attributed to the operation of colonialism, it was a key element in
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developing the basis for what we now call ‘globalization’ (see
Chapter 7).

A second important reason for considering colonialism in a book on
development theories is the nature of power relations embedded in
colonial processes. The expansion of European political, economic
and social control over other parts of the world represented the
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Figure 1.4 Mercator projection.

Figure 1.5 Peters projection.



greater power held by these nations (see pp. 21–3). In some
development theories, these power inequalities between North and
South help explain differential development experiences, and also
continue to limit the autonomy of Southern countries and peoples to
determine their own futures through processes of what has been
termed ‘neo-colonialism’. This term is used to describe global
relationships which reflect the dominance of the North over the
South, despite legal independence. It is used, for example, in relation
to the influence of transnational corporations (TNCs) over the
economies of the South, or the ability of Northern governments to
intervene in Southern governments’ decision-making through the
workings of multilateral organizations such as the World Bank (see
Chapter 2).

Finally, the colonial experience varied across the world, depending
on the colonial power, pre-existing social, economic and political
structures in the colony, and the timing of the colonial encounter
(Bernstein 2000). Whatever the experience, it is clear that
colonialism changed the social structures, political and economic
systems, and cultural norms in many places. The legacy of these
changes continued into independence.

While colonialism is usually considered to be a European-led
phenomenon, the dominance of some societies over others dates 
from before European excursions into Asia, Africa, Latin America
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Plate 1.1 The Dutch Church, 
Melaka, Malaysia.



and the Caribbean. For example, the Aztec and Inca empires in 
Latin America were able to dominate other groups and territories 
and use them for resources. Similarly the Mogul empire 
(1526–1761) in what is now north-west India was built on the
gathering of tribute and taxes from peasants (Bujra 2000).
Throughout Africa there were significant empires, such as the 
empire of the Kush in the Nile Valley and a number of Islamic
empires in West Africa (Stock 1995). The expansion of Western
European influence had, however, much more widespread and 
long-standing effects.

The first main period of European colonial expansion was led by 
the Spanish and Portuguese in Latin America and the Caribbean
following Columbus’ arrival in the Americas in 1492. In the
eighteenth century, Spanish influence also extended northwards to
what are now the southern states of the USA. During the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, the Spanish and Portuguese used what
they called the ‘New World’ as a source of raw materials, silver in
particular. There was some settlement, but overall the colonial
project of both these nations was focused on mercantile activities
(trade).

1111
2
3
41
5
6
7
8
91
10
1
2
31
4
5
6
7
8111
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30
1
2
3
4
51
6
7
8
9
40
1
4211

Introduction • 21

Plate 1.2 Teotihuacán, Mexico.



In the latter part of the seventeenth century, the Dutch and British
came to the fore. While they did have some activities in Latin
America and the Caribbean, much of their activity was focused in
North America and South and East Asia. While the importance of
trade for these colonial endeavours was still high, in particular
tobacco from North America and spices and silks from Asia, as
manufacturing became more important in Britain, the provision of
raw materials for these industries took on more significance. Imports
of cotton from North America were transported to the burgeoning
textile factories of Northern England, and tobacco and sugar were
also processed. The slave trade was key in the expansion of cotton,
tobacco and sugar production as slaves were the mainstay of the
plantation workforce. Within Sub-Saharan Africa, European enclaves
were found along the western coast where slave trading took place.
For example, the British had bases in Gambia, Sierra Leone, and the
French in Senegal. Europeans (British, Dutch, French and Germans)
settled in South Africa in 1652 in what is now Cape Town (Stock
1995). This period of colonialism also differed from the earlier
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Plate 1.3 Spanish mission church, 
San Juan Bautista, California.



Spanish and Portuguese phase because there was greater settlement
by Europeans and the colonies became important markets for
European manufactured goods (Bernstein 2000).

As industrial expansion took hold in Europe in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, colonies became increasingly important as
sources of raw materials and markets (see Chapter 3 for a discussion
of Marxist interpretations of colonialism at this time). Spain and
Portugal were losing their positions as key colonial powers and at 
the start of the nineteenth century wars of independence broke out 
in much of Latin America, leading to independence for many of 
the Latin American nations in the 1820s. Meanwhile, British and
French colonies in South and East Asia continued to thrive. Within
what became South Africa, the Cape was annexed by the British in
1795. This prompted what was known as the ‘Great Trek’ in the
1830s and 1840s when thousands of Boers (Dutch White settlers 
and descendents) moved north and established the Boer republics 
of Transvaal and Orange Free State (Stock 1995). European
colonization of most of the African continent only really took place
in the latter parts of the nineteenth century during what became
known as the ‘scramble for Africa’. At the Berlin Conference
1884–5, the European powers divided up the continent, agreeing that
if countries could demonstrate ‘effective control’, then they could
legally claim that territory (Stock 1995). Britain and France were
again the key players, but Belgium, Portugal and Germany also
gained territories.

Following the Second World War, the pressure for decolonization in
Africa, Asia and the Caribbean increased for a number of reasons.
The war had caused major economic problems in Western Europe.
The two main colonial powers, France and Britain, had to turn to the
USA for assistance (see Chapter 2). In addition, the new global
super-powers the USA and Soviet Union (USSR) both advocated
decolonization, not least because it would provide new opportunities
for the spread of their own influences. These factors external to 
the colonies were complemented by the increasing calls for
independence from the populations of the colonies themselves.
Changing economic processes and the growing power of multi-
national corporations (MNCs) also helped. Direct political control
was no longer necessary for goods to be traded between countries
(Potter et al. 2004). The combination of these factors led to a 
gradual process of decolonization.
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Despite the achievement of political independence, the autonomy of
the newly-independent states was certainly not achieved. Economic
linkages, in particular, continued to keep the ex-colonies in a
subservient or dependent position (see Chapter 3). It can also be
argued that this process of neo-colonialism also extends to the
continued representation of ‘Western’ or ‘Northern’ ways of doing
things as ‘better’. This is a key concern of many development
theories outlined in the book and also the concept of ‘post-
development’, which is discussed at the end of this chapter.

The drawing together of different parts of the world through the
political and economic processes associated with colonialism was
just the start of the flows of ideas, commodities and people across the
globe. This increasing interconnectedness is now referred to as
‘globalization’ (Chapter 7). However, just as during the colonial
period certain countries and peoples were able to dominate others, so
globalization reflects continuing power inequalities. Globalization is
not experienced the same way by all the world’s peoples. For
example, certain parts of the world are more ‘connected’ to other
regions than others. Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, is markedly
less connected to other regions through trade, investment flows and
telecommunications (Dicken 2003). This, some have argued (see
Chapter 7), leaves the region unable to benefit from foreign
investment and industrialization which are associated with economic
globalization. The relative lack of connectedness in this sense, does
not mean that the governments of Sub-Saharan Africa are necessarily
able to adopt the development policies they feel are appropriate for
their peoples. The importance of global institutions such as the
World Bank (Chapter 2) and Northern governments, especially the
United States, influences decisions at a national level. The colonial
period may be over in formal political terms, but the inequalities in
power and influence remain.

Actors in development

A key theme of this book is to understand how different definitions
of, and approaches to, ‘development’ are linked to particular policy
approaches. While the academic debates about ‘development’ are
fascinating, it is particularly important to consider how these debates
link to actual policies ‘on the ground’ which affect millions of people
throughout the world.
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The variety of approaches involves a range of actors, with shifting
emphases being placed on these actors depending on the approach
adopted. The degree of agency which these actors are perceived to
have will also be affected by a particular interpretation of power
distributions. Having agency implies that an individual or group is
able to make decisions and do things based on their own choices.
The other extreme, having no agency, means that there is no free will
and individual behaviour is controlled by other actors.

There are a range of actors involved in development (Table 1.4).
They vary from individuals to large-scale global organizations such
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Table 1.4 Actors in development

Actor Activities

Individual Depending on income, class, gender, ethnicity, age and

other social variables can have a great deal of choice and

influence, or be left with very little agency

Household Group of people who live together and share expenses; not

always members of the same family; can operate as a unit

to ensure that all household members have their basic

needs met

Community Group of people with shared interests in some senses;

usually based on shared residential location, e.g. a village

or urban district, but can also refer to a community based

on shared social identity

Government Operates at a range of scales from local and municipal

government to national government; important in setting

economic framework; can be interventionist, or can play a

regulatory role in development

Non-Governmental Organizations which are neither run by the state nor are they

Organizations (NGOs) profit-making companies; can help local communities set

up projects to provide services, create income-generating

opportunities, or improve social relations; can be very

small-scale organizations, or very large global

organizations such as Oxfam or Médecins Sans Frontières

Private companies Representatives of the market; can be very small

businesses or global corporations

Multilateral organizations Can set global agenda for economic policies; promote

global peace; important sources of aid and technical

assistance. Examples: International Monetary Fund, United

Nations, World Bank



as the United Nations. The scale differences are apparent, but it is
important not to assume that there is an increase in influence as the
scale increases. For example, individuals can be incredibly influential
on a large scale because of their political or economic position, but
individuals can also have very little influence even within their own
households. The President of the United States of America and a
woman farmer on the slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania are
both individuals, but their ability to influence events and their life
choices are very different in scope.

Approaches to development

While one of the aims of this book is to highlight the complexities of
the debates about ‘development’, as a starting point it is useful to
have some basic framework within which to locate our discussions.
Table 1.5 provides a chronology of ‘development’ approaches and
understandings. The point of this table is not to suggest that theories
of development have evolved in a unilinear way with no contestation
or conflict. Instead, as the following chapters will demonstrate,
numerous ideas about ‘development’ can co-exist, although some
theories will be adopted more widely, partly because they are
advocated or supported by more powerful actors.

The table only covers development theories in the period after the
Second World War. This is not because there were no ideas about
social and economic development before then, but because in the
1940s and 1950s there was increasing international discussion about
how ‘development’, particularly in the Global South, was to take
place. International organizations were set up to try and achieve
‘development’ and a number of strategies were adopted. As you will
see, many of the ideas about development in the second half of the
twentieth century and the start of the twenty-first had their roots in
theorizing in the nineteenth century and earlier.

One feature of the chronological approach which should be
highlighted is the concept of an ‘impasse’ in development theory
(Schuurman 1993). In the 1980s, this idea of an impasse became
increasingly common. In the 1960s and 1970s the contrasting
approaches of modernization theories and dependency theories
represented differing perspectives on development. However, the
global economic problems of the 1980s and the awareness that in
many senses existing ‘development’ theories had not been translated
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Table 1.5 Main approaches to development, 1950s onwards

Decade Main development approaches

1950s Modernization theories: all countries should follow the European model

Structuralist theories: Southern countries needed to limit

interaction with the global economy to allow for domestic

economic growth

1960s Modernization theories

Dependency theories: Southern countries poor because of

exploitation by Northern countries

1970s Dependency theories

Basic needs approaches: focus of government and aid policies

should be on providing for the basic needs of the world’s poorest people

Neo-Malthusian theories: need to control economic growth,

resource use and population growth to avoid economic and

ecological disaster

Women and development: recognition of the ways in which

development has differential effects on women and men

1980s Neo-liberalism: focus on the market. Governments should retreat

from direct involvement in economic activities

Grassroots approaches: importance of considering local context

and indigenous knowledge

Sustainable development: need to balance needs of current

generation against environmental and other concerns of future

populations

Gender and development: greater awareness of the ways in

which gender is implicated in development

1990s Neo-liberalism

Post-development: ideas about ‘development’ represent a form

of colonialism and Eurocentrism. Should be challenged from the

grassroots

Sustainable development

Culture and development: increased awareness of how different

social and cultural groups affected by development processes

2000s Neo-liberalism: increased engagement with concepts of

globalization

Sustainable development

Post-development

Grassroots approaches



into practical success, led theorists to stop and think about what
development was and how it could be achieved. While neo-liberal
thinking now dominates development policy-making (see Chapter 2),
the post-1980s period has been associated with a recognition of much
greater diversity within conceptions of development. This has
included greater awareness of environmental concerns, gender equity
and grassroots approaches. All these will be discussed in later
chapters.

Post-development?

Alongside the debates about how ‘development’ can be achieved,
since the 1990s, the concept of ‘post-development’ has come to the
fore. One of the most well-known proponents of this approach is
Arturo Escobar, who uses the case study of Colombia to discuss the
development process. By ‘development’ he means the highly
technocratic approach adopted by the World Bank, US government
and other Northern institutions in the post-Second World War 
period (discussed in Chapter 2). His argument is that before
‘outsiders’ came into Colombia, there was no such thing as 
‘poverty’ and therefore no need for ‘development’. While most
people had what would be defined as low life expectancies, many
children lacked access to formal education and houses lacked water
and electricity, these factors were not usually regarded as problems.
Escobar argues that by imposing external norms and expectations 
on Colombian society and economy, the country was interpreted as
‘lacking development’. This lack could only be addressed by
adopting Northern forms of ‘development’; hence numerous types 
of intervention in the form of aid and technical assistance 
(Chapter 2).

What Escobar and other post-developmentalists (see Rahnema with
Bawtree 1997; Sachs 1992) argue, is that the development process as
it has been experienced by Southern countries is based on
Eurocentric assumptions. ‘Development’ has helped incorporate large
areas of the globe into a Northern-dominated economic and political
system which has destroyed indigenous cultures, threatened the
sustainability of natural environments and has created feelings of
inferiority among people of the South (Box 1.6). Post-development
theorists stress the importance of the discourse of development. This
refers to the way that ‘development’ is defined and discussed. Rather
than being neutral, these theorists argue that understandings of
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‘development’ reflect prevailing power relations and enable some
ideas of ‘development’ to be presented as ‘correct’, while others are
dismissed. These ideas of post-development will be referred to
throughout the book.
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Box 1.6

Nanda Shrestha’s perspectives on development
in Nepal

Nanda Shrestha is now an Associate Professor in the School of Business and
Industry at the Florida A&M University, but he grew up in the 1940s and
1950s in Pokhara in Central Nepal. His family survived by cultivating 
non-irrigated crops for subsistence and selling millet liquor. Hunger was
common and their small house let the rain in. According to present-day
assessments, his family and the wider community would certainly be
classified as very poor and disadvantaged.

However, for Shrestha, the perception of their situation was very different:

To my innocent mind, poverty looked natural, something that nobody
could do anything about. I accepted poverty as a matter of fate . . . I had
no idea that poverty was largely a social creation, not a bad karmic
product. Despite all this, it never seemed threatening or dehumanizing.
So, poor and hungry I certainly was. But underdeveloped? I never
thought – nor did anybody else – that being poor meant being
‘underdeveloped’ and lacking human dignity. True, there is no comfort
and glory in poverty, but the whole concept of development (or
underdevelopment) was totally alien to me.

(1995: 268)

In 1951, after a change of ruler in Nepal, western-funded development
projects were introduced. The concept of development in Nepali is bikas.
Shrestha describes how people were ‘seduced’ by this concept and saw
everything that was associated with bikas as being good and of value, and
everything else which was associated with existing ways of life as being
inferior. This included forms of traditional medicine, manual labour,
language and education. Bikas was regarded as desirable because it bought
paved roads, school buildings and technology, even though hunger persisted
and self-reliance and autonomy declined. Shrestha interprets this process as a
form of colonialism, where European and American ideas and cultures are
presented as being superior to indigenous ways of living.

Source: adapted from Shrestha (1995)



Summary

● Development is a highly-contested concept.
● Multilateral agencies often use economic measures such as GNP per

capita to assess development.
● National-level measures hide important spatial and social inequalities.
● Despite widespread decolonization, it is important to consider the role of

colonialism in understanding development today.
● Development as a process is not confined to Africa, Asia, Latin America

and the Caribbean.
● Development can be understood as a Eurocentric idea which has been

forced on the rest of the world.

Discussion questions

1 Outline the major patterns of Human Development Indicator
scores and suggest reasons for the differences between global
regions.

2 In a post-colonial world, why is it important to consider
colonialism in the context of development?

3 How do definitions of development vary according to scale?

4 What are the advantages and disadvantages of using quantitative
measures of development?

5 Should we worry about the terminology we use to describe
regions of the world?

Further reading

Esteva, G. ‘Development’ in W. Sachs (ed.) (1992) The Development Dictionary: A
Guide to Knowledge as Power, London: Zed Books. An impassioned critique of
‘development’ as it has been defined in the twentieth century by policy-makers,
particularly in the North. A useful introduction to the ideas of post-development.

Friedmann, J. (1992b) ‘The end of the Third World’, Third World Planning Review
14 (3): iii–vii. Clearly-written overview of the use of the term ‘Third World’ and
why Friedmann believes it is no longer useful.

Jones, P.S. (2000) ‘Why is it alright to do development “over there” but not “here”?
Changing vocabularies and common strategies of inclusion across “First” and
“Third” Worlds’, Area 32 (2): 237–41. A short article which considers why
‘development’ is often only considered within the context of the Global South
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when there are problems of inequality and marginalization within Northern
contexts as well.

Potter, R.B., T. Binns, J.A. Elliott and D. Smith (2004) ‘Chapter 1 in Theories of
Development, London: Pearson. Useful overview of key ideas about development
definitions.

Thomas, A. and T. Allen (2000) ‘Agencies of development’, in T. Allen and A.
Thomas (eds) Poverty and Development into the 21st Century, Oxford: OUP.
Clear introduction to different agencies involved in development processes.

Useful websites

www.developmentgateway.org Development Gateway. Links to a range of
development information.

www.developmentgoals.org Millennium Goals website. Details on what the goals
are and what progress has been made.

www.eldis.org Portal for development-related information run by the Institute of
Development Studies, University of Sussex.

www.worldbank.org/poverty/voices World Bank information and research on
poverty. Includes information about the Voices of the Poor project.
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Classical and neo-liberal
development theories

● Adam Smith and the free market
● Keynesianism
● Modernization theories
● Development aid
● Neo-liberalism
● Structural adjustment policies
● Asian financial crisis

This chapter deals with development theories that focus on the
central role of the market in promoting economic progress.

Classical theories

While the bulk of this book focuses on post-1945 development
theories and policies, it is important to recognise that these ideas did
not appear in an intellectual vacuum, but rather were rooted in the
tradition of economic, political and sociological theorizing which
developed in Europe from the eighteenth century onwards
(Martinussen 1997: Chapter 2).

One of the key theorists to influence later ideas about economic
development was Adam Smith. His book, An Inquiry into the Nature
and Causes of the Wealth of Nations was published in 1776 and 
was a response to the mercantile (trade) focus of economic policy 
at that time in Western Europe. In the eighteenth century, it was
trade which was the major force for economic growth; merchants,
and particularly the large trading companies (such as the East India
Company) had great power in relation to national governments. In
order to safeguard their interests, merchants supported protectionist
measures which allowed them to carry out their activities without
what they saw as unnecessary competition. Protectionism included
high import tariffs for goods produced outside a country. This made
it cheaper for customers to buy domestically-produced goods.

2



Adam Smith viewed this form of regulation as detrimental to the
economic growth of the country and greater wealth for all citizens,
rather than just the merchant classes. He argued for greater attention
to be paid to production, rather than trade in economic development.
In addition, he claimed that divisions of labour would help improve
productivity and therefore economic growth and wealth creation.
Divisions of labour describes the breaking up of the production
process (for example making cloth) into a number of stages; rather
than one person completing all stages, different people concentrate
on one aspect of the process. They become greatly skilled at this and
so more items can be produced in the same time.

The operation of the proposed system, he argued, would be regulated
by the ‘invisible hand of the market’ rather than by the state (see
Chapter 1 for a discussion of these actors). Smith believed that
individuals would act in self-interest; thus if a product was too
expensive then nobody would buy it and the seller would either
reduce the prices or change to selling something else. Similarly, if
wages were too low, then workers would move to other jobs. Despite
writing before the turmoil and ‘economic development’ of the
Industrial Revolution, Smith’s work is still very influential today
because of his theorizing about the role of the market in economic
development. The market-centred approach to economic development
has also been termed laissez-faire economics.

Another highly influential classical economist was David Ricardo
who lived in the late eighteenth to early nineteenth centuries. He was
a great advocate of free trade and developed the theory of
‘comparative advantage’. According to this theory, countries should
concentrate on producing and then selling the goods that they had an
advantage in producing because of their assets, such as land, mineral
resource, labour, technical or scientific expertise. This meant a global
division of labour. Ricardo argued that it made more sense for
countries to specialize in this way, rather than trying to produce
everything, because through specializing, production would be more
efficient, there would be greater capacity for growth and scarce
resources could be used more effectively (see Figure 2.1).

Economic growth theory

Classical economists’ belief in the market as a mechanism for
maximizing efficient resource use and human well-being, was
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challenged in the early twentieth century by significant economic
events, in particular the 1929 Wall Street Crash and the Great
Depression of the 1930s in the USA. From this extreme failure of the
free market to reach an equilibrium, economists began to develop
new understandings of national economies. Foremost among these
was the British economist John Maynard Keynes, who, in 1936
published The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money.
Keynes’ argument was that the free market, was not necessarily the
positive force that many, following Adam Smith, believed. Keynes
argued that the key to growth was real investment, i.e. investment in
new (rather than replacement) infrastructure projects. This
investment, he claimed, would have a positive effect on job creation
and the further generation of wealth, through the multiplier effect
(see Figure 2.2). This effect could, however, also work in reverse, so
that declining levels of real investment would lead to a downward
spiral into economic crisis.

Unlike the classical economists, Keynes saw a key role for the
government in promoting economic growth. Rather than letting the
market operate alone, Keynes said that governments could intervene
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to promote investment either through monetary policies such as
changing interest rates, or directly through government expenditure.
For example, if a government funds a road-building scheme, this will
create jobs not only for the road builders, but also for suppliers of
road-building materials and tools. The workers will spend money so
supporting other people’s jobs, and companies will make profits
which can be invested further in productive capital. Government
expenditure was, therefore, viewed as a way of ‘taming crises’
(Preston 1996: 157). While Keynes did not write specifically on the
economic conditions of Southern countries, his ideas regarding
government activities were drawn on in the post-war period of
development interventions.

Post-war reconstruction

The post-Second World War period gave Western nations the
opportunity to consider the most appropriate forms of international
organization and intervention to ensure that the economic crises of
the 1930s could never happen again. In addition, they wanted to
promote a more peaceful world where warfare could be replaced
with diplomacy and negotiation. In the sphere of economics, the
1944 Bretton Woods Conference in New Hampshire, USA led to the
creation of three key international institutions aimed at promoting
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stable economic growth within a capitalist system; the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) (see Box 2.1). There were 44 countries
represented at Bretton Woods. Although decisions were made which
were to influence the whole of the non-communist world, the
countries represented were largely from the industrialized world. The
nature of representation within global institutions will be discussed
further in Chapter 7.
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Box 2.1

Bretton Woods institutions

All of the organizations are part, in theory, of the United Nations system, but
in practice they are autonomous.

International Monetary Fund (IMF) The aim of the IMF is to maintain
currency stability and develop world trade. It does this largely through the
provision of support and advice to countries in difficulty. For example, the
IMF has been a key institution in the attempts to achieve economic stability
after the debt crises of the 1980s and 1990s.

World Bank Group The term World Bank is usually used to imply 
one organization, but in fact there are five agencies within the World Bank
Group. Of these, the term ‘World Bank’ is most correctly applied only to the
IBRD and the IDA.

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) The IBRD
was set up in 1945 following the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944. Its
original aim was to assist in the rebuilding and development of Europe, but
following the success of the Marshall Plan (see Box 2.2) the attention of the
organization turned to the poorer regions of the world. The IBRD provides
loans to national governments at below commercial interest rates. It now has
184 members, with the voting rights of members determined by the level of
economic contributions; thus the IBRD is dominated by the world’s richer
nations. It currently has 184 members and since 1945 has lent $183 billion
to fund large-scale infrastructure projects to assist development.

International Development Association (IDA) For the very poorest nations,
even interest rates below commercial levels are too high. The IDA was set
up in 1960 and provides interest-free loans to the world’s 80 poorest
countries. Countries have to pay some administration costs, but the IDA
provides access to finance that would otherwise be unavailable. It currently
has 164 members and has lent $142 billion since 1960.



The important role of government, or in the case of the Bretton
Woods institutions, multilateral organizations, in economic
intervention for development was clearly reflected in the Marshall
Plan, officially titled the ‘European Recovery Program’. This was a
programme through which aid was channelled from the USA to 
fund reconstruction in Europe (see Box 2.2). The programme ran
from 1948–52 and reflected Keynesian theory in that investment into
infrastructure programmes was not just to recreate physical capital in
Europe, it was also meant to contribute to kick-starting the national
economies of the region. In addition, the US government felt that
contributing to this reconstruction would reduce the possibilities of
European nations ‘succumbing’ to Communism.
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International Finance Corporation (IFC) Since 1965 the IFC has worked
with private sector companies in developing countries to help improve
investment levels and business success. By providing loans, business advice
and financial guarantees, the IFC helps reduce commercial risks for the
private sector.

Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency (MIGA) Investment in the
world’s poorer countries is often regarded with suspicion by private sector
companies, worried about political instability, restrictions on financial
movements and the threat of expropriation of property by local governments.
To help the flow of private investment, the MIGA provides a guarantees
service. This means that if private sector companies do incur losses for non-
commercial reasons, the MIGA will cover those losses. This encourages
private sector investment. Since it was established in 1988 MIGA funds have
guaranteed over $50 billion of investment.

The International Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID)
The ICSID was set up in 1966 and, like the IFC and MIGA, it seeks to
increase the flow of private capital into poorer countries of the world. The
Centre provides arbitration in investment disputes and helps promote
confidence in dealings between governments and foreign investors.

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) Set up in 1947, the
role of GATT was to promote free trade between its members. Originally
consisting of 23 members, by the time the World Trade Organization (WTO)
replaced GATT in 1995 there were 124 members. GATT worked through a
series of negotiations or ‘rounds’. During each round, members sought to
make agreements about reducing tariffs and extending free trade to new
economic sectors. There were eight rounds during the life of GATT.

Sources: Dicken (2003); IMF (2003); MIGA (2004); Potter et al. (2004);
Power (2003); Thomas and Allen (2000); World Bank (2003a)

Classical and neo-liberal development theories • 37



The role of the USA as a key actor in international reconstruction
and development was also reinforced by US President Harry S.
Truman in his inaugural speech in January 1949. The theme of the
speech is similar to the philosophy underlying the Marshall Plan;
poverty and low levels of economic development in other parts of the
world are detrimental not only to people living in these conditions,
but also to the peace and prosperity of the USA and other more
economically developed countries. Truman argued that the USA
should use its technological knowledge to assist poorer parts of the
world to improve production levels and therefore the state of
economic development and living conditions.

This speech is often held up as the starting point of ‘development
planning’. For example, Arturo Escobar, in his influential 1995 book
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Box 2.2

Marshall Plan

The Marshall Plan, also known as the European Recovery Program, was
announced on 5 June 1947 by the US Secretary of State George C. Marshall.
Under this programme, the US government provided financial assistance to
the governments of Western Europe to assist in rebuilding their infrastructure
and economies after the Second World War. US motivation for this assistance
was more than goodwill. Restored European economies would provide
markets for US products and would also contribute to the maintenance of a
viable trading system. In addition, given the concerns about the communist
threat, the US administration felt that providing this assistance would reduce
the likelihood of shifts towards communism within Western Europe.

Between 1948 and 1952 approximately US$17 billion were transferred as
part of the Program. At its peak, the transfers represented 2–3 per cent of US
GNP; a figure far higher than that for US government development
assistance today. Most assistance went to the UK, France, West Germany
and Italy. To administer the Program, the Organization for European
Economic Cooperation (OEEC) was set up. In 1961 this organization
became the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD). Its membership now numbers 30 countries; the original Western
European and North American members being joined by Japan, Australia,
New Zealand, Finland, Mexico and South Korea. The Czech Republic,
Hungary, Poland and the Slovak Republic have also joined following their
transition to market-oriented economies.

Sources: Binns (2000); Chenery (1989); OECD (2003); Preston (1996)



Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the 
Third World, stresses the importance of this speech to the
development of a particular discourse and policy-making aimed at
the non-industrialized world. Escobar quotes Truman’s perspective:

For the first time in history humanity possesses the knowledge and the
skill to relieve the suffering of these people [the world’s poor] . . . . I
believe that we should make available to peace-loving peoples the
benefits of our store of technical knowledge in order to help them
realize their aspirations for a better life . . . . What we envisage is a
program of development based on the concepts of democratic fair
dealing . . . . Greater production is the key to prosperity and peace.
And the key to greater production is a wider and more vigorous
application of modern scientific and technical knowledge.

(Truman 1949 in Escobar 1995: 3)

For some, as shall be demonstrated later in this chapter, this sharing
of technical know-how from North to South was part of a single path
of progress to development and modernization. However, for Escobar
and other post-development theorists, it represents a Eurocentric
approach which fails to recognize the range of societies in the South
and also the needs and requirements of the local populations.

Linear-stages theory

In 1960, Walt Rostow published The Stages of Economic Growth: A
Non-Communist Manisfesto. Rostow wrote mainly about ‘economic
growth’ rather than ‘development’ per se, but he did make
distinctions between ‘more developed’ and ‘less developed’ areas
(1960: 2) and his ‘stages of economic growth’ were the route to
‘more developed’ status. Under Rostow’s thinking, there was one
path to ‘development’ with the final stage being termed ‘Age of High
Mass Consumption’. Thus in goal terms, ‘development’ was
conceived of as a state where the mass of the population could afford
to spend large amounts on consumer products, the economy was
largely non-agricultural and very much urban-based. Finally, the
subtitle of Rostow’s book A Non-Communist Manifesto, stressed that
development was to take place in a capitalist context, rather than a
communist one. As a process, ‘development’ was defined in relation
to modernity, and to a move from agricultural societies with
‘traditional’ cultural practices, to a rational, industrial and service
focused economy.
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In the introduction to his book Rostow is careful to stress the
heterogeneity of experiences:

I cannot emphasize too strongly at the outset, that the stages-of-growth
are an arbitrary and limited way of looking at the sequence of modern
history; and they are, in no absolute sense, a correct way. They are
designed, in fact, to dramatize not merely the uniformities in the
sequence of modernization but also – and equally – the uniqueness of
each nation’s experience.

(Rostow 1960: 1)

However, despite this claim, he starts Chapter 2 with ‘It is possible
to identify all societies, in their economic dimensions, as lying within
one of five categories’ (1960: 4). To highlight the nature of
‘development’ as a process, Rostow used the analogy of an aeroplane
moving along the runway until it reaches take-off and then soaring
into the sky (see Figure 2.3). To demonstrate that this was a route
that all countries could take, he provided information about when
different countries of the world had reached certain stages (see Table
2.1). Rostow’s work, therefore, fitted into the conception of
development as being modernity to be achieved through following
western models of ‘success’. It is probably the best example of what
has been termed ‘modernization theory’. The stages-of-growth model
also conceived of development and policy-making taking place
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within state boundaries at a national scale, the assumption being that
this was the appropriate scale at which to practise development.

Structural change models

The ideas of gradual shifts over time along a particular path was also
found within what Todaro (2000) terms ‘structural change models’.
The basic theme of these models of development was the ways in
which national economies shifted from a rural, agriculture base to an
urban, manufacturing one. Thus ‘development’ was conceived of as a
largely economic phenomenon.

The key theorist was W. Arthur Lewis who used his experiences of
growing up in the Caribbean to examine the nature of economic
development. He conceived of the economy of ‘underdeveloped
countries’ being dualistic, i.e. divided into two. The so-called
‘traditional’ sector consisted largely of subsistence agriculture,
although some forms of urban self-employment could also come
under this heading. The ‘modern’ sector, in contrast, was made up of
commercial agriculture, plantations, manufacturing and mining. For
Lewis, ‘development’ took place as surplus labour moved from the
non-profit oriented traditional sector to the capitalist modern sector.
He argued that because there was so much ‘surplus’ labour, i.e.
unemployed or underemployed people, in rural areas, the wages in
the modern sector would not increase until the surplus labour had
been absorbed (Lewis 1964). Because of the urban basis of much
‘modern’ economic activity, the Lewis model was based on large
amounts of rural–urban migration.

Lewis was concerned with how countries could begin to develop the
‘modern’ sector. In particular, how countries could raise enough
money for investment when the population was saving very little
because there were high levels of poverty. As a way out of this trap,
he advocated foreign investment. Governments should encourage
foreign companies to invest their capital into domestic industrial
development through a process termed ‘industrialization by
invitation’ (Lewis 1955).

Lewis’ interpretation of development has been criticized from a
number of perspectives. Lal (1985) claimed that his assumptions
about non-changing wage rates in situations of surplus labour were
untenable, although Toye (1993: 104) uses the Indian example to
demonstrate that Indian wage rates have not gone up a great deal
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because the continued availability of cheap labour from the
‘traditional’ sector has helped keep them low. Other criticisms
levelled at Lewis have included his failure to recognize the potential
contributions that the subsistence agricultural sector can make to
economic development (Binns 2000; Toye 1993). His promotion of
‘industrialization by invitation’ has also been criticized because it
encourages dependence (see Chapter 3).

Spatial dimensions

As highlighted in Chapter 1, development has not only a social, but a
spatial dimension. Just as the Keynesian forms of development
policy were meant to lead to a process of trickle-down to the poorest
people in society, so development benefits were meant to spread to
different regions. For Albert Hirschman (1958), spatially-unbalanced
growth was a desirable part of the development process. Based on
his own experiences in Latin America he argued that rather than
attempt to achieve equal rates of growth throughout a country, it
makes sense to allow economic development, particularly
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Plate 2.1 Corn stores, West Pokot District, Kenya.



industrialization, to be spatially concentrated. His argument was 
that these so-called ‘growth poles’ would act as foci for economic
development, but that over time, the benefits of such processes 
would spread and the degree of polarization would reduce. The idea
of a route of progression was therefore clear in Hirschman’s work.
While he recognized that conditions in poorer countries might 
require different forms of development approach, the underlying
commitment to modernization following the Western experience 
was evident. ‘Behind the ideas of unbalanced growth and growth
poles it is . . . easy to recognise the conception of growth as a more
or less natural and automatic but occasionally disturbed or
interrupted process’ (Hettne 1995: 43).

The Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal (1957) also highlighted the
spatial inequalities inherent in free market economic development in
his book Economic Theory and Underdeveloped Regions. However,
unlike Hirschman, Myrdal did not believe that spatial polarization
would automatically be reversed once economic development
reached a certain level. Using the concept of cumulative causation,
he argued that once a region started to grow economically, people,
resources and finance would be drawn to that area so contributing to
further growth. These flows would leave other areas depleted of
dynamic people and resources to contribute to development; this is
what Myrdal called ‘backwash effects’. He did recognize that some
benefits of this spatial focus may extend to neighbouring regions
through ‘spread effects’, but overall the vicious cycle of decline for
areas outside the core areas would continue.

For Myrdal, the only way in which the exacerbation of spatial
inequalities could be reduced was through state intervention. 
He argued that if state planning was efficient, there was no need 
for the regional variations in economic growth rates. However, he
was aware that in many situations the government and state
departments in many countries were not able to achieve this 
(Myrdal 1970). He termed such states ‘soft states’ and advocated 
a move to ‘strong states’ to ensure that the planning mechanisms
could be implemented. However, he did not provide details on 
how this was to be achieved. Myrdal’s faith in planning as a solution
to ‘development problems’ fits with what the post-development
theorists would call a Eurocentric technocratic approach. While
Myrdal clearly criticized leaving ‘development’ to the free market,
he remained within a development approach that focused on
economic growth.
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International aid

Flows of international aid from North to South were part of the
policy responses to modernization theory in relation to development
in the post-war period. The poorer countries of the world were
regarded as lagging behind on the path of economic development,
being largely agricultural and lacking the autonomous capacity for
investment and economic growth. Following this interpretation, large
transfers of money, technology and expertise were expected to fill the
gaps and help the economic development process. Truman’s speech
about technology transfer fits within this model.

‘Aid’ can be defined in a number of ways. It usually refers to ‘a
transfer of resources on concessional terms – on terms that are more
generous or “softer” than loans obtainable in the world’s capital
markets’ (Cassen and associates 1994: 2). These resources are
usually transferred from one government to another directly (bilateral
aid), or from one government through a multilateral agency or an
NGO to governments or groups in poorer countries (Lancaster 1999).
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Plate 2.2 Turkwell Dam, Kenya.



Governmental transfers can be termed ‘official development
assistance’ (ODA), but for the OECD to identify a resource flow as
ODA, it must meet the following criteria:

● aid must be undertaken by official agencies;
● its main objectives must be ‘the promotion of economic

development and welfare’;
● it must have a ‘grant element’ of at least 25%, i.e. the terms must

include some net transfer of resources, rather than a loan which
has to be paid back with interest.

(Cassen and associates 1994: 2)

Aid can include grants and loans, but it can also cover technical
advice, transfer of resources such as equipment or food, and debt
cancellation (see later in this chapter and Chapter 7). It is usual to
distinguish between ‘emergency aid’ or ‘relief aid’, which is
mobilized at times of natural disaster or war to meet immediate
needs, and long-term development aid. It is this development aid 
that forms the bulk of aid flows and which has been used to 
promote particular forms of development practice.

In the 1950s and 1960s, in particular, aid was channelled into
industrial development and projects to improve agricultural efficiency
through the use of technology. There was also a focus on large-scale
infrastructure projects, such as dam construction and road building.
This form of ‘top-down development’ was advocated because 
policy-makers believed that this development path had worked in 
the North so could work elsewhere. It did, however, have serious
social (Chapters 4 and 5) and environmental (Chapter 6) impacts.
The externally-derived nature of this development approach is
summed up by General Olusegun Obasanjo, President of Nigeria
1976–9 and 1999 to the present. He stated ‘In education and in
industrialization, we have used borrowed ideas, utilized borrowed
experiences and funds and engaged borrowed hands. In our
development programmes and strategies, not much, if anything, is
ours’ (1987 in Lancaster 1999: 3).

Neo-liberalism

From the previous sections it is clear that for most governments in
the Global North, as well as multilateral agencies such as the 
World Bank and International Monetary Fund, ‘development’ in 
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the post-war period was to be achieved through variations on
Keynesian approaches. The approach was based on government
intervention at a national level and foreign assistance in terms of aid
on an international scale. This perspective changed during the 1970s
when the role of the state was increasingly questioned.

In the 1970s, some theorists began to argue that the widespread
involvement of the state in economic activities, was leading to
inefficiency and slower rates of economic growth than would be
achieved if the market were left to its own devices. These theorists,
such as Deepak Lal (1983) and Bela Balassa (1971, 1981), were
drawing on the classical economic theories of Adam Smith and
others regarding the ‘invisible hand of the market’. For neo-classical
or neo-liberal theorists, the route to greater economic growth and
therefore greater levels of well-being for all, was through reducing
state intervention and letting the market set prices and wages. It was
argued that this would ensure the most efficient allocation of
resources so optimizing growth rates with concomitant social
benefits. In relation to aid, Bauer (1972) argued that foreign aid also
contributed to the inefficiencies and that this form of intervention
should be greatly reduced.

Toye (1993) describes this shift in theorizing about development as a
‘counter-revolution’. He summarizes the three main policy approaches
which this counter-revolution wanted to challenge:

● the over-extension of the public sector;
● the over-emphasis of economic policies on investment in physical

capital, i.e. infrastructure, rather than human capital such as
education and health;

● the widespread use of economic controls, such as tariffs, subsidies
and quotas, which distorted prices.

(Toye 1993: 70)

All three of these concerns focus on factors which are internal to a
country. There is no consideration of external factors which might
influence economic success.

For example, Balassa’s work concentrated on the liberalization of
trade. Using the cases of four Latin American countries and five
Asian countries, Balassa (1971) examined the role of the state in
promoting economic growth through industrialization behind tariff
barriers. For the period 1950–69, he argued that growth rates in
Korea and Taiwan were much higher than in the other seven
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countries, largely because they adopted an outward-oriented
manufacturing export strategy (Figure 2.4). They were adopting the
non-protectionist approach that Smith had promoted in the eighteenth
century (although see later for further discussion of East Asian
development).

By 1983 it was clear that the World Bank had taken on this way of
thinking about economic development. In the 1983 World
Development Report, there was a focus on stressing the relationship
between economic growth rates and the degree of state intervention
in prices. The implication was that the most rapid growth rates were
found in those countries which were most outward-oriented and
where states were least involved in ‘distorting the market’. However,
as Toye (1993: 108) highlights, ‘only one-third (or 34 per cent) of
the economic performance of these countries is explained by 
policy-induced price distortions of all kinds. Two-thirds of their
economic growth responds to other factors.’ There is no
consideration of the social and political situations and institutions 
in these countries which may have affected economic growth, 
rather the World Bank, following a neo-liberal interpretation, 
prefers to focus on government involvement in economy.
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Figure 2.4 GDP per capita growth rates for selected Latin American and Asian countries,
1950–69.
Source: based on data from Balassa (1971: 180)



This move towards a celebration of the market as a neutral 
resource-allocating system, was found not only in relation to the
Global South, but also in the so-called ‘Second World’ with moves
away from state socialism (see Chapter 3) and in the industrialized
countries of Western Europe and North America. The United
Kingdom under Margaret Thatcher, elected in 1979, and the USA
under Ronald Reagan, who took office in 1981, are probably the 
best examples of this economic philosophy in action.

Debt crisis

The need for an alternative to Keynesian approaches was regarded by
some as imperative as economies throughout the world experienced
slowing rates of growth in the 1970s. Within many parts of the
South, import-substitution policies (see Chapter 3) had been
implemented with some success, but the limits of such policies were
becoming apparent. These national limits, combined with falling
commodity prices and a slow down in the world economy, led to
what has been termed the ‘debt crisis’ of the 1980s.

The relationship between income coming into a country and that
going out is termed the ‘balance of payments’ (see Table 2.2). These
are divided between the current account and the capital accounts. If
there is a deficit in one of these accounts, this is not necessarily a
problem, as a surplus on the other account may cover the amount.
However, if it does not, or if there is a deficit on both accounts then
money must be found to deal with the deficit. This may be found in
the cash account which includes three forms of reserves; foreign
‘hard’ currencies, such as US dollars, gold and Special Drawing
Rights (SDRs) at the IMF. SDRs give the holders the ability to claim
currencies from IMF members in the form of loans (IMF 2004).

The debt crisis arose because many nations of the South were not able
to cover their debt repayments (either the interest or the repayment 
of the amount borrowed). During the 1960s and particularly during
the 1970s, many Southern governments borrowed large amounts of
money to fund large infrastructure and development schemes. Before
the 1970s, most of this borrowing was from Northern governments or
from multilateral agencies, but in the 1970s there were increasing
levels of borrowing from private banks. This is part of what has been
known as the recycling of petrodollars. Because of rising oil prices,
countries that were part of OPEC (Organization of Petroleum
Exporting Countries) were amassing large amounts of money. 
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This was deposited in banks and was then lent to other countries so
accruing interest. Southern governments were happy to borrow this
money to fund their development projects, and this action seemed
sensible as interest rates were low and export earnings from
commodities remained at a healthy level.

Unfortunately, in the late 1970s commodity prices fell so reducing
the export earnings. Southern countries earned most of their export
revenue from primary commodities, either agricultural products such
as coffee or sugar, or minerals such as coal or iron ore. Thus, a
decline in world commodity prices was catastrophic. This fall in
commodity prices was exacerbated by global recession in the 1981–2
period, which led to industrialized countries implementing greater
forms of protectionism such as increased import tariffs, again making
it harder for Southern countries to export their goods. In addition,
interest rates went up and millions of dollars of savings were moved
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Table 2.2 Balance of payments accounts

In Out

Exports of goods and services A

Imports of goods and services B

Net investment incomea C

Debt-service payments D

Net remittances and transfersb E

Total current account balance (A – B + C – D + E) F

Direct private investmentc G

Foreign loans (public and private), minus amortizationd H

Increase in foreign assets of domestic banking system I

Resident capital outflow (capital flight)e J

Total capital account balance (G + H – I – J) K

Increase (or decrease) in cash reserve account L
Errors and omissions (L – F – K) M

Source: adapted from Todaro (2000: 542–3)

Notes

a The balance between the earnings on overseas investments (such as bank deposits and bonds) which are brought
into the country and investment income and profits which are taken out of the country.

b The balance between private transfers into and out of the country, e.g. money sent back home by nationals
working overseas.

c This is made up largely of investment by multinational corporations.
d Foreign loans from private banks, governments and multilateral agencies minus the payments made to pay back

part of the sum borrowed.
e Movement of money out of the country to foreign bank accounts, property, stocks and shares purchases; trig-

gered by loss of confidence in the domestic economy.



by investors to what were regarded as ‘safer’ countries through the
process of ‘capital flight’. These events meant that many Southern
governments were no longer able to meet their debt repayments,
ushering in the widespread implementation of neo-liberal policies
based on market-centred theories of development (Milward 2000).

In August 1982 the Mexican government announced that it would
not be able to meet the repayments on its debt. This triggered the
‘debt crisis’ although the problems of debt had been increasing
throughout the late 1970s. Debt is not necessarily a problem; being
unable to repay the debt or meet interest payments is. In addition,
having to spend large amounts of export earnings on debt servicing
means there is less to spend on welfare programmes and national
investment (Table 2.3).

Structural adjustment programmes

Probably the most well-known aspect of neo-liberal development
theory in practice has been the implementation of structural
adjustment programmes (SAPs) since the late 1970s. These policies
have often been adopted by national governments in return for
continuing financial support from the International Monetary 
Fund and World Bank. The underpinning philosophy of SAPs
reflects the market ideologies adopted by the Thatcher and Reagan
administrations and their implementation demonstrates the ways in
which policies developed in the North could be imposed on Southern
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Table 2.3 Debt burden

Total external debt as Debt service as %
% GNP exports of goods and

services

1970a 1982a 1992b 1970a 1982a 1992b

Low-income economies 17.0 18.9 32.1 11.3 8.8 18.9

Low-income economies excluding 20.9 28.7 61.2 5.7 9.9 24.5
China and India

Lower middle-income economies 15.4 27.2 40.0 9.2 16.8 17.8

Upper middle-income economies 10.8 23.2 30.5 10.7 16.9 18.9

Sources:

a World Bank (1984: Table 16)
b World Bank (1994: Table 23)



nations. During the late 1970s and early 1980s, national governments
found themselves increasingly unable to pay the interest on the debt
they had accrued through borrowing both from commercial banks
and multilateral organizations.

SAPs encompass a series of government-led policies which are
aimed at reducing the role of the state in the running of the national
economy. This does not mean that the state is no longer involved,
but rather that the market is given much greater power. SAPs usually
include two categories of policies which can be classified as
stabilization measures and adjustment measures. The first group
includes policies such as stopping increases in government-sector
wages, cutting back on government expenditure and devaluing the
currency. Once the economy has been ‘stabilized’ the adjustment
measures are introduced to make longer-term changes which will, it
is argued, contribute to a more economically prosperous future. Such
measures include opening up the national economy to foreign
investment, reforms in the tax system and privatization (Simon 2002)
(see Table 2.4). Through these policies, government income is
maximized and there is much greater efficiency and economic
growth. Given the debt burdens and the negative rates of economic
growth that had been experienced, such policies appeared to hold
some hope for development. These policy recommendations are
sometimes referred to as reflecting the ‘Washington Consensus’. 
This term was originally coined by Williamson in 1990 to describe
the neo-liberal policy reforms in Latin America that institutions
based in Washington DC, such as the IMF and World Bank, were
proposing in the late 1980s. It is now often used to describe the
implementation of neo-liberal policies by international financial
institutions (IFIs) throughout the world and as ‘a synonym for 
market fundamentalism’ (Williamson 2000: 256).

In the vast majority of cases, SAPS proved to have very serious
consequences. The withdrawing of the state, the opening up of the
national economy to foreign investment and currency devaluation did
not have the desired effect; rather poverty levels increased as real
wages went down, unemployment increased and the cost of living
rose. The removal of state safety nets in some cases also left the
most vulnerable and destitute with no form of assistance (Cornia 
et al. 1987) (Box 2.3). Simon (1995: 17) argues that the debt crisis 
is usually associated with Latin America, but the issues of
indebtedness, and in particular the role of SAPs, in Sub-Saharan
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Table 2.4 Main characteristics of structural adjustment programmes

Internal policy reforms – to increase role of the market in the domestic economy

● Privatization of state firms – allows for greater competition, reduces drain on state
resources if firms doing badly;

● removal of state subsidies – increases competition and reduces state expenditure;

● improvements in tax system – increases state income;

● removal of wage controls, e.g. minimum wages – wage levels should be set by the
market;

● reduced government workforce – cuts back on bureaucracy and inefficiency and reduces
state expenditure.

External policy reforms – to encourage foreign investment and increasing exports

● Currency devaluation – makes imports more expensive and exports cheaper;

● removal or reduction in tariffs – encourages international trade;

● removal or reduction in quotas, e.g. legal minimum amount of domestically sourced
inputs – encourages foreign investment and export;

● end state control of exports, e.g. for agricultural commodities – improves efficiency and
encourages private investment.

Source: adapted from Milward (2000)

Box 2.3

Structural adjustment in Jamaica

During the 1970s the Jamaican economy experienced severe economic
problems including negative levels of economic growth from 1974 onwards.
These problems led the Jamaican government under Edward Seaga to sign
an agreement with the IMF in 1977 for further funding dependent on
Jamaica following adjustment policies. Further agreements with both the
IMF and World Bank followed in the 1980s and 1990s.

Government expenditure fell dramatically as part of these policies. The
budgeted expenditure for 1985/6 was 71 per cent of the 1981/2 level. While
government spending on social services was 641 million Jamaican dollars in
1979/80 this had fallen to 372 million in 1985/6 (based on 1979/80 prices).
These declines in government social spending, combined with increased
unemployment and falling real wages led to declining standards of living.
Levels of infant malnutrition increased, education levels fell and the supply
of new housing for low-income groups shrank to almost zero. Between 1980
and 1985, O’Level pass rates fell from 62 per cent to 34 per cent, reflecting
the declining investment in school infrastructure and teachers’ wages, as well
as poor levels of health among children and pressures from families for
children to enter paid work.



Africa, should not be ignored. Economic stabilization may have 
been achieved, but the costs in terms of human welfare have been
severe (Simon et al. 1995).

It is difficult to generalize about the effects of SAPS in social terms,
partly because of the diversity of experiences (Stewart 1995), but
also because we cannot know what would have happened if SAPS
had not been introduced. In some cases (Box 2.3) there is evidence
of poverty increases after SAP introduction, ‘[h]owever, the key
point is that it is agreed that although SAPs may not have caused
poverty in a direct sense, they certainly did not lead to poverty
reduction’ (McIlwaine 2002: 99).

Growing awareness of the detrimental social effects of SAPs and the
move towards a global poverty reduction agenda, led the World Bank
and IMF to reshape SAPs in the late 1990s. Neo-liberal adjustment
policies are still a key part of the organizations’ conditions for
lending funds, but greater attention is paid to the needs of the poorest
people in society. The diversity of national situations is also
acknowledged, compared to the one-size-fits-all approach under
SAPs. These news policies are grouped under the heading ‘Poverty
Reduction Strategies’ (PRSs) and a key element is the Poverty
Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP). This is a document which each
government must produce in order to qualify for further funding.
Although it is written by national governments, the formulation of
the report and policy suggestions should be conducted in consultation
with civil society organizations and donors (World Bank 2004). This
is to promote a more participatory approach to national development
(see Chapter 5). Despite the change of name, many argue that PRSs
are little different from SAPs and that while consultation processes
have occurred, the quality of participation in terms of giving
marginalized groups a voice has been limited (Bradshaw and
Linneker 2003; Power 2003: 175–9).

Overall poverty levels increased during the 1980s, with some annual
fluctuations. Using US$60 per month at 1989 prices as the poverty line, the
poverty rate increased from 45.5 per cent in 1989 to 54.5 per cent in 1996.
Some households were able to maintain living standards, especially those
who had access to remittances from family members overseas, but overall
SAPs in Jamaica have had serious negative impacts on social development in
the country.

Sources: adapted from Boyd (1987); Handa and King (1997, 2003)
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The ‘Asian miracle’

The experiences of the East Asian nations from the 1960s to the 1990s
was regarded as an example of how neo-liberal policies could lead to
development. Not only did these nations experience high levels of
economic growth, but this was associated with improvements in living
standards and did not result in increasing levels of economic and
social inequality (Figures 2.5 and 2.6). The economic development of
the region has been represented as a series of waves. Following the
success of the Japanese economy in the post-war period, the newly-
industrializing countries or economies (NICs or NIEs) of Hong Kong,
Singapore, Taiwan and South Korea experienced rapid economic
growth based largely on labour-intensive manufacturing industries. In
the 1980s this trajectory was also taken by Indonesia, Thailand and
Malaysia, as well as China and Vietnam that were starting to move
away from a state-controlled economy (see Chapter 3).

In 1993 the World Bank published The East Asian Miracle. This
book sought to highlight the ways in which economic and social
development had been achieved by the East Asian nations by
following a few key neo-liberal tenets; notably, opening up the
economy to foreign investment and trade; limited role of the state in
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the national economy; investment in human capital, especially
education. The book presented this ‘East Asian model’ as a blueprint
for economic development with equity in other regions of the world.
As Dixon (1999: 206) highlights: ‘the successful Pacific Asian
economies have been presented as the living embodiment of
neoliberal orthodoxy and examples to be followed by the Third
World as a whole.’

Following its publication, numerous commentators wrote regarding
the validity of this approach, often criticizing the interpretation 
that the World Bank had made of the post-war economic
development in the East Asian countries. Four main criticisms were
levelled at the World Bank interpretation. First, that rather than being
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Notes: High economic growth: increase in GDP p.c. of 4% p.a. or above. High income inequality: richest 20% have
over 10 times income share of poorest 20%.



a coherent set of policies throughout the region, in fact there were a
range of approaches adopted. Jonathan Rigg in his book on Southeast
Asia, argues, ‘Asia is not a singular and undifferentiated region . . .
Asia did not have a single miracle. . . . Shoe-horning Southeast Asia’s
development . . . into a generic explanatory framework ignores the
extent to which national contexts play a critical, perhaps even
defining role’ (Rigg 2003: 11). Second, and very importantly, many
criticized the way in which the World Bank used the East Asian
experience to promote the benefits of free trade and open economies.
In fact, as numerous authors stressed, many of the East Asian
countries had achieved their economic success through important
government interventions. For example, Amsden (1994) highlights
the role of protectionism in the growth of Hong Kong’s textile
industry. Third, the World Bank report failed to acknowledge the
continued levels of poverty and inequality in the region’s nations.
Finally, the use of the term ‘miracle’ was questioned. The concept 
of a ‘miracle’ implies that the process is unexplainable. However, 
it was clear that the economic development in the region could be
explained. As Garnaut (1998: 3) states:
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Plate 2.3 The Petronas Towers, Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia.



There never was such a thing as an East Asian ‘miracle’. There was,
however, an East Asian phenomenon of sustained rapid growth, as one
economy after another in East Asia began to accumulate capital, apply
improved technology, and utilise human resources more effectively for
economic development.

In 1997 this model of neo-liberal economic development collapsed in
what was termed the ‘Asian Crisis’. The trigger for the economic
crisis was the devaluation of the baht, the Thai currency, but there
had been cracks appearing throughout the region’s economies before
this. The crisis was largely financial, in that the withdrawal of large
amounts of foreign capital from the region meant that for many
countries, the stability of their economies was severely threatened. In
Thailand in 1996, foreign investors’ confidence in the economy was
shaken by declining export growth and there were also concerns
about the large size of the current account deficit. As investors
started to withdraw their money from the Thai economy, the Thai
government was not able to maintain the exchange rate of the baht.
The baht, like many currencies in the region, was fixed, i.e. the
exchange rate did not change to reflect the demand for the currency.
This, it is argued, can help reduce the costs of foreign trading
because there is no potential for costs to rise because of exchange
rate fluctuations. In addition, a fixed exchange rate can promote
economic stability because government economic policies have to be
able to maintain this rate. As capital flight increased, the Thai
government was unable to keep the baht at the fixed rate and was
forced to devalue it. This triggered further flight from Thailand, but
also led to the crisis spreading throughout the region. This has been
termed ‘contagion’ or ‘economic flu’ (Poon and Perry 1999).

The reason the Thai crisis had such an impact on the rest of the
region can be attributed to a number of factors (Garnaut 1998).
Foreign investors were suddenly presented with the realization that
they actually had very little awareness of the details of the region’s
economic processes, and that if the Thai government was able to
devalue the national currency, what was stopping governments
elsewhere changing macroeconomic policies? In addition, much of
the region’s growth had been based on intra-regional trade. With
increased regional instability and uncertainty such trade was going to
be threatened. As confidence levels plummeted, more and more funds
were removed from the region. This had devastating effects on the
levels of economic growth (see Figure 2.7), but also on the levels of
poverty among the mass of the populations.
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Of course, while the crisis was felt throughout the region, the
experiences were different and some countries weathered the storm
much more effectively than others. Just as the ‘miracle’ had many
dimensions, so the ‘crisis’ was not a shared common experience.
Indonesia, Thailand and South Korea all experienced negative
economic growth rates following the crash, while Taiwan and Japan
experienced little change in GDP growth rates (Figure 2.7).

For the World Bank and other institutions and governments which
had held up East Asia as the model for successful development
policies, the 1997 Asian crisis was certainly a blow. However, World
Bank interpretations of the causes of the crisis focused on the failure
of the region’s governments to follow the neo-liberal approach
properly. State intervention in the economy which had not been
greatly acknowledged in The East Asian Miracle was now
recognized as a key element in the creation of the crisis (Dixon
1999). Throughout the region, IMF ‘rescue packages’ were
implemented. These were very similar to structural adjustment
policies and included conditions such as increased openness to
foreign ownership in the banking and financial sectors. This financial
support from the IMF assisted the region’s economies to regain their
stability and growth rates have begun to improve.

Summary

● Classical and neo-classical economic theories stress the importance of
the free market for development.

● Modernization theories argue that development is largely economic and
the same development path should be followed by all countries.

● Post-Second World War, Northern countries focused on providing
assistance to Southern countries to help them follow the same
development path taken by the North.

● Structural adjustment policies are key parts of neo-liberal development
policy.

● The East Asian financial crisis challenged neo-liberal convictions about
the role of the market in economic development.

Discussion questions

1 According to classical economic theories, what are the benefits of
free trade?
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2 What are the stages of Rostow’s linear stages theory and how do
countries move from one stage to another?

3 What role did Keynes think the state had in promoting economic
development?

4 What were the major features of the ‘East Asian Miracle’?

5 What are the main aspects of structural adjustment policies and
what are the social effects of SAPs?

Further reading

Mohan, G., E. Brown, B. Milward and A.B. Zack-Williams (2000) Structural
Adjustment: Theory, Practice and Impacts, London: Routledge. An accessible
account of the background to structural adjustment, what it involves and the
political, economic, social and environmental impacts. There is also a
consideration of alternatives to structural adjustment.

Toye, J. (1993) Dilemmas of Development, 2nd edition, Oxford: Blackwell. A very
detailed examination of the shift from Keynesian approaches to economic
development to neo-liberal ones. Some students may find the economic content
rather hard-going at times, but the book is an excellent overview of these debates.

World Bank (1993) The East Asian Miracle, Oxford: OUP. Excellent example of IFI
approaches to economic development in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Useful websites

www.adamsmith.org The Adam Smith Institute, which aims to increase awareness
of the work of Adam Smith and the role of market-led economic development.

www.brettonwoods.org Bretton Woods Committee. Provides information about
international financial matters and the role of the IMF, World Bank and WTO in
global economic policy.

www.imf.org International Monetary Fund. Provides information on the
approaches and activities of the IMF. Useful material on structural adjustment
programmes.

www.oecd.org Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development. Provides
information about the organization’s activities, including official development
assistance.

www.usaid.gov United States Agency for International Development.

www.worldbank.org World Bank. Details the activities of all members of the
World Bank Group.

www.worldbank.org/poverty/strategies Poverty Reduction Strategies and PRSPs.
World Bank site explaining PRSPs, including PRSPs from a range of countries.
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Structuralism, 
neo-Marxism and
socialism

● Marxist theories of development
● Structuralism and dependency theories
● Socialism and the Soviet model
● Maoism and development in China
● African socialism and Afro-Marxism

The state has an important role to play in all approaches to
‘development’. This may be providing a system of regulation, law
and order within which the market can operate efficiently, as the
theories discussed in the previous chapter argued, or the state can be
far more interventionist in the workings of the economy as we shall
see in this chapter.

Marxist theories of development

Marx’s theory of development or progress bore similarities to that of
the linear stages models described in the previous chapter. For
example, in the introduction to the first volume of Capital he stated,
‘The country that is more developed industrially only shows to the
less developed, the image of its own future’ (Marx 1909: xvii).
However, the end point, while also having similarities in the focus on
urban and industrial life, was very different in social and political
terms. Capitalism was regarded as just one stage in a transition; 
pre-capitalist societies, which Marx differentiated as ‘Asiatic’,
‘ancient’ or ‘feudal’, would be replaced by capitalism, which would
be usurped by socialism. Under a socialist or communist regime
there would be communal ownership rather than private property and
individuals would work according to their abilities and would be
provided with according to their needs (Table 3.1). This process was
to apply to all societies.

3



The central feature of Marx’s analysis was the relationship between
capital and labour. The stages outlined above represented different
‘modes of production’, in that at each stage there was a different
combination of ‘forces of production’ and ‘relations of production’
(Box 3.1). Under pre-capitalist forms of production, individuals
worked to provide for themselves and their families, often through
subsistence agriculture. Thus, the amount of work or labour
completed was just enough to provide food, shelter, clothing and
other necessities.
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Table 3.1 Marxist stages of social development

Stage Characteristics

Ancient/primitive communism, Ancient tribal societies; communal ownership of land, tools
Feudalism or Asiatic and other basic economic resources

Feudalism: found in ‘Western’ societies; based on agricultural
production organized around large estates; land owned by a
few, but tenants able to keep their produce once they had
paid the landlord

Asiatic: found in ‘Eastern’ societies, e.g. India, China, Turkey,
Persia; different classes dominated the economy and the
state apparatus; needed to ensure centralized control of
important technologies such as irrigation systems

Capitalism Society divided into those who own the means of production
and those who do not; those who do not have to earn a
living by selling their labour; key role of the market in
allocating resources

Socialism Communal ownership of means of production by state or the
people; industrialization means that people no longer have
to struggle for a living and individual needs can be met by
the distribution systems of the collective

Sources: adapted from Gregory (1986); Smith (2000); Worsley (1990)

Box 3.1

Definitions of Marxist terms

Means of production The ‘things’ which are needed for people to produce
goods. These include tools and equipment, as well as land, crops and mineral
reserves.

Relations of production The division of labour, i.e. who does what in the
production process. Also includes who decides what is produced and how it

continued



Under capitalism, Marx argued that this relationship shifts. As
technology advances and humans’ abilities to exploit and use natural
resources becomes more effective, more complex forms of
organization are possible. For Marx, capitalism is characterized by
two major divisions within society; the ‘bourgeoisie’ who own the
means of production, and the ‘proletariat’ who do not. The only way
that the proletariat can survive is to sell their labour, i.e. to work for
a wage. This work, however, is not the same form of work as in a
pre-capitalist system. Not only do workers labour so as to be able to
provide the basics for their families, but they also work to provide
for the bourgeoisie. This ‘surplus’ (the amount of work beyond that
needed to meet basic needs) creates profit for the owners because
workers are not paid the full value of the goods they produce. This
profit can then be reinvested into more factories or land, so creating
the conditions for further wealth-generation, but the wealth remains
with the bourgeoisie.

Marx viewed capitalism as a necessary stage in the progression
towards socialism and also considered it much better than pre-
capitalist societies which he characterized as irrational and backward.
He interpreted capitalism as being inherently unstable and vulnerable
to crises. Eventually, he believed that capitalism would be
overthrown and socialist forms of organization and production would
prevail.

Marx’s focus was European development in the nineteenth century.
However, Marx’s ideas were expanded and applied to other parts of
the world. In relation to the growth of European empires and
colonies in Africa and Asia, as well as continued relations of
exploitation with independent Latin American countries, Marxist
theories of imperialism focused on the way these different parts of
the world helped defuse or delay crises in capitalist development in
Europe (Peet with Hartwick 1999). For example, Lenin the leader of
the 1917 Revolution in Russia (see later) argued that imperialism

is produced, so includes the possibility of unequal decision-making and
power. This can be based on who owns the means of production.

Mode of production The system of social relations organizing production.
This includes the relations of production, as well as the state apparatus and
the legal system. It also includes cultural norms and ideologies about the
way society should work.

Sources: adapted from Peet with Hartwick (1999); Worsley (1990)
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was the ‘highest stage of capitalism’. According to Marxist theory,
capitalism needs ever increasing opportunities to create profit in order
to survive. Colonies provided excellent possibilities for further profit
generation, through the creation of new markets, new sources of raw
materials, and cheap labour (Webster 1990: 82). According to Lenin,
once these possibilities had been exhausted capitalism would collapse.

Neo-Marxism

Classical Marxist theories as described above have been criticized for
focusing on the experiences of the societies of Western Europe and
assuming that all countries of the world would follow the same path
of progress and development. However, in the 1950s and 1960s 
neo-Marxist approaches began to question this interpretation. The
experiences of newly-independent states in the Caribbean, Africa and
Asia showed that Lenin’s ideas about imperialism being the highest
stage of capitalism could be challenged. Despite de-colonization,
capitalism had not collapsed in these countries (Roxborough 1979).

Paul Baran (1960) drew on Marxist ideas, but applied them to 
world conditions in the mid-twentieth century, hence the label 
‘neo-Marxism’. He, along with Paul Sweezy, argued that capitalism
was now in a period of ‘monopoly capitalism’ (Baran and Sweezy
1968). Large companies dominated the world economy and were
able to exploit poorer parts of the world. Baran argued that the
governments of these poorer economies should intervene and prevent
funds that could be used for development being siphoned out of the
country as profit. Unfortunately, these governments were either
corrupt, or lacked the power to prevent this exploitation. For Baran
the only solution to this problem was for countries to leave the 
world capitalist system in favour of a state-socialist system. It was
only by doing this that development would be possible. These ideas
were similar to those adopted by the ‘dependency theorists’ (see 
pp. 69–72).

Structuralists

So far in this book, there has been a focus on theories of
development which originate from and are based on the European
experience. These Eurocentric approaches have, however, been
challenged by a number of theorists, from a wide range of
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perspectives. Latin American academics and writers have been an
important source of these challenges, with the structuralists being a
key group.

The structuralist approach to explaining the nature of Latin American
economies and levels of development is associated with the United
Nations Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA or CEPAL
in Spanish) which was set up in Santiago, Chile in 1947. While there
were similar regional commissions in other parts of the South, the
United States was rather reluctant to support a Latin American
commission, fearing that this would lead to dissent from the US
viewpoint regarding the future of the Americas.

The ECLA Executive Secretary, Raúl Prebisch, along with many
others working in the organization, devised their arguments about
development theory and strategy based on the Latin American
experience. Prebisch’s argument was that the low levels of economic
growth and standards of living would not be improved through
following the free trade arguments of modernization theorists and
others. This was because the global economic structure was very
different from that which existed when the European countries
experienced their processes of industrialization. According to
Prebisch, the global trading system based on principles of free trade
acted as an obstacle for Latin American development.

What is key to recognize here is that the ECLA structuralists were
not arguing that ‘development’ as a goal was not represented by
industry, urbanization and other symbols of modernity. Rather they
argued that development as a process would be different from the
path advocated by Eurocentric theorists. How could the path be the
same if the global environment was different? This recognition of the
importance of historical context for a consideration of development is
similar to the neo-Marxist reworkings of Marxist theory in the light
of experiences in the global periphery.

According to the ECLA interpretation, national development
strategies should involve greater state intervention to protect national
industries so allowing them to establish themselves without
competition from foreign firms. This approach built on the ideas of
‘infant industry’ developed by a nineteenth-century German
economist, Friedrich List. What was termed ‘import-substitution
industrialization’ (ISI) was adopted in a number of countries
throughout the region with some initial success. This involved
erecting tariff barriers, so that national manufacturing was protected 
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from more efficient foreign firms that would be able to sell their
products more cheaply. The addition of a high import tariff meant
that the foreign companies’ prices were raised, so allowing domestic
firms to compete (see Box 3.2).

Another element of the ECLA approach was land reform. Through
much of Latin America and the Caribbean land-holding patterns
during the colonial period and then into independence had been
characterized by massive inequalities. A small number of landholders
held vast swathes of land, often termed latifundia. This land was often
used for plantations or large-scale cattle ranching depending on the
location. The majority of agriculturalists were small-scale peasant
producers, scraping a living on very small plots of marginal land,
known as minifundia (Kay 1999; Thorpe and Bennett 2002). Land
reform usually involved redistributing land so that these small-scale
farmers would have larger plots. This would enable them to increase
their production and so contribute to poverty alleviation in their
communities, but also to national economic development through
increasing productivity. Between 1950 and 1964 the amount of land
devoted to crop production in the region rose by 51 per cent, but
yields only increased by 24 per cent (ECLA 1968 in Kay 1999). The
massive inequalities in land distribution were an important
explanation for this, but poor government support and investment
were also implicated.
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Box 3.2

Import-substitution industrialization in Brazil

Brazil adopted a policy of ISI from the 1940s onwards in an attempt to
increase levels of economic growth by protecting domestic industry and
promoting production for export. The Brazilian government used tariff
barriers to reduce imports and encouraged production for export through the
use of subsidies.

Between 1965 and 1973 the average annual growth in manufacturing
production was 12 per cent. Manufactured goods also increased from 8 per
cent of exports in 1965 to 39 per cent in 1982. While government policy was
important in this, it should also be remembered that Brazil is the most
populous country in Latin America. The large population provided a market
for the manufactured goods. For smaller Latin American countries, this
option was not available.

Source: adapted from Gwynne (1996)



The fact that the structuralists were arguing for a capitalist-based
form of development suitable for Latin America meant that this
approach was not regarded as challenging the capitalist industrialized
nations. A key indicator of its acceptance was the incorporation of
some of the ECLA policies into the Alliance for Progress programme
of the 1960s (Clarke 2002) (see Box 3.3). Land reform was a
particularly important part of the Alliance for Progress agenda.
However, in most countries, apart from Cuba and Nicaragua where
there was revolutionary change (see pp. 75–80), agrarian reform 
was rather limited. Often peasants were given ‘new’ land within
settlement projects, rather than land that had been expropriated from
large landholders. As Kay (1999: 277–8) concludes, ‘Rhetoric
prevailed as governments were either too weak to implement a
substantial agrarian reform or had the underlying intention of
promoting capitalist [large-scale] farming.’

Despite some successes, the influence of the structuralists on policy
implementation declined. This was largely as a result of the
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Box 3.3

Alliance for Progress

The Alliance for Progress (AFP) was a US programme targeted at social and
economic development in Latin America. While the basis for the programme
had been developed under the Eisenhower administration, it was only
implemented under President Kennedy in 1961. Under the AFP, individual
Latin American nations had to present a ‘development plan’ to a panel of US
economic and technical experts. Funding available for the entire scheme was
up to US$20 billion over ten years, and the US was also committed to
promoting multilateral and private investment in the region.

Another strand to US Latin American policy during this time was an
expanded counter-insurgency programme. Both this and the AFP were
coordinated by the US Agency for International Development (USAID). The
counter-insurgency projects were for ‘public safety’.

While there were some successes under the AFP, by the end of the 1960s it
was clear that its goals of social and economic progress following a US
liberal model had failed. For example, in 1964 the Brazilian government was
overthrown by the military, but Brazil continued to receive funding from the
US.

Source: adapted from Skidmore and Smith (1989)



perceived limits to ISI, agrarian reform and other forms of state
intervention policies at a national level. Protecting domestic infant
industries from foreign competition enabled large numbers of firms
to be established, but obstacles to continued progress included
limited national demand because of low incomes and the need to
import machinery and high-tech equipment as the production process
became more complex. These limits were becoming increasingly
apparent in the late 1960s and with the oil crises of the 1970s it was
clear that some changes had to be made to the national development
strategy. As discussed in Chapter 2, these changes were very radical
and involved a shift to export-oriented industrialization, less state
involvement and opening up to foreign investment. ISI was
interpreted as fostering inefficiencies in the operation of the economy
and stifling growth and development.

Dependency theories

Another key Latin American theoretical development was
‘dependency theory’. Despite the name, the approaches to
‘dependency’ were rather diverse, so ‘dependency theories’ in the
plural is more appropriate. In addition, some critics of the
dependency school (see below) claimed that it was not really a
theory.

The key argument of dependency theorists, or dependistas as they
were known, was that Latin American countries found themselves 
in positions of ‘underdevelopment’ because of the operation of the
capitalist system. In particular, the core industrialized countries were
experiencing growth and economic development through the
exploitation of the non-industrialized peripheral countries. The
argument differed greatly, therefore, from that of modernization
theorists and classical Marxist theorists who saw non-industrialized
countries as merely being further behind on the development 
ladder. According to the dependency theorists, Latin America’s
development situation was a result of capitalist development, just 
as industrialization in the North was a result of this process. André
Gunder Frank (1967) termed this the ‘development of
underdevelopment’.

Frank used the examples of Chile and Brazil to demonstrate the
chains of dependency that had existed since the colonial period
beginning in the sixteenth century. He argued that with capitalist
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development (he defined capitalism as being production for market
exchange) Latin America was caught up in a global system of
dependence consisting of relationships of exploitation from the
global scale to the inter-personal (see Figure 3.1). Thus, individual
peasants were exploited by local land-owners who did not pay them
the full value of the commodities they produced. These land-owners
then sold the goods to merchants in the urban areas at a higher price
than that paid to the peasants so generating a profit. This chain of
exchange and exploitation continued until the surplus generated
through these exchanges was taken out of the country to the core.
Periods when Latin America was less engaged with the global
economy, for example during the Second World War, were, Frank
argued, periods when development was most likely to take place
within the region. Celso Furtado presented a similar argument in his
book Economic Development in Latin America (1976).

While dependency theorists would agree with the claims that
exogenous (i.e. outside the country) factors were key in explaining
the low levels of economic development in Latin America, the
solution to this limiting situation differed. Clarke (2002) highlights
the main distinctions between the ‘reformists’ and the ‘Marxists’.
The former felt, like the ECLA structuralists, that what was needed
was reform of the capitalist trade system, perhaps with greater state
intervention (see Furtado 1976). The Marxist (or more accurately
neo-Marxists) saw the overthrow of the capitalist system as the only
solution. Frank was one of the most vociferous advocates of this
approach, believing that within capitalism the peripheral regions of
the world would always be exploited and marginalized.

Although dependency theory was largely applied to Latin America,
the concepts of dependency were also applied to other parts of the
world. For example, Walter Rodney’s book How Europe
Underdeveloped Africa (1981 [1972]) argued that the intervention of
European powers in African social, economic and political processes
throughout the nineteenth century, created a situation of dependency
and led to the impoverishment of African peoples. Amin (1974)
makes a similar argument in the African case, focusing on economic
processes, particularly the extraction of primary products.

The fact that the dependency ideas came from the experiences of the
Global South was certainly a welcome change from the dominance
of Northern voices in theories of development. However, despite the
dependency approach’s popularity in some circles in the 1970s, its

70 • Structuralism, neo-Marxism and socialism



1111
2
3
41
5
6
7
8
91
10
1
2
31
4
5
6
7
8111
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30
1
2
3
4
51
6
7
8
9
40
1
4211 P

e
a
s
a
n
ts

F
a
rm

e
rs

M
e
rc

h
a
n
ts

R
e
g
io

n
a
l

E
lit

e

N
a
ti
o
n
a
l

E
lit

e

C
o
re

L
a
ti

n
 A

m
e
ri

c
a

E
u

ro
p

e

fl
o
w

 o
f 
s
u
rp

lu
s

Fi
gu

re
 3

.1
C

or
e–

pe
ri
ph

er
y 

re
la

ti
on

sh
ip

s 
un

de
r 

de
pe

nd
en

cy
.



influence on policy-making was limited and it has been increasingly
criticized. These criticisms come both from empirical evidence which
challenges the claims of the dependency theorists, and also from
those who query the assumptions on which the dependency approach
is grounded.

In relation to empirical support, while the interpretations of Frank,
Furtado and others may have had a significant basis in Latin
American historical experiences, the conclusions that capitalist-style
development was impossible for peripheral countries within the
existing system was challenged by the economic success of the
newly-industrializing countries of Asia during the 1970s (see Chapter
2). The existence of such evidence refuting the basic claims of the
dependency approach undermined the dependency interpretations.

In addition, dependency theories were criticized for being overly
concerned with economic factors, without any consideration of the
social, cultural or political contexts within which development (or
underdevelopment) took place. While dependency theorists had,
unlike the modernization theorists, taken a historical view of
development by considering when processes were taking place, they
did not consider the wider contexts within which development
occurred. Booth (1985) also criticizes the dependency school,
particularly Frank, for the definition of capitalism used. In Frank’s
work, capitalist development was defined as ‘autonomous industrial
growth’. Booth stresses that if this definition is used then it is
inevitable that capitalist development will be viewed to have taken
place most successfully when ties to the global economy are weaker.
According to Booth, this form of circular argument discredits the
dependency approach.

World-systems theory

The importance of the global economic system and hierarchies within
it was also a key factor in world-systems theory. This was developed
by Immanuel Wallerstein (1974) and shares many characteristics
with the dependency school. For example, both approaches stress the
importance of considering national economic development within a
global context, rather than just concentrating on individual countries.
The relative strength of states within this global system helps
influence levels of development. Both also have a strong historical
basis.
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However, Wallerstein was keen to move beyond the static dualism of
the dependency models. Rather than viewing the world in terms of
‘core’ and ‘periphery’, Wallerstein identified three groupings of
countries: ‘core’, ‘semi-periphery’ and ‘periphery’. In addition, the
members of these categories were not fixed; over time countries were
able to move in and out of categories depending on their economic
situation. The inclusion of the ‘semi-periphery’ was a reflection of
global events in the late 1960s and early 1970s. While dependency
theorists were arguing that countries in the global periphery were
doomed to be forever exploited and marginal, some countries of the
world were experiencing economic development in terms of
industrialization. These newly-industrializing countries (NICs)
included the ‘Asian Tigers’ of South Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore
and Taiwan, as well as Latin American nations such as Brazil.

As with Frank, Wallerstein considered the global capitalist system to
date from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when European
influence, both economic and political, was expanding beyond the
European heartland. Before the Industrial Revolution in the
eighteenth century, European powers competed for dominance, with
some countries losing prominence and becoming semi-peripheral
(such as Spain) while the countries of Northwest Europe became the
core. Peripheral regions at this time included those of South and
Central America. With industrial expansion in Europe and later in the
USA, the core expanded, some nations in the periphery became
semi-peripheral and the periphery grew as parts of Asia and Africa
were incorporated into the global economic system through processes
of colonialism (Peet with Hartwick 1999). At the start of the 
twenty-first century, the core countries consist mainly of the
countries of Western Europe, the USA and Canada, Australia, New
Zealand and Japan. The semi-periphery includes most of Latin
America, Eastern Europe, Russia, China, India and many of the
Southeast Asian nations. Within Africa, only South Africa, Egypt
and Tunisia are part of the semi-periphery according to Klak (2002).
The rest of the continent is classified as being peripheral in the
global economic system (Figure 3.2).

The fluidity of categories and the potential movement from one
category to another differs from the classical Marxist
developmentalist viewpoint outlined at the start of this chapter.
Countries do not follow a linear pathway of progress, rather at
different times as the global economy changes, certain countries may
be able to make economic advances, while others lose out. This
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historical approach has great benefits, but, as Klak (2002) points out,
the possibilities of testing the world-systems theory are very limited.
Rather than helping us explain changing patterns of economic
development, the world-systems theory can be used to describe
certain patterns. Because of this, Klak concludes ‘Perhaps it is better
to think of a world-system analysis or perspective rather than a 
fully-fledged world-system theory’ (2002: 111, emphasis in the
original). As with dependency approaches, Wallerstein’s ideas can
also be criticized for their focus on state-level action, so excluding
the local-level processes.

Socialist approaches to development

For some theorists, the only way for development to be achieved was
to break from the capitalist-led path of development to an alternative
route, albeit with a similar conception of modernity. As stated in the
earlier discussion of Marxist interpretations of the workings of
society, under capitalism society is divided into two classes; those
who own the means of production and those who do not. Under a
socialist system, the means of production is owned by the state.
Because of this it is argued that profit is no longer the driving force
of the economy; rather, the needs of the population are prioritized.
Because of state ownership of land, factories, etc., decisions can be
made about resource allocation that are made on the basis of need,
rather than ability to pay. The role of the state in all aspects of
economic, social and political life means that this form of approach
is sometimes called ‘centrally-planned’.

While socialism has been implemented and experienced in a variety
of different ways, there are some common characteristics (Box 3.4).
Less than twenty years ago, a significant number of countries were
experimenting with a socialist form of development. As well as the
Soviet bloc countries of the USSR and the states of Eastern Europe,
there were large numbers of developing world countries that could be
classed as ‘socialist’ (Table 3.2). In the early twenty-first century
there are a handful (most notably China, Vietnam and Cuba) and even
they have begun reform processes, including opening up to foreign
investment and the loosening of restrictions on private property.

While the basic tenets of the socialist model can be stated, the actual
realities of what have been termed ‘socialist experiments’ very
greatly throughout the world. As Kilmister (2000) highlights,
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socialist forms of political and economic organizing are not
introduced into a vacuum. The nature of previous societies and
economies will influence outcomes, as will the form of socialist
model which is followed. Kilmister also stresses the diversity of
routes into socialism. While in the nineteenth century Marx and
Engels believed that socialism would be a stage in a linear model
coming after the collapse of capitalism, this has proved not to be the
case in any of the societies which have followed a socialist path. In
the post-Second World War period, Kilmister identifies three main
categories of countries which have followed a socialist model:

● Countries where the state was the only actor strong enough to
direct development: states such as Afghanistan, Ethiopia and
Mongolia remained largely separate from the colonial struggles
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

● Countries where socialist ideas were key in struggles for national
liberation from colonial rule: in many societies seeking to break
from colonial rule, socialism provided a key ideology around
which to organize. After decades of control from outside forces
with policies which created great inequalities in wealth and
opportunity, liberation, it was argued, would result in
opportunities for all and the nation’s resources being owned by

76 • Structuralism, neo-Marxism and socialism

Box 3.4

Characteristics of socialist model of
development

Economic
1 state ownership of major industrial enterprises;
2 industrial and infrastructure decisions made according to central

government plans, rather than operating through the market;
3 extensive state control over foreign trade and investment;
4 state intervention in the labour market; employment decisions are made

according to central plans, rather than market forces;
5 state control of prices;
6 state intervention in agriculture and rural-urban relationships.

Political
1 generally ruled by one party; organized political opposition and many

civil society organizations are not tolerated.

Source: adapted from Kilmister (2000: 309)



the people in the form of state ownership. Countries which
adopted this approach included Angola and Mozambique.
Kilmister also stresses that the links between socialism and
national liberation were also used in response to external forces
other than colonial rulers, as in Korea and Vietnam. The Central
American and Caribbean nations, in particular Nicaragua and
Cuba, adopted a socialist route not to overthrow colonial rulers,
but to escape from the tyranny of US-supported authoritarian
rule.

1111
2
3
41
5
6
7
8
91
10
1
2
31
4
5
6
7
8111
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30
1
2
3
4
51
6
7
8
9
40
1
4211

Structuralism, neo-Marxism and socialism • 77

Table 3.2 Socialist countries, 1985

Full member Non-Comecon Marxist-Leninist Marginal cases
of Comecon

Bulgaria Albania (member 1949–61) Angola Afghanistan

Cuba China Burma (Myanmar) Algeria

Czechoslovakia North Korea Kampuchea Benin

East Germany Yugoslavia (associated member) (Cambodia) Burkina Faso

Hungary Ethiopia Cape Verde

Mongolia Mozambique Congo

Poland Laos Guinea

Romania Yemen Guinea-Bissau

USSR Guyana

Vietnam Iraq

Libya

Madagascar

Nicaragua

São Tomé and
Principe

Seychelles

Somalia

Surinam

Syria

Tanzania

Zimbabwe

Sources: adapted from Forbes and Thrift (1987: Figure 1.1) using Wiles (1982) classification system

Notes

Comecon (Council for Mutual Economic Assistance/CMEA): set up in 1949 as a response to the Marshall Plan (see
Chapter 2). Organization of socialist states aimed at providing financial and technical assistance (including military
help) to members.
Non-Comecon: well-established socialist or communist states, but they remain outside the strong influence of the
USSR.
Marxist-Leninist: hard-line socialist governments closely allied to the Soviet bloc, but not Comecon members.
Marginal cases: largely one-party socialist states, but not deeply entrenched socialist systems.



● States adopting strong forms of state central planning, but not
formally adopting a socialist route: these governments chose to
promote economic growth and development in their countries
through a very state-centred process. Policy instruments such as
five-year plans were often adopted. Good examples include India
under Nehru 1947–64, and what has been termed ‘African
socialism’ (see pp. 87–91).

Strong state involvement in welfare services is certainly not only
found in countries adopting a socialist model of development, but a
commitment to widespread access to health and education services
which is part of the socialist model, has had very positive results in a
number of countries and regions (see Box 3.5).
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Box 3.5

Social development in Kerala, India

In 1957 a Communist government was elected to the southern Indian state of
Kerala. Since then, the state has experienced great improvements in social
development indicators. Investment in health and education, as well as
policies of land distribution and measures to improve women’s participation
in economic and political activities, have created what some have interpreted
as a ‘model’ for equitable development.

Social indicators are on a par with those for much richer countries. For
example, in the early 1990s the life expectancy at birth was over 73 years,
compared to 62.3 for India as a whole in 1995–2000 (UNDP 2002: 176). In
the 1950s the crude birth rate was 44 per 1,000, but this had fallen to 18 per
1,000 in 1991 (Sen 1999: 221). While the average fertility rate for India as a
whole is 3.0 children per woman of child-bearing age, the figure for Kerala
is 1.7. This can be explained by improved access to contraception, better
healthcare so that infant mortality rates are now about 17 per 1,000 live
births, and improvements in women’s literacy levels. Rather than enforcing
controls on fertility as in China, the government of Kerala has examined the
causes of higher fertility levels and implemented appropriate social policies.

These development policies, while being very successful in social terms, have
not been as successful economically. The State Domestic Product per capita
is 8,200 rupees (about US$270) (Kerala State Planning Board 1995 in Véron
2001). This compares to US$472 for the whole of India (World Bank 2002).
Very low levels of economic growth are threatening government attempts to
maintain expenditure on social programmes. Remittances from workers in the
Gulf States have been crucial in supporting expenditure in Kerala.

Sources: adapted from New Internationalist (1993); Sen (1999); Véron (2001)



In addition, state control of resources, in particular land, factories and
infrastructure, can lead to impressive levels of economic development.
As both Keynes and Rostow argued within a capitalist setting, for
economic growth to take place at certain times there needs to be
significant government involvement, perhaps because of the scale 
of the project, or because of the risks involved. However, as both 
the Chinese and Soviet examples discussed below demonstrate, these
rapid leaps in economic performance may be achieved at great cost
to the natural environment (see also Chapter 6), individuals’ quality
of life, and long-term economic stability.

State control of the means of production, trade and prices means that
in theory the economy works for the benefit of the people. As well as
providing basic health and education services, socialist practices of
development should, in theory, reduce levels of inequality which can
arise when market forces are left to their own devices. In general,
inequality levels are low in socialist societies, with Gini coefficients
of low to mid-20s. However, it must be noted that in many cases,
this is usually within a situation of low levels of per capita income.
With the transition to capitalist economies, many ex-socialist states
have increased levels of inequality. For example, after transition
Russia’s Gini coefficient increased 24 points and Lithuania’s rose by
14 points between 1987–8 and 1993–5 (Milanovic 1998: 41). There
are also increasing levels of unemployment, declines in real income
and falling school enrolments (Hörschelmann 2004).

The map of the world’s socialist countries today looks very different
from the situation in 1985 (see p. 91). The collapse of the Soviet
bloc in 1989 represented the most extreme version of what was
happening to states adopting socialist models, but throughout the
world, economic reforms and in some cases political reforms have
led to the questioning of state-socialism as a viable development
approach. Francis Fukuyama (1989) has termed this ‘the end of
history’. He states:

the century that began full of self-confidence in the ultimate triumph of
Western liberal democracy seems at its close to be returning to full
circle to where it started: not to an ‘end of ideology’ or a convergence
between capitalism and socialism, as earlier predicted, but to an
unabashed victory of economic and political liberalism. The triumph of
the West, of the Western idea, is evident first of all in the total
exhaustion of viable systematic alternatives to Western Liberalism.

(Fukuyama 1989: 3, emphasis in the original)
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While it is clear that state-socialist models of development are
increasingly rare in the twenty-first-century world, this does not mean
that there is a universal acceptance of what development is and how
it should be achieved.

Soviet model of development

The transformation of the USSR from a predominantly peasant
society in the 1920s to one of two global superpowers with an
extensive industrial sector and urban population by the 1960s, is a
process which has attracted a great deal of attention in other parts of
the world. The ‘socialist experiments’ in the Global South drew
lessons and inspiration from what went on the USSR.

On the eve of the First World War, agriculture provided over 50 per
cent of the national income and about three-quarters of the
employment in what was then the Russian Tsarist empire (Davies
1998: 10). Agriculture was dominated by very small-scale peasant
production. The October Revolution of 1917 led to the Tsars being
overthrown by the Bolsheviks led by Lenin. In Marx’s theorizing
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Plate 3.1 State housing block, Moscow, 1989.



about the route to socialist societies (see pp. 62–5) the revolution to
bring about such a society was meant to be led by an urban industrial
working class overthrowing a capitalist regime. This was clearly not
the situation in the Russian example, so challenging the linear
transition ideas of Marx’s model.

The socialist model adopted under Lenin focused on creating an
urban industrial economy. These policies were introduced under the
New Economic Policy (NEP) in the 1920s (Box 3.6). The industrial
focus of this policy reflected Leninist ideas of modernity and a move
away from ‘traditional’ peasant and agriculturally-focused economic
policies. Within the economic sphere the state apparatus made
decisions regarding what was to be produced, how and where. In
addition, in political terms, opposition to the Communist Party which
formed the government was increasingly clamped down upon.

In 1929 Josef Stalin came to power and the Soviet project of the
social ownership of production intensified. While following the same
broad socialist principles as Lenin, Stalinism included the extension
of collective ownership, particularly in agriculture (Box 3.7). State
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Box 3.6

New Economic Policy in the USSR

During the 1920s the New Economic Policy (NEP) was adopted under
Lenin. This policy was focused on economic development through
industrialization. Large-scale industry was state owned and the state also
controlled foreign trade. Imports had to be licensed and export earnings were
also channelled through the central state. The focus on industrial policy was
on capital goods such as machinery and materials such as iron and steel.
Concentrating on this form of industrial production, rather than on consumer
goods such as clothing, was justified because capital goods contribute
directly to increases in production and productivity. Workers in industry
benefited greatly from these trends, with improved wages and working
conditions. In contrast, during the NEP, agriculture was organized largely
through peasant households in village groupings and peasants were able to
sell any produce remaining after they had met state targets. Agricultural
production remained limited and peasants’ standards of living did not
improve. A devastating famine in 1927–8 partly reflected this
marginalization of the agricultural sector in economic policy.

Sources: adapted from Davies (1998); Kilmister (2000)



control of economic processes increased, as did the exercise of state
power, through imprisonment and execution, which was particularly
vehement under Stalin. While in the 1920s the one-party Communist
state was consolidated and opposition voices were increasingly
silenced, under Stalin this intensified; millions of people were
imprisoned in a variety of labour camps and prisons, and thousands
were executed for supposedly being an enemy of the state.
Wheatcroft and Davies (1994 in Davies 1998: 51) estimate that about
682,000 people were executed at the height of Stalin’s terror in
1937–8. In January 1953, just before Stalin’s death about 5,223,000
people were interned in camps (Davies 1998: 70).

Under a socialist system not only does the state have great direct
influence in the economy, it can also plan social provision based on
need, rather than market-led criteria. From the 1920s onwards, there
was increased state expenditure on health and education, with very
positive results in these dimensions of human development. For
example, literacy rates for people aged nine years and over rose from
51 per cent in 1926 to 81 per cent in 1939 (Davies 1998: 46). This
reflected both the increase in school enrolment for children, and the
success of adult literacy schemes (see also Box 3.5 for similar
examples from the Indian state of Kerala).

The centrally-planned economic model with significant investment in
social provision, continued until the break-up of the USSR in 1991. 
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Box 3.7

Collectivization of agriculture under Stalin

The collectivization process began in 1929. This involved the forcible
organization of peasant households into collective farms. The economies of
scale created by this merging of small-scale producers would, it was argued,
help increase agricultural production. In addition, the collectivization process
was used as an ideological tool to promote the importance of non-private
ownership and to force the richer peasants (known as kulaks) to give up their
land completely. Other peasants were allowed a share of the final production
and each household was given a small plot of land for subsistence, but
kulaks were not entitled to this and many were relocated to remote areas or
were forced into labour camps. Another famine in 1933 can be attributed
largely to the disruption caused by the collectivization process.

Sources: adapted from Davies (1998); Kilmister (2000)



By the late 1970s, it had become clear that the economic growth rates
achieved under the Stalinist industrialization policies were slowing
down. Just as with the limits to ISI described above (pp. 66–9), it
was argued that without significant inputs of technology and
investment that an opening up of the economy could bring, the
Soviet economy would stagnate. In addition, social problems such 
as alcoholism and crime were increasing as the state was unable 
to continue supporting the population as it had in the past (Kilmister
2000).

In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev was elected as the General Secretary of
the Communist Party and therefore the leader of the USSR. He
implemented reform measures termed perestroika, which included an
enhanced role for the market within resource allocation. For example,
enterprises were allowed to make decisions about what and how they
produced goods, rather than following centrally-decided targets. This
economic reform was also associated with greater political freedom
throughout the country and also an attempt at greater openness
towards the non-communist world through the glasnost approach.
Attempts to contain these reforms within the communist USSR
system failed. The country broke up and 15 republics became
independent, although in 1992 they formed the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS). The shift to market-oriented economic
systems is prevalent throughout the newly-independent republics, and
most now operate a form of liberal democracy with regular elections.

In terms of the nature of ‘development’ during the Soviet period, 
it is clear that economically, the drive to modernization was
impressive. From a society dominated by peasant agriculture to a
highly-industrialized economy, the Soviet experiment provided some
examples of how central planning could be used to promote such
economic changes, rather than relying on the market. While there are
numerous problems with using Soviet economic statistics from this
period (see Davies 1998), western estimates of industrial output
suggest rates of increase of about 10 per cent per annum in the
period 1928–40, and later rates of approximately 7 per cent were not
uncommon. In addition, state provision of education, housing and
healthcare benefited millions of Soviet citizens.

However, a centrally-planned economy, especially within a territory
of approximately 22 million km2, led to a range of inefficiencies and
problems. For example, factories were given production targets to
meet. As long as the quantity was produced the target was met; little,
if any attention was given to quality. The focus on industry meant 
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that agriculture was neglected with serious consequences for food
supply. In addition, the Soviet project did not include any recognition
of the environmental consequences, leading to very serious
environmental damage (see Chapter 6). Finally, limitations on human
freedom through the extreme brutality of the Stalinist period,
political repression and the outlawing of opposition voices
throughout, must be recognized.

Maoism

The Communists led by Mao Tse-Tung came to power in China in
1949. However, while the USSR provided some economic support in
the following years, the development strategies adopted by Mao were
rather different from those adopted by Lenin and later Stalin. The
Chinese revolution was largely a peasant revolution, and the focus on
rural development was paramount during the Maoist period
(Kilmister 2000).

Central state planning was key to the system and a series of five-year
plans were implemented. During the first Five Year Plan (1953–7)
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Plate 3.2 Statue at Mao Mausoleum, Beijing.



widespread collectivization of agriculture took place, with peasants
grouped into agricultural settlements for communal production.
Despite the rural focus of many policies, the bulk of state investment
went into heavy industry as under the Stalinist model in the USSR
(Hodder 2000). This investment was geared largely towards the iron
and steel industries and also the energy sector in the inland regions
away from the eastern coastal regions (Wu 1987). This geographic
focus was an attempt to spread the benefits of the revolution and to
reduce spatial inequalities. The inland focus was also because of the
perceived need to protect important infrastructure projects from
possible foreign military attack (Wei and Ma 1996).

In the ‘Great Leap Forward’ of 1958–61 rural development became a
key element to Chinese economic progress. People’s communes were
expected to produce agricultural goods, but also some industrial
goods, particularly those, such as machinery and chemical fertilizers,
which would contribute to increasing agricultural productivity. Mao
termed this dual focus as ‘walking on two legs’. This vigorous
attempt at rapid economic development experienced many
difficulties. The quality of industrial products was often poor, and the
disruption to agriculture caused by the need to spread rural labour
efforts contributed to a famine in 1961. This, in turn, prompted
widespread rural-urban migration which eventually led to increased
state controls on cityward migration. These problems resulted in the
abandonment of the ‘Great Leap Forward’ in the early 1960s.

By the time of Mao’s death in 1976 industrial growth rates were
declining and agricultural production was not keeping pace with
population growth. Peasants were increasingly allowed to produce
and sell their own crops, rather than working within a communal
system. The Chinese government also decided to move towards
market mechanisms in some sectors by opening up parts of the
economy to foreign investment. This was part of what the
government termed ‘market socialism’.

The first steps towards opening up were concentrated in Special
Economic Zones (SEZs) located in the eastern coastal provinces of
Guangdong and Fujian. Foreign investors were allowed to invest in
these SEZs and the government offered tax concessions and
preferable land rents. The availability of a cheap and educated
workforce was also attractive (Howell 1993). At first foreigners were
not allowed to have complete ownership of these factories, so
partnerships with Chinese state firms were set up. The economic
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success of these zones led to an expansion of the policy to other
parts of the country, but the coastal zone remains the main focus of
such activities exacerbating existing regional inequalities between the
coastal provinces, the central provinces and the western provinces
(Wei and Ma 1996) (see Chapter 4 for further discussion).

The political system still remains controlled by the Communist Party.
Opposition voices are suppressed through controls on television,
radio and newspapers. Policing of the internet also takes place, with
websites or chatrooms including anti-government sentiments being
blocked or closed. Public displays of anti-government feeling are
also restricted. The most well-known of these is the 1989 suppression
of the pro-democracy demonstrations in Tiananmen Square, Beijing.
Over 1,000 people were killed during the violent police and army
response, and many more were imprisoned.

Mao’s rural development focus within a socialist framework has
influenced government approaches to development in other parts of
the world, for example Nyerere’s policies in post-independence
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Plate 3.3 Pudong District, Shanghai.



Tanzania (see below). In addition, some revolutionary groups in the
South, such as Sendero Luminoso in Peru, have adopted Maoist
principles (Alexander 1999).

African socialism or socialism in Africa

Ghana’s independence from Great Britain in 1957 heralded a 
period of decolonization throughout the African continent. Many
newly-independent nations drew on socialist ideas of development
and progress in their focus on the role of the state in organizing and
moulding economic activities. However, most did not fully embrace
a socialist ideology in policy-making, not wanting to become too
closely aligned with the Soviet Bloc countries of the USSR and
Eastern Europe, but also not wanting to remain too politically-linked
to previous Western colonial powers. Young (1982: 11) identifies
three main ideologies that were adopted by the newly-independent
African states: capitalist development (see Chapter 2), Marxist-
Leninism (what Young refers to as ‘Afro-Marxism’) and ‘populist
socialism’ (which is sometimes referred to as ‘African socialism’).
As with all such typologies, in some cases the classification process
is very difficult. In this case, there are particular difficulties because
of common disjunctures between the ideology a government
espoused and the actual policies implemented.

Populist socialism was an attempt by a number of African nations to
draw on the ideas of communal ownership of land and natural
resources, and the traditional importance of collective working on the
land. According to Africa’s new leaders, such as Julius Nyerere in
Tanzania and Leopold Sédar Senghor of Senegal, capitalism and
class divisions were not part of African culture, but had been
introduced by European colonialists. An ‘African socialism’ would,
therefore, draw on the ‘real’ African roots, rather than following a
Soviet-style model based on class struggle. The predominantly rural
population of the African nations, also led governments adopting this
path to focus on rural development strategies, rather like Mao had
done in China (Box 3.8). The key role of the state in directing
development and in owning the means of production, such as
factories and plantations, was similar to socialist models elsewhere,
but African nations sought to adapt these models to African realities.
Countries adopting these policies included Tanzania, Algeria, Ghana,
Mali and Guinea.
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Box 3.8

Ujamaa in Tanzania

In 1961 Tanganyika became independent from Britain and in 1964 the Republic of
Tanzania was created from the merging of Tanganyika and Zanzibar. The President of
Tanzania, Julius Nyerere, wanted to promote development within Tanzania based on
African traditions and values, rather than following a western model.

In 1967 with the Arusha Declaration the policy of ujamaa was declared. Ujamaa is a
Swahili word meaning ‘familyhood’ and the basis of this development approach was
rural development around communal farming in villages. As most of Tanzania’s
population was based in rural areas, Nyerere felt that the focus on rural development was
appropriate. In addition, there was a tradition of communal activities, albeit on a much
more limited scale than that envisaged under ujamaa.

Initially the policy encouraged peasants to move into ujamaa villages, or for those
already resident in villages to increase communal, rather than private production. The
government invested in water supplies, primary education and health provision in these
villages. However, by 1970 progress was not regarded as sufficiently advanced, and the
government made more interventions to make peasants move. As a result, the number of
ujamaa villages increased from 1,956 in 1970 to 5,010 in 1974.

These shifts encouraged many White capitalist farmers to leave the country. There was
also a policy of nationalization of the plantations producing crops such as sisal and
coffee. While assistance was given to peasants in the form of fertilizer and some
machinery, overall production remained rather low. Production targets were rarely met.
Peasants spent the majority of their time working on their own private plots, rather than
on communal village lands. This fitted within their own understandings of their lives and
how they wanted to live. This was not, however, compatible with government plans for
national development.

In 1973 a policy of compulsory villagization was announced. In some cases this involved
extreme forms of coercion and violence. About five million Tanzanians were moved as
part of this process which was seen as key to development. The Daily News newspaper
reported:

Mwalimu [Nyerere] has frequently reiterated during the last ten years the importance
of people congregating in villages. Such proximity is a necessity of development.
For when people abandon their isolation and come together in well-planned and laid
out villages, they can be reached by social services, and they can effectively operate
in co-operation. Only then can they begin to develop.

(Daily News, 15 November 1974, in Hyden 1980: 131)

Because of production problems, the focus on communal village production was
subsequently reduced and peasants were allowed to produce independently.

Source: adapted from Hyden (1980)



In practice, the concept of African socialism came under increasing
attacks in the late 1960s and early 1970s from both advocates of
capitalist development, and those following a more Soviet style
socialism (Young 1982: 100). Despite the claims to African
‘authenticity’, it was clear that ideals of a ‘classless society’ and the
African communal way of life were not always as evident as had
been claimed. These internal divisions, along with external 
pressures resulted in the gradual disintegration of the African
populist socialist projects.

Afro-Marxism reflects an ideological approach drawing on the class
analysis of Marx and focusing on the policies adopted in the USSR
and associated states. This became more popular in the late 1960s
and was a response to the perceived limitations of the African
socialism model. Rather than trying to build development solutions
based on the peculiarly African context, the argument was that the
Soviet model of economic development and social welfare was
applicable in all geographical locations. The 1961 Cuban 
Revolution was held up as an example of how countries in the 
South could successfully adopt a Soviet-style development path.
Young (1982: 3) sums up the criticisms of African socialism as
follows: ‘The stress upon the communitarian heritage of African
society was held to be naïve and the rejection of the class struggle
mischievous and wrong.’

Marxist-Leninism was adopted in diverse ways among the African
nations, but the importance of central state planning and state
ownership of key units of production was at the heart of the 
policies. In reality, however, the state bureaucracy was too weak to
implement planning systems following a Soviet model, and there
were few companies which could be taken into state ownership. 
The role of the ‘working classes’ in the move to Marxist-Leninism
was also limited because of the predominantly rural population
(Young 1982). States adopting an Afro-Marxist approach included
Congo-Brazzaville, Mozambique (Box 3.9), Angola, Benin, Somalia
and Ethiopia.

The collapse of the Soviet bloc in 1989 meant a severe cut in the
assistance that could be provided to African socialist nations.
However, even before this, socialist projects throughout the continent
were experiencing problems, created both internally to the country,
but also exacerbated by external forces. Limitations to economic
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Box 3.9

Marxist-Leninism in Mozambique

Mozambique achieved independence from Portugal in 1975 following a
long-standing liberation struggle led by the Frelimo (Front for the Liberation
of Mozambique) organization. At independence, Frelimo became the sole
legal party and ruled the country along socialist lines. There was a strong
focus on improving health and education levels, as adult literacy stood at
only 15 per cent in 1975 and health facilities were very limited and restricted
to urban areas. During the period 1976–8 a national vaccination campaign
reached 95 per cent of the population.

In economic terms, private businesses were still allowed, but the oil refinery,
most of the banks and insurance companies, and the coal mines were
nationalized. The heavy industrial route to development and modernization
was followed, while in rural areas state collective farms were organized.
Equipment was imported for use in factories and farms, but often it remained
unused because of a lack of technological knowledge or spare parts. The
development approach drew on the Soviet and East European experiences,
and could be termed ‘Marxist-Leninist’, but the Mozambican government
remained non-aligned in terms of supporting neither the ‘Western capitalist
world’ or the Soviet bloc. At independence Mozambique joined the United
Nations and the Organization of African Unity (see Chapter 7), but did not
join the IMF or Comecon (Table 3.2) as they were regarded as being too
closely aligned with the USA and USSR respectively.

In the early 1980s, the stability of Mozambique was threatened by military
attacks from South Africa. Hanlon (1991) argues that the South African
government was allowed to ‘get away’ with these actions because the new
US administration of Ronald Reagan was vehemently anti-communist and
saw Mozambique and Angola as being threats. This destabilization,
combined with severe drought and increasing economic problems (40 per
cent of government expenditure was on defence), forced the government to
look for external help. Aid from the West was not forthcoming, so
Mozambique applied to join Comecon but was denied by the USSR. Despite
this, some economic assistance was provided by the USSR and Cuba.

By 1987 Mozambique was forced to accept structural adjustment as the 
only way to halt the massive economic problems that the country faced. 
Multi-party elections were held in 1994. Mozambique remains one of the 
most aid-dependent countries in the world (Chapter 4).

Sources: adapted from Hanlon (1991); Monteiro (1999); Stock (1995);
Young (1982)



growth were experienced as countries were unable to increase
productivity through existing levels of education, skills and
technology. In addition, opposition military activity (often supported
by foreign governments) meant that creating conditions for stable
economic growth were limited. For example, in Mozambique the
opposition Renamo organization received funding from South 
Africa. Increasing debt and economic problems forced many
countries to accept restructuring packages associated with IMF 
loans (Sutton and Zaimeche 2002). This shift to market-oriented
economies with multi-party democracies has been evident 
throughout the South (Table 3.3).

Summary

● Marxist definitions of ‘development’ are based on ideas of ‘modernity’.
● Structuralist and dependency theories stress the importance of looking

at the global economic system.
● Dependency theories argue that ‘underdevelopment’ is caused by

unequal global power relations.
● State-socialist development models involve the primary role of the state

as decision-maker.
● There have been attempts to introduce ‘African socialism’ with limited

success.
● State-led socialist models of development are losing favour and being

replaced by Western liberal-democratic, capitalist models.
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Table 3.3 Socialist and ex-socialist countries in the South, 2000

Market-oriented Transforming Some change, but Socialist
ex-socialist rapidly largely socialist

Afghanistan Algeria Angola China

Albania Cambodia (Kampuchea) Burma (Myanmar) Cuba

Benin Guinea Congo-Brazzaville Iraq

Burkina Faso Laos Ethiopia Libya

Guinea-Bissau Zimbabwe Guyana North Korea

Madagascar Yemen Syria

Mongolia Vietnam

Mozambique

Nicaragua

Tanzania

Source: adapted from Sutton and Zaimeche (2002)



Discussion questions

1 What were the main features of Marx’s evolutionary approach to
social development?

2 How do dependency theories challenge modernization
approaches to development?

3 Why was import-substitution industrialization a key policy for
structuralist theorists?

4 Why are state-led socialist development models less popular at
the start of the twenty-first century compared to the post-Second
World War period?

Further reading

Bradshaw, M. and A. Stenning (eds) (2004) East Central Europe and the Former
Soviet Union, London: Pearson Prentice Hall. Excellent collection of chapters
considering the transitional processes in Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet
Union.

Forbes, D. and N. Thrift (eds) (1987) The Socialist Third World: Urban
Development and Territorial Planning, Oxford: Blackwell. Although this book is
rather dated, it provides a very useful overview of the economic and regional
development policies of a number of socialist regimes in the South. While most
have now moved away from this form of development, there are many useful
examples of how a socialist perspective has been put into development practice.

Frank, A.G. (1967) Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America, London:
Monthly Review Press. A classic presentation of the dependency approach.

Young, C. (1982) Ideology and Development in Africa, New Haven: Yale University
Press. A wide-ranging book which covers the different state development projects
adopted by the newly-independent African nations, including significant sections
on what Young terms ‘populist socialism’ and ‘Afro-Marxism’.

Useful websites

www.marxists.org Marxists Internet Archive. Includes information about key
Marxist writers and their publications. Includes sites on African socialism.

www.ngonet.org Network of NGOs working in Central and Easter Europe and the
Former Soviet Union. Financial support from the US Agency for International
Development (USAID).

www.socialistinternational.org The Socialist International. Worldwide organization
of socialist, social democratic and labour parties.

www.tol.cz Transitions Online. News and information about the post-communist
states of Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union.
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Grassroots development

● Basic needs
● Decentralization
● The role and increasing importance of NGOs
● Concepts of participation and empowerment
● Civil society and social capital

The theories discussed in the previous two chapters are based on
activities at a national scale and involve decisions being made by
governments without the direct involvement of the people. In this
chapter the focus is far more on what have been termed ‘bottom-up’
or ‘grassroots’ approaches.

Basic needs

During the 1970s, the top-down approaches as described in the
previous chapters, were increasingly recognized as being limited in
their success at reducing the extent of poverty in large areas of
world. Rather than ‘trickling down’ to help the poorest, the benefits
of economic development were being experienced largely by the
richer countries and groups (Hettne 1995). This led to some
rethinking of how development in terms of improving standards and
quality of life was to be achieved.

Among large multilateral organizations, most notably the
International Labour Organization (ILO) and the World Bank under
the presidency of Robert McNamara, the concept of ‘basic needs’
was promoted. Under this approach, the focus of development
policies was to be directly at the poorest people in society, rather
than at macro-level policies that would indirectly help the poor. 
The approach became known as the Basic Needs Approach (BNA).
At the ILO’s World Employment Conference in 1976, the nature of

1111
2
3
41
5
6
7
8
91
10
1
2
31
4
5
6
7
8111
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30
1
2
3
4
51
6
7
8
9
40
1
4211

4



‘basic needs’ was outlined (see Box 4.1). These basic needs included
not only the essentials for physical survival, but also access to
services, employment and decision-making to provide a real basis for
participation. While it was never acknowledged by the ILO, Leys
(1996: 11–12) argues that the move towards basic needs was
influenced by dependency theories (Chapter 3).
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Plate 4.1 Self-built house, informal settlement, Oaxaca City, Mexico.

Box 4.1

ILO categories of basic needs

1 Basics of personal consumption – food, shelter, clothing;
2 access to essential services – clean water, sanitation, education, transport,

healthcare;
3 access to paid employment;
4 qualitative needs – healthy and safe environment, ability to participate in

decision-making.

Source: adapted from Hunt (1989: 265–6)



In policy terms, this approach advocated a focus on agricultural
development and support for the urban informal sector, including
greater research on labour-intensive production techniques that were
appropriate for small-scale activities. In addition, a basic needs
approach needed public service provision to be expanded and
developed to meet the needs of the poor. As Hunt (1989) stresses,
most advocates of ‘basic needs’ were not calling for an end to the
modernization project, rather that greater attention should be paid to
smaller-scale activities and poorer sectors of society, alongside
continued investment in large-scale infrastructure. Meeting the needs
of the poor would not only help reduce poverty levels, but also
would improve the education and skill levels of the population, with
the concomitant potential for contributing to greater economic
growth. In addition, as the poor get richer, they will be able to
purchase more goods and services, again contributing to increased
demand for domestic firms.

Despite the widespread support for such an approach from many
organizations and governments, there were a range of criticisms and

implementation problems. Among
these criticisms were the issues of
cost – improving public services is
financially demanding, and in many
cases governments were unwilling
or unable to afford such expenditure.
In addition, the ‘basic needs’
approach with its focus on small-
scale agricultural production and
informal sector activities was
regarded by many as acting as 
a brake to rapid economic growth
and continuing to trap Southern
countries in primary production 
and low value-added manufacturing.
As outlined in Chapter 1, there 
were also debates about how
improvements in basic needs were
going to be assessed (Hicks and
Streeten 1979). Friedmann (1992a:
59–66) outlines how the basic needs
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Plate 4.2 Street traders, Mexico City.



approach could have represented a real alternative to previous
development approaches and policies, particularly with its focus on
grassroots participation and wealth redistribution. However, he
stresses that in the main the application of the approach was very
technocratic and focused on production and that by the 1980s the
idea of ‘basic needs’ was losing its appeal.

Decentralization

The focus on the sub-national scale for development continued into
the 1980s and 1990s. In market-led economies, there was a 
tendency to move away from central government activities and
decision-making to a more decentralized approach. The rationale 
for adopting decentralization was both economic and political. In
economic terms, it was argued that decentralizing government
activities would lead to greater efficiency and cost-effectiveness. 
This clearly fits in with the neo-liberal agenda. In political terms, by
transferring decision-making to the more local level, people would be
able to have a greater say in the decisions made about their services.

This process of decentralization has been a major feature of 
policy-making in most countries, both North and South. Even
countries with an existing federal system where federal state
governments have always had power to make significant decisions,
there has been a process of further decentralization. Within a 
neo-liberal agenda, decentralization is regarded as a way of reducing
state control, albeit in some cases just moving policy-making from
central government to regional or local government.

As part of the shift from a state-oriented to market-oriented economy
in China and transition economies (see Chapter 3), decentralization
has been introduced for similar reasons. In China, following the
revolution in 1949, the economy was divided into very small-scale
production units from the village commune right up to the large state
enterprises, but central government had the final power to make
decisions. In terms of service provision, health and education
expenditure, for example, was determined centrally and funds were
provided to provincial and local governments. This meant that
healthcare was accessible and affordable for the majority of the
population. Approximately 85 per cent of China’s villages in the late
1970s had health centres staffed by primary healthcare workers,
known as ‘barefoot doctors’. While patients had to pay for medical
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treatment, this was usually reimbursed. Complicated medical
conditions were referred to health centres and hospitals in larger
urban areas (Chetley 1995). As part of the reform process in China,
provincial and local governments have been increasingly responsible
for raising their own funds to provide services (Tang and Bloom
2000). This has had the effect of increasing regional inequalities in
healthcare provision in China (Table 4.1).

The involvement of local people in these forms of decentralized
decision-making, while being very admirable in theoretical terms,
does not always have the desired practical outcomes. As described
below, participation, has become a key element of development
theories and practice, but meaningful and widespread participation is
much harder to achieve than has been predicted.

NGOs as the development solution

The move away from the central state as the key player in
‘development’ has always been debated, but has become increasingly
challenged from the 1980s onwards. This has been associated with
the move towards neo-liberal, market-led approaches as outlined in
Chapter 2. As well as the devolution of elements of power and
decision-making to the local state as described in the previous
section, the move away from the top-down approaches has been
associated in particular with the growth of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs).
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Table 4.1 Health reform and regional inequalities in China

Ratio of State Health Expenditure

East: Central East: West

1986 1.44: 1 1.04: 1

1988 1.66: 1 1.17: 1

1990 1.71: 1 1.31: 1

1992 1.69: 1 1.16: 1

1994 1.98: 1 1.28: 1

1995 2.13: 1 1.40: 1

1996 2.09: 1 1.42: 1

1997 2.07: 1 1.55: 1

Source: based on unpublished figures from Center for Health Statistics Information, Ministry of Health,
China



NGOs came to be seen as the panacea for ‘development problems’
by individuals from many different perspectives. First, however, it is
important to realize the range of organizations which can fall under
the NGO heading (Vakil 1997) (see Table 4.2). There are a number
of axes along which NGOs can be divided. For example, NGOs can
be very small-scale and operate in only one region or country. At the
other extreme would be the very large organizations such as Oxfam
and Save the Children Fund which are Northern-based, but have
partner organizations throughout the world. Different NGOs will also
have different forms of approach, either in terms of the overall
development philosophy, or through the types of activities in which
they get involved (see www.oneworld.net for links to a range of
development organizations).

NGOs are often regarded as the answer to the perceived limitations
of the state or the market in facilitating ‘development’ for a range of
reasons. First, it is argued that NGOs can provide services that are
much more appropriate to local communities. This is because they
work with populations at the grassroots to find out what facilities are
required. In addition, they are able to provide such services more
efficiently and effectively through drawing on local people’s
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Table 4.2 Dimensions of NGO diversity

Characteristic Diversity

Location North

North in the South

South

Level of operation International

Regional

National

Community

Orientation Welfare activities and service provision

Emergency relief

Development education

Participation and empowerment

Self-sufficiency

Advocacy

Networking

Ownership Non-membership support organizations

Membership support organizations

Sources: adapted from Farrington and Bebbington (1993); Vakil (1997)



knowledge, and also using local materials. Because of the scale 
of operation and the linkages with local people, they are also 
able to react more quickly to local demands (Green and Matthias
1995). Finally, it is believed that NGOs are beneficial to 
non-material aspects of ‘development’, in particular processes of 
empowerment, participation and democratization. Because of the
ways in which NGOs are embedded in local communities, it is
argued that they have to be accountable to the local people. This
means that local people have a greater say in what activities are
carried out, and also that their participation in such activities 
creates an environment where empowerment is more likely. If 
such participation is expanded, these activities can help develop
stronger civil society and contribute to processes of 
democratization (see below).

NGOs have, therefore, been interpreted as being the answer to all
development issues, or what has been termed ‘the magic bullet’
(Edwards and Hulme 1995). Because of this enthusiasm, large
amounts of multilateral and bilateral aid are now channelled 

through NGOs as part of what 
has been termed the ‘New Policy
Agenda’ (NPA). The NPA refers 
to the neo-liberal approach within
the international institutions, such
as the World Bank. According to
OECD figures (quoted in Van
Rooy 1998) at least US$1 
billion of Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) (see 
Chapter 2) went straight to 
NGOs in the mid-1990s, rather
than being donated to Southern 
governments. For Switzerland 
and the Netherlands, over 
10 per cent of their ODA was
directed in this way, while for 
the USA the figure was about 
8 per cent and for the UK about 
2 per cent.
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Plate 4.3 Externally-funded irrigation
scheme, Kenya.



The number of NGOs throughout the world has increased very
rapidly, partly because of the availability of funding, but also
because of the lack of alternative support mechanisms for
communities in need. This has been particularly the case as
governments have reduced spending as part of structural adjustment
policies, but may also be because of the weakness of state structures
due to war or civil unrest. However, assessing the number of NGOs
is very difficult. This is partly because of definitional difficulties, but
it also reflects differing registration practices across the globe.
According to UNDP figures, there were 145,405 NGOs in 2000
(Table 4.3), with significant differences between regions. When
population numbers are taken into account, the UNDP figures
suggest that the vast majority of the world’s population has no
opportunity to interact with an NGO in any meaningful way.
However, Van Rooy (1998) uses figures from Salamon and Anheier
(1998) to exemplify the extent of non-profit organizations in the
South. For example, in India there are at least two million
associations and in Ghana 800 are registered.

There are numerous examples of how NGOs have been able to
provide services for communities when government assistance is not
forthcoming or appropriate, and market-provided services are too
expensive. Such NGO activities may include social welfare provision
such as housing (Box 4.2), healthcare and education. In many cases
it is clear that without NGO involvement many people’s living
conditions and quality of life would not be improved. However, the
claims regarding NGOs have been revealed as being somewhat
overstated. While many improvements can be made, NGOs alone
cannot achieve everything that is expected of them.
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Table 4.3 NGOs by level of human development, 2000

Region No. of NGOs No. of people
per NGO

High human development 85,981 12,366

Medium human development 46,969 86,176

Medium human development excluding India and China 43,976 40,104

India 1,718 587,253

China 1,275 c. 1 million

Low human development 12,455 67,394

Source: calculated from UNDP (2002: Tables A1.2 and 5)
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Box 4.2

Viviendas del Hogar de Cristo Project,
Guayaquil, Ecuador

Guayaquil (population 1.6 million), like many Latin American cities, has
experienced rapid growth due to rural–urban migration flows. As the
government has been unable to provide sufficient housing for many
residents, and individual households cannot afford to buy houses constructed
by private sector companies, hundreds of thousands of people (about 60 per
cent of the population) have resorted to building their own dwellings. These
have often been of poor quality and have lacked access to basic services,
such as water and sanitation.

In 1971 the NGO Viviendas del Hogar de Cristo (VHC) was set up by a
Catholic priest to help address housing need in the city. The housing
provided by VHC is largely bamboo and participants construct the houses
themselves. The simple design of a house made of a wood frame with
bamboo panels on a platform means that the houses can be constructed in a
day. In addition, jobs are created in three panel manufacturing plants and the
bamboo is cultivated on sustainable plantations.

Financially, participants pay much less for these houses than equivalent state
provision (see below), and have access to credit through the NGO. In 1998,
the minimum monthly wage was US$138, but for most households whose
members worked in the informal sector, monthly income was less than
US$100. For those households unable to afford even low levels of
repayment, the NGO has funds from donations allowing them to provide
housing for free. About a third of houses are provided at no cost to the
beneficiaries. Being of bamboo, the houses only last for about 10 years, but
they act as an excellent form of shelter in the short term.

Price comparison of government-provided housing and VHC housing

Size of house (m2) Government (cost in US$) VHC (cost in US$)

21 Not available 522
26 Not available 588
36 3,252 Not available
44 6,098 883
54 7,317 Not available

By 1998 the NGO had provided housing for 30,000 households and in 1995
the project won the World Habitat Awards. Services, such as water and
electricity are not provided as part of the scheme; residents must work
together to lobby local authorities to supply basic urban services.

Sources: adapted from BSHF (2003); Diacon (1998); INBAR (2003)



Empowerment

NGOs’ ability to ‘empower’ individuals and communities has been
an important part of the enthusiasm with which NGOs have been
greeted. As Rowlands (1997, 1998) has highlighted, ‘empowerment’
has become one of the key buzzwords in development policy since
the early 1990s, but it is a term with diverse and contested meanings.
At the heart of the concept is the idea of having greater power and
therefore more control over your own life, but as Rowlands stresses,
this does not recognize the different ways in which ‘power’ can be
defined.

The kind of power that we often think about is the power to be able
to get other people to do what we want, or the power that other
people have to make us do something. This can be termed ‘power
over’ and is often regarded as the most important form of power
because it is associated with processes of marginalization and
exclusion through which groups are portrayed as ‘powerless’.
However, there are other dimensions of power that can be identified
and which should be considered as part of the development process.
Rowlands terms these ‘power to’, ‘power with’ and ‘power within’
(see Box 4.3). All of these forms of power are linked, but a
recognition of the diversity of power beyond ‘power over’, helps in
the construction of policies and programmes to assist the ‘powerless’.

A key element of ‘empowerment’ as a development outcome is what
forms of intervention can lead to ‘empowerment’. It is often claimed
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Box 4.3

Dimensions of power

Power over The ability to dominate. This form of power is finite, so that if
someone obtains more power then it automatically leads to someone else
having less power.

Power to The ability to see possibilities for change.

Power with The power that comes from individuals working together
collectively to achieve common goals.

Power within Feelings of self-worth and self-esteem that come from
within individuals.

Source: adapted from Rowlands (1997, 1998)



that NGOs can ‘empower’ communities, but in reality this is not the
case. This is because empowerment is something that comes from
within (Townsend et al. 1999). While NGOs may be able to provide
a context within which a process of empowerment is possible, it is
only individuals who can choose to take those opportunities and to
use them. For example, illiteracy is often regarded as an obstacle 
to participation in waged work and political life. NGOs may be 
able to provide facilities and teachers to help individuals develop
their literacy skills, but individuals themselves have to want to
participate and to use their newly-acquired skills. This does not mean
that disadvantage and exclusion are the fault of individuals, there are
clearly structural constraints, but it does mean that NGOs cannot be
viewed as direct channels for empowerment; rather they can help set
up conditions within which individuals and groups can empower
themselves.

Participation

One of the key routes through which empowerment is meant to be
achieved is through ‘participation’. Grassroots development is often
termed ‘participatory’, but it is important to recognize what this
means. Participation is usually used as an umbrella term to refer to
the involvement of local people in development activities, often
NGO based. However, this participation varies in nature (Table 4.4).

Participation can take place in a number of ways and at different
stages in the setting up of development projects. With a growing
awareness of the power relations involved in development research,
NGO practitioners and researchers have begun to use a range of
different methods in order to find out more about the understandings 
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Table 4.4 Dimensions of participation

Dimension Meaning

Appraisal Way of understanding the local community and their understandings of
wider processes, e.g. PRA, PUA

Agenda setting Involvement of local community in decisions about development
policies; consulted and listened to from the start, not brought in once
policy has been decided upon

Efficiency Involvement of local community in projects, e.g. building schools

Empowerment Participation leads to greater self-awareness and confidence;
contributions to development of democracy



local people have of a range of topics. These approaches have often
been termed ‘participatory’. Participatory rural appraisal (PRA) is an
approach which many organizations have now adopted (Chambers
1997). The basic premise of PRA is that villagers in the Global
South have a knowledge and awareness of their environment which
should be taken into account, rather than using ‘outsider’ forms of
knowledge and understandings. For example, when trying to assess
economic status within a village, a purely income-based approach
would ask questions about earnings from wages and market
activities. In contrast, PRA approaches to wealth ranking would ask
villagers to come up with their own indicators of wealth in the area
and then use these to rank household wealth. The methods used are
therefore appropriate to the context. PRA techniques have been
increasingly adopted in urban settings, using the same principles.
This has been termed PUA (Participatory Urban Appraisal) (Moser
and McIlwaine 1999).

Participation can also be used to refer to the involvement of local
people in the actual agenda setting of development organizations. To
be fully participatory, the agenda needs to be set by the communities
involved, rather than outside agencies deciding on the priorities to be
addressed and then working with local people to achieve them.

The two previous interpretations of participation can be regarded as
contributing to processes of addressing power inequalities in
development and also attempting to focus more on grassroots forms
of knowledge than external, particularly Northern ones. The focus on
participation as a route to empowerment is linked to this. As NGOs
have been placed at the foreground of such activities, the concept of
participation has been promoted as a way of giving local people
greater decision-making power and influence (Box 4.4). However, far
too often this form of participation is not achieved; instead local
people are involved in meetings or contributing labour, but this is not
participation in the wider sense which can be linked to empowerment.

Cooke and Kothari (2001) talk about participation being the ‘new
tyranny’ in development work. What they mean by this is that the
notion of participation is included in every dimension of
development policy, but there is no recognition of:

● the time and energy requirements for local people to participate;
● the heterogeneity of local populations meaning that ‘community

participation’ does not always involve all sectors of population;
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● just being involved does not necessarily lead to ‘empowerment’;
● focusing at a micro level can often lead to a failure to recognize

much wider structures of disadvantage and oppression.

The fact that ‘participation’ and ‘participatory approaches’ are
encouraged by multilateral organizations such as the World Bank
(Francis 2001) suggests that these are ideas which have been taken
on board, but the dimensions of participation that could challenge
existing practices and power relations are not engaged with. When
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Box 4.4

Barefoot College, India

Barefoot College is a rural development organization based in the Ajmer
District of Rajasthan in north-west India. It was started in 1972 by urban-
based development practitioners who set up the Social Work and Research
Centre. The name was changed later and it is now run by local people.

A key philosophy of the organization is providing appropriate training and
technology to be used in the surrounding rural areas. Basic literacy and
health skills are taught, but individuals can then go on to train in fields such
as computing, teaching and healthcare, or as engineers skilled in working
with appropriate technology. This includes solar power and hand pumps. By
using this low-cost technology which is easy to maintain and use, Barefoot
College has been able to provide services to about 100 villages and over
100,000 people. In addition to the main campus the College works through
12 field centres.

The College receives funding from a range of Indian government agencies
and ministries, as well as from the State Government of Jammu and
Kashmir. External funding comes from United Nations agencies and a
number of Northern governments and Northern NGOs. Income is also
received by charging for the services it provides. The College charges a
nominal fee for its services to promote a ‘sense of ownership’ among
participants. For example, communities pay 20 rupees per month (about
US$0.5) for two hours of piped water per day.

The locally-based and participatory approach to rural development is also
reflected in the College policy towards accountability and transparency. To
assist in this process, the College has, since 1997, held ‘transparency melas’.
These are public meetings where the financial records of the organization are
presented and villagers can ask questions about the use of funds.

Source: adapted from Barefoot College (2003)



individual projects are examined, the limitations of the participation
discourse become apparent (see Box 4.5). David Mosse in his
critique of current participation policies, states that ‘participatory
approaches have proved compatible with top-down planning systems,
and have not heralded changes in prevailing institutional practices of
development’ (2001: 17).

Some of the problems in implementing truly participatory
development projects comes from the pressures of the so-called
‘development industry’. The need for rapid, quantifiable results,
encourages project managers to focus on certain forms of project
with tangible outcomes, rather than addressing deep-rooted
inequalities which cannot be easily measured. As Edwards and
Hulme (1995: 9) argue, NGOs have multiple accountabilities;
‘“downwards” to their partners, beneficiaries, staff and supporters;
and “upwards” to their trustees, donors and host governments’.
Managing these tensions is a difficult endeavour and one in which
the long-term participatory strategy of projects is likely to suffer.
Dependence on external aid assistance (Tables 4.5 and 4.6) means
that many projects are more likely to react to the requirements and
favourite topics of the potential donors, than local people (Hulme and
Edwards 1997). Hashemi (1995) in his overview of NGO activities in
Bangladesh shows that in the early 1990s about 10 per cent of all aid
to Bangladesh went to NGOs. NGO dependence on external funding
meant that certain development goals such as adult literacy were
relegated in importance behind projects that dealt with HIV/AIDS
and civil society which were regarded as more desirable by donors
(see also Porter 2003 in relation to Ghana).
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Box 4.5

NGOs and participation in Tanzania

Under the one-party system in Tanzania in the 1960s and 1970s (see 
Chapter 3) there were very few opportunities for organizing outside
government-linked groups. Trade unions, cooperatives, women’s groups 
and other autonomous organizations were banned and it was only religious
groups (both Christian and Muslim) that were able to operate, albeit within
certain restrictive boundaries.

Following the move to a multi-party system and the adoption of structural
adjustment policies (see Chapter 2) in the 1980s, the number of NGOs in
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Tanzania has increased rapidly. In 1986–90 there were 25 NGOs registered
with the Ministry of Home Affairs, but by 1995 this number had increased 
to 604. Of course, the actual number of NGOs is likely to be much higher as
not all groups will register, but the quantitative shift is very apparent.

While the government and the NGO leaders often talk about empowerment
and participation in relation to NGOs, the activities of the NGOs often fall
short of these goals. Most NGOs focus on service provision such as
healthcare or education, or improvements in income-generating capacity. In
the context of structural adjustment and the decline in state-provided
services, this focus is understandable and important, but it does not
necessarily deal with the themes of participation and empowerment.

The geographical distribution of NGO activity in Tanzania reflects existing
distributions of wealth and influence. NGOs are often presented as meeting
the needs of the very poorest in society, but in Tanzania in 1994, nearly 60
per cent of the registered NGOs were located in Dar es Salaam which is the
richest part of the country. Another 10 per cent were based in Arusha and 6
per cent in the Kilimanjaro region, both among the wealthier regions. The
poorer regions were very poorly served by registered NGOs, leaving them
less able to access funds and support.

At a very local level, this focus on the richer elements of society continues.
In Hai District on the western slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro, the vast majority
(79 per cent) of the 97 groups operating in 1996–7 focused on women’s
income-generating schemes. Such schemes can help marginalized groups to
improve their incomes and therefore the health and education of household
members. In some cases, feelings of empowerment may also be an outcome.
However, women’s participation in these groups was often limited by time or
financial constraints. NGO membership was dominated by women from
middle-income groups who were older, married and Christian rather than
Muslim.

The following quotations provide some indication of why poorer women
were not able to participate in NGO activities:

CM: Why didn’t your wife join the Kalili women’s group?

Respondent: We knew about it but we couldn’t afford it. We knew how
much it would cost.

Respondent 2: I’m a member of Nkwarungo church, but I’m not a member
of the women’s department. I would very much like to join, but the
problem is time. I have to stay here and look after the children, the
livestock, go to the market – I don’t have time to attend meetings at 
the church.

Source: adapted from Mercer (1999)
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Table 4.5 Dependence on external aid, 1990 and 2001

Official Development Assistance (ODA) As % of GDP
receiveda

Total (US$m) 2001 Per capita (US$) 2001 1990 2001

Developing countries 43,811.3 9.7 1.6 0.6

Least Developed Countries 13,383.9 19.8 11.9 7.5

Arab States 5,049.9 17.9 3.6 0.8

East Asia and Pacific 7,332.0 3.9 – 0.4

Latin America and Caribbean 5,934.1 11.4 0.4 0.2

South Asia 6,032.1 4.2 1.1 0.8

Sub-Saharan Africa 13,018.7 20.6 – 6.2a

Central and Eastern Europe 4,626.5 11.3 – –
and CIS

High income 143.5 1.9 –

Middle income 15,181.2 5.7 1.0 0.3

Low income 24,823.2 9.9 3.5 2.2

World 39,923.5 9.8 – –

Sources: adapted from UNDP (2003: Table 16, pp. 291–4) apart from a UNDP (2002: Table 16, pp. 203–6)

Note
a Net disbursements.

Table 4.6 Countries most reliant on official development assistance, 2001

Official Development Assistance receiveda as % GDP

São Tomé and Principe 80.8

Sierra Leone 44.5

Eritrea 40.7

Guinea-Bissau 29.4

Mauritania 26.0

Mozambique 25.9

Malawi 23.0

Solomon Islands 22.2

Occupied Palestinian Territories 21.8

Mongolia 20.2

Source: adapted from UNDP (2003: Table 16, pp. 291–4)

Note
a Net disbursements.



Civil society

As well as providing grassroots level possibilities for involvement
and participation, NGOs can, it has been argued, contribute to wider
processes of democratization through their contribution to civil
society. The concept of civil society has received increasing attention
in recent decades, particularly in relation to the move from
authoritarian forms of government, such as military regimes in 
South America or communist governments in the ‘Second World’ 
to multi-party democracies. However, the concept is also applied to
other forms of national politics and the concept of ‘global civil
society’ has also gained popularity (see Chapter 7).

The idea of ‘civil society’ is certainly not new, having its roots in
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century social and political philosophy.
However, during the 1990s it became a ‘buzzword’ in development
circles and the strengthening of ‘civil society’ has become a key
element of many development approaches (McIlwaine 1998; Van
Rooy 1998, 2002). The 2002 Human Development Report had as its
theme ‘Deepening democracy in a fragmented world’ and stressed
the importance of freedom and choice in development:

Politics matter for human development because people everywhere
want to be free to determine their destinies, express their views and
participate in the decisions that shape their lives. These capabilities are
just as important for human development – for expanding people’s
choices – as being able to read or enjoy good health.

(UNDP 2002: 1)

One of the indicators that UNDP uses to measure this level of
freedom is the strength of civil society.

As with many concepts gaining great popularity, there are a wide
variety of definitions of ‘civil society’. Broadly it covers activities
and organizations that are separate from the state and from the
market, but the debates rage about the precise boundaries. This
diversity of interpretation contributes to its widespread appeal (Van
Rooy 2002). However, as McIlwaine states in her overview of civil
society and development geography:

While there is little precise agreement as to which activities should be
included within civil society, particularly in terms of political and
economic associations . . . they generally refer to voluntary
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organizations, community groups, trade unions, church groups, co-
operatives, business, professional, and philanthropic organizations, and
a range of other NGOs . . . . Although civil society is usually defined
as made up of these various groups, there has also been a tendency to
view NGOs as primary ‘vehicles’ or ‘agents’ of civil society.

(McIlwaine 1998: 416)

This focus on NGOs within civil society is evident from the UNDP
measures. One of the ‘objective indicators of governance’ used by
the UNDP is the number of NGOs (UNDP 2002: 442–5) (Table 4.3).
Mercer (2002) argues that there are three main reasons that NGOs
are interpreted as key in promoting democracy:

● They provide an opportunity for people not involved in state
organizations to ‘have a say’. These voices may provide a
challenge to the state.

● They supposedly work with the poor and marginalized (although,
see pp. 103–7).

● They can provide a check to state power by means of dissent.

However, as Mercer argues, far too often NGOs are assumed to
provide these forms of alternative political activity, but in reality this
is not achieved. She states that just counting the increase in NGOs
does not provide us with a satisfactory measure of expanding civil
society.

Social capital

The increasing focus on civil society and particular NGOs in
development policy is strongly associated with the focus on ideas of
‘social capital’ as a key asset for individuals and communities in the
‘development’ process (Fine 1999; McAslan 2002). As with ‘civil
society’, ‘social capital’ is a highly-contested concept, but at its roots
is the idea of social relations between individuals and groups. These
relations are based on trust and there are expectations regarding how
you should behave in these social interactions.

Social capital is regarded as another asset which can be used by
individuals or groups to contribute to their economic and social
advancement, just as can economic capital (such as money and
property) or human capital (education and health). Thus, individuals
without sufficient or suitable social capital can be marginalized or
vulnerable. Social capital is usually identified as being either
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‘bonding capital’, describing links between individuals and groups of
similar backgrounds or from the local community, and ‘bridging
capital’, which are links outside the immediate group or locality
(McAslan 2002).

While the concept of links between people that can be mobilized to
meet certain individual or group needs is certainly not restricted 
to a particular development approach, the term ‘social capital’ 
has most clearly been adopted as part of the neo-liberal agenda 
of the international financial institutions (IFIs). For example, the 
World Bank began using the term widely during the 1990s and
declared that ‘social capital’ was the ‘missing link’ in development.
By this they meant that it was the final piece in the development 
jigsaw; the generation of social capital along with improvements 
in social wellbeing and economic advancement would be a mutually
reinforcing process. The World Bank’s definition of ‘social capital’ is
‘the informal rules, norms and long-term relationships that facilitate
co-ordinated action and enable people to undertake co-operative
ventures for mutual advantage’ (World Bank 1997 in McAslan 2002:
139). From this definition it is clear that their concept of ‘social
capital’ fits in very well with the non-state approach which the IFIs
have adopted as part of the neo-liberal agenda.

Networks of friends, kin and acquaintances are clearly important in
helping individuals throughout the world meet their basic needs, as
well as forming the basis for community organizations that make 
up civil society (Bebbington 1997) (Box 4.6). However, the way in
which the concept has been used by IFIs and many governments, 
for example, has stressed the role of the individual and the 
local community in developing these networks, and has left out
considerations of larger structural issues about access to finance and
opportunities. In the case of Santo Domingo (Box 4.6), it is clear that
the community is reasonably served by social capital, but the
problem is how to help this community in the longer-term. For this,
there need to be greater links outside the community to people and
organizations (including government) that have financial and
technical resources to help.

Grassroots organizations and post-development

In this chapter we have seen how a focus on the local-level or 
small-scale has been advocated at different times and for different
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reasons in the search for ‘development’. For ‘post-development’
theorists (see Chapter 1) this scale is also important. Rather than
imposing ideas of ‘progress’ and ‘development’ on individuals and
communities throughout the world, people themselves should be able
to choose the way they want to live without being made to feel that
they are somehow ‘inferior’ or ‘backward’ by not following a pattern
that has been adopted elsewhere.

Concepts of grassroots activities and participation have become very
much part of the lexicon of development, even within large-scale
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Box 4.6

Social capital and hazard vulnerability in Santo
Domingo

The urban district of Los Manguitos in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic
is vulnerable to natural hazards because of its location on a river and also
because of the poverty of its residents. Over 40 per cent of the population
are classified as ‘poor’ by the Dominican government. The settlement began
as a squatter settlement in 1975 and by 1999 there were over 33,000
residents.

In 1998 Hurricane Georges hit the area, and widespread damage was caused
by the resultant flooding and high winds. The population of Los Manguitos
was able to cope with many of the resulting problems by calling on
neighbours to help out and also by using local organizations. Householders
who were forced to leave their homes often moved in with neighbours or
slept in the local church which was set up as a shelter. In addition, local
community groups organized the evacuation process and helped clean up the
debris and carry out repairs afterwards. This was without the assistance of
the government or international aid.

This mobilization of social capital at times of emergency is an important
indication of how these ties can help poor vulnerable communities.
However, links to external organizations, either national or international
would help reduce vulnerability to hazards and would also help this
community if disaster struck again. At the moment, the bonding capital
between individuals in the community is strong and there is evidence of
bridging capital through the creation of community organizations. There
needs to be more bridging capital, allowing local residents and groups to
access money and assistance from outside Los Manguitos.

Source: adapted from Pelling (2002)



multilateral organizations. However, as was argued above, these
shifts in scale remain firmly focused on Northern-based neo-liberal
concepts of ‘development’ and ‘progress’. Peet with Hartwick (1999:
141) summarize the arguments of Majid Rahnema in relation to this
process:

Rahnema argued that governments and development institutions
became interested because participation was no longer perceived as a
threat, was politically and economically attractive, was a good
fundraising device, and was in keeping with a move towards the
privatisation of development as part of neoliberalism.

For post-development theorists and practitioners like Rahnema 
(who has been a UN Representative in Mali), the key is to make 
the act of participation actually mean something. Rather than
incorporating individual and community views into programmes 
and projects just ‘for appearance’, local views should be prioritized
in the development of any policies.

In addition, rather than attempting to consider and act at a 
‘global scale’, the focus should be on local views and actions 
(Esteva and Prakash 1997). This does not rule out alliances and
transnational networks (see Chapter 7). In their call to ‘think and 
act locally’, Gustavo Esteva and Madhu Suri Prakash (1997: 282) 
argue:

[W]hat is needed is exactly the opposite [of acting globally]: people
thinking and acting locally, while forging solidarity with other forces
that share this opposition to the ‘global thinking’ and ‘global forces’
threatening local spaces. For its strength, the struggle against Goliath
enemies demands that there be no deviation from local inspirations and
firmly rooted local thought. When local movements or initiatives lose
the ground under their feet, moving their struggle into the enemy’s
territory – global arena constructed by global thinking – they become
minor players in the global game, doomed to lose their battles.

(Emphasis in the original)

The concept of ‘post-development’ has been hotly debated, with
many development theorists challenging the way in which authors
such as Arturo Escobar and Gustavo Esteva have talked about
‘development’. Jonathan Rigg (2003) in his study of development in
Southeast Asia, highlights how post-developmentalists tend to talk
about ‘development’ as if it is only Eurocentric modernization style
development. While it is clear that in many policy arenas the
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importance of real grassroots activity and participation is not really
grasped, it is a vast generalization to say that all development fits
into this category (see also Corbridge 1998; Nederveen Pieterse
2000). The post-development approach will be discussed further in
Chapter 8.

Summary

● From the 1970s onwards growing attention was paid to bottom-up or
grassroots development.

● Decentralization and devolution are often claimed to be more efficient
than larger-scale activities, so are part of a neo-liberal agenda.

● Non-governmental organizations have become key actors in the
grassroots approaches.

● NGOs are often thought to be highly participatory and contribute to
empowerment, but this is not always the case because of existing
social relations and the limits on NGO activity.

● Civil society groups like NGOs are regarded as being important in the
move towards greater democracy throughout the world.

Discussion questions

1 Why have NGOs been regarded as the solution to development
problems?

2 How do grassroots approaches and neo-liberalism fit together?

3 What limits are there on the effectiveness of NGOs?

4 What is social capital and how can it contribute to local
development?

Further reading

Chambers, R. (1997) Whose Reality Counts? Putting the First Last, London:
Intermediate Technology Books. A very accessible book dealing with the
importance of indigenous knowledge and how development ‘experts’ should
listen to the people with whom they are working.

Cooke, B. and Kothari, U. (eds) (2001) Participation: The New Tyranny?, London:
Zed Books. Excellent collection of chapters on what participation means and how
it has been adopted as a standard aim of many development projects.
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Edwards, M. and D. Hulme (eds) (1995) Non-Governmental Organizations
Performance and Accountability: Beyond the Magic Bullet. London: Earthscan.
Useful collection of chapter on different elements of NGO activity.

Van Rooy, A. (1998) Civil Society and the Aid Industry, London: Earthscan. Very
accessible overview of meanings of ‘civil society’ and how it has become a key
part of development practice. Four case study chapters on Hungary, Kenya, Peru
and Sri Lanka provide useful empirical material.

Useful websites

www.ids.ac.uk/ids/particip/information/index.html Participation Resource Centre,
Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex. Large collection of
documents and videos on participation, including large number of items on
practical implementation and assessment of participation.

www.oecd.org OECD. Provides up-to-date information about aid flows.

www.oneworld.net One World website. An excellent site for up-to-date
development information. Following the ‘Partners’ link will provide access to
information about over 1,500 partner organizations.
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Social and cultural
dimensions of development

● Development as social evolution
● Weber, rationality and the Protestant work ethic
● Post-colonialism and post-modernism
● Ethnodevelopment
● Gender and development
● Life stages

While many definitions of ‘development’ focus on economic aspects,
it is crucial to recognize the social and cultural elements. This is not
just because social and cultural variables affect economic growth, but
also that social and cultural norms and expectations need to be
considered in their own right.

Social evolution

‘Modernity’ as a development goal, has more than just economic
elements. As Rostow discussed in relation to the linear model of
economic growth, switches from one stage to another may be
assessed through economic output, but many of the driving forces of
a shift from subsistence agricultural societies to urban industrial ones
relate mainly to social structures. As Worsley (1999) points out, this
element of Rostow’s thinking is often excluded from the
characterizations of his work. In Rostow’s argument, for take-off to
be achieved, there need to be shifts in the nature of national elites.
Rather than elite groups using their money for family and clan
purposes, for industrial development to take place there needs to be a
move to investment in new infrastructure and means of production
(see Chapter 2 for more details). Thus, modernization theories refer
not only to economic changes, but to social transformations as well.

The social evolutionary ideas which form part of Rostow’s model
have a basis in the nineteenth-century theories about social change

5



based on the capitalist experience in Western Europe. During this
period, many social theorists, in particular Herbert Spencer (1975
[1876–9]), drew on Darwin’s Theory of Evolution to examine and
explain the shifting patterns of social organization. Just as biological
organisms become increasingly complex through processes of
competition and natural selection, so, such theorists suggested, did
societies. This approach, which was termed ‘naturalism’ conceived of
societies as being like organisms. Thus, societies which were best
able to adapt to environmental and other conditions, became
‘winners’, and those which did not were doomed to remain
‘traditional’ (see discussion of environmental determinism in Chapter
6). Such theories were used to justify colonial expansion through
which dominant groups were able to impose their will on those
societies which had been ‘less successful’ (see Chapter 1). In
addition, ‘the Darwinian notion of survival of the fittest, applied to
human societies, legitimated laissez-faire, market systems, private
ownership of productive resources, and social inequalities’ (Peet with
Hartwick 1999: 67).

Emile Durkheim, a French sociologist (1858–1917), looked at the
transition from ‘traditional’ to ‘modern’ societies in Western Europe,
and while he adopted some forms of naturalism in his approach, he
did not imply that humans were unable to exercise agency. In his
view, societies were constructed of a set of moral and ethical norms
into which individuals were born. Societies would have different
forms of punishment or control to ensure that the society remained in
equilibrium. In this sense, therefore, Durkheim adopted the ideas of
natural systems in assuming that harmony and equilibrium were
constantly striven for.

In his 1893 book, The Division of Labour in Society, Durkheim
argued that within ‘traditional societies’ individuals were involved in
tight-knit communities, often consisting of kin and clan. Attempts to
break from this mould were punished through severe forms of
retribution. In contrast, in ‘modern societies’, there was much greater
individualism because of the need for a division of labour. As
societies become more complex there is no way that one person can
do everything to ensure daily survival and the creation of profit, so
people take on particular roles within the economy allowing for
expansion. Despite the individualism in this sense, society’s members
are, according to Durkheim, still part of a highly-integrated whole.
However, Durkheim did recognize that this form of integration was
not always present; where individuals became disengaged from one
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another, particularly when change was too quick or not regulated, a
state of ‘anomie’ was created. ‘Anomie’ was understood by
Durkheim to be,

a feeling of rootlessness and aimlessness which, furthermore, was
characterised by a lack of moral guidelines. The breakdown of the
traditional orders, which were supported by religion, would result in
many people feeling that their lives had lost meaning; they would feel
isolated without guidelines for moral behaviour.

(Martinussen 1997: 26)

This was regarded as detrimental to the continued functioning of the
society, so various institutions should be set up to encourage social
interaction. In certain situations anomie could be associated with
conflict.

The concept of a harmonious society acting as an organism was also
used by Talcott Parsons (1902–79), an American sociologist who
built on the work of Durkheim in his analysis of social development
(1951). His understandings of society were very technocratic, in that
he saw the harmony and continued flourishing of society to be
ensured through appropriate institutions. He argued (1966) that over
time, societies adapted and evolved to become complex. These
changes could be triggered either by external influence introducing
new technologies or cultural forms, or internally. He viewed
societies, as Durkheim did, as moving from ‘traditional’ to ‘modern’
and identified a number of ‘pattern variables’ to distinguish between
the two. For example, in ‘traditional’ societies status was gained
through kinship, ethnicity or gender, i.e. it was ascribed. In contrast,
in ‘modern’ societies, individuals earned status through what they
did, such as gaining formal qualifications or different forms of paid
work (Brohman 1996: 19–21).

Parsons’ structural functionalist approach to explaining development
has been criticized from a number of perspectives (see Preston 1996;
Peet with Hartwick 1999 for more detailed discussions). First, the
approach is based on the idea that a society’s codes are ‘pre-given’
and that individuals just have to fit into these structures. There is no
recognition of how these codes and norms are, in fact, socially
constructed and reflect power relations. In addition, the approach is a
very conservative one, stressing the need for harmony and dismissing
conflict as undesirable. In some senses, however, conflict could be a
key factor in creating and conditions for more radical change which
could bring greater social benefits to a larger number of people. For
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example, independence struggles throughout the world were based on
challenging existing structures and ways of doing things. Finally, and
linked to the previous point, the approach is Eurocentric and sets up
the ‘Western experience’ as the model that all other parts of the
world should follow.

Weber, rationalism and the Protestant ethic

Explanations for differences in ‘development’ that are based at the
level of societies have been criticized for having little or no
recognition of agency (see Chapter 1) on the part of individuals and
groups making up these societies. Instead, humans are viewed as
other animals, acting purely on instinct (in the case of naturalism), or
subsumed within the operation of wider society (as in structural
functionalism). The nineteenth-century German theorist Max Weber
approached social change from a different perspective. In contrast to
Durkheim’s focus on society as an organic whole, Weber used the
individual as the starting point (Preston 1996).

Based on his analysis of German society in the late nineteenth
century, he argued that over time, different elements of social,
political and economic life would be brought under the control of
rational thought (Roxborough 1979). This means that rather than
relying on ‘superstition’ or ‘tradition’ in making decisions,
individuals would base their choices on logical analyses of the
situation. This does not mean that Weber saw no role for religion in
social change and the development of capitalism. In his book The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism Weber described how
Calvinist Protestantism was associated with the growth of industry in
Germany. Within Calvinism, there is a focus on the relationship of
the individual with God and an emphasis on delayed gratification.
According to Weber, this individualism and the work ethic associated
with the requirement to delay personal rewards led to rapid economic
growth.

This interpretation of a religious grounding for economic
development was used by some to justify Eurocentric ideas about the
social bases of modernization. ‘Calvinistic Protestant ethics, which
promoted economic growth, was contrasted with other religions
which impeded such development. Other religions often operated as
a barrier to economic growth, a psychological impediment to
development’ (Raghuram 1999: 235). The use of Weber’s work in

1111
2
3
41
5
6
7
8
91
10
1
2
31
4
5
6
7
8111
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30
1
2
3
4
51
6
7
8
9
40
1
4211

Social and cultural dimensions of development • 119



this way fails to recognize the fact that he stressed the importance of
the context in which he developed his ideas. He did not claim to
provide a universal explanation for capitalist economic development,
choosing instead to consider the nature of German society in the
nineteenth century (Preston 1996).

Post-colonialism and post-modernism

Many sociological theories of development have been criticized for
their lack of engagement with cultural diversity. Rather than
recognizing that the world is populated by thousands of different
religious, ethnic and social groups, many of the development 
theories derived from the North have assumed a particular form of
social organization, either as a starting point, or as a goal. However,
such Eurocentric theories have been criticized both for their
culturally-specific definitions of ‘development’, and also their
assumptions regarding the homogenizing nature of development in
relation to culture. As Worsley (1999) highlights, concepts used in
many Eurocentric theories use concepts such as ‘profit’ as if they
were natural, rather than having particular cultural meanings.

During the 1980s and 1990s, post-modern and post-colonial
approaches to theorizing development became more popular. While
the two approaches have similarities in terms of their focus on
considering diversity and understanding power in the construction of
‘development’, they do not overlap completely. Post-modernism is
difficult to define because it can be applied in a number of fields and
in a variety of ways (Simon 1998). In the context of ‘development’ it
has been particularly important in considering the ways in which
previous understandings of ‘development’ assumed that the
populations of the South were homogenous and that the European
route to development was the only correct way. As previous 
chapters have shown, modernization theories were Eurocentric. 
Post-modernism considers the ways in which these assumptions 
can be challenged.

The deconstruction of development categories is a key part of 
post-modern approaches to development. Rather than assuming that
all ‘peasants’ are the same or all rural–urban migrants have the same
experiences, post-modernism stresses diversity in social, spatial and
temporal terms. For example, Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1991)
focuses on the ways in which the term ‘Third World Women’ is used
to describe all women living in the Global South. In particular, she
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highlights the ways in which this term is used to homogenize
women’s lives and is also used in a way which always implies
victimhood; ‘Each of these examples [in her chapter] illustrates the
construction of “third world women” as a homogeneous “powerless”
group often located as implicit victims of particular socioeconomic
systems’ (1991: 57, emphasis in the original). She argues that this
approach not only denies the experiences of millions of women, but
also reflects the power relations that frame understandings of the
world.

Post-colonial theories also seek to disrupt ways of thinking about the
world based on Northern assumptions and also to recognize
difference, but this is particularly within the context of places and
peoples who have experienced colonialism. Radcliffe (1999: 84–5)
states that,

Postcolonialism refers to a way of criticizing the legacies of
colonialism in the South . . . which are material (found in the state,
social organizations as well as urban structures) as well as related to
ideas (how people think about themselves and their relationship with
the developed world).

Post-colonialism therefore attempts to understand not only the
observable legacies of colonialism, but also the ideas or discourses
about ‘development’ which have been transferred as part of the
colonial process (McEwan 2001).

Edward Said’s book Orientalism (1991 [1978]) is an excellent
example of post-colonialism. The book is subtitled Western
Conceptions of the Orient and deals with how ‘the West’ has
constructed the peoples of ‘the East’ as being ‘backward’ and
‘uncivilized’. This has been used as a justification for political
interventions and colonial projects. Orientalism shows how these
ideas are constructed by particular groups of people at particular
times, i.e. they reflect global power relations. In addition, Said also
demonstrates how the construction of the ‘East’ as ‘Other’ and
‘different’ to the ‘West’ not only gives the ‘East’ a particular identity,
but also reflects on the identity of the ‘West’ (Mercer et al. 2003).

Post-modern and post-colonial approaches to development have
received some criticisms; in particular theorists are accused of
‘playing academic games’, rather than dealing with the day-to-day
problems that millions of the world’s poorest people face 
(Nederveen Pieterse 2000; Simon 1998; Sylvester 1999). These
criticisms have also been levelled at the related ‘post-development’
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ideas (see Chapter 8). However, the importance of recognizing
diversity in constructing development theories and practices is crucial
as is an awareness of the context in which theories are formulated. In
the remainder of this chapter, three elements of social diversity will
be considered; ethnicity, gender and life stage. These are not the only
social differences that need to be recognized, but they provide a
useful indication of why if ‘development’ is viewed as encompassing
freedom and equality, policies need to embrace cultural and social
diversity.

Ethnodevelopment

‘Ethnicity has been a neglected dimension in development theory’
(Hettne 1996: 15). Hettne claims that both modernization theories
and classical Marxist theories fail to consider ethnic diversity in great
detail. ‘Ethnicity’ is a highly complex concept, but simply stated an
‘ethnic group’ is,

a distinct category of a larger population whose culture is usually
different from its own. The members of such as group are, or feel
themselves to be, or are thought to be, bound together by common ties
of race, nationality, religion or culture.

(Ogden 1986: 139–40)

For modernization theory, many forms of cultural practice are
regarded as an obstacle to development (see above) because they are
considered to represent non-rational, collective, traditional ways of
life, unsuited to individualistic capitalist development. For Marxists,
identification by ethnicity is viewed as ‘pre-modern’ and a barrier to
development because of the perceived irrationality of allegiance to an
ethnic group, rather than a class grouping.

Regardless of ideology, the focus on development at a national scale
means that any diversity within the population needs to be
incorporated into a national project. Ethnic diversity can represent a
challenge to this national approach. For example, Stavenhagen 
(1996: 2) states,

From the perspective of the modern nation-state, the existence of
ethnically distinct ‘sub-national’ groups, particularly when they are
politically organized, always represents a potential threat, a
destabilizing force. This is especially the case when power in the state
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rests principally with a dominant or majority ethnic group, or when the
national society constitutes an ethnically stratified system.

The term ‘ethnodevelopment’ has been used by Rodolfo Stavenhagen
(1986) to describe development which takes into account the need to
maintain ethnic diversity as development takes place. According to
Bjorn Hettne (1995, 1996), there are four main aspects of
ethnodevelopment:

● Territorialism: the spatial concentration of ethnic groups, such
that decisions about ‘development’ are made within a particular
territory based on the resources of that particular area.

● Internal Self-determination: the ability for a particular ethnic
group to control collectively its destiny within the context of a
nation-state.

● Cultural Pluralism: the existence of and mutual respect for a
number of cultures within one society.

● Ecological Sustainability: development should progress with no
significant destruction of the natural environment which would
threaten future livelihoods (see Chapter 6).

These ideals are, however, much more difficult to achieve in 
practice for a number of reasons. For example, Stavenhagen’s
original concept was developed within the Mexican context, in
particular the ways in which the rights of indigenous people living 
in rural environments were being disregarded by the urban-based
mestizo (mixed race) majority. Within this context, the spatial
concentration of groups enables a construction of ethnic 
identity linked to a particular territory, making the notion of
ethnodevelopment through self-determination a logistical possibility,
if not a politically-favoured one. The link between ethnicity and
territory is not always so easily made.

The growth in ‘sustainable tourism’ or ‘ecotourism’ (see Chapter 6)
has been used by some governments and indigenous groups to create
income-generating opportunities over which group members have
control, and do not involve the eradication of indigenous cultural
practices. Heather Zeppel (1998) provides an overview of what she
terms ‘indigenous tourism’, using examples from throughout the
world, both North and South. The key to successful projects in both
economic and cultural terms, is that the ‘host community’ of
indigenous peoples is able to set limits on what is done, how it is
done and when it is done (Table 5.1). For example, the Zuni Indians
of New Mexico, USA limit tourist access during particular religious
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Plate 5.1 Buddhist temple, Shanghai.

Plate 5.2 Tlacolula market, Mexico.



ceremonies, such as the summer rain dances (Mallari and Enote
1996, in Zeppel 1998), and the Aboriginal groups in the Northern
Territories of Australia encourage tourists not to climb Uluru (also
known as Ayers Rock) because of its sacred significance.

In Nicaragua, under the Sandinista government in the 1980s, 
attempts were made to recognize the diversity of ethnic groups
within the country, in particular opening up the possibilities of 
self-determination for some rural-based groups on the Atlantic coast 
(Box 5.1). Despite such good intentions, such attempts are often
fraught with problems. These are partly because of the potential
conflicts between ethnic group self-determination and the wider
national project, in particular over the use of resources. Second,
ethnodevelopment is based on a rigid notion of ethnic identity with
individuals claiming allegiance to a certain group having access to
decision-making, while others are excluded. This has proved to be 
an issue in a number of resource-based national schemes, such as
access to gambling profits in the US for Native Americans, or rights
to hold land collectively in Mexico.

Just because there is no territorial basis does not mean that a
recognition of ethnic and cultural diversity is not possible. Ideas of
cultural pluralism are applicable to a range of societies and are
predicated on the ideas of diversity but a lack of hierarchy. The
multicultural approaches adopted in a range of countries throughout
the world demonstrate a desire to embrace ethnic and cultural
diversity within one nation-state, but in reality again this is not
always easy. One of the countries which has been very vociferous in
its attempts to recognize, rather than ignore or attempt to eradicate
ethnic diversity, is Singapore (Box 5.2).
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Table 5.1 Dimensions of sustainable indigenous tourism

Controls Examples

Spatial limitation Host community decides who can enter indigenous land and which
areas, in particular sacred sites, are ‘off limits’

Activity limitation Host community establishes in what activities tourists can engage.
For example, photography may not be allowed

Temporal limitation Host community can set limits on when tourists can enter the
territory. During particular religious or cultural ceremonies ‘outsiders’
may be excluded

Cultural limitation Host community decides what information about cultural practices
and rituals can be provided for tourists

Source: adapted from Zeppel (1998: 73)
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Box 5.1

Indigenous land rights in Nicaragua

In 1987 the Sandinista government in Nicaragua (see Chapter 3) passed the Autonomy
Statute. Under this piece of legislation, certain parts of the country with significant ethnic
minority populations, were given a degree of autonomy. This was not complete
independence, but aimed to allow indigenous communities to make decisions about land
rights, types of development and forms of government which were appropriate to them.
One of these areas was the North Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAN in Spanish) in the
north east of the country. The first elections for the RAAN government were held in 1990.

Unfortunately, this attempt at giving indigenous populations greater influence in
decisions which affect their lives has had limited success. For example, in 1991 the
Nicaraguan national government designated 8,000 km2 of tropical humid rainforest as the
Bosawás National Natural Resource Reserve. Despite the fact that part of the Reserve
was in the RAAN, the RAAN government was not consulted. However, this could have
worked in practice; commercial exploitation of forest products was prohibited, although
indigenous communities did have the right to use wood, animals and other resources to
meet their basic livelihood needs. This fitted with what these communities of Mayangna
and Miskitu peoples wanted.

In reality, however, commercial exploitation has occurred, particularly through logging,
and indigenous land rights are often challenged by incoming Spanish-speaking settlers
from elsewhere in Nicaragua. The weakness of the RAAN to enforce its decisions, as
well as commercial pressures and corruption among other state institutions, have
undermined the attempts at promoting forms of self-determination and autonomy among
indigenous populations.

Source: adapted from Howard (1997)

Box 5.2

Ethnic diversity in Singapore

The historical development of Singapore as a key port and trading post in South-East
Asia has led to a very diverse ethnic population. In 1994 the population of 2.9 million
was made up of 77.4 per cent Chinese, 14.2 per cent Malay and 7.1 per cent Indian
(largely Tamil), with a mixture of other groups making up the remaining 1.3 per cent. At
the time of independence in 1965, Singapore experienced severe racial conflicts between
the three main ethnic groups. The post-colonial government of Lee Kuan Yew
recognized that such divisions were not conducive to economic growth and improved
standards of living, and placed ethnic harmony and constructions of national, rather than
ethnic identity at the heart of its policies.
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Throughout the post-1965 period there has been a focus on promoting a Singaporean
identity regardless of ethnic allegiance. This has been done through National Day
celebrations, songs and advertisements (Kong 1995). In addition, the successful policies
to promote economic growth have meant that there are fewer reasons for antagonism
than in economic crisis situations. Since 1965 Singapore has moved from a GDP p.c. of
US$450 to US$23,356. In addition, Singapore is now ranked 25th out of 173 countries in
the Human Development Index. Attempts to promote inter-ethnic awareness and
understanding include celebrating a range of religious and cultural festivals, such as
Chinese New Year, Ramadan and Hari Raya, with public holidays on the main feast
days. The government is also able to use its control of a large part of the island’s housing
stock to prevent large clusters of a particular ethnic group. It is argued that if people
from different ethnic groups live in close proximity, this will help develop understanding,
friendship and harmony.

These government efforts have certainly helped the development of a society where overt
inter-ethnic violence is very rare. However, it is clear that not all ethnic groups have
benefited equally from Singapore’s economic success. In terms of household income and
education levels, it is the Malays who have tended to do less well out of Singapore’s
twentieth-century economic growth.

Sources: Huff (1997); Kong (1995); Perry et al. (1997); UNDP (2002)
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Gender and development

Modernization approaches to ‘development’ often did not deal with
gender differences in the populations under consideration. The
assumption was that as economic growth took place, the benefits of
such ‘development’ would trickle down to benefit all sectors of
society. However, this did not recognize social structures that 
created and exacerbated inequalities and meant that the free-flowing
‘trickle-down’ was blocked.

One of the axes along which societies are structured is gender.
‘Gender’ refers to the categories of ‘male’ and ‘female’, but as well
as the biological characteristics which are associated with these
categories, ‘gender’ includes the norms and expectations 
regarding behaviour that are associated with men and women in
particular societies at particular times. ‘Gender’ is therefore a
socially-constructed category, and as such, changes over time and
space. Within the ‘development process’ one of the first people to
focus on the ways in which women were affected differently from
men through the modernization project was Ester Boserup (1989
[1970]). She argued that as societies and economies moved from a
rural, subsistence base to an industrial urban core, women were
increasingly excluded, leaving them on the margins of capitalist
development and its perceived benefits. This was because of the
association of women with the domestic and reproductive sphere of
childcare and housework, while men’s roles in society were
constructed as involving non-domestic activities. While production
was concentrated in the home and communal land, women could
combine the two, but once production was moved to a different
sphere of factories and workshops, women were unable to maintain
their involvement in both sets of activities. While Boserup’s analysis
has received a great deal of criticism, not least for her generalizations
(Benería and Sen 1981), her work was key in highlighting how
supposedly ‘neutral’ development processes did in fact have very
different influences depending on gender.

The increasing gender awareness led to development organizations
and governments implementing policies which they hoped would
involve women to a greater degree in ‘development’. For example,
the United Nations declared 1975–85 the UN Decade for Women.
These initiatives recognized that ‘development’ that excluded 
women could not really be termed ‘development’, but in many cases
the approaches did not really address the root issues of gender
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inequality and disadvantage, or involve women in making decisions
about their lives.

Moser (1993) identifies five main approaches that have been adopted
in relation to women and development (Table 5.2). While she
stresses that some of the categories are overlapping and the
chronological description does not mean that the approaches
followed one another in a clear manner, the categorization is useful
for examining how an awareness of gender has been incorporated in
existing development theories, or has contributed to the emergence of
new ones.

Moser builds on Maxine Molyneux’s work (1987) regarding practical
and strategic gender interests. ‘Practical’ interests, or in Moser’s
terms ‘practical needs’, refer to women’s needs to fulfil their current
socially-constructed roles. For example, if women are responsible for
housework, then practical gender needs may include access to
drinking water because this would help their current day-to-day
activities. In contrast, ‘strategic’ needs are those which involve a
change in the present state of gender relations. For example, changes
in legislation about women’s right to own land. Different approaches
will focus on combinations of practical or strategic needs.
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Table 5.2 Approaches to gender and development

Approach Date

Welfare 1950s onwards Targeted women in their domestic role; women viewed
as passive; projects addressed women’s practical gender
needs, such as food aid, health and nutrition advice

Equity 1970s Prompted by the UN Decade for Women; aimed to
address strategic gender needs by eradicating obstacles
to women’s advancement in public sphere; strong focus
on legislative changes

Anti-poverty 1970s Women’s low status interpreted as being caused by
income poverty; focus of projects on income-generating
opportunities for women; no consideration of patriarchal 
structures of oppression

Efficiency 1980s onwards Focus on women as channels of development; during
SAPs women’s paid work and domestic work intensified

Empowerment 1990s onwards Aims to lead to significant shifts in gender relations;
original focus on projects devised and run by groups of
women from the South; approach increasingly adopted
by Northern organizations; increased focus on
incorporating men into gender and development projects

Source: adapted from Moser (1993)



Moser’s ‘efficiency approach’ is a good example of how a gender
dimension was incorporated into existing development theories. 
This refers to periods of structural adjustment (see Chapter 2) 
under neo-liberal theories of development. During this period,
increasing numbers of women went into paid employment (Figure
5.1). While the links between SAPs and women’s increased paid
employment are contested, much micro-level evidence suggest that
the increased cost of living and reduced state support of this period
forced women to look for paid work. While for some this represents
an opportunity for women to gain status and influence in the home
and their communities by their access to monetary income, many
studies suggest that labour force entry is associated with increased
stress and health problems, as women have to combine this paid
work with their continued domestic responsibilities (Dalla Costa
1995).

Elson (1995) believes that SAPs are an example of ‘male bias in 
the development process’. This bias towards men and against 
women is not necessarily intentional, but demonstrates a lack of
awareness of women’s lives on the part of policy-makers. SAPs 
are implemented at a national level and focus on macro-economic
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indicators (economic processes at a national level) such as
government expenditure and tariff rates. However, as we saw in
Chapter 2, these policies affect the lives of people at the grassroots.
In gender terms, Elson argues that women are particularly affected.
Because they are usually responsible for domestic activities, any
cutbacks in food subsidies, increases in food prices and declining
household incomes require women to make their limited household
budget go further. This may mean spending more time shopping for
bargains, producing food or clothing at home, rather than purchasing
prepared food or factory-made clothing. In addition, policy-makers
have often assumed that women who are not in paid work are doing
nothing. In times of need, therefore, it is easy for women to ‘take up
the strain’ and enter the workforce. This does not recognize the fact 
that for many women, particularly in the South, domestic chores are
physically demanding and time-consuming activities. Entering paid
work just adds to women’s burdens (Vickers 1991).

Economic-based understandings of gender inequality can also be
seen in the ways in which socialist and communist governments 
have dealt with gender. Under classical Marxist theory, male
privilege over women (patriarchy) is rooted in the capitalist system.

1111
2
3
41
5
6
7
8
91
10
1
2
31
4
5
6
7
8111
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30
1
2
3
4
51
6
7
8
9
40
1
4211

Social and cultural dimensions of development • 131

Plate 5.4 Flower packing plant, Kenya.



According to Engels (1940 [1884]), in The Origin of the Family,
Private Property and the State, as societies move from pre-capitalist
to capitalist forms a gender division of labour becomes more
apparent, with women staying in the home and dealing with domestic
tasks, and men engaging in paid work outside the home. This is very
similar to Boserup’s arguments outlined earlier. However, Engels’
arguments emphasize much more strongly that capitalism and
patriarchy are strongly interlinked. With women working at home
providing food, shelter, clothing and childcare, the employers do not
have to provide these services for their workers, so saving money. In
Marxist terms, this is called the ‘reproduction of the labour force’.
Following this analysis, gender equality is not possible under
capitalism. In order for gender equality to be achieved, therefore,
capitalism needs to be replaced.

Socialist and communist governments have tended to promote gender
equality, at least in their policy approaches. For example, focuses on
women’s education and labour force participation have been
important elements of the development process in many socialist
countries. Women’s labour force participation has also been
encouraged and facilitated by the state provision of communal
services, in particular childcare provision. In some cases, communal
kitchens and washing facilities have been set up to allow some
women to be freed from the constraints of domestic responsibilities.
Incorporating women into the paid labour force sits within socialist
ideals about equality, but it can also be seen to contribute to greater
efficiency within the economic system and therefore greater
opportunities for economic growth (so similar to Moser’s ‘efficiency’
approach).

Overall, women’s labour force participation in socialist or 
communist countries is higher than in their non-socialist 
counterparts (Table 5.3). However, it is certainly not the case that
gender inequalities are eradicated in these countries. While some
women experienced a reduction in their domestic burden, the
majority of women found that paid work added to an existing heavy
workload in the home. State provision of communal facilities was
never able to match the demand (Ashwin 2000). In addition,
changing attitudes is a very difficult and long-term project. While
some governments have implemented legislation to promote gender
equality, such as the 1975 Family Law in Cuba, which stated that
housework should be shared equally between men and women, in

132 • Social and cultural dimensions of development



practice understandings of male power and dominance remain
ingrained (Smith and Padulla 1996).

Moser’s ‘empowerment approach’ does, however, suggest a form 
of ‘development’ which is more than just ‘adding gender’ to a 
pre-existing form of development theory. As outlined in Chapter 4,
the shift towards a more grassroots understanding of development
and approach to development implementation has provided some
communities (or sections of communities) with opportunities 
to devise schemes that are not only appropriate to achieve improved
standards of living, but also to create conditions whereby women feel
able to empower themselves (Box 5.3).

One of the key shortcomings of many gender and development
projects has been the lack of engagement with men. Far too often,
men were regarded as ‘the problem’, but rather than dealing with
‘the problem’, projects continued to deal with the role of women in
society and tried to help women’s empowerment. This is clearly
important and there are numerous examples of success throughout
the world to support this. However, since the early 1990s there has
been an increasing focus on incorporating men into gender and
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Table 5.3 Women’s labour force participation as a percentage of men’s, 
1970 and 1992

1970 1992

Non-communist countries

Sweden 61 92

Norway 38 83

USA 59 82

UK 55 75

Australia 42 71

Japan 64 69

Switzerland 52 62

Ireland 36 47

Ex-communist countries

Czechoslovakia 80 89

Hungary 70 85

Bulgaria 79 85

Poland 85 82

Romania 83 85

Source: adapted from UNDP (1994: Table 34)



development projects and a consideration of the ways in which
men’s roles and positions in society are socially constructed (Chant
and Gutmann 2002). These schemes have focused both on men’s
issues such as men’s health, but also the ways in which men’s
behaviour has an impact on their female partners and children. It is
only by allowing men the opportunity to reflect on their behaviour
that they are able to change it to the benefit of both themselves, but
also the people around them (Box 5.4).
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Box 5.3

The Grameen Bank, Bangladesh

Since the early 1980s, the Grameen Bank (GB) has provided financial credit
to the poorest households in rural Bangladesh. Over 15 per cent of all
villages in the country are now covered by the scheme. Formal banking
systems discriminate against the very poorest people in society. A lack of
land or property means that these people do not have any collateral to use to
gain credit. Their low and irregular earnings also make repayment difficult.
To deal with these possible problems, the GB provides credit to groups,
rather than individuals. This means that there is group support and pressure
to repay on time. Repayment schedules are more realistic than those set by
the formal banks.

While it did not set out to be a project focused at women, the vast majority
(about 98 per cent) of borrowers are women. They are particularly
marginalized within the formal banking system because of low earnings and
the tendency for household property to be held in the husband’s name. The
GB has allowed women to access funds which can be spent on developing
income-generating activities such as small businesses, or may be used for
household expenditure.

It is often assumed that access to income is empowering for women as it
allows them a greater say in household decisions. However, this is not
always the case. The GB runs various activities alongside its credit scheme.
These include literacy classes and training in first aid and other welfare
activities. Survey results indicate that women involved in GB activities are
more likely to participate in household decision-making than non-borrowers.
There are also fewer differences in provision of meals between men and
women in borrower households, and women feel able to talk more openly
about family planning. This is not the case for all borrower households, but
it indicates that this form of grassroots activity can help processes of
women’s empowerment.

Sources: adapted from Hashemi et al. (1996); Khan Osmani (1998)



As international organizations have become increasingly aware of
how gender and development are linked, the ways in which
‘development’ is measured (see Chapter 1) have become more
gender-sensitive. In 1995, UNDP introduced two new development
measures as part of the gender and development themed Human
Development Report: the Gender-related Development Index (GDI)
and the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) (Box 5.5). When the
GDI ranking is compared with the HDI ranking some interesting
differences can emerge, reflecting different degrees of gender
inequality (Table 5.4). While this recognition of the importance of
gender in development experiences is significant, it should be noted
that the measures used are based on ‘top-down’ perspectives of
‘development’ and also focus on the public sphere of paid
employment and formal politics.
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Box 5.4

Sexual health in Cape Town

In South Africa, as in many parts of the world, information about
contraception and sexual health is usually targeted at women. However, 
this approach fails to recognize that men also have sexual health concerns. 
It also ignores important patterns of power relations between men and 
women.

Interviews with 24 pregnant adolescent women in a Cape Town hospital,
revealed that while many were aware of contraception and how different
methods worked, they were unable to use the methods they wanted. This is
because their relationships with their boyfriends were highly unequal. The
young women felt unable to discuss the use of condoms with their partners
and there were also cases of men tearing up clinic appointment cards so
women could not go for contraceptive advice. Physical violence was a
common occurrence in the relationships and added to women’s fear. In
another study in the city, 600 non-pregnant teenagers said they had been
beaten by their male partner.

Sexual health programmes based on the concept of a woman’s control over
her own body are clearly unlikely to succeed in an environment where
women’s sexual activity is so controlled. Without incorporating men into
health programmes and also dealing with the causes of male violence, the
education of women in these matters will not be sufficient.

Source: adapted from Wood and Jewkes (1997)
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Box 5.5

Measuring gender and development

Gender-related Development Index (GDI) Uses the same three elements
of human development as the HDI, i.e. life expectancy at birth, literacy and
enrolment, and income, but looks at men and women separately to calculate
whether one gender has better human development levels than the other. The
life expectancy figures are calculated to take into account women’s higher
average life expectancy due to biological factors.

Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) This is a measure of women’s
achievements in the economic and political spheres. There are three
elements:

1 political participation and decision-making – measured using share of
parliamentary seats held by men and women

2 economic participation and decision-making – measured by using two
indicators: women and men’s share of positions as legislators, senior
officials and management, and shares of professional and technical
positions

3 power over economic resources – measured using estimated income
figures for men and women.

Source: adapted from UNDP (1995)

Table 5.4 GDI and HDI comparisons, 2001

GDI HDI

Value Ranka Value Rank

Norway 0.941 1 0.944 1
United States 0.935 5 0.937 7
Japan 0.926 13 0.932 9
Latvia 0.810 47 0.811 50

Brazil 0.770 58 0.777 65
Philippines 0.748 66 0.751 85
Iran 0.702 86 0.719 106

Kenya 0.488 115 0.489 146
Nigeria 0.450 124 0.463 152
Mali 0.327 142 0.337 172

Source: adapted from UNDP (2003: 237–40; 310–13)

Note
a There are 31 missing entries in the GDI ranking, thus GDI ranking runs from 1–144 compared with the HDI ranking
1–175.



Life stage

Another important social dimension of development is that of life
stage, in particular how the needs of children, young people and the
elderly are met as part of development. Just as with gender, ethnicity
and culture, there has been increasing attention paid to these social
dimensions in the past twenty years. Rather than spawning new
theories about development, explicit consideration of the impact of
age and stage in the life course on development experiences,
represents part of the deconstruction of ‘development’ as a ‘one size
fits all’ concept and process.

Sweetman (2000: 2) sums up the focus of much development policy
when she says:

The overemphasis of mainstream development on young and middle-aged
adults is understandable to some extent, since it is at this stage of life that
both women and men are physically and mentally mature, become parents,
and are most capable of work . . . . However . . . an enormous contribution
including both paid and unpaid work is made to our societies by the young
and the old. If these groups were better represented in civil service,
government and development funding agencies (all institutions that
replicate the age and gender biases of surrounding society), policy might
reflect reality more accurately.

The increasing focus on both young and old people by development
practitioners and theorists, reflects the desire to make ‘development’
appropriate to the needs and lives of all people. Under modernization
ideas about development, not only was the route to ‘development’
unilinear, there was little recognition of the diversity of the
population. This tendency to homogenize populations included
ignoring large sectors of the population, in particular children, young
people and the elderly.

Children and young people

Children as a group have not necessarily been ignored in
development policies in both North and South. For example, Save
the Children Fund was set up in 1919 and UNICEF, the United
Nations Children’s Fund, was set up in 1946. Both these
organizations were set up to help children in post-war Europe, but
now work throughout the world, and particularly in the Global South.
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What has changed, is the way in which children are considered
within policy-making. Whereas children were often defined as being
vulnerable and in need of protection by adults, as Michael Edwards
(1996: 814) stresses:

[w]e value children highly in emotional terms but deem them ‘useless’ 
in any formal sense, excluding their contributions from measurements
of work and production, and making them invisible in statistics, debate
and policy-making. We may want to educate children in freedom and
democracy, but mostly they experience control and discipline.

(Qvortup, 1994)

This does not mean that children do not deserve to be protected 
and looked after, but rather, that we should recognize that children
have agency and have opinions about their lives which should be
listened to.

The concept of ‘childhood’ has been increasingly questioned. Just as
the way in which societies’ understandings about women’s roles
affects the policies implemented, so the way childhood is defined has
an impact on child-related policy. Thinking of ‘childhood’ as being
the carefree period of your life and the time that you spend in school,
fails to recognize the actual experiences of millions of people under
the age of 18 throughout the world. For millions of children, 
day-to-day life involves paid work, housework and caring for
younger siblings, sick or elderly relatives (Box 5.6). While the
‘carefree’ model of childhood has been criticized for being
Eurocentric, as it is based on Western ideas of what children’s lives
should be like, it must be stressed that many children and young
people in the North have lives which are very different from the
childhood idyll that is often presented. For example, Ridge (2002)
considers the experiences of children living in poverty in the UK.
While the nature of ‘poverty’ in this case is very different from that
in the South (see Chapter 1), issues of social exclusion and paid
work as an economic necessity are apparent.

The issue of child labour is a particularly complicated one in
development policies and is a good example of how policies need 
to be designed in particular contexts and based on the participation 
of groups that will be affected. In the mid-1990s, the ILO estimated
that there were 250 million children between 5 and 15 working in 
the Global South. The majority of these (61 per cent) were in Asia,
with 32 per cent in Africa and 7 per cent in Latin America (ILO
1996).
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For many people in the North, the image of young children 
working in sweatshop conditions is particularly distressing and a
number of high-profile campaigns targeting multinational clothes
manufacturers have highlighted the use of child labour, leading
companies such as Gap and Nike to agree not to source clothing
from factories using child labour. While such campaigns are
laudable, they do not necessarily have the desired effect, i.e. children
being able to go to school or stay at home, rather than earn a small
amount of money working. In addition, this form of employment
represents a very small percentage of total child labour; the 
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Box 5.6

Young people as carers in Zimbabwe

In 1990 Zimbabwe adopted a structural adjustment programme. One of the
social effects of the associated policies was increased home treatment and
care for ill people who could not afford the increased costs of hospital and
clinic attendance. The impact of HIV/AIDS has exacerbated this. Just as the
impact of SAPs has gendered dimensions (see pp. 129–31), so there are
generational impacts.

In many cases, children represent the only carer looking after an ill relative,
but this is not recognized by government bodies or NGOs that work with
patients with AIDS. Looking after a sick relative is emotionally draining,
often physically demanding, and in many cases requires children to leave
school, although there are many other reasons for school non-attendance in
Sub-Saharan Africa. Young people take on the role of sole carer when there
is no other adult willing or able to take on this responsibility. Even when
there is assistance, children often take on some caring responsibilities.

Robson and Ansell (2000: 180) relate the experiences of a 16-year-old boy
who wrote about caring for his grandfather:

It was already last year in September I helped my grandfather who was
very ill. The first days I thought that if I help him I will be affected by
such a disease. . . . As I saw that disease does not want to finished I 
took him and went to the hospital to be vaccinated. The doctors gave
him some vaccines, but there is no change. I helped him in many ways.
I went to his home and I cooked delicious meal every day. His clothes I
took and washed them. Sometimes I gave him the vaccines that he had
given to the hospital. After each supper I gave him some vaccines and I
go to prepare him to slept.

Sources: adapted from Robson (2000); Robson and Ansell (2000)



majority of child workers are engaged in agricultural and urban
informal activities (Lloyd-Evans 2002).

Ben White (1996) discusses the case of child workers in
Bangladesh’s garment export industry. In the early 1990s, about 10
per cent of the 750,000 workers in the industry were under 14 years
old, but following threatened boycotts of goods produced by child
labour, 55,000 children lost their jobs. None of these children ended
up going to school full-time, rather they went into lower-paid jobs in
the informal sector or they kept looking for paid work. Some of them
organized and petitioned employers and the government not to
dismiss them. They needed the money and for some, they found the
work enjoyable. They asked that they be allowed to keep working in
the factories, but also to have shifts that allowed them to combine
paid work and schooling. Rather than focusing on banning child
labour, policy-makers should listen to children and young people and
work with them to produce workable solutions within the context of
widespread poverty.

In 1989 the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) was
adopted and has been ratified by all UN members except the USA
and Somalia (UNDP 2002: Table 28) (Table 5.5). In relation to
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Table 5.5 Summary of UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Children have the right to:

● life;

● a name;

● a nationality;

● know and be cared for by parents as far as possible;

● live without discrimination;

● education;

● health;

● benefits from social security;

● have his/her views taken into account in decisions that affect him/her;

● freedom of expression;

● freedom of thought, conscience and religion;

● freedom of association and peaceful assembly;

● protection from abuse and exploitation;

● an adequate standard of living;

● rest and leisure;

● be protected from work that is harmful to their health and development.

Source: adapted from CRC in UNICEF (2003)



work, the Convention does not outlaw children (defined by the
Convention as being aged under 18) from working, but rather
recognizes children’s ‘right to be protected from economic
exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be
hazardous or to interfere with the child’s education, or be harmful to
the child’s health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social
development’ (CRC Article 32, in UNICEF 2003). The importance
of listening to children and young people is a significant part of the
Convention, and this principle has been increasingly incorporated
into government and NGO policy. What this means in practice is
much harder to determine, because the nature and effectiveness of
children’s participation in decision-making is difficult to assess (see
Chapter 4).

Older people

Although the elderly, being adults, are not viewed like children as
unable to make decisions because of a lack of maturity, in many
cases, as Sweetman’s earlier quotation highlighted, the needs of older
people have often not been considered. This is largely because they
are viewed as being too old to participate in work activities (both
paid and unpaid). This clearly ignores the significant contributions
made by people over 60. Discussions of ageing populations tend to
focus on the Global North. While in percentage terms, older people
make up larger proportions of the population in OECD and Eastern
and Central European countries (Figure 5.2), two-thirds of those over
60 live in the Global South (Beales 2000). Over time, these groups
of older people will become more significant. For example, by 2015
it is estimated that the percentage of people aged 65 and above in the
Arab States will be 4.3 per cent of the total population compared
with 3.7 per cent in 2001 (UNDP 2003: 253).

Older people often experience higher levels of poverty than younger
people, due to retirement or reduced ability to undertake paid work.
In addition, deteriorating health is often associated with the ageing
process, but access to appropriate healthcare may not be forthcoming
if health policies focus on other health issues that are regarded as
more pressing. The role of older people in caring for grandchildren
and others is also key and can help promote feelings of usefulness
and status. However, in some cases, the support, both financial and
emotional, that older people may be able to provide, can result in
excessive demands on their time, energy and money (Box 5.7).
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Figure 5.2 Population aged 65 and above by global region, 2001.
Source: based on data from UNDP (2003: 253)

Box 5.7

Older people and poverty in South Africa

In 1998/99 5.5 million people in South Africa were aged 50 and over. This
represented about 12.7 per cent of the population. In 2000 3.6 per cent were
aged 65 and over, and by 2015 this figure is predicted to be 5.4 per cent,
compared with a predicted Sub-Saharan African average of 3.2 per cent.
These figures demonstrate that South Africa has one of the most rapidly
ageing populations in Africa.

Overall levels of household poverty do not change greatly with age (see
Figure). However, using the idea of trajectories of poverty, households
containing older people tend to be more economically vulnerable. In times of
crisis they have few assets such as land or property to help them maintain
their living standards. They may also have to continue in paid work long
after they would like to retire. In South Africa as a whole poverty is
disproportionately concentrated within the Black African population. This
pattern is also evident among older South Africans; approximately 90 per
cent of the chronically poor are Black Africans, while this ethnic group only
makes up 77 per cent of the population.



Given the particular needs of older people, but also their
contributions to the maintenance of households and communities,
and also to their countries, it is important that their opinions are
considered in development policy. While the inclusion of older
people in these processes has been slow, at least in terms of
development rhetoric, there has been some progress. For example,
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Percentage of population living at or below the poverty line by age, South
Africa, 1998/9

Source: based on data from May (2003: 17)

Unlike the situation in most of Sub-Saharan Africa, old age pensions are
available to many in South Africa. This money, however, is often shared
with many other household members and there are examples of individuals
receiving pensions acting as a magnet to others who have no income
sources. Thus, older people may feel obliged to share their income with
unemployed kin or to support children of other family members. Children
whose parents have died of an AIDS-related illness, may also be taken in by
grandparents.

Older people often feel physically vulnerable because of failing health and
what they perceive as changing value systems in society. They may also be
victims of abuse, not only in terms of physical mistreatment, but also
through psychological abuse and financial exploitation. As populations
continue to age, it is important to recognize the particular problems that
older people face.

Sources: adapted from May (2003); UNDP (2002)
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United Nations declarations and conferences have increasingly
incorporated ideas of older people’s participation and rights (Beales
2000). In April 2002 the Second World Assembly on Ageing was
held in Madrid and agreed a 16,000 word ‘Plan of Action on Ageing’
(HelpAge International 2003). In addition, NGOs such as HelpAge
International have drawn attention to and work with older people to
find out what they want from government and NGO development
support.

Summary

● Cultural and ethnic diversity has often been understood as an obstacle
to development.

● Modernization theories and Marxist theories view development as
involving social evolution into more complex forms of social
organization.

● Incorporating ‘culture’ into development means questioning what
‘development’ is.

● Post-modern and post-colonial approaches to development stress
heterogeneity and how constructions of ‘development’ are never neutral.

● Any form of social, economic and political change will have differential
impacts on individuals depending on age, gender and ethnicity.

Discussion questions

1 What are the links between social and economic change in
modernization theories?

2 Why are some cultural practices regarded as being obstacles to
development?

3 What is ethnodevelopment and what problems are there in
implementing ethnodevelopment policies?

4 Why should gender be included in a consideration of
development?

5 Should children and young people be included as a special
category in development policies?
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Further reading

Ansell, N. (2005) Children, Youth and Development, London: Routledge.
Introductory textbook providing excellent grounding in debates around children
and development.

Gender and Development (2000) 8(2): special issue on ‘Gender and Lifecycles’.
Excellent collection of short articles focusing on practical examples of how and
why development projects should consider young people and older people in
their activities.

Mercer, C., G. Mohan and M. Power (2003) ‘Towards a critical political geography
of African development’, Geoforum 34 (4): 419–36. A wide-ranging article
which considers how ‘Africa’ is represented in development policies and how
post-colonial theory might help challenge these assumptions and create new
possibilities for African-led development practice and research.

Momsen, J. (2004) Gender and Development, London: Routledge. A wide-ranging
introductory textbook with excellent case studies.

Skelton, T. and T. Allen (eds) (1999) Culture and Global Change, London:
Routledge. An excellent edited volume of empirical material demonstrating the
importance of culture in issues of development and global change.

Useful websites

www.helpage.org HelpAge International. A network of NGOs throughout the
world working with older people.

www.ids.ac.uk/bridge Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex.
Gateway to resources on gender and development.

www.savethechildren.org Save the Children Fund, USA.

www.savethechildren.org.uk Save the Children Fund UK.

www.unicef.org UN Children’s Fund.

www.unicef.org/crc/fulltext.htm Full text of the UN Convention of the Rights of
the Child.

www.worldbank.org/gender GenderNet. World Bank site that highlights the ways
in which gender is dealt with in World Bank policies.
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Environment and
development theory

● Relationships between population and environment
● Modernization theory and environment
● Socialist development and the natural environment
● Intermediate technology
● Sustainable development
● Poverty and environment
● Ecotourism

Many of the theories and approaches addressed so far in the book
have included implicit reference to the natural environment, but in
this chapter, the ways in which ‘development’ and ‘environment’
have been considered will be at the centre of the discussion. Theories
of economic growth are related to questions of resource use and
distribution. Many of these resources come from the natural
environment and in many cases development processes can lead to
the destruction of significant parts of this natural environment.

Thomas Malthus’ perspectives on population and resources

One of the earliest elaborations in the Global North of the
relationship between people and natural resources was that of
Thomas Malthus. In his 1798 Essay on the Principle of Population
he talked about the effect of rising population on the natural resource
base (Malthus 1985 [1798]). While he did not talk specifically about
‘development’, his arguments are important for later development
debates on this topic. According to Malthus, populations and food
supply expand in different ways. Food supply increases
arithmetically, i.e. with every generation food supply increases the
same amount, by, for example, bringing new land into cultivation.
This leads to a linear pattern of growth. In contrast, even if the
number of children each family has remains the same, the population
will grow geometrically because in each generation there will be

6



more people to have children (see Figure 6.1). As a result of these
different growth rates, Malthus argued that the human population
was doomed unless limits were put on population growth rates.
Eventually, population would outstrip the food supply and there
would be massive starvation and famine and so the population would
be reduced. For Malthus, therefore, if humans did not control their
reproduction, there would be disastrous consequences. In
development terms, these ideas (as we shall see later) have been 
used to shape later development approaches in the Global South.

Malthus’ work has been greatly criticized, not least because of 
his assumptions regarding the growth of food supply. He did not
consider the ways in which new technologies may develop to
increase food supply at a much greater rate. Boserup (1965)
highlighted how new methods and technologies can be developed 
to address crises such as limited food supplies in response to
increasing population densities. Later technological developments,
including fertilizers and new forms of seeds have been important 
in increasing agricultural productivity. However, just because
sufficient food is produced to feed a population does not mean 
that everyone has access to this food. Issues of distribution are also
important.
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Figure 6.1 Arithmetric and geometric growth.



Environmental determinism

In Malthus’ approach, the natural environment acted as an obstacle to
population growth. In the environmental determinism approach, the
natural environment acts not just as an obstacle, but actually shapes
the nature of human society and activity. It is a form of naturalist
theory as outlined in Chapter 5. Environmental determinism was
popular in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and
stressed the ways in which human behaviour was conditioned or
determined by the physical environment.

Following this form of argument, some argued that the differing
levels of prosperity, economic development or what some called
‘civilization’ could be explained with reference to the differences in
natural environment (Huntington 1915; Semple 1911). By rooting
these explanations in the natural world, some theorists argued that
people from the temperate parts of the world were naturally ‘better’
than those from the tropical zones, and so justified the domination of
Europeans over the inhabitants of other places.

As we shall see in the rest of the chapter, there is wide-ranging
evidence of the ways in which human behaviour is influenced by the
natural environment, but the crude theories adopted by environmental
determinists are certainly out of place. They lost favour in the 
mid-twentieth century, not least because of the ways in which the
ideas were used by certain political groups in Europe to justify racial
domination. They have also been criticized because they do not
consider the role of individuals, communities and governments,
among others, to deal with perceived environmental constraints.

Modernization

The modernization approach outlined in Chapter 2 was built on the
ideas of mobilizing technology to use resources more efficiently, not
least through industrialization and the mechanization of agriculture.
The basic attitude to the natural environment was one of seeing
natural resources as inputs into a human-devised system. Very little,
if any, attention was paid to the potential environmental damage or
the long-term sustainability of such an approach.

During the Industrial Revolution in England, the environmental
impacts of rapid urbanization and industrialization were clear. For
example, in his descriptions of England’s northern towns during the
1840s, Fredrich Engels in his book, The Condition of the Working
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Class in England, describes the results of over-crowding, poverty and
unregulated industrial processes:

Bradford, which, but seven miles from Leeds, at the junction of several
valleys, lies upon the banks of a small, coal-black, foul-smelling
stream. On week-days the town is enveloped in a grey cloud of coal
smoke, but on a fine Sunday, it offers a superb picture when viewed
from the surrounding heights. Yet within reigns the same filth and
discomfort as in Leeds. . . . In the lanes, alleys and courts lie filth and
debris in heaps; the houses are ruinous, dirty, and miserable.

(1984: 74)

Not only were these ‘development’ processes affecting the natural
environment, they were also indirectly affecting the health of the
urban populations.

Modernization and the attempts to use ever increasing areas of land
for agriculture have also had severe environmental impacts. The ‘Dust
Bowl’ of the US mid-west in the 1930s is often used as an example
of how modern technology was used to push for increased
agricultural production in environmentally marginal zones. With the
extension of the railways westwards in the mid-nineteenth century
(see Chapter 2), large swathes of prairie land were cultivated using
horse-drawn ploughs. Drought-resistant varieties of wheat were
planted and farmers were able to make significant profits. However,
the agricultural processes meant that during periods of drought there
was often insufficient vegetation cover to protect the fine soils and
high winds eroded large amounts of topsoil creating severe dust
storms. With the Great Depression of the 1930s, farmers tried to
increase their yields leading to further damage (Barrow 1995).
Approximately 80 million hectares of grain-producing land were
destroyed (Kassas 1987, in Barrow 1995). This environmental tragedy
also contributed to furthering the misery of the farmers, leading many
to flee the area seeking their fortunes in other parts of the USA. It
did, however, trigger government action to improve policies to reduce
soil erosion and help farmers use appropriate techniques.

Despite the known environmental impacts of such approaches to
development, similar patterns were encouraged in the Global South;
both by donor governments and agencies, and by national
governments themselves. The long-term environmental problems
were disregarded in favour of the goals of economic growth and
development. Top-down large-scale projects such as dam building,
mining, industrialization and rapid mechanization of agriculture were
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all promoted as suitable routes to development. The approach was
very much one of ‘grow now, clean up later’. Unfortunately the
‘cleaning up’ process is often very long and costly, if it is possible at
all. Much environmental damage involves the destruction of
ecosystems beyond repair (Box 6.1).

‘One-quarter of the people in developing countries – 1.3 billion in all
– survive on fragile lands, areas that present significant constraints
for intensive agriculture’ (World Bank 2003b: 59). African
populations are particularly affected, with over one third of the total
population living on fragile lands (Figure 6.2). Given these figures, a
heavy-handed approach to agricultural modernization will lead to
rapid environmental degradation and impoverishment of rural
populations. Just as in the case of the US Dust Bowl, inappropriate
technology has often been used in the name of agricultural progress
in the South.

The so-called ‘green revolution’ of the 1950s and 1960s was a
perfect example of modernization approaches to agriculture. The
term was used to describe how scientific principles were applied to
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Box 6.1

Destruction of mangrove swamps in Thailand

Between 1961 and 1992, the area of mangrove forest in Thailand fell from
2,299,375 rai (approximately 365,000 hectares) to 1,096,168 rai
(approximately 174,000 hectares) (Jitsanguan, 1993 in Bello et al. 1998:
189). This destruction was due to a number of factors, including factory and
household pollution, logging for charcoal and prawn farming.

Prawn farming has increased rapidly, with the number of farms rising from
3,572 in 1980 to 15,072 in 1990 (Thailand Environmental Institute 1997, in
Bello et al. 1998: 189). However, these numbers are likely to be
underestimates given the potential for unlicensed farming. The rise in prawn
farming is linked to its high profitability. Mangroves may be cleared for
prawn farms, or mangrove ecosystems may be severely affected by the
chemicals and antibiotics used in intensive aquaculture. The clearing of
mangroves not only destroys that ecosystem, but it leads to increased soil
erosion resulting in increased sediment loads being deposited in the marine
environment, devastating coral reefs and seagrass forests.

Source: adapted from Bello et al. (1998: 187–91)
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Figure 6.2 Percentage of population living on fragile lands by global region, 2000.
Source: based on data from World Bank (2003b: 61)

Plate 6.1 Temporary road bridge, Ortum, Kenya.



agricultural processes to improve
yields in the South. It was clearly
an attempt to escape from
Malthusian limits on food supply.
The main elements of the
‘revolution’ were high-yielding
varieties (HYVs) of maize, wheat,
rice and barley, as well as
developments in fertilizers,
herbicides and pesticides. There
were some very positive results
including India achieving self-
sufficiency in wheat by 1980 and
Indonesia moving from being a rice
importer to a rice exporter.
However, environmentally there
were problems. These included
reductions in genetic diversity,
increased demand for water
because of irrigation needs and
pollution from agrochemicals

(Barrow 1995). In addition, the green revolution resulted in increased
inequality as those farmers who could afford to participate reaped 
the benefits, while others were often forced to abandon their own
land and become agricultural labourers. Current debates about
genetically-modified crops reflect similar positions. For some, GM
crops represent a technical solution to food shortages, while for
others, they are an environmental threat and will contribute to the
growing dominance of the agro-chemical companies and reduced
autonomy for small farmers.

Socialist approaches to the environment

The modernist aims of many communist or socialist governments
have also resulted in the implementation of development strategies
which are extremely environmentally destructive. The control or
taming of nature has often been a key element in the development
strategies of centrally-planned economies, with rhetoric regarding the
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Plate 6.2 Slash and burn agriculture,
Sarawak.



superiority of such societies being reflected in the domination of
nature. According to Marx, development involved human ability to
transform nature to increase standards of living. In Capital, Marx’s
perspectives on humans’ dominance of nature is reflected in this
description: ‘He [sic] develops the potentialities slumbering within
nature, and subjects the play of its forces to his own sovereign
power’ (1909: 283).

Some of the largest individual development projects have been
implemented within centrally-planned economies. This is partly a
reflection of the desire to be seen to be achieving greater
infrastructure successes, but also because of the ability of
governments in such economies to marshal resources to achieve these
aims. The USSR provides us with a number of examples of such
mega-projects, the environmental effects of which are still evident
today. For example, in the 1950s the Soviet leader Nikita
Khrushchev sought to increase agricultural production by bringing
new lands into cultivation. The so-called ‘Virgin Lands Scheme’ was
launched with the intention of bringing 250,000 km2 of land into
wheat cultivation in Northern Kazakhstan and Western Siberia.
While cultivation was expanded and production went up, the
environmental damage was enormous. Massive areas were exposed
to soil erosion leaving vast swathes unusable for any purpose. Soviet
attempts to increase cotton production in Central Asia also had
disastrous effects, not least on the Aral Sea (Box 6.2).

The environmental impacts of such mega-projects are still on-going
and this has not prevented the continued use of such projects in some
centrally-planned countries. The most high profile example today is
that of the Three Gorges Dam across the Yangtze River in China.
Despite significant evidence suggesting the incredible environmental
damage that will be done as part of the project, not to mention the
social problems arising from the mass relocation of an estimated 
1.9 million people, the project progressed. It has not been funded by
the World Bank, reflecting some change in multi-lateral agency
approaches to such mega-projects (IRN 2003). However, it should
also be recognized that electricity generation through hydro-electric
power is much cleaner than coal-burning power stations. It is
estimated that the new dam will save the annual burning of 50
million tons of coal and the release of 100 million tons of carbon
dioxide (Xiong 1998, in Woodhouse 2000: 146).
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Limits to growth

Modernist projects with their focus on technological solutions to
perceived limitations of the natural environment was challenged by
the increasing environmental movements in many parts of the world
during the 1960s. A number of high profile environmental cases in
the North, drew attention to the possible environmental problems
which could accrue from particular forms of development. For
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Box 6.2

The Aral Sea Basin crisis

Since the early 1960s the Aral Sea in former Soviet Central Asia has been shrinking. In
1960 the average volume of water in the Aral Sea was 1,090 km3, but by 1988 this had
declined to 358 km3. By 1993 the volume had declined further and the shrinking had led
to the sea splitting in two. The large sea contained 279 km3 while the small sea contained
21 km3. This is having a devastating impact on both the natural and human environments.
As water levels fall and the lake bed is exposed, salt and dust are blown into rivers and
irrigation systems, leading to increases in pollution and a deterioration in human health.
In addition, populations earning a living from the Aral Sea are suffering as it shrinks,
leaving fishing boats high and dry. For example, the fishing port of Aralsk now lies 60
km from the shore. In addition, the two smaller seas have increased levels of salinity
making them unsuitable for many forms of aquatic life.

The roots of this crisis lie in the Soviet period (see Chapter 3). The Soviet ideology
stressed the power of humans over nature and many large-scale environmentally-
damaging schemes were adopted to further economic growth. Vast quantities of water
were diverted from the Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers to irrigate cotton. As these
rivers were the main source of water for the Aral Sea, this diversion meant far lower
inputs into the Aral Sea and a subsequent shrinking. Cotton acreage in Uzbekistan
increased from 1.3 million hectares to 2.1 million hectares in the period 1960–80. This
increase and improved yields because of irrigation led to rising Soviet cotton yields from
2.2 million tons in 1940 to 9.1 million tons in 1980. Yields in Uzbekistan are now down
to 1960 levels because of land degradation and salinity problems with irrigation waters.

With the collapse of the USSR, the problem has not improved. Attempts at coordinating
a strategy are limited by the fact that there are now a number of national governments
involved. While Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan border the Aral Sea, the other
Central Asian states of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikstan also need to be involved as the two
main rivers run through their territory. Given the importance of agriculture to all these
countries, agreement about controlling water use for irrigation will be difficult.

Sources: adapted from Spoor (1998); World Bank (2003b)



example, in 1962 Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring was highly
significant in drawing the attention of a Northern, particularly US
audience, to the environmental side effects of certain forms of
modernization. Her book dealt with the environmental impacts of 
the insecticide DDT, in particular the way that it was stored in
organisms that ingested it, and so was passed up the food chain in
larger and larger quantities, leading to the deaths of mammals and
birds.

In addition, in 1972 Meadows et al. published The Limits to Growth
commissioned by the Club of Rome, a non-governmental research
organization dealing with ‘global problems’. The report placed the
relationships between economic growth and the natural environment
at the centre of the debate. However, unlike the environmental
movement, which stressed the issue of environmental destruction as a
problem in its own right, the Club of Rome’s focus was much more
on how current development methods would lead to catastrophe for
the human population in terms of both rapid declining populations
(as predicted by Malthus) and huge decreases in rates of industrial
growth. Meadows et al. stated ‘we can thus say with some
confidence that, under the assumption of no major change in the
present system, population and industrial growth will certainly stop
within the next century, at the latest’ (1972: 126).

The basis for these doom-laden predications, were the results of a
complex systems model which looked at five main processes:
population growth, non-renewable resource use, pollution, food
supply and industrialization. The relationships between these
different factors and the current and predicted levels were also
included in the model. By running the model with changes in the
levels of the different factors, estimates could be made of when the
‘limits to growth’ would be reached (see Figure 6.3). The authors
stressed that while the predicted levels may not be completely
accurate, the overall trends were correct. These predictions about
future catastrophe led these researchers and others with similar views
to be categorized as ‘neo-Malthusian’.

As we saw above, Malthus has been criticized for not considering the
ways in which technological advances could increase the food
supply. Meadows et al. ran their model to include a range of
technological advances, such as improved mining techniques to
increase access to minerals, but they still came to the same
conclusion – if current rates of consumption and economic
development continued, disaster would strike before 2100. The

1111
2
3
41
5
6
7
8
91
10
1
2
31
4
5
6
7
8111
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30
1
2
3
4
51
6
7
8
9
40
1
4211

Environment and development theory • 155



model does not include the social dimensions of life because they are
so complicated and difficult to assess. The authors are very explicit
about their exclusion of these factors, but do state that decisions
about income distribution, for example, could have significant
impacts on when the ‘limits’ would be reached. In their final 
chapter, they state that it is crucial that decisions are made
immediately about the trade-offs needed to achieve global
equilibrium, i.e. not to reach the limits to growth. They state,

As soon as society recognizes that it cannot maximize everything for
everyone, it must begin to make choices. Should there be more people
or more wealth, more wilderness or more automobiles, more food for
the poor or more services for the rich? Establishing the societal answer
to questions like these and translating those answers into policy is the
essence of the political process.

(1972: 181–2)

In the concluding commentary from the Club of Rome executive,
they state that it is crucial for the ‘developed countries’ to take a lead
in this process as they are the major users of resources. Rather than
stopping development in the South, resource use must be cut back in
the North and attempts must be made to promote more effective and
sustainable development throughout the world.
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The Club of Rome report is, therefore, adopting a view of
development which places economic growth at the heart of the
process in terms of helping to improve poorer peoples’ standards of
living. However, the nature and rate of this growth must be
controlled, so as to ensure that future generations have access to 
non-renewable energy sources, minerals and agricultural land, as 
well as a non-polluted environment. They do not make any specific
suggestions as to the nature of policies which should be introduced,
although they clearly do not suggest leaving this to market forces.
Governments throughout the world are considered key in
implementing policies to help reduce birth rates, conserve 
non-renewable resources and control pollution.

Intermediate technology

The concept of intermediate technology was developed by E.F.
Schumacher and is outlined in his book Small is Beautiful. The
subtitle to the book is A Study of Economics as if People Mattered
and demonstrates what he felt the focus of economics should be.
Rather than concentrating on maximizing flows of money and
economic growth, Schumacher argued that economic policies
everywhere in the world, should be people-centred (see also Chapter
4). This was not only to allow individuals to be creative and
experience the full range of what it was to be human, rather than
merely a cog in a large economic machine, it was also in recognition
of the environmental destruction that was occurring through the use
of existing economic approaches. This environmental destruction was
not only in terms of resource depletion, in particular the use of
energy reserves, but it would also lead to the reduced carrying
capacity of the world, i.e. the maximum number of people who could
be supported using the world’s natural resources.

For Schumacher the answer was not to return to a pre-industrial,
‘primitive’ stage; rather it was to implement policies which were
appropriate to the needs of particular groups of people. In countries
where there were large numbers of people without formal
employment, Schumacher stated that it was bad practice to
implement policies using high-tech equipment which could do the
work of hundreds of people. Such an approach would result in a dual
economy with the majority of the population scraping a living, while
a few gained from being part of the modern capitalist economy. In
contrast, Schumacher stressed the use of technology that would
employ large numbers of people in productive activities, particularly
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in rural areas. This form of technology he termed ‘intermediate
technology’ to highlight its position between the ‘primitive’ forms of
tools used in the past and the very advanced high-technology
equipment that had been introduced into many parts of the South in
the process of development (Box 6.3).

Sustainable development

Many of the debates outlined so far in this chapter became subsumed
under what has become known as ‘sustainable development’. During
the 1960s and 1970s the environmental impacts of various
development processes were increasingly recognized by a range of
groups. In 1983 the United Nations set up an independent
organization called The World Commission on Environment and
Development (WCED) chaired by the then Prime Minister of
Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland. The aim of the WCED was to
examine the problems of environment and development facing the
world and to consider possible solutions. These solutions should be
considered not just for current generations, but with an awareness of
long-term issues.
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Box 6.3

Rainwater harvesting: the Sri Lankan pumpkin tank

Collecting rainwater can provide an important source of water for drinking,
domestic use or agriculture in areas where other sources are either
unavailable or too expensive for poorer families. The pumpkin tank system
is named after the shape of the water tank and is based on a tank with a
capacity of about 5m3. Rainwater is gathered off pitched roofs using
guttering which then drains into the tank. The cost of the guttering is about
US$140 and the tank itself, which is made out of cement moulded around a
metal frame, costs about US$125. Technical assistance and the materials are
provided by the Community and Water Supply and Sanitation Programme.

For one family, the Abikon family, who live in Demeteralhina in Badulla
District, Central Sri Lanka, having a pumpkin tank has meant they can
increase their water consumption because family members no longer have to
walk to the spring about a kilometre away from their home. Increased water
supplies mean they can look after their cows better and maintain hygiene
standards.

Source: adapted from ITDG (2003)



In 1987 the WCED published its findings in a report entitled Our
Common Future (although it is also known as The Brundtland Report
after the WCED Chair). The Report laid out the environmental
challenges facing the world, and examined how environmental
destruction would limit forms of economic growth, but also how
poverty and disadvantage contribute to environmental destruction.
The Report stressed the importance of ‘sustainable development’ as a
goal towards which the international community should work.
According to the WCED, ‘sustainable development’ is: ‘development
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their own needs’ (WCED 1987: 43).

Building on this environmental focus, the United Nations held an
international conference in Rio in 1992 to consider ways in which
sustainable development could be achieved. ‘Sustainable
development’ has become a key element in development theorizing
and policy-making, for example the 2003 World Development Report
is entitled Sustainable Development in a Dynamic World:
Transforming Institutions, Growth and Quality of Life (World Bank

2003b). However, the term’s
meanings are highly debated. As
Jenny Elliott (1999: 6) argues, ‘the
attractiveness (and ‘the dangers’)
of the concept of sustainable
development may lie precisely in
the varied ways in which it can be
interpreted and used to support a
whole range of interests and
causes.’

A broad distinction can be made
between ‘light green’ or
‘technocentric’ approaches to the
relationship between humans and
nature, and ‘dark green’ or
‘ecocentric’ approaches, although
the boundaries between the two are
certainly not clearly defined
(O’Riordan 1981; Pepper 1996). In
technocratic approaches the focus
is on humankind and the
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Plate 6.3 Community tree nursery,
Marich, NW Kenya.



improvements in human standards of living and quality of life. In
general, these approaches do not involve radical changes in the
current economic and political systems, rather a technical approach 
is adopted. This may be in the form of improved industrial or
energy-generating systems which reduce pollution for example. 
Other technocratic solutions would include changing resource
management procedures, for example by using market mechanisms 
to regulate human-induced environmental problems (see below).

In contrast, dark green or ecocentric approaches start with the
premise that it is the Earth which is much more important than ideas
about human progress and rapid economic growth. Because of this,
the approaches are much more radical and call for massive shifts in
the economic and political structures. In particular, there is a focus
on much smaller-scale, local forms of organization similar to
Schumacher’s ideas of ‘small is beautiful’. For economically richer
countries and groups, the ecocentric approach would involve a huge
reduction in consumption.

Global governance and environmental protection

Many environmental problems are not restricted within national
borders. For example, the source of water and air pollution can be in
one country, but the effects can be experienced elsewhere.
Recognition of how global climatic systems work has also
highlighted how actions in one place have potentially very serious
effects on millions of people throughout the world (Barrow 1995;
Middleton 1995).

The production of carbon dioxide as part of fuel burning has been
implicated in the process of human-induced global warming. When
fossil fuels, such as coal or oil burn, they release carbon dioxide,
which then forms a layer in the Earth’s atmosphere, which prevents
heat radiated from the earth from escaping. This has been termed the
‘greenhouse effect’, because it results in the earth’s atmosphere
becoming warmer and warmer. While this process can have
beneficial results in particular locations, for example by producing
climatic conditions conducive to growing particular crops, overall the
greenhouse effect is regarded as having negative consequences
because of its association with sea-level rise and potential increases
in desertification (Barrow 1995; Middleton 1995). Other greenhouse
gases such as methane and nitrous oxide, while naturally occurring,
are also being emitted in greater quantities because of
industrialization, agricultural intensification and urbanization.
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Because of the global nature of many environmental problems,
attempts have been made to organize responses on a global scale.
The idea of ‘global governance’ has been used to describe political
decision-making at a global level. This is not global ‘government’ in
the sense of an elected body that represents the citizens of the world,
but rather the way in which political power is exercised at this scale.
Organizations such as the UN can be described as ‘global
governance organizations’, consisting of nation-state representatives
(see Chapter 7 for further discussion).

In terms of global governance and environmental protection, the
1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm is
often held up as a key moment and in the following year the UN
Environment Program (UNEP) was established (Barrow 1995). Since
then there have been numerous attempts to produce global
agreements on issues around pollution, whaling and biodiversity
among others. The Brundtland Report and the 1992 Rio Conference
brought these issues to even greater public attention and also
highlighted the potential conflicts between North and South regarding
the environmental agenda. For many Southern nations, the concept of
controls on economic growth because of environmental concerns was
interpreted as a way of limiting development progress in the South
by denying access to methods that were used by Northern countries
in their industrialization processes.

When the global distribution of greenhouse gas emissions is
examined, it is clear that emissions are disproportionately
concentrated in the industrialized nations of Western Europe and
North America (Table 6.1). For example, while the USA makes up
only 4.7 per cent of the world’s population, it contributes 22.5 per
cent of carbon dioxide emissions (UNDP 2002). Attempts to control
future emissions need to recognize these distribution patterns, in
particular the importance of giving industrializing countries the
opportunities to engage in some forms of industrial development,
without ‘excessive’ environmental damage.

The 1997 Kyoto Protocol was an international agreement to restrict
future greenhouse emissions. However, while the agreement has been
followed in some countries, ratification of the Protocol remains
limited despite a number of follow-up meetings which have tried to
clarify the mechanisms for implementing the proposal (Rowlands
2001; UNDP 2002: Table 19). The problems with Kyoto should not,
however, hide the fact that international agreements on
environmental protection can be successfully implemented. For 
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example, the 1987 Montreal Protocol led to reductions in the
manufacture and use of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), which were
implicated in the development of holes in the ozone layer that
protects the Earth’s surface from particular forms of ultra-violet
radiation (Barrow 1995).

Pricing the earth

Despite the overall acceptance that the natural environment needs to
be considered as part of development policies, the section on
sustainable development shows us that there are very different ways
in which sustainable development is conceived. This is reflected in
the range of policy suggestions. Given the problems with
implementing radical ‘ecocentric’ approaches, it is not surprising that
governments throughout the world have focused on technocratic
solutions to perceived environmental problems.
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Table 6.1 Energy consumption and carbon dioxide emissions by region

Electricity consumption Carbon dioxide emissions 
Kilowatt-hours p.c.

Metric tons p.c. Share of 
world
total % 

1980 2000 1980 1999 1999

Developing countries 316 810 1.3 1.9 36.6

Least developed countries 59 77 0.1 0.2 0.5

Arab States 489 1,406 2.8 3.7 4.0

East Asia and Pacific 253 918 1.4 2.3 17.9

Latin America and Caribbean 845 1,528 2.4 2.5 5.4

South Asia 132 376 0.6 1.1 6.4

Sub-Saharan Africa 463 457 1.0 0.8 2.0

Central and Eastern – 2,977 – 7.2 12.5
Europe and CIS

OECD 4,916 7,336 11.0 10.8 51.0

High-income OECD 5,932 8,688 12.6 12.3 46.4

High income 5,873 8,651 12.6 12.4 48.2

Middle income 583 1,391 2.3 3.2 35.9

Low income 106 352 0.4 1.0 10.3

World 1,444 2,156 4.3 3.8 100.0

Source: adapted from UNDP (2003: Table 19, pp. 300–3)



Within a free market system, environmental controls may be
regarded as limits to free trade, or provide too great a brake on
potential economic growth. This does not mean that controls or
restrictions are not applied as in the case of CFCs and the Montreal
Protocol. For example, there are international agreements on the
trade in hardwoods and endangered species because of the
recognition that allowing free trade in these goods would result in
reduced biodiversity and other potentially damaging environmental
impacts. In practice, while these restrictions work to some extent,
there are still significant examples of these rules being flouted (Box
6.4). In some cases, the rule-breakers are individuals who operate
without the knowledge of the law enforcement authorities, but in
others, rule breaking may be ignored by the authorities, who see the
need for foreign currency as being much more important than the
environmental protection agenda.
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Box 6.4

Logging in Cambodia

Cambodia is one of the world’s poorest countries, with a GNP p.c. figure of
US$270 in 2001 (World Bank 2003b). In the 1990s as part of an attempt to
generate income, the Cambodian government granted large numbers of
logging concessions. Unfortunately this led to widespread deforestation and
disaster for villagers who used to earn a living from tapping trees for resin.

Because of these problems some of the concessions were cancelled and
increasing restrictions were placed on logging. This was part of a World
Bank sponsored project which aimed to improve forest management. Despite
the change in regulations, logging continued unabated, so the Cambodian
government suspended all logging concessions. Because there were worries
about the implementation of this ban on logging, donors, including the
World Bank, insisted that an independent organization should monitor the
situation. The Global Witness organization was selected and found
widespread evidence of the flouting of the anti-logging rules. As a result of
their findings, the organization was asked to leave Cambodia.

Further World Bank funding is being withheld until the situation is resolved,
but legal loopholes mean that by reclassifying forest areas as plantation land,
logging can still continue.

Source: adapted from The Economist (2003a)



Another approach to environmental protection within a free market
model is the attempt to put a price on nature, or on environmental
destruction, so creating a market for these goods. While the US
government under Bill Clinton signed up to the Kyoto Protocol, the
administration of George W. Bush has since declared that it will not
be bound by the limits placed on US industry. This demonstrates the
difficulties of accommodating national interests and global interests.
However, the Bush Administration has also suggested an alternative
to domestic limits in emissions. If the intention of the Kyoto Protocol
was to limit future greenhouse gas emissions at a global level, then
as long as the overall total emissions do not go above a set limit then
the overall environmental damage will be limited. The proposed
solution puts a price on carbon emissions and suggests a trade in
emissions. This is a variation on the Clean Development Mechanism
(CDM) process incorporated within the Kyoto Protocol (Box 6.5).
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Box 6.5

Clean Development Mechanism of the Kyoto Protocol

As many forms of atmospheric pollution are regarded as ‘global’ problems,
targets for emissions reduction could be set for the globe as a whole. Within
the Kyoto Protocol, there is a proposed system which could operate along
these lines called the ‘Clean Development Mechanism’ (CDM). The overall
aim of this scheme is to help reduce greenhouse gas emissions on a global
scale, but to allow Southern countries to ‘develop’.

The Kyoto Protocol is based on setting targets for national emission
reductions. Under the CDM it would be possible for national governments to
meet their targets by reducing emissions in Southern countries. This would
be through providing technological assistance in energy generation, for
example. There is great debate about what level of national emissions
reduction could actually be met by reduction elsewhere. Australia, Canada
and the USA are among the countries arguing that there should be no limit,
i.e. a country’s total reduction target could be met by providing assistance to
Southern countries to reduce their emissions. European countries tend to
support a limit. There are also concerns that Northern assistance would be
concentrated in a few countries, most notably India and China, leaving the
majority of Southern countries having to meet their reduction targets without
foreign help. The transfer of technology could also replicate current patterns
of foreign direct investment and profit repatriation.

Sources: adapted from CDM Watch (2004); Rowlands (2001); Yin and Pearson (n.d.)



Placing an economic value on nature has also been used in an
attempt to reduce debt burdens. The so-called ‘debt-for-nature’ swaps
became popular in the late 1980s/early 1990s and were presented as
a win–win scenario. Under debt-for-nature swaps, organizations
would take on responsibility for a portion of a country’s debt in
return for agreement that a particular piece of land would remain
‘undeveloped’. For example, in 1987 the environmental organization
Conservation International paid $100,000 to private banks for
$650,000 of Bolivian debt. While the banks clearly did not receive
the full amount owed, given the prospect of having to wait for many
years until the Bolivian government was in a position to pay the
money back, the reduced payment was accepted. Conservation
International then forgave the debt, i.e. said that the Bolivian
government did not have to pay them as the new ‘owners’ of the
debt. However, in return for this forgiveness the Bolivian
government had to agree to fund a biosphere reserve (Marray 1991,
in Elliott 1999: 88). While these schemes may have important local
effects in both economic and environmental terms, they can be
criticized for a number of reasons. For example, the amounts of debt
involved are minute compared to the overall debt burden (see
Chapter 2), and once the swap has taken place the longer-term
financing of the environmental project is not guaranteed (Barrow
1995: 292).

Poverty and environment

The relationship between poverty and the environment is a complex
one, but it is clear that there are some connections. Poor people are
often forced to live in environmentally-fragile or degraded areas. In
cities, these locations may include unstable hillsides, areas prone to
flooding and pollution, as well as lacking basic infrastructure such as
drinking water. These poor environmental conditions may lead to
health problems, such as respiratory diseases or water-borne
infections, which in turn can affect individuals’ ability to earn a
living, so exacerbating their economic and social vulnerability. In
addition, people living in poverty can often not afford to improve
their local environment and in many cases may be forced to
contribute to environmental degradation through, for example, using
local forest resources for building materials and fuel (McGranahan
1993) (Box 6.6).
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These inter-connections demonstrate that environmental protection
measures are about more than just the natural environment; rather,
attempts at sustainable development need to be placed within the
much wider context of poverty alleviation, meaningful community
participation in decision-making and a recognition of the 
importance of social and cultural contexts (Elliott 1999; WCED
1987). These complex relationships were clearly highlighted by
David Drakakis-Smith in his discussions of sustainable urban
development (1995, 1996, 1997). He claimed that for sustainable
urban development to be achieved five areas of urban life need 
to be addressed: as well as the environmental aspects, 
demographic, social, economic and political dimensions need to 
be considered.

McGranahan et al. (1999) stress, however, that when considering 
the relationships between poverty and environmental destruction, 
it is important to recognize the scale of the environmental issue
concerned. Global warming is a problem at a global scale, although
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Box 6.6

Household environmental conditions in Hanoi

The district of Phuc Tan is a squatter settlement on the banks of the Red
River in Hanoi. Many of the residents are migrants who have come to the
city from rural Vietnam because of economic problems. The economic
reforms, called doi-moi aim to improve Vietnam’s economic position by
opening up the economy to foreign investment and increasing the role of the
market after about 30 years of communist rule. However, these policies have
meant great impoverishment for large numbers of Vietnamese.

Because of its location, Phuc Tan regularly floods, leaving residents living in
damp and very unhealthy conditions. The district does not have connection
to the electricity grid, meaning residents have to cook using other fuels. The
most popular fuel is kerosene, which gives off noxious fumes, but other
popular fuels are charcoal and wood. The lack of a sanitation system means
human waste is collected in buckets and then thrown into the river. The river
is also used as a dump for household waste as the city refuse collection
system does not extend to this area. Some residents can afford to buy water,
but those that cannot are forced to use polluted water from the river or local
wells.

Source: adapted from Kilgour (2000)



of course certain locations and populations will be more directly
affected than others. In contrast, poor quality water and sanitation
problems are problems throughout the world, but their impacts are
felt locally. In relation to debates about urban environmental
problems and sustainable cities, the general patterns are:

The urban environmental hazards causing the most ill health are those
found in poor homes, neighbourhoods and workplaces, principally
located in the South.

The most extreme examples of city-level environmental distress are
found in and around middle-income mega-cities and the industrial
cities of the formerly planned economies.

The largest contributors to global environmental problems are the
affluent, living preponderantly in the urban areas of the North.

(McGranahan et al. 1999: 109)

Because of this, approaches to sustainable development will differ
depending on the nature of national and local economies and
societies, and political priorities.
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Plate 6.4 Squatter housing, Melaka, Malaysia.



Ecotourism

Tourism represents one of the fastest growing economic sectors in
the world and can provide significant income for many Southern
nations. However, tourism is also associated with severe
environmental destruction as unregulated infrastructure development
takes place and an area’s population increases much faster than the
services, such as sewage systems and local water supplies, can cope
with (Simon 1997). In addition, large numbers of visitors in
environmentally-sensitive areas such as mountain regions can lead to
soil degradation, pollution and the disruption of local ecosystems.

The sustainable development agenda has led to attempts to make
tourism development more environmentally friendly and this has led
to the phenomenon of ‘ecotourism’. Sustainable tourism in its
broadest sense encompasses more than environmental protection (see
discussion of indigenous tourism in Chapter 5) (Hall and Lew 1998).
As with ‘sustainable development’, ‘ecotourism’ can cover a
multitude of activities. It may be used to refer to tourism to areas of
outstanding natural beauty or interest. In other words, the ‘eco’ refers
not to the way in which the tourism is being organized, but the
purpose of the visit such as wildlife-watching. However, even within
‘ecotourist’ projects that are set up to reduce the environmental
impact of the activities, there are wide variations. Requiring little
adaptation to the ‘traditional’ form of mass tourism, hotels
increasingly give guests the opportunity to reduce water and energy
use and pollution from detergents by using towels for more than one
day. As Butler (1998) argues, while this does have a small
environmental impact, it also helps public relations, but it does
nothing to deal with larger sustainability issues.

‘Ecotourism’ projects which really get to grips with the concept of
minimizing the environmental impacts of tourism need to look at
limiting numbers to control pressure on resources, what form of
accommodation is provided and where it is located, and the sourcing
of building materials, food and other inputs. Making the tourism
experience more expensive can be a way of limiting the number of
visitors and can also create a fund which can be used for local
environmental projects. However, such schemes do not always result
in the desired outcomes in environmental terms (Box 6.7). Once
projects grow beyond a very small scale, it is almost impossible to
prevent environmental impacts. The question is how much
environmental damage is allowable in the quest for tourist income?

168 • Environment and development theory



Local production for local markets

An alternative approach to sustainable development is to focus much
more on local-level activities. Rather than expending energy on
transporting large amounts of goods, in particular agricultural
products, around the world, for some theorists, a more locally-based
self-sufficiency approach is advocated as being much more
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Box 6.7

Ecotourism in Nepal

Every year thousands of tourists travel to Nepal attracted by the potential for
mountain trekking. In 1993, 300,000 tourists visited the country, with about
a quarter coming to participate in trekking activities. In an attempt to protect
the natural environment, while also allowing for an important source of
income for economic and social development, the Annapurna Conservation
Area Project was set up in 1986. This Project includes charging tourists
trekking in the area, involving local people in decision-making and ensuring
that tourist development does not lead to environmental destruction.

In the mid-1990s this scheme generated over US$1 million a year in
trekkers’ fees. In addition, expenditure during visits contributes to the
Nepalese economy. There are clear differences between those trekkers who
travel independently and those who are part of an organized group. Group
participants spend more overall, but often this is spent outside the ACAP
area by the agencies which are coordinating the trek.

A survey conducted by Pobocik and Butalla found that many villagers
benefited economically from the trekking trade. This was either directly
through providing accommodation, food or portering services, or indirectly
from the increase in money coming into the area. However, disadvantages
identified included potential threats to local culture and issues of
deforestation. The increased use of fuelwood because of the numbers of
trekkers has led to more rapid deforestation and the need to travel further for
fuelwood. Wood has also been used for the construction of lodges and
teahouses.

In social terms, the ways in which local people, particularly porters, are
treated by trekking groups has caused concern, with accidents and illness
being much more common among the porters than the trekkers. This is a
reflection of the weight they have to carry and also the conditions in which
they work.

Sources: adapted from KMTNC (2003); Pobocik and Butalla (1998); Tourism Concern (2003)



environmentally friendly. This approach clearly goes against ideas of
comparative advantage and the need for specialism in production and
trade to allow for greater efficiency in production. The comparative
advantage arguments do not, however, consider other factors such as
environmental destruction.

For many producers in the Global South, the drive is to break out of
the limitations of local markets to sell products on a national or
international stage. Patterns in some parts of the North, however,
have moved towards more local consumption. This may not be
purely to reduce the environmental impacts of transportation, but
they are an important part.

A good example of such an approach is the increase in farmers’
markets in parts of Western Europe and North America. While local
produce markets have been very important in some parts of Western
Europe, in the UK for example, consumers have often been unable to
buy locally-produced goods. Instead, they purchase foodstuffs from
the local supermarket, which have often been imported from all over
the world (Goodman and Watts 1997). Farmers’ markets are set up
to allow local producers to sell their produce directly to the public,
rather than through large supermarket chains. Consumers may choose
to purchase fruit, vegetables, meat, bread, cheese and other products
from these markets for a range of reasons. They may want to support
local producers, rather than the share-holders of large supermarket
chains; they may feel that the quality of the food is better,
particularly as they can ask questions about production processes.
Finally, a local focus may be regarded as reducing harmful
environmental impacts caused by what could be interpreted as
unnecessary transportation of goods thousands of miles (Holloway
and Kneafsey 2000).

While such reasons are clearly important and have a solid
environmental grounding, this ‘retreat’ to more local production and
consumption could have harmful effects on producers elsewhere in
the world, particularly in poorer countries (although see localization
section in Chapter 7). If these poorer countries have adopted
outward-oriented trade-focused development policies to increase
economic wealth and contribute to improvements in standards of
living, what would happen if their overseas markets shrank?
Currently farmers’ markets and similar locally-oriented forms of
trade are limited and there are no signs that such approaches will
have a serious impact on world trade patterns. However, this is a
small-scale example of some of the complex debates around the scale
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of development. These will be considered further in the next chapter,
which deals with how the processes that have been termed
‘globalization’ have affected the ways in which development has
been conceived and policies adopted.

Summary

● All development theories include reference to the natural environment.
● Many development approaches have used the natural environment as a

source of wealth.
● There are limits to the natural environment, but these can vary spatially

and temporally.
● Sustainable development has become a key element of many

development policies, but meanings can vary widely.
● There is a relationship between poverty and environmental destruction,

but the link is not always clear.

Discussion questions

1 What were Malthus’ arguments about the relationship between
human populations and the natural environment and why have
they been criticized?

2 Given the debate about the definitions of ‘sustainable
development’, is it still worth using the term?

3 How can market-led approaches be used to protect the natural
environment?

4 Why is local production regarded as a solution to many
environmental problems?

5 Can global-level agreements about the environment ever work in
practice?

Further reading

Barrow, C.J. (1995) Developing the Environment: Problems and Management,
Harlow: Longman. Clearly-written book covering environmental processes, how
human activities are affecting the natural environment and how the natural world
can be managed.
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Drakakis-Smith, D. (1995) ‘Third World cities: sustainable urban development I’,
Urban Studies 32 (4–5): 659–77. A useful introduction to debates about
sustainability in cities.

Elliott, J. (1999) An Introduction to Sustainable Development, 2nd edition, London:
Routledge. An excellent introduction to sustainable development debates in the
Global South.

World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) Our Common Future,
Oxford: OUP. The report of the Brundtland Commission that informed 
policy-making about sustainable development.

Useful websites

www.irn.org International Rivers Network. Works with local communities around
the world to campaign for sustainable water and energy supplies, as well as flood
management. Much of their work deals with campaigning against the construction
of large dams.

www.itdg.org Intermediate Technology Development Group. Founded by E.M.
Schumacher the organization works with poor communities in the South to find
appropriate technologies to meet their needs. The website includes many
examples of small-scale technological approaches which have had an enormous
benefit.

www.tourismconcern.org.uk Tourism Concern. British-based organization which
campaigns for ethical, fair trade tourism. There is a strong environmental focus in
their work.

www.unchs.org/scp United Nations Centre for Human Settlements Sustainable
Cities Programme.
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Globalization and
development: problems
and solutions?

● Definitions of globalization
● New international division of labour
● World Trade Organization
● Globalization and cultural homogenization
● Transnational political organizing
● Localization

The majority of this book has dealt with the differing definitions of
‘development’ and the theorizations of why ‘development’ has or has
not taken place with the nation state as the main unit of analysis. In
Chapter 4 the focus was more on sub-national levels, with an
examination of what have been termed ‘grassroots’ approaches and
in Chapter 5 different groupings within society were examined. In
this chapter we look at the global scale; in particular, the
development implications of processes that have been put under the
heading of ‘globalization’.

Globalization

While the definitions of globalization are very diverse, the majority
share the basic premise that ‘globalization’ involves the increasing
interconnectedness of different parts of the world, such that physical
distance becomes less of a barrier to exchanges and movements of
ideas, goods, people and money (Dicken 2003). A spatial metaphor
that is often used is the idea of a ‘shrinking world’, while others refer
to ‘time–space compression’ (Allen 1995). These growing linkages
have been made possible because of developments in technology,
transport and communications. Because of these developments,
economic, political, social and cultural activities and processes which
would have been limited to a smaller scale, can be more easily
experienced at a larger scale. This does not mean that everything
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now takes place at a global scale, or that all global-scale processes
are experienced in the same way, but it does mean that the ways in
which ‘development’ is examined and promoted may be very
different.

There are vigorous debates about whether ‘globalization’ is ‘new’.
For so-called globalization ‘sceptics’, the late twentieth-century
processes of global interconnectedness are a continuation of trading
links and forms of cultural and political exchange which have been
going on for centuries (see Chapter 1 on colonialism). However, for
others, while they do not deny that there have been global level
processes for a significant period, what is going on now is both
quantitatively and qualitatively different from what went before
(Held et al. 1999; Hirst and Thompson 1999).

‘Globalization’ has entered into the development discourse of many
governments; either because it is regarded as an opportunity to
promote growth and poverty alleviation (Box 7.1) or because
‘globalization’ is viewed as an inevitable reality within which nations
must either play the game, or lose out in the search for development
(Kelly 2000). However, it is important to recognise that globalization
cannot be regarded as a causal factor in development (Dicken 2004:
7); rather, within the umbrella notion of globalization there are
particular processes which will have certain place and time-specific
contexts. In addition, as we have seen throughout the book, it is
important to recognize that the same process can have very different
impacts both spatially and in relation to diverse groups of people. A
wholesale embracing (or rejection) of what processes labelled
‘globalization’ can provide fails to recognise what Doreen Massey
(1993) has termed ‘power-geometry’. The potential benefits of
time–space compression are not available equally to all, and for some
groups, growing interactions with people and places from the other
side of the world are not necessarily desirable.

New international division of labour

Despite the fact that growing ties at a global level are found in a
range of activities, it is the economic aspects which have been
particularly prominent in the literature and policy on development
and globalization (see Box 7.1). Changes in transport,
communication and technology have meant that production processes
can now take place in a range of locations that were previously not
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economically viable. This has contributed to what has been termed
the ‘new international division of labour’. This refers to the shift
from manufacturing in Northern countries to industrial production in
the South where land and labour costs are cheaper. As we saw in
Chapters 2 and 3, the NICs in East Asia, Latin America and the
Caribbean were able to benefit economically from this process by
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Box 7.1

DFID White Paper ‘Eliminating World Poverty: 
Making Globalisation Work for the Poor’

In 2000, the British Government’s Department for International Development (DFID)
published its second White Paper focused on what the British government would do to
contribute to the Millennium Development Targets (see Chapter 1). While a White Paper
is not a piece of legislation, it does provide a summary of government policy on an issue
and often forms the basis for later legislation.

The White Paper shows an awareness of the contested definitions of ‘globalization’,
stating that although its general meaning is growing interconnectedness and
interdependence, this can involve increasing movement of goods, services, people and
information, as well as international agreements for environmental protection and human
rights. DFID believes that globalization has great potential in terms of poverty
alleviation, but that a positive outcome is not guaranteed:

Managed wisely, the new wealth being created by globalisation creates the
opportunity to lift millions of the world’s poorest people out of their poverty.
Managed badly and it could lead to their further impoverishment. Neither outcome is
predetermined; it depends on the policy choices adopted by governments,
international institutions, the private sector and civil society.

(2000: 15)

There is, therefore, a very technocratic or managerial approach to globalization. As long
as the appropriate techniques are adopted by a range of development actors then poverty
alleviation will follow.

According to the White Paper, the correct management falls within a neo-liberal free
trade system. Wealth will only be created if trading between nations is allowed to flow
freely, and markets operate efficiently. There are a number of sections on the reform of
global organizations such as the World Bank and United Nations. However, overall the
thrust of the White Paper is that the prevailing approach to development through selected
state intervention, a strong role for the market and increases in civil society participation
is maintained.

Source: adapted from DFID (2000)



becoming sites for the location of TNC factories. Dicken (2003)
argues that this is part of what he terms a ‘global shift’.

In terms of global manufacturing output, while the USA and
Germany have maintained their positions as the top two
manufacturing exporting countries from 1963 to 2000, there have
been a number of significant shifts in the top 15 manufacturing
export rankings (Table 7.1). China, South Korea, Mexico, Taiwan
and Singapore have all risen to the top 15, with China’s position
being particularly impressive. In percentage terms as well, although
the USA and Germany remain at the top of the ranking, their share
of global manufacturing exports has fallen from 33.0 per cent in
1963 to 21.0 per cent in 2000.

This global shift is not just happening in manufacturing. With
improvements in technology and increased educational levels in parts
of the South service-sector activities are also being transferred. These
include data processing operations and call centres. For example, in
October 2003, HSBC Bank announced that it was going to cut about
4,000 jobs from call centres in the UK and move them to Hyderabad
in India. The Indian city has a suitably-qualified workforce at a
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Plate 7.1 Industrial park, Wuxi, China.



fraction of the cost of the British workforce. In addition, telephone
charges between the UK and India have fallen greatly, so making
this movement financially viable. Before January 2001 a call from
India to the UK would cost about 48.0 rupees, but by October 2003
this had fallen to 7.6 rupees. The company Deloitte Research
estimates that about 2 million jobs in financial services (out of a
current total of 13 million) will move from the North to India by
2008 (Finch 2003).

Globalization and trade

As Ricardo outlined in his discussion of comparative advantage (see
Chapter 2), trade can bring great economic benefits. With the
growing possibilities for rapid transportation, almost instantaneous
communications and improved technologies, production of many
goods can increasingly take place far away from markets. This, it 
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Table 7.1 Changing patterns of global manufacturing exports, 1963–2000

2000 1963

% Rank % Rank

USA 12.3 1 17.4 1

Germany 8.7 2 15.6 2

Japan 7.5 3 6.1 5

France 4.7 4 7.0 4

UK 4.5 5 11.4 3

Canada 4.3 6 2.6 12

China 3.9 7 NA NA

Italy 3.7 8 4.7 6

Netherlands 3.3 9 3.3 9

Hong Kong 3.2 10 0.9 15

Belgium 2.9 11 4.3 7

South Korea 2.7 12 0.0 NA

Mexico 2.6 13 NA NA

Taiwan 2.3 14 0.2 NA

Singapore 2.2 15 0.4 NA

Total 68.8 76.7

Source: adapted from Dicken (2003: 40)

Note: NA = not in the top 15 in 1963.



can be argued, allows for new possibilities of participating in 
global trade and thus accessing greater opportunities for wealth
generation.

Under a neo-liberal agenda, the focus on free trade has been a 
key tenet. Rather than protecting national markets and producers,
neo-liberal theory promotes openness. This, it is argued, allows for a
more efficient use of resources, exchange of technology and greater
opportunities for economic growth. From this it follows that
protectionism leads to inefficiency, higher prices and limits to
economic growth. Global trade needs to operate according to
particular rules. While Adam Smith’s ideas of the guiding hand of
the market is regarded as the appropriate mechanism, in reality it is
clear that this free market does not exist. Because of this, in the 
post-war period there have been attempts at policing world trade
through global organizations. First, it was the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) which was set up as part of the Bretton
Woods conference (Chapter 2) and then, in 1995, this was replaced
by the World Trade Organization (WTO).

The WTO is made up of 146 member states (as of April 2003) 
and its remit is to promote the freeing up of trade between 
members (WTO 2003). In contrast to the GATT, the WTO has 
the power to enforce trade sanctions. If a member is perceived to
have broken rules about protectionism then other members can 
force the WTO to investigate. As outlined in Chapter 2, free trade
may sound as if there are no ‘losers’, but in practice removing
protectionist measures may lead to the destruction of local industries
because of competition, or environmental problems (see Chapter 6).
The WTO is often viewed as the epitome of capitalist activity in a
globalized world and, as a result, WTO meetings have become the
focus of often vehement protest. While this has often been termed
part of the ‘anti-globalization’ or ‘anti-capitalist’ movement, in
reality the protesters have represented a range of views and interests,
as well as adopting different forms of demonstration (Glassman
2001).

The WTO has been criticized for being too influenced by the views
of Northern countries at the expense of those of the South, despite
the numerical dominance of Southern nations. Constant calls for
decreased protectionism have been directed at Southern nations (Box
7.2), while the USA and the European Union, for example, continue
with high tariff barriers against agricultural imports and provide
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subsidies to national producers. In September 2003, the WTO 
met in Cancún, Mexico. A key part of the discussions at the 
meeting, as well as the focus of protest, was on the inequalities in
protectionism, particularly in agriculture. Previous meetings had
resulted in few changes along the lines wanted by the South, but 
the Cancún meeting was different. The so-called ‘Group of 21’,
including key Southern nations such as China, India and Brazil, 
acted together to withstand the pressures of the US and EU and
refused to agree to their proposals. As a result, the meeting 
collapsed without agreement.
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Box 7.2

WTO free trade policies

The WTO was set up as a rules-based organization promoting free trade.
Two examples demonstrate the operation of these rules.

EU banana imports Under the Lomé Convention of 1975 (with later
renewals) agreement was made to allow African, Caribbean and Pacific
states (ACP countries) preferential access to European markets for some
products. This was particularly important for agricultural products which
formed a substantial part of ACP foreign exchange income. Bananas were a
key product in these agreements, forming up to 60 per cent of exports from
some countries, mostly in the Caribbean. Banana imports from non-ACP
countries were subject to quotas or tariffs.

In 1996 the US government made a complaint to the WTO about this
preferential treatment, arguing that it violated the free trade rules. The 
USA does not export bananas, but US companies, such as Chiquita have
large-scale interests in banana production in Latin America. The EU
challenged the complaint, but the WTO ruled in favour of the USA.

US steel In 2002, the US government implemented increased tariffs on
steel imports into the USA, arguing that this did not violate WTO rules
because these rules allowed for emergency measures to be introduced at
times of crisis. The USA argued that the September 11th attacks and the
associated economic crisis justified these measures. China, Brazil, the EU,
Japan, Korea, New Zealand, Norway and Switzerland all protested to the
WTO that the steel tariffs were against WTO rules. In November 2003, the
WTO agreed that the steel tariffs were indeed inconsistent with WTO
Safeguards Agreement and called for the USA to change the policy.

Sources: adapted from Hines (2000); Thorpe and Bennett (2002); WTO (2003)



‘Fair trade’

In relation to trade, the example of the Group of 21 at the 
Cancún summit is one example of how poorer countries and 
NGOs are seeking to use free trade arguments as a route to 
economic growth and improved standards of living. Another route 
is through what has been termed ‘fair trade’. This is not the same 
as ‘ethical trade’, but is part of the same movement concerned 
with examining how goods are produced and traded and what 
the impacts of these processes are on producers, the environment,
etc. (see Box 7.3).

In 1989 the Netherlands was the first country to introduce a fair 
trade labelling scheme. While free market advocates seek to 
promote the easy movement of goods and services around the 
world with prices determined by the intersection of supply and
demand, within the fair trade movement, the price charged to the
consumer reflects a ‘fair’ price based on what it cost the producer.
Consumers are willing to pay the higher price because they 
recognize that this means the producer will get a reasonable return 
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Box 7.3

Definitions of trade

Ethical trade There is no single meaning, but it generally refers to trade
within which attention is paid to environmental issues, human rights
concerns, animal welfare and other social issues. Blowfield (1999: 754)
states ‘ethical trade is best thought of in terms of scope – as a term that
brings together a variety of approaches affecting trade in goods and services
produced under conditions that are socially and/or environmentally as well
as financially responsible.’

Free trade Free trade occurs where there are no obstacles to the free
movement of goods and services. These obstacles could include policies
such as tariffs, quotas and preferential treatment for domestic over foreign
companies.

Fair trade ‘Fair trade is an alternative approach to conventional
international trade. It is a trading partnership which aims at sustainable
development for excluded and disadvantaged producers. It seeks to do this
by providing better trading conditions, by awareness and by campaigning’
(Fairtrade Foundation 2003).



on their effort. For a product to be classified as ‘fair trade’ its
production and trading should include most of the following
characteristics:

● Both consumers and producers are aware of the trading terms
and what fair trade means.

● There is an independent organization, such as a board of trustees,
which is separate from business interests to ensure that the
trading process is implemented according to fair trade principles.

● Suppliers and producers are eligible for inclusion into fair trade
schemes if they are poor or relatively disadvantaged by the
workings of commercial markets.

● There are appropriate monitoring systems. Producers are
involved in the development of these monitoring systems.

● Trading terms are agreed by both producers and the companies
purchasing their goods. These terms ensure that producers are
provided with greater support than that received from a
commercial market relationship.

(Fairtrade Foundation 2003)

The main areas in which fair trade operates are in foodstuffs,
particularly coffee and tea. In the UK, purchases of products with a
‘Fairtrade’ label more than doubled between 2000 and 2003, with
purchases of over £92 million in 2003 (Figure 7.1). These purchases
were made up of around 130 different products produced by about 
60 companies (Fairtrade Foundation 2004). Globally, there are fair
trade labelling initiatives in 17 countries, purchasing products from
over 800,000 producers in over 40 countries. The UK represents the
second largest fair trade market in the world, after Switzerland 
(FLO 2003).

In 2002 fair trade products made up nearly 14 per cent of the UK
roast and ground coffee market (Fairtrade Foundation 2004). While
fair trade products still represent a small but growing part of the
global market, where the fair trade process has been introduced, there
have been very positive outcomes (see Box 7.4). The fair trade
example, demonstrates how global linkages between and within
North and South can be used to promote processes of development,
not only in terms of economic growth, but also in improved quality
of life.

For neo-liberals however, fair trade policies represent an unwelcome
intervention into the workings of the free market. For example, in
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Box 7.4

Kuapa Kokoo Cooperative, Ghana

Since the colonial period, cocoa production has constituted an important
income-generating activity in rural Ghana with thousands of small-scale
farmers growing the crop to sell to ‘middlemen’ for sale on the global
market. In the 1930s, the then colonial government took over the trading 
of the cocoa crops and this continued following Ghanaian independence
from Britain in 1957. By doing this, the government was supposed to be 
able to cushion the producers from price fluctuations on the world markets.
However, in the late 1970s, world cocoa prices fell by two-thirds and 
during the 1980s as Ghana adopted SAPs, this support was no longer
possible.

In 1993, a small group of farmers set up the Kuapa Kokoo Cooperative.
Rather than rely on middlemen who were known for their exploitative
practices, such as weighing products incorrectly so as to underpay the
producers, the cooperative decided to sell their produce directly. Some of the
crop was sold to a fair trade company. Although fair trade sales are only 2
per cent of the total business, it is important in providing guaranteed income
(US$1,600 per tonne) regardless of the world cocoa price. An extra US$150 
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March 2004 the Adam Smith Institute published a report criticizing
the fair trade coffee companies (Lindsey 2004). The report argued
that paying extra money for a cup of coffee just encouraged producers
to keep producing coffee, when they should be diversifying into other
activities. In addition, they called for Northern countries to continue
to reduce agricultural subsidies to help Southern producers access 
the Northern markets.

Regional cooperation

Inter-relationships between different countries, peoples and
organizations may have increased, but this does not necessarily mean
that everything now operates at a global scale. In the economic and
political sphere, regional grouping have become increasingly
important. Most notable in influence terms are the European Union
(EU), the North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA) and the Asia
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) Forum. These are not,
however, the only regional groupings.

According to Bjorn Hettne (1995), national-based development
strategies in a globalizing world are increasingly difficult to
implement. Frans Schuurman, in his discussion of an ‘impasse’ in
development theory (Chapter 1) partly attributes this impasse to
growing global economic interconnectedness. Within this context
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a tonne is paid for community social projects. This money has been used to
install drinking water systems and pay for health insurance.

This proved to be a successful arrangement and in 1997 the farmers decided
to produce their own chocolate bar. The Divine Chocolate Company was
formed, with assistance from UK-based organizations. The board of the
company includes farmers’ representatives and all farmers have shares in the
cooperative so that they receive a share of the profits.

The Divine Chocolate bar was launched in 1998 and has proved to be very
successful. The benefits of being involved in this cooperative have led to an
expansion and there are now about 45,000 farmer members. Not only does
the cooperative help income generation, there are also important programmes
of member participation and a recognition of the role of women in cocoa
production. Nearly 30 per cent of the members are women.

Sources: adapted from Divine Chocolate (2003); Purvis (2003); Tickle (2004)
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‘individual nation-states are assigned an increasingly smaller
function. Development theories, however, still use the nation-state as
a meaningful context for political praxis’ (Schuurman 1993: 10). The
importance of TNCs, the role of international financial institutions
and the greater links across national borders in relation to trade,
migration and other policies, means that looking at development
purely within the boundaries of the nation-state is untenable. The
influence of external factors in a country’s development status 
was very much part of the structuralist and dependency arguments
outlined in Chapter 3. The solution to problems of global power
inequalities, according to theorists such as Prebisch and Frank, 
was to protect domestic economies either through protectionism 
or more extreme withdrawals from the global economic system. 
As we discussed in Chapter 3, these attempts have often met 
limited success. According to Hettne, rather than trying to 
operate as individual nations in a potentially hostile economic
environment, Southern countries should operate in larger regional
groupings.

The EU, NAFTA and APEC are some of the most obvious 
examples of these groupings and enable their members to benefit
from being part of a supra-national organization. However, the
benefits vary from organization to organization. Freedom of
movement is part of the EU mandate, but not of the other two, 
while trade liberalization has been key in the NAFTA and EU 
cases, but not the APEC one. The arguments behind regional
groupings of this type are that they provide greater bargaining 
power compared with acting as individual nations.

Regional groupings are not a new entity within development debates.
During the import-substitution industrialization (ISI) period of the
1960s and 1970s (see Chapter 3), a number of countries in Africa,
Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean were involved in attempts to
create regional trading agreements or common markets. The
economic rationale behind such activities was to try and expand the
markets for domestically-produced goods (Box 7.5). However, just as
ISI reached certain limits, so attempts at regional cooperation often
faced difficulties, particularly if there were significant inequalities
between members.

The development of regional free trade groupings and institutions for
cross-border economic cooperation have continued to the present
day. The global situation may be different, but there is a perceived
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need for organizing at a level above that of the nation-state. There
are a plethora of regional cooperation organizations (Table 7.2) with
varying purposes. The Southern African Customs Union (Box 7.6) is
an important example of how poorer countries may work together to
seek advantages. There are, however, limitations regarding what such
groupings may do. In trade terms, if countries are all producing the
same types of goods, then the advantages of trading between each
other may be limited. Within NAFTA there is a division of labour
between the USA and Canada on one side, and Mexico on the other.
The comparative advantages of the different countries means that
there are significant flows of goods across the borders (Table 7.3). In
contrast, while trade in other trading blocs may be important, there
are limited possibilities for intra-regional trade if all countries are
producing similar goods.
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Box 7.5

Central American Common Market (CACM)

In 1960 the Central American Common Market was created by Costa Rica,
Guatemala and Nicaragua. Honduras and El Salvador joined soon afterwards.
A common tariff barrier was set up so that all imports from non-CACM
countries were taxed at the same level regardless of the country into which
they were imported. Tariff levels were highest on consumer goods because
these were the goods that were the focus of domestic production under ISI.
Within CACM some goods, especially industrial goods, could be traded
without incurring a tariff, but there was not free trade in all goods and
services within CACM. For example, agricultural products were excluded
from CACM agreement until the 1990s.

These policies helped increase intra-regional trade from 6.5 per cent of the
total trading of the five member countries in 1960 to 26.1 per cent in 1971.
This is likely to have boosted domestic production. However, although there
was a mechanism to help distribute tariff revenues (as with SACU discussed
later) and schemes to promote industrial development, benefits were
unevenly distributed with El Salvador benefiting in particular. Political
unrest and problems with the ISI approach, followed by the debt crisis and
structural adjustment policies led to a stagnation in CACM activities. By
1990 intra-regional trade had fallen to 15.2 per cent of the total trading. This
figure has increased, but has not regained its 1970 levels.

Sources: adapted from Bulmer-Thomas (1988, 1998); Grugel (1995)
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Box 7.6

Southern African Customs Union (SACU)

The Southern African Customs Union (SACU) is made up of five countries: 
Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, South Africa and Swaziland. It is the oldest customs 
union in the world, dating back to 1891, but the terms of the agreement have been 
re-negotiated on three occasions since then to reflect changing economic and political
circumstances.

The economic power of the five members is clearly very unbalanced (see Figure). While
Botswana has the highest GNP per capita figures, it is South Africa which has the most
power. Within SACU there is free movement of goods, capital and services. There are,
however, controls on labour mobility. The countries share a common external tariff
(CET), so that it costs the same to import and export goods to and from all five countries
from non-SACU members. This tariff system encourages intra-regional trade. For
example, in 1995/6 over 50 per cent of South Africa’s import and export flows were to
other SACU states and in 1997 72 per cent of Botswana’s imports came from the free
trade area (mostly South Africa). Under the CET system, the tariff revenues are pooled
and then shared among the member states. This has provided very important state
revenues for Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia and Swaziland who receive a disproportionate
share of the pool.

GNP per capita figures for SACU members, 2002
Source: based on data from World Bank (2003b)
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As well as free trading zones or similar trade liberalization measures
within the grouping, such regional organizations may play a role in
maintaining political stability and security in the region. For example,
the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) has
been involved in peace-keeping operations in Liberia through the
ECOMOG (ECOWAS Cease-fire Monitoring Group). This Group 
is made up of troops from a number of member states (ECOWAS
2004).

Transnationalism

A concept often associated with ‘globalization’ is that of
‘transnationalism’. Transnational processes refer to sustained

In June 2003, the US began negotiations with SACU about creating a free trade area.
According to the USTR (US Trade Representative) this would help economic
development in the SACU countries by promoting foreign investment. In 2000, foreign
direct investment to the SACU countries totalled US$2.8bn (USTR 2003b). It is argued
that this amount would increase greatly if the tariff barriers for US goods were removed.
Oxfam America (2003) questions the potential benefits of a US–SACU Free Trade Area,
claiming, among other things, that it would open the Southern African economies up to
the dumping of subsidized US agricultural products undermining local agriculture.

Sources: adapted from Gibb (2004); Oxfam America (2003); USTR (2003b)
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Table 7.3 Trading within NAFTA

Overall intra-NAFTA trade 1993 US$306 billion
2002 > US$621 billion

Mexican exports to USA Increased 234% 1993–2002.
2002: US$136.1 billion

Mexican exports to Canada Increased 203% 1993–2002
2002: US$8.8 billion

Canadian exports to USA 1993 US$113.6 billion
2002 US$213.9 billion

Canadian exports to Mexico 2002 US$ 1.6 billion

US exports to Canada 1993 US$96.5 billion
2002 US$152.9 billion

US exports to Mexico 1993 US$51.1 billion
2002 US$107.2 billion

NAFTA now makes up 19% of global exports and 25% of global imports

Source: adapted from USTR (2003a)



activities backwards and forwards across national borders (Glick
Schiller et al. 1992). For example, transnational corporations consist
of complex networks of research, production and marketing
processes which take place in more than one country at any one time.
For these corporations the transnationality of their activities is a way
of maximizing profits. Production processes are often located where
there is a suitably skilled and cheap workforce, as well as favourable
government assistance. As argued above, individual governments are
often limited in what they can do to control the movements and
activities of TNCs.

Studies of transnationalism have focused particularly on migration.
While international migration has been a feature of human activities
since the world was divided into nation-states (Chapter 1), levels of
migration have increased since the Second World War. This is partly
because mobility is facilitated through advances in transport and
communication technology. These technological changes also make 
it easier for migrants to continue links backwards and forwards
between the host society and ‘home’ (Vertovec 1999). In addition,
there is increasing demand for labour for work in agriculture, 
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export-processing manufacturing and domestic service, among other
sectors. When domestic labour is insufficient to meet this demand,
either because of lack of numbers, or the work is regarded as too
poorly paid, migrant labour will often be used (Castles 2000).

Governments of countries with large amounts of out-migration have
increasingly realized the importance of using the possibilities of
transnationalism to enable migrants to contribute to national
development. Remittances (the money sent to family members back
home) are obviously important to the individual families and
communities concerned and can result in significant improvements in
standards of living. However, these flows of remittances can also
represent large flows of capital into the national economy (Box 7.7).
Governments may therefore introduce a range of policies to help ease
the outflow of labour, even if this represents a loss of skilled workers
to the domestic economy. Such policies may include government
overseas recruitment agencies, the possibilities of dual citizenship
and tax concessions for returning migrants.

‘Hometown’ associations of migrants or descendants of migrants
may continue to send financial and other support back to their ‘home
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Box 7.7

The Philippines Government, emigration and remittances

The Philippines is one of the most important labour-exporting countries in the world,
with over 6.5 million workers overseas in the mid-1990s (Gutierrez 1995, in Parreñas
2001). While the majority of women migrate to work as domestic servants or care
assistants, most men migrate to work in construction or related activities. The ‘brain
drain’ which this outflow represents can be interpreted as a problem for development in
the Philippines, but the estimated US$6 billion a year that is sent back to the Philippines
in the form of remittances is clearly crucial to the country’s economic position (Karp
1995). The foreign currency earnings from remittances are only surpassed by income
from the electronics industry which has expanded in certain parts of the Philippines due
to the setting up of free trade zones and other preferential conditions for TNCs.

Filipino workers overseas are promoted as ‘heroes’ by the Philippines government and a
number of legal changes have meant that it is easier for Filipinos overseas to move
backwards and forwards. The government is keen to ensure that these migrants continue
to see the Philippines as ‘home’, so that they will keep sending money and may
eventually move back permanently and invest in domestic businesses.

Sources: adapted from Chant and McIlwaine (1995); Parreñas (2001)



villages’. As with remittances, these flows can make significant
contributions to infrastructural improvements such as community
halls, basketball courts and health centres (Goldring 1999). The
increasing significance of such flows and other transnational migrant
processes need to be incorporated into our understandings of
approaches to development.

However, while economically remittances and other flows may be
important for improvements in standards of living, it must also be
recognized that there can be severe social implications of emigration.
These include the breaking up of households, with parents leaving
children ‘at home’ while they move away to work. In addition, the
working conditions which migrants face may be dangerous,
unhealthy or expose them to extreme forms of exploitation. In many
countries, domestic servants can only enter the country to work with
a named family. This system is, therefore, like a bonded labour
system whereby employees are at the mercy of their employers,
unable to leave their employment because this would mean
deportation (Anderson 2001).

Technology and communications

A key element of development approaches which view modernity as
a goal, is technology. In particular, the way in which new technology
can be adopted to help humans overcome or deal with natural
obstacles, such as limited rainfall or earthquake hazard. The key
reason for adopting technology is to improve efficiency, so producing
more for the same effort. However, we have also seen how the drive
for increased productivity using more and more advanced
technologies can lead to environmental problems (Chapter 6). The
introduction of new technologies can also exacerbate existing social
divisions (as with the ‘green revolution’) as only some people are
able to use these new technologies. This may be because of
economic inequalities, but it may also reflect power distributions and
norms such that certain groups, for example women, are not allowed
to use particular forms of technology. The concept of appropriate or
intermediate technology has been developed to address some of these
issues (Schumacher 1974).

Technological advancements, particularly in the sphere of
communications have been crucial in the creation of globalization
processes. The internet, in particular, creates new possibilities for
instantaneous communication and the exchange of large amounts of
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information between millions of people. The possibilities which such
technologies have for development, particularly in the fields of
education and health, have been highlighted as worthy of attention.
For example, the 2001 Human Development Report focused on the
role of new technologies (UNDP 2001), and the DFID 2000 White
Paper on Making Globalisation Work for the Poor has a chapter on
this topic. The Internet can, it is argued, help overcome some of the
spatial inequality problems that hinder improvements in standards of
living.

For example, information and communication technology (ICT) can
be used in education to allow access to resources that are not
available locally. In China, television and audio cassettes have been
used as part of initial teacher training. Changes in the education
curriculum have also been introduced to Chinese teachers through
on-line programmes supported by a range of other technologies,
printed material and face-to-face meeting (Imfundo 2003).

However, it is important to recognize the significance of the ‘digital
divide’ which exists (Table 7.4). Access to the Internet and telephone
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Table 7.4 Access to communication technology by region, 1990 and 2000

Telephone mainlines Internet hostsa

(per 1,000 people) (per 1,000 people)

1990 2000 1990 2000

Developing countries 21 78 (.) 0.7

Least developed countries 3 6 (.) (.)

Arab States 35 77 (.) 0.2

East Asia and Pacific 17 104 (.) 0.6

Latin America and Caribbean 62 147 0.1 3.9

South Asia 7 33 (.) (.)

Sub-Saharan Africa 11 15 0.1 0.4

Central and Eastern Europe and the CIS 124 210 0.3 3.0

OECD 392 524 8.5 92.0

High-income OECD 473 609 11.1 120.0

World 99 163 1.7 17.8

Source: adapted from UNDP (2002: Table 11, pp. 188–9)

Notes
a ‘A computer system connected to the Internet – either a single terminal directly connected or a computer that
allows multiple users to access network services through it’ (UNDP 2002: 265).
(.) Less than 0.1.



technology is not equal, with large regional differences, as well as
more local economic and social inequalities in access. For example,
in Ethiopia 86 per cent of Internet users are male and in Chile 74 per
cent of users are under 35 (UNDP 2002: 40). The focus on such
technologies to achieve development aims must, therefore, be viewed
cautiously and continued attention paid to other forms of technology
that do not exclude such large numbers of people.

Cultural globalization and cultural homogenization?

In Chapter 5 we saw how certain forms of ‘development’ have been
associated with processes of eradicating particular cultural practices.
These claims of cultural homogenization have been exacerbated by
the increasing inter-connectedness of the world. This is especially the
case in relation to consumer culture. There has been much talk of the
‘McDonaldization’ or ‘Coca-Colaization’ of the world as large
corporations spread both their production centres and also their sales
outlets to more and more remote parts of the globe (Klein 2000;
Tomlinson 1999). For some, this spread of ‘Western’ consumption
practices is interpreted as a form of neo-colonialism. ‘Non-
indigenous’ music, food and clothing are promoted as being ‘better’
and thus those people who can afford such consumer goods are
regarded as more ‘developed’ or ‘advanced’. This sounds very
similar to Nanda Shrestha’s account of growing up in Nepal and
being exposed to the idea that his village and way of life were
‘backward’ (Chapter 1).

This view of global cultural processes has been criticized, however,
for failing to recognize the agency of people, communities and
governments in dealing with these flows. For example, rather than
obliterating existing cultural practices, there may be a process
mixing, also known as hybridization or creolization. For example,
Howes (1996) describes how Coca-Cola is used in different places
stating ‘No imported object, Coca-Cola included, is completely
immune from creolization’ (1996: 6). While its main use is as a
drink, it can be mixed with a range of alcoholic beverages to produce
particular local specialities. In addition, in Russia, Coca-Cola is
viewed as a liquid that can remove wrinkles.

The migration of millions of peoples around the world also creates
new opportunities for cultural hybridization. In the cities of the
North, for example, legacies of migration are evident in the range of
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restaurants available, and throughout the North, the popularity of (the
rather dubiously-named) ‘World Music’ testifies to the fact that
cultural exchange is not purely a North to South process. It is clear
that cultural practices and norms that were previously found only in
certain parts of the world are increasingly diffused, but this does not
mean that everywhere is turning into a particular vision of the United
States of America.

Political mobilization

The increasingly complex networks of communication that have
helped the processes of economic globalization, have also been used
for purposes of political organizing. Earlier in the chapter we
discussed concepts of global governance and the perceived need 
for global-level institutions which would regulate issues at the 
supra-national level. Organizations such as the World Bank, the IMF
and the WTO have taken on increasing importance as the processes
of globalization have developed, but activities across national borders
can also be significant for smaller-scale institutions. As Cohen and
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Plate 7.3 ‘Global’ influences, Beijing.



Rai (2000: 8) state ‘a global age needs global responses’. They argue
that as decisions that affect people’s lives are increasingly being
made at the supra-national level, it is important for responses to take
place at this level as well.

Fund-raising and awareness-raising have taken on a different
character within the globalizing world. For example, the anti-WTO
protests at WTO meetings from Seattle in 1999 to Mexico in 2003
were co-ordinated through the use of the Internet and other forms of
high-tech communication. Similarly the Jubilee campaigns to cancel
‘Third World’ debt is a global movement, using websites and email
alerts, as well as including campaigning tools which allow individuals
to email their elected representatives (Jubilee 2000 UK 2004).

At a smaller scale, the activities of very localized groups can be
promoted and publicized through the use of global-scale technology.
Whereas in the past, local-level activities would only be known about
at the local scale unless international organizations publicized them
through books or leaflets, organizations can now use the technology
available to ‘talk to the world’. There are clearly obstacles to
involvement in such activities, such as access to the technology and
the reliability of telephone, electricity and satellite communication in
remote areas (Table 7.4). However, there are numerous examples of
organizations based in the South using such approaches to
communicate with similar groups elsewhere, key players in global
development decisions or the wider global public (Havemann 2000).
For example, Radcliffe (1999, 2001) discusses the range of actors
within the Project for the Development of Indigenous and Black
People in Ecuador (with the acronym PRODEPINE in Spanish).

One of the most successful Southern-based organizations that has
used new technologies to promote its message around the world is
the EZLN (Zapatista National Liberation Army), also known as the
Zapatistas (see Box 7.8). They came to public prominence on 
1 January 1994, the day that the North American Free Trade
Agreement came into force. While the demands of the EZLN for
indigenous rights in Chiapas were directed at the Mexican
government, the EZLN also promoted their message to the rest of the
world and used their experience as a way of highlighting the plight
of indigenous and marginalized rural populations throughout the
world. Another interesting example is the ‘Running Man’
organization, which provides opportunities for indigenous
communities to publicize their concerns using film, sound recording
and the Internet (Running Man 2003).
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Networks of NGOs and community organizations are facilitated
through the use of communication networks, and this technology can
certainly help to overcome some of the problems of operating at a
very small scale. As shown in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, while a grassroots
approach can be very beneficial in terms of promoting participation
and the involvement of local people, indigenous knowledge and
appropriate technology in locally-defined development problems, 
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Box 7.8

Zapatistas and the Internet

On 1 January 1994 the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (EZLN) or the
Zapatista National Liberation Army, popularly known as the Zapatistas, took control of
the main municipalities in the Lacandon Forest in the state of Chiapas, Southern Mexico.
The majority of the 3,000 people involved were members of Mexico’s indigenous
groups, but there were some others, including the spokesperson Subcomandante Marcos.

They had chosen 1 January 1994 as the day on which to launch this attack because it was
the day that the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) came into force as
Mexico joined the Canada–United States Free Trade Agreement which had operated
since 1989. The indigenous people of Southern Mexico had suffered years of
marginalization and neglect by the Mexican state and local landowners. Under the terms
of NAFTA, their agricultural livelihoods were going to be increasingly threatened
because of the liberalization of trade in two of their main crops: coffee and corn.

The Zapatistas used telephone communication, video and most importantly the internet to
publicize their message. These techniques have led Castells to term them ‘the first
informational guerrilla movement’ (1997: 72). By keeping the world constantly informed
of what was happening in the Lacandon Forest, the Zapatistas were both promoting their
cause and also protecting themselves. ‘They were protected by their relentless media
connection, and by their Internet-based worldwide alliances, from outright repression,
forcing negotiation, and raising the issue of social exclusion and political corruption to
the eyes and ears of public opinion’ (Castells 1997: 81).

The Zapatistas continue with their struggle, but can claim a number of successes. In 2000
the 70-year domination of Mexican politics by one party (PRI), came to an end with the
election of Vicente Fox from an opposition party as President. While the Zapatistas
cannot claim all the credit for his victory, their influence was important in creating a
climate where the PRI could be challenged. There have also been some improvements in
health and education spending in Chiapas. However, the neo-liberal agenda continues and
the role of NAFTA remains key in Mexico’s economic policy-making.

Source: adapted from Castells (1997)



there can be limits to the success of these projects in terms of scale.
Being able to tap into larger-scale networks and be involved in
umbrella organizations can begin to help overcome some of these
limitations. Of course, this is not always the case, with numerous
examples of umbrella organizations experiencing management
problems, being too costly and bureaucratic.

Localization

This chapter has focused on global-level processes within the debates
about development. Colin Hines (2000) challenges many of the
arguments made regarding possible benefits of globalization processes
in his book Localization: A Global Manifesto. He is particularly
critical of the free trade arguments promoted by the WTO, but he is
also sceptical of some of the ‘alternatives’ that still operate within
the global framework. He argues that ‘green globalization’ is an
impossibility because of the environmental damage which results
from transporting goods and people around the world.

Hines proposes focusing at the local scale, which could mean
national level, but mainly sub-national levels. By doing this, 
policies would become people-centred rather than profit-centred,
environmental damage would be reduced and the quality of life
would improve:

It [localization] is the very antithesis of globalization, which
emphasizes a beggar-your-neighbour reduction of controls on trade 
and contorts all economies to make international competitiveness 
their major goal. Localization involves better-your-neighbour
supportive internationalism where the flow of ideas, technologies,
information, culture, money and goods has, as its end goal, the
protection and rebuilding of local economies worldwide. Its emphasis
is not on competition for the cheapest, but on cooperation for the best.

(Hines 2000: 256)

This is a very ambitious idea which has received criticisms from a
range of sources. For example, those supporting free trade arguments
stress that a move towards more local-level production and trade
would prevent poorer economies participating in activities that could
raise income. It would also help justify protectionist policies on the
part of Northern countries. There are also concerns that localization
would encourage xenophobic and extreme nationalist views. For 
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those following a localization agenda, these criticisms fail to
recognize both the detrimental effects of current world trade policies,
and how current political and economic structures have not
necessarily reduced racism and xenophobia.

Summary

● As globalization processes intensify, focusing development policies and
theories purely at the national scale are difficult to justify.

● Neo-liberal arguments support economic globalization, stressing the role
of increased trade in poverty alleviation.

● Free trade is currently being promoted by the rules-based WTO, but it
has been criticized for promoting the interests of the North over those of
the South.

● Some national governments and organizations have embraced the
possibilities aspects of globalization and transnationalism offer.

● For some, globalization represents false hope and the focus needs to
return to more local levels.

Discussion questions

1 What criticisms have been made of WTO policies and WTO
activities?

2 How can globalization processes help alleviate poverty?

3 What role can the Internet play in development?

4 Do national governments still have a role in development policy
in a globalizing world?

5 What are the advantages and disadvantages of following a
localization approach?

Further reading

Dicken, P. (2003) Global Shift, 4th edition, London: Sage. An excellent overview of
economic globalization processes.

The Ecologist (2000) ‘The Ecologist Report. Globalizing poverty: the World Bank,
IMF and WTO – their policies exposed’, The Ecologist September. Collection of 
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articles examining the policies of the World Bank, IMF and WTO and arguing
that rather than alleviating poverty, their free trade and economic globalization
policies are exacerbating poverty levels.

Hines, C. (2000) Localization: A Global Manifesto, London: Earthscan. A polemical
book which seeks to challenge the perceived inevitability of globalization and
makes concrete suggestions about alternatives.

Useful websites

www.ezln.org Zapatistas website.

www.fairtrade.net Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International. Overview of fair
trade activities throughout the world.

www.fairtrade.org.uk Fairtrade Foundation. Information about fair trade products
in the UK and links to useful fair trade websites.

www.jubileeusa.org Jubilee debt cancellation campaign in the USA.

www.jubilee2000uk.org Jubilee debt cancellation campaign in the UK.

www.resist.org.uk Globalise Resistance. An organization which is against the
growth of global corporate power.

www.warwick.ac.uk/csgr/ Centre for the Study of Globalisation and
Regionalistion, University of Warwick.

www.wto.org World Trade Organization website. Includes description of WTO
activities, why such an organization is beneficial and responds to ‘common
misconceptions’ about the WTO.
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Conclusions

● Summary of development theories
● Future of development theories and practices
● NEPAD
● Tobin Tax
● Post-development

In the previous seven chapters the diversity of development theories
and practices has been very apparent. This diversity starts with the
definitions of ‘development’. While some theorists view economic
growth and increases in economic wealth as the key definition of
‘development’, others consider ‘development’ to encompass ideas of
greater autonomy and choice about how individuals live their lives
(Table 8.1). In addition, ‘development’ can be seen as an end point
to which particular societies aspire, and/or a process of change and
what some have called ‘progress’.

As well as the definitional differences, theories differ in who are 
the main actors called on to achieve ‘development’. The main 
actors involved are governments or the state (at national or local
levels), the market represented by private sector companies, and 
non-governmental organizations and civil society institutions.
However, as outlined in Chapter 1, the role of individuals and
communities is also important in both defining and achieving
‘development’, although the importance of their involvement will
vary depending on the theory.

The scale of development theorizing also differs. Most development
theories and many official development measures are based on the
nation-state. However, in some cases, the focus on more local,
grassroots activities and actors becomes key. In addition, the
influence of global processes is implicated in a number of theories,
most noticeably the structuralism and dependency theories of Latin
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American derivation. However, as outlined in Chapter 7, processes of
globalization have increasingly challenged the ability of nation-states
to manage and direct development within their own boundaries.

Finally, the location of development must be recognized.
‘Development’ is often regarded as something which only now
happens in the Global South, as it has been achieved in the North. In
fact, many development theories are based on the Northern
experience which is then transposed to other parts of the world as the
only correct way to develop. However, it is clear that regardless of
definition, ‘development’ is an on-going process throughout the
world, often with similar debates about appropriate policies. For
example, processes of decentralization and participation are certainly
not confined to the South (Jones 2000).

In terms of development practices, the post-Second World War
development agenda epitomized by Truman’s inaugural speech has
led to a range of interventions by multilateral agencies and Northern
governments in the South. While there have clearly been successes,
the fact remains that the Millennium Development Goals are a
reflection of the relative failure of development practices to provide
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even the most basic levels of food, shelter, healthcare and education
for millions of the world’s people. In addition, the collapse of the
Soviet bloc not withstanding, the global structures of economic and
political power which shape the flows of ideas, aid, investment and
people look very similar at the start of the twenty-first century to
how they did in the post-war period.

The fate of Sub-Saharan Africa is of particular concern and in many
ways ‘development’ has failed. While not wanting to reinforce the
common representations of the whole continent as poverty-stricken
and in need of assistance, measures of poverty suggest that the range
of development policies implemented in most of the continent have
had very little success, and in some cases have exacerbated the
marginalization of large groups of people. For example, it is
estimated that about 43 per cent of Africans lack sufficient food
(Sparks 2004: 17). International concerns about the region have led
to a number of high-profile initiatives such as the ‘New Partnership
for African Development’ (NEPAD) (see below) and Tony Blair’s
recently-launched ‘Commission for Africa’. Such initiatives may
have a positive impact, but only if they can help create global
conditions which are more conducive to the enhancement of human
freedoms. As Williams (2004: 6) points out, ‘Around one-half of the
22 countries receiving debt relief under the enhanced HIPC initiative
at mid-2003 still spent more on debt than health services.’

Future of development theories and practices

Development theory comes out of contemporary situations and
problems, but also feeds into policy-making processes. At the start 
of the twenty-first century, neo-liberal approaches to development
dominate the political agenda in both multilateral organizations 
such as the World Bank and the World Trade Organization, and 
also at the level of many national governments. This is despite the
criticisms levelled at such approaches from a range of sources 
(see Chapters 2 and 7).

The dominance of neo-liberalism can be seen in the adoption of 
the ‘New Partnership for Africa’s Development’ (NEPAD), which
has also been termed the Marshall Plan for Africa (Box 8.1). This
focus on African development has been prompted by the perceived
exclusion of much of the African continent from processes of
economic growth and improved standards of living found 
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elsewhere (Chapter 1). In addition, severe political instability in
many parts of the continent and the HIV/AIDS epidemic have been
highlighted as potential obstacles to a particular form of 
development (de Waal 2002).

The policy dominance of neo-liberalism does not necessarily mean
that all development theorizing will fit into this model. The focus on
grassroots approaches to development (Chapters 4 and 5) was part of
the process which broke the ‘impasse’ in development theory and led
to growing diversity in the field. However, many of the grassroots
themes have in practice been incorporated into neo-liberalism.
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Box 8.1

New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD)

NEPAD is an African-led initiative to promote development within the continent, using
the Millennium Development Goals on poverty reduction as targets. It is based on a
number of previous initiatives originating in Africa, including the Millennium Partnership
for the African Recovery Programme and the OMEGA Plan for Africa. The former was
devised by President Mbeki of South Africa, President Boutefilka of Algeria and
President Obasanjo of Nigeria, and the latter by President Wade of Senegal. NEPAD
came into being in October 2001 when the initiatives were merged.

This is not the first attempt at Africa-wide cooperation for development. However,
Owusu (2003) stresses the innovative nature of the approach. Previous attempts had
focused on explaining Africa’s poor economic performance and low standards of living
with reference to colonialism and external exploitation. As a result, policies had aimed to
increase African self-sufficiency within the world economic system similar to
dependency approaches. NEPAD is a shift from this approach, as it embraces ideas of
trade liberalization and the possibilities of globalization (see Chapter 7). These neo-
liberal policies fit in well with donor preferences.

The ‘partnership’ referred to in the NEPAD title is between African states, donors and
African citizens. There is a call for donors and Northern governments to allow access to
African goods in Northern markets, and also for funds to be channelled through
government budgets, rather than via NGOs and other non-state organizations. This relies
on transparency and stability in the political and bureaucratic process, and these issues
are key elements of NEPAD. There are proposals for African reviews of African good
governance. This would involve a mechanism whereby African governments were
assessed by an African body, rather than by donors. While this helps promote the idea of
African involvement and ownership in the process, there are potential problems with the
capacity to do this.

Sources: adapted from de Waal (2002); Hope (2002); Owusu (2003)



Tobin Tax

When considering the future of ‘development’ theories and policies
throughout the world, the over-arching influence of neo-liberalism
and market-centred theories is never far away. However, it is
important to question the absence of alternatives. As we have seen
throughout the book, theories and policies are products of their 
times, and fall in and out of favour. Despite the hegemony of 
neo-liberalism in the early twenty-first century, there are still 
many theorists and activists who present alternative ideas and
possibilities (see Chapter 7).

A good example of this is the Tobin Tax. This is an idea proposed
by the economist James Tobin in the mid-1970s. The main idea
behind the tax is to reduce the amount of short-term capital flow in
and out of countries by taxing financial transactions, and to generate
revenue to be spent on poverty alleviation throughout the world.
With the increasing liberalization of global money markets, financial
transactions have increased enormously. As the Asian financial crisis
(Chapter 2) demonstrated, these transactions are often based on very
short-term investments, allowing money to be withdrawn and moved
elsewhere in times of uncertainty. The proposed tax of between 0.25
and 0.1 per cent on these transactions would certainly reduce
speculation of this type (Raffer 1998).

A tax of this type could also be used to fund a range of activities. It
is estimated that taxing existing financial transactions could raise
US$250 billion per annum (Potter et al. 2004: 169). The Millennium
Development Targets would certainly be more achievable if this level
of funding was available. While there are clearly issues about how
the tax would be collected, and there are fears of tax evasion (Raffer
1998), the main obstacle to its implementation is political will. Tobin
wrote about his global taxation idea to the 1994 Human Development
Report (Tobin 1994), but it has never been embraced as a serious
proposal by Northern governments or IFIs. Raffer claims that ‘the
main reason for the proposal’s unpopularity is that Keynesian ideas,
more government influence and raising money for international
projects runs counter to presently ruling neoliberalism’ (1998: 529).

Rights-based development

Potential challenges to neo-liberal approaches are also present in the
increasing popularity of ‘rights-based approaches to development’.
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Despite the ratification of the UN Declaration on Universal Human
Rights in 1948, the concept of human rights has, until recently,
remained outside most constructions of development theory and
practice. Within rights-based approaches, human rights are not just
seen as channels through which development can be facilitated, e.g.
the right to a job provides income; rather, the achievement of human
rights in themselves is an objective of development (Maxwell 1999).

Rights are often divided into so-called ‘civil and political’ rights,
such as the right to vote, freedom of expression and organization,
and ‘economic, social and cultural’ rights, including the right to food,
shelter and a job (Maxwell 1999). However, this distinction has led
to a range of problems with implementation. For example, it could be
argued that there is a hierarchy of rights, with some rights being
more important than others. Is freedom of expression really that
important when people do not have enough to live? However, a
rights-based approach would argue that this dichotomy is not useful
‘because only if people are empowered to determine their genuine
needs will development occur. This . . . simultaneously promotes
sustainable democracy and well-being’ (Mohan and Holland 2001:
185). Rather than prioritizing particular rights, this rights-based
development argues for a holistic, people-centred approach.

The role of the state as guarantor of these rights is crucial. However,
given the economic poverty of many countries, how can governments
be expected to guarantee these rights, particularly those relating to
provision of basic material needs? In addition, Manzo (2003) argues
that there is a contradiction between the ways in which the 
rights-based approach is being implemented in Africa and the 
neo-liberal economic agenda of the IFIs. Structural adjustment
policies have led to declining direct state involvement in African
economies, allowing new actors such as TNCs and NGOs greater
scope in the fields of economic and social development. However, 
as rights are conceived, only states are responsible for guaranteeing
them, ‘even if it is non-state actors (and their neo-liberal policies)
that caused those rights to be violated in the first place’ (Manzo
2003: 437). Thus, while the focus on rights may be regarded as
important for promoting opportunities for greater well-being and
empowerment at the grassroots level, the implementation of such
approaches is problematic. Mohan and Holland (2001) also warn 
that the rights-based agenda could be yet another way in which
Northern institutions and governments impose their ideas on parts 
of the South as part of aid and loan conditionalities.
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Post-development

The Tobin Tax and other initiatives, such as debt relief and opening
up Northern markets to Southern exports, could be criticized as still
operating within a capitalist system with decisions being made at a
national or supra-national level. As we have seen throughout the
book, post-development theorists have argued that ‘development’
should be focused on what local communities want and should not be
a response to a Northern-imposed model of what is a correct form of
development.

The post-development approach has been very important in
highlighting the ways in which ‘development’ as a concept is always
a product of a particular set of power relations at any one time. It has
also been crucial in stressing the importance of discourse, or the
language that we use to describe particular processes (Sachs 1992).

However, in other senses, post-development has been greatly
criticized. First, many have argued that the ‘development’ which
post-development theorists criticize is a caricature of the diversity of
development approaches today (Corbridge 1998; Rigg 2003; Simon
1998). Escobar’s highly influential study (see Chapter 1) is based
largely on development policies in Colombia in the 1950s and 1960s.
Rather than recognizing the diversity and dynamism of development
theorizing and practice, much post-development analysis has drawn
on a stereotypical image of how development has been defined and
implemented. Second, post-development approaches have been
accused of making substantial criticisms of current policies and
theories without providing details of possible alternatives, other than
focusing on grassroots communities. Finally, while ‘development’ in
many guises has not brought all the benefits it was purported to
provide, there have been significant material improvements in life
expectancy, health levels and education for some populations and
regions (Rigg 2003).

James Sidaway (2002) in his review of post-development approaches,
recognizes these criticisms and others. However, he does conclude by
stressing the contributions which the range of theorists under the
‘post-development’ heading have made; most explicitly, raising the
issue of the way in which ‘development’ has often been defined and
presented with no consideration of the social, political and economic
context of these formulations. This book has highlighted how both
the definitions of development, development theories and policies

1111
2
3
41
5
6
7
8
91
10
1
2
31
4
5
6
7
8111
9
20
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30
1
2
3
4
51
6
7
8
9
40
1
4211

Conclusions • 207



have been formed over time and at a range of scales. Given the
dynamic nature of twenty-first-century societies and economies, this
diversity will continue as governments, NGOs and local communities
continue to find ways to improve people’s lives.

Neo-liberalism remains the broad theoretical context which shapes 
so much of international development policy today despite the
devastating effects of SAPs and related policies on many
communities, households and individuals, as well as national
economies. Since the late 1990s, IFIs have addressed social
development and poverty-alleviation more explicitly, but this change
of focus has not meant a shift in the underlying philosophies about
the route to development. While the increased importance of
grassroots initiatives and a focus on rights could be interpreted as
positive steps towards people-centred processes and definitions of
‘development’, far too often these trends have been shaped by a
continued faith in the market as the key actor in development. Given
current global inequalities in economic and political power and
relationships of dependence, the scope for autonomous development
decisions by the peoples of the South remains a distant dream. This
does not meant that positive changes cannot come about, rather that
the scope of ‘people-centred development’ will remain limited by
broader structural factors, particularly at a global scale.

Summary

● Development theories differ by definitions of ‘development’, key actors
and approaches.

● Over time, what is regarded as ‘development’ has become more complex
and diverse.

● Neo-liberalism has become the key theory informing global development
policy, but it can be implemented in a number of ways at a range of
scales.

● The Tobin Tax has been suggested as a way of both regulating global
financial flows and generating finance to fund poverty-alleviation
strategies.

● Post-development stresses the socially-constructed nature of
development, but has been criticized for its tendency to homogenize
‘development’ in its critiques.
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Discussion questions

1 Should NEPAD be regarded as a positive innovation for the
peoples of Africa?

2 What are the advantages and disadvantages of implementing the
Tobin Tax?

3 What are the possible problems with focusing on ‘human rights’
as an objective of development?

4 What contributions have post-development approaches made to
our understandings of ‘development’?

Further reading

Corbridge, Stuart (1998) ‘“Beneath the pavement only soil”: the poverty of post
development’, Journal of Development Studies 34 (6): 138–48. A critique of
post-development approaches to development

Jones, P.S. (2000) ‘Why is it alright to do development “over there” but not “here”?
Changing vocabularies and common strategies of inclusion across “First” and
“Third” Worlds’, Area 32 (2): 237–41. Very accessible discussion of how
‘development’ is portrayed as occurring only in the South.

Maxwell, S. (1999) ‘What can we do with a rights-based approach to
development?’, ODI Briefing paper 1999 (3), London: ODI. (Also accessible
from www.odi.org.uk). Very useful overview of the debates regarding the
incorporation of rights into development theory and practice.

Owusu, F. (2003) ‘Pragmatism and the gradual shift from dependency to
neoliberalism: The World Bank, African leaders and development policy in
Africa’, World Development 31 (10): 1655–72. Clear overview of changing
approaches to African development, contrasting the World Bank neo-liberal
perspectives with African external explanations.

Stavenhagen, R. (2003) ‘Needs, rights and social development’, Overarching
Concerns Paper, 2, July 2003, Geneva: UNRISD. (Also accessible from
www.unrisd.org). Accessible overview of how rights and social development fit
together and the role of the state in ensuring social development.

Useful websites

www.nepad.org NEPAD website.

www.waronwant.org/tobintax Useful website on the Tobin Tax run by War on
Want.
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