African Development – Lecture 2 Notes – 16/10/03

( “Development has become a shorthand for a complex set of social, economic, political, cultural and institutional transformations over the last five hundred years” (Mike Watts)

( Understood in this broad general(ised) sense, (and following Cloke, Crange and Goodwin, 1999), development can be considered as involving people’s real-life experiences on the one hand, and the diverse, complex and contradictory links, or (inter-) connections between the ‘local and the ‘global’ on the other

( This line of thought considers ‘development’ and questions revolving around development as part of our normal, everyday lives in the years since the war:

eg. (i) ‘Distant’/Over there’ (famine, warfare, refugee movements, rainforest destruction

(ii) ‘Closer to home’(food and other products we buy/consume which linked to unfair trade practices and dangerous production conditions or environments, deprived of inner-city neighbours)

( However, the argument runs, this should not be taken to mean that ‘development’ is just about indices, indicators or statistics or alternatively that it is simply about a belief in the power of national economic planning, FDI and foreign aid to increase affluence in poor(er) parts of the world while ‘modernising’ or ‘developing’ these areas;

( there is therefore a need to ‘unpack’ widely-held assumptions and beliefs about ‘development’, specifically to ask questions about the broader or wider context or framework within which it is set/operates and is (or can be) evaluated/assessed

The Context of Development

( According to Thomas and Potter (cf. Poverty and Development), development’s broad or overarching context is defined largely by two things: Contemporary global capitalism and the politics of the nation state
(i) With reference to the first of these, they argue that capitalism was the dominant international economic system, even before the fall of the Berlin Wall and the symbolic collapse of communism which this represented, that it is currently unchallenged on a world scale, and that its main distinguishing characteristics are:

( private (rather than collective) ownership of the means of production, although this does not preclude the existence of significant state sectors which, in African/Latin American/Asian countries, have been subject to pressures for ‘opening up’ or privatisation is recent times

( regulation of production of goods and services (what, how much, what quality, at what price) through market relationships involving commoditisation and competition rather than via state planning/intervention, although many public goods and services are provided by states, and even through IFIs and other Northern agencies which subscribe to capitalism have been pressuring African and other governments to reduce their intervention in areas like price/credit/import/exchange rate controls

( allocation/distribution of wealth via market-determined wages/profits/dividends/ shares, etc rather than through universal service provision, with the result, first, that insecure  individual/group livelihoods and inadequate entitlements in places like Africa, when combined with limited, or lack of state intervention, frequently lead to poverty, deprivation, famine, etc second, low levels of national foreign exchange earnings, high debt service obligations and adverse terms of trade

( enterprise management for profit and accumulation leading, across Africa for example, to the polarisation of society between the interests of capital and those of the workers, the community or the state

(ii) when we turn out attention to the politics of the nation state and its utility in contextualising development, it is worth pointing out first, that ‘development fits into wider political processes (including choice and steering; material interests and values; a wide variety of political actors and institutions,; and, perhaps most importantly, state power and the maintenance of order)’ (p.127) second, that the ‘state can act simultaneously as a development agent, an enabling structure, or an obstacle, and third, that the six features influence the precise role the state plays in development

What are the implications (or significance) or such a ‘Contextualisation’?

( Analysis calls to mind three things from the previous lecture notes:

Cowen and Shenton’s (1998) definitions of development as (a) the expansion of capitalist, socialist or other forms of productions and exchange and the social formations that accompany these processes (structure or process of structural change); and (b) intentional and organized intervention with specified objectives (agency or process involving action);

The view that development involves attempts to foster particular kinds of outcome, and can (intentionally or not) have the effect of fostering or producing such outcomes and;

That some kinds of development frequently aim to subvert, or at the very least, modify the particular forms taken by capitalist and other forms of dominant development in specific place;

( These help to reinforce a feeling that, taken together, the elements of capitalism identified in the context outlined above work in a mutually-reinforcing way to form a global system, characterised by beliefs, policies and practices which are informed by capitalist principles, and which in turn legitimise capitalist ideology, ‘even when th[is] involves[s] dismantling the previous welfare-orientated policies’ (p127

( At the same time, questions can be raised about why development tends to operate largely through a system of nation states: (i) is there anything particularly ‘natural’ about a world of nation states? (ii) what does the nation state represent? And ideal in which ‘cultural and political boundaries’ coincide (in an entity currently in decline, in the face of the emergence of supra-national entities, among other things) (p.124)

( Furthermore, in most African Countries ‘vulnerability to external forces has been a dominant reality shaping development prospects [and] increasingly the direct challenge to the political capacity of such states…to determine their own destinies (p.263) and where, more recently, permeability to transnational forces, combined with growing interdependencecies, has eroded the scope of [the] state to pursue autonomous foreign and domestic policies’ (p.264)

( Maybe it was a similar recognition which prompted Mike Watts to observe that: “development’s origins lay in European efforts/attempts to deal with the ‘essential fact of capitalism” and to define development as: ‘state and multilateral policy harnessed to the tasks of championing economic growth, “catching up”, improving welfare and producing governable subjects”

(Watts, 2000, The Dictionary of Human Geography)

REMEMBER: nothing inevitable about the schema described above; also many different ‘capitalisms’ exist (as well as ‘socialisms’, ‘marxisms’ etc

Patterns of development, global political economy and a Deterritorialising world economy

( Universal agreement that the patterns of development (which make up the global political economy?) which emerged from the context above are characterised by inequities and asymmetries, and that development (however defined) has been uneven between as well as within areas (north-south, male-female

( There is also plenty of evidence of globalised or transnational power relations over which individuals and local areas and regions have little or no control (IMF/WB, WTO, UN, etc)

( And finally, it is clear the voices, opinions, wishes, etc of populations being ‘developed’ or earmarked as needing ‘development’ are not always taken into account;

( In other words, while signs of ‘progress’ or ‘improvement’ resulting from some kinds of ‘development’ exist, it is clearly the case that there is also plenty of evidence to suggest that ‘development’ has excluded some people (‘indigenous’ or ‘aboriginal’ groups perceived as impediments or obstacles to progress?), marginalized others (landless people? Livestock rearers?) and made yet more people poorer than previously (widowed/unmarried women? Orphaned children?)

( It is for this reason that some people have argued that the global political economy is run by and for a small select group of countries and corporations;

( However, following Corbridge (1999: 68), in spite of inequities which characterise  the global political economy and asymmetries which structure the latter’s functioning, there is a need for careful attention to be paid to ‘questions of market access in a changing world economy, [to] questions of risk avoidance and empowerment at different spatial scales [to] the very real achievements made by developing countries [and to] the key role played by many states and international agencies in creating landscapes of empowerment or dispowerment’ (p.68)

( In other words, any attempt to study development should focus on the contemporary political economy of dependent capitalist development, and should highlight the social and environment ramifications of things like:

a) the structural context (or nature of insertion into the global economy)

b) the structures of the forces of globalisation (trade, investment, technology, regional integration)

c) the nature of national economic structures, esp. of production (primary secondary, tertiary) & trade and so on

d) inter and intra country spatial inequalities of dependent development

( Corbridge therefore suggests that we rethink our view/map of the world economy is a way that recognises the decreasing influence of nation states and the increased importance of non-state agencies like regional blocs and major financial/industrial institutions, and which link different parts of this new deterritorialised global political economy together 

( This represents a new and different context for trying to understand development

