African Development – Lecture 1 Notes – 10/10/03

Development is a term/word which is ubiquitous in English as well as several other languages, and is used in an unbelievably wide/diverse range of ways:

e.g. Economic Development, Dependent Development, Interdependent Development, Basic Needs, Top-down Development, Bottom-up Development, Empowerment, Autarchic Development, Post-modern Development, Post- Development, Anti- Development, Capitalist Development, Marxist Development, Freedom


However, there are major problems with understanding what it refers to as the term/concept “defies definition, although not for a want of definitions on offer” (Cowen and Shenton 1995)

There may well be hundereds of definitions in existence, probably as many definitions as there are people who have used the word or written about the subject

Not surprisingly, it “is arguably one of the most important words in the English Language. Its various meanings have changed over time, but it has become a shorthand for a complex set of social, economic, political and cultural transformations over the last five hundered years” (Michael Watts)

Meaning varies depends on who is speaking of development: in other words, definitions are context-specific, and commonly depend on inclination/purpose of the people/person producing definition(s).


‘There can be no fixed and final definition of ‘development’, only suggestions of what it should imply in particular contexts’ (Hettne)

Development always an ideology, never a scientific concept (J Friedmann)
Discussions of development commonly conflate in two separate meanings of the word in a number of ways:

1st,  Following Cowen and Shenton (1998) 

1 -Development can be understood as capitalist (and socialist or communist?) development, the expansion of capitalist (or other) forms of production and exhange and the social formations that accompany these processes.

Ergo: Development understood as a structure or as a process of structural change


2 – Development can also be understood as an intentional and organized intervention with specific objectives. 

Ergo : Development understood as agency or as a process involving action


Two quite different meanings and there is not necessarily a relationship between them


ALTERNATIVELY, discussions of development conflate the following three meanings:

(1) An event or process designed to achieve certain goals

(2) The goals or objectives to be achieved at the end (the end product)

(3) How to achieve these goals (the means)

Development interventions may be attempts to foster particular kinds of [capitalist, socialist or communist, etc] outcomes (or development) and they may (intentionally or not) have the effect of fostering or producing such outcomes/development


But many organized interventions in society that refer to themselves as ‘development’ do not have such intentions or effects, and often aim to subvert, or at the very least, modify the particular forms taken by capitalist and other forms of dominant ‘development’ in specific places

There are many different ‘capitalisms’, ‘socialisms’, ‘Marxisms’ and many different ‘developments’


Thus research into/on, and in the practice of, development offer opportunities for quite different views of the world to confront each other and argue for particular views of:


 how development was/is/has been and can, should or ought to be, 


and whether development should adopt a narrow(er) focus (e.g. largely/exclusively ‘economic’) or a broader or more holistic (incorporating social, political, cultural and institutional considerations) perspective


Good examples of such confrontations of ideas/perspectives provided by current debate pitting place-based understandings (something tied to specific/fixed/bounded spaces or places in local areas or within national territories) against displaced (or non-place based) conceptions of development involving a recognition of the existence and significance of transnational flows/networks /processes which transcend local/national/international boundaries and scales

Reflections of this kind help us organise our thoughts in a course such as this one in two ways:

Firstly, encouraging a concerntration on:
1) The contemporary political economy of dependent capitalist development which focuses on the structural context 


nature of insertion into global economy, the structures of the forces of globalization, trade, investment, technology, region intergration

inter and intra country spatial inequalities of dependent development 


social and environmental ramifications


nature of national economic structures, epecially of production (primary, secondary, tertiary) & trade

2) The question of intervention – the causes, and the social spatial and environmental effects of the interventions of particular actors within the structural context


govt. programmes, NGOs, social movements & international agencies


livelihood strategies, can be understood as microinterventions in a dependent capitalist economy


AND SECOND, by encouraging a focus on the following

1) interdisciplinary approaches

2) Multi-scale analysis (macro, meso, micro)

3) Economic Action is Social Action – critical idea of “rational” economic humans, integral to much of mainstream economics. Economic action orientated to other – people consider others when they do business, produce, consume etc

4) The embeddedness of economic activitiy in institutions, economic and organizational activities are viewed not as apart from society but embedded in it. The particular character of that embbeddedness – social beliefs, gender, family, structure, state, religion – varies across socities.

Key Questions for people interested in development

1) Forms of social-environmental change (eg globalisations)

2) Main obstacle(s) to ‘development’ within context(s) indentified

3) Key solutions to these ‘development’ obstacles’

4) Key agents or actors in forging these solutions
5) Organisational forms for promoting these solutions

