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What is Development? 

• Economic growth? 

• Poverty reduction? 

• “Good change”? (Chambers, 1997) 

 

 

• Social, economic, cultural CHANGE 

 



3 overall meanings of 

development 

Immanent development 
- Development as an historical process, the complex 

processes from traditional to modern society 
 
Intentional development 
- Development as an intentional activity to bring about change 

with a variety of agents , often in conflict with each other 
 
A vision 
- Development as a vision of the type of society we would like 

to have: ideas around ‘progress’ 
 
 
Allen & Thomas (2000) Poverty and Development into the 21st Century, Chapter 2, 

Meanings and Views of Development 



Development – a short history 
• 18th century: Enlightenment 

 

• 1940s-60s: Modernization Theory and US hegemony vs structuralism and 

dependency theory 

 

• 1970s->Basic needs; Women and development (WAD) 

– Late 70s-> Neoliberalism and Washington Consensus 

 

• 1980s -> Sustainable development vs Post-development 

 

• 1990s-> Human development; Gender and Development (GAD) 

 

• 2000s: Multipolarity -> multiple meanings of development? 

 

• 2010s ->: Sustainable Development Goals 



Age of Enlightenment 

• Main characteristics: 
• “the belief that science and rational 

thinking could progress human groups 
from barbarianism to civilisation” 
(Potter and more, 2004: 6) 

 

• Rationality and reason, and the belief 
that the rational man could solve 
anything 

 

• All human beings as essentially the 
same (although Europeans were more 
the same than the others) 

 

• An idea of the West 
• Europe and the European intellectuals 

in front, as modern 



Example of the “Enlightened” 

worldview 
• Enlightenment philosopher Antoine-Nicolas de 

Condorcet (1743-1794): 

 

“Our hopes for the future condition of the human 
race can be subsumed under three important 
heads: the abolition of inequality between nations, 
the progress of equality within each nation, and 
true perfection of mankind. Will all nations one day 
attain that state of civilization which the most 
enlightened, the freest, and the least burdened by 
prejudice, such as the French and the Anglo-
Americans, have attained already? Will the vast 
gulf that separates these peoples from the slavery 
of nations under the rule of monarchs, from the 
barbarism of African tribes, from the ignorance of 
savages, little by little disappear? [...] These vast 
lands [...] need only assistance from us to become 
civilized [and] wait only to find brothers amongst 
the European nations to become their friends and 
pupils”  

(de Condorcet 1972: 141) 



Linear progress 

• Central to Enlightement thinking, and maybe 

the main legacy to later development thinking 

was the belief in a linear progress towards 

higher standards, with “all societies advancing 

“up” a route leading from diverse barbarism to a 

singular, European-style rationalized 

democracy” (Peet, 1999: 125). 
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Historical context 

• Decolonization 

-> For the West two concerns: How to 

improve living standards in previous 

colonies + how to ensure continued 

Western influence 

-> For governments of newly 

independent nations: How to manage the 

new states + who to “follow” 

 

• President Truman’s speech in 1948 

-> Many see this as the point of 

departure for the current understanding 

of development 



Dividing the World 

• First World: Western 
Industrialized countries 
led by the US 

• Second World: Socialist 
Industrialized countries 
led by the Soviet Union 

• Third World: Non-
industrialized countries of 
Asia, Africa and Latin-
America 

---- 

Developed vs 
Developing/Underdeveloped 



Truman’s “Four Point Speech” 
 

[...] We must embark on a bold new program for 
making the benefits of our scientific advances and 
industrial progress available for the improvement 
and growth of underdeveloped areas. More than half 
the people of the world are living in conditions 
approaching misery. Their food is inadequate. They 
are victims of disease. Their economic life is 
primitive and stagnant. Their poverty is a handicap 
and a threat both to them and to more prosperous 
areas. 

 

For the first time in history, humanity possesses the 
knowledge and the skill to relieve the suffering of 
these people. [...] 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. And, in 
cooperation with other nations, we should foster 
capital investment in areas needing development. 
[...] The old imperialism—exploitation for foreign 
profit—has no place in our plans. What we envisage 
is a program of development based on the concepts 
of democratic fair-dealing (Truman, 1949: no page). 



Truman’s “Four Point Speech”: 

 

1. The Marshall Plan 

- Reconstruction of Europe 

2. NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) 

- Containment of Communism 

3. The UN System 

4. Official Development Assistance (ODA) to poor, 
“less developed countries” in the South 



Characteristics of Modernization 

Theories 
• Problems and obstacles to development viewed as being 

temporary in nature and internally rooted 

 

• Modernization theory asked: What is impeding advance (toward 
the industrial model) and What are the conditions and 
mechanisms of social transition from traditional to modern? 
(Peet, 1999) 

 

• “To discover what those missing factors were, modernization 
theorists would create an archetypal developmental experience 
derived from a review of an ideal-type Western industrial state” 
(Chew and Denemark, 1996: 2). 

 

• Modernization theories were viewed as something ideologically 
neutral, as value-free truths  

 



Rostow and stages of growth 

“It is possible to 

identify all societies, in 

their economic 

dimensions, as lying 

within one of five 

categories” (Rostow, 

1960: 4) 

 





Structuralism 
• State led development 

 

• Raul Prebisch and 

CEPAL 

 

• The Prebisch-Singer 

Thesis 

 

• Import substitution 

industrialisation 

 



Dependency  

 

 

• Underdevelopment because of 

development 

– Development and underdevelopment as 

parts of the same process 

– “The development of 

underdevelopment” (Frank, 1967) 

 

• Exploitation by the core capitalist country of 

the peripheral non-industrialized countries 

-> growth in the core, further 

underdevelopment in the periphery 

-> A global system of dependence (from the 

global to the interpersonal level) 
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Development – a short history 
• 18th century: Enlightenment 

 

• 1940s-60s: Modernization Theory and US hegemony vs structuralism and 

dependency theory 

 

• 1970s->Basic needs; Women and development (WAD) 

– Late 70s-> Neoliberalism and Washington Consensus 

 

• 1980s -> Sustainable development vs Post-development 

 

• 1990s-> Human development; Gender and Development (GAD) 

 

• 2000s: Multipolarity -> multiple meanings of development? 

 

• 2010s ->: Sustainable Development Goals 



Neoliberalism 
 

• Markets are better than 
governments at allocating 
resources 

 

• Emphasis on the individual and 
providing choice 

 

• “Washington consensus” 

 

• Structural adjustment 
programmes (SAPs) 

 

 

There’s no   

such thing 

as society 
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Early development theories (Modernisation, 

structuralism, dependency..) 
 

• Environmental sustainability not considered 

(despite known environmental effects of 

industrialisation) 

-> Economic growth and development more 

important than long-term environmental problems 

 

-> “Grow now, clean up later” (Willis, 2005: 150) 
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The Stockholm Conference 1972 

 



Sustainable Development 

1983:  

The World Commission on 
Environment and Development 
(The Brundtland Commission) 

- Goal: to consider the 
environmental problems of the 
world and come up with 
solutions 

 

-> 1987: Report of the WCED: 
Our Common Future (known as 
The Brundtland Report) 
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What does sustainable development 

mean? 

 

Sustainable 

Sustenere (Latin) =  support, endure, uphold, 

keep up 

 

 

Development = Goal: Improve human living 

standards (?) 
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Definition of Sustainable Development 

by the WCED 
 

“Development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs” 
(WCED, 1987: 43) 

 

 

Two main dimensions:  (1) meeting the needs 
of the world’s poor (first priority!) and (2) the 
environment’s capacity to meet today’s and 
future demand 
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International tensions environmental 

negotiations 
 

• West vs the Rest? 

 

• Production vs consumption 

 

• Future impact vs historical impact 

 

Fundamental question: Whose responsibility? 

• The industrialisation of the South? 

• The overconsumption of the North? 

• The overpopulation of the South? 

• Historical environmental debt? 

• Freedom to pollute? 
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Whose responsibility? 

‘If emission reduction negotiations 

were to be made on the basis of 

carbon consumption, as 

embedded in a country’s net 

imports, higher-income countries 

could have a greater incentive to 

support emission reduction in 

developing countries through 

technology and income transfers.’  

 

(Piovani, 2017: ‘The “greening” of 

China: Progress, Limitations and 

Contradictions’) 

China consumes: 

- 20% of global energy 

- 50% of global coal 

 

China emits 29% of global CO2 

 

But China produces: 

- 80% of the world’s air-conditioners 

- 70% of the world’s mobile phones  

- 60% of the world’s shoes 



Post-developmental criticism of 

“sustainable development” 
• The subject of conservation in sustainable development is development, not 

nature.  

-> Growth and profit are still the determining factors, and environmental 
concern comes as an additional, cosmetic factor -> business as usual 

 

• Selective adoption of sustainable development 

-> No real challenge to the most pressing issue of sustainability: the 
unsustainable patterns of production and consumption in the global North 

(Sachs, 1999) 

 

• Development has itself played a major part, and probably the major part, in 
pushing the earth to its limits and beyond. 

 

• In this sense one could say that development under this paradigm becomes 
both cause and medicine for the earth 

-> Sustainable development becomes “the conceptual roof for both violating 
and healing the environment” (Sachs, 1992: 29) 
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Human Development 

- Development has 

focused too much on 

economic growth instead 

of human beings 

- HDI -> education and 

health as indicators of 

development 

 

- “Development as 

Freedom” 
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A changing world 
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How is the world changing? 

• The gravity of the world economy moving East and South 

 

• The South’s share of international trade has risen from 26 percent in 1995 to 
an estimated 42 percent in 2010.  

– Mostly South-South trade 

 

• The re-emergence of Asia + Latin America and Africa rising? 

 

• “The South needs the North, and increasingly the North needs the South” 
(UNDP) 

 

• New economic superpowers emerging? 

 

• A new BRIC development bank 

 

• ‘Asian Drivers of Global Change’  
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Human Development Report 2013: more than 80 per cent of the world’s 

middle class will be residing in the South by 2030, and will account for 70 

per cent of total consumption expenditure 
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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
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Summary: What is development? 

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Timeline of Development Theory and Practise

STRUCTURALISM 
STATE LED

INTERNATIONAL 
CAPITALISM

NEO-LIBERALISM SAPS POST 

DEVELOPMENT

CRITIQUES OF 

SAPS

BASIC NEEDS DEBT CRISIS CRITIQUE OF STATE 

FROM LEFT TO 

RIGHT

GLOBAL MARKETS NEW MODELS OF 

DEVELOPMENT

ASIAN ECONOMIES

INDIA

CHINA

BRAZIL

REGIONAL POWERS
EXPANSION OF WORLD TRADE

ECONOMIC GROWTH

INTERVENTIONISM:

GOOD GOVERNANCE 

FAIR MARKETS

CIVIL SOCIETY

RE-NEWED PARTICIPATORY 

APPROACHES

GLOBAL SOCIETY

GLOBAL PROBLEMS

GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP?

DEVELOPMENT AS PRESCRIPTION

• ASSESS SITUATION

• DEFINE PROBLEM

• SUGGEST SOLUTIONS

• IMPLIMENT PROGRAMME

DEVELOPMENT AS PROCESS

• PROCESS AS IMPORTANT AS OUTCOME

• MANY ACTORS (MARKET, STAT, CIVIL, SOCIETY, 

INDIVIDUALS)

• INTERACTIVE LEARNING PROCESS

CRITIQUES, ONE 

WAY APPROACH 

AND POST-DEV

E
v

e
n

ts
A

p
p

ro
a

c
h

e
s

Id
e

a
s



Summary: Anthropocentrism 

 • Mankind is the center of the universe, and the rest exists 
for the human to use (and exploit) for its own winning  

 

-> Human needs are prioritized before the needs of nature, 
or more accurately the needs of the non-human 

 

-> a view of nature as something that can be, and needs to 
be, controlled by humans 

 

-> Nature sets limits for growth, and therefore the human 
race needs to conquer it to be able to exploit it as much as 
wanted  
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Summary: Development as catch up 

• Although understanding of development 

increasingly complex, the overall goal of 

“catching up” remains? 

 

• The age of mass consumption still the goal? 



Summary:  

Sustainable development – an oxymoron? 

 

• Development understood as catch-up with the 
North through technological and industrial 
upgrading 

 

• Different strategies – similar goals 

 

• With status quo in the North and development 
understood as catching up with deeply 
unsustainable societies -> SD = oxymoron? 

 

 

 

 



Redefining development? 

????? 



Development: The next episode 


