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Foreword

Social Justice with Resource and
Ecological Sustainability

Even today, most economic development analyses rarely acknowledge their social and
political determinants. The establishment of UNRISD in 1963 by Nobel economics
laureates Gunnar Myrdal and Jan Tinbergen sought to redress this persistent
marginalization of the social dimension. Efforts leading to and following from the 1972
Stockholm environment summit and the 1992 Rio Earth Summit subsequently secured
greater attention to environmental and natural resource concerns. Since the 1970s,
UNRISD has given attention to the different implications, for various social groups, of
economic development as well as of ecological and resource constraints.

The last quarter-century has seen the growing acceptance of the sustainable
development discourse. But the core equity elements of sustainable development have
often been lost or obscured, despite the increasing acceptance of the discourse, as seen by
the greater attention given to, say, “climate action” compared to “climate justice”.
Meanwhile, with neoliberal economic ideology, hegemonic from the 1980s, eschewing
attention to inequality, the social pillar of the Millennium Development Goals was
reduced to poverty reduction.

The post-2015 United Nations development agenda discourse recognizes the need
for a more integrated approach to the social, economic and environmental dimensions of
development, emphasizing inequality, employment and livelihoods. Sustainable
production and consumption are also getting far more attention as resource and
ecological constraints become more pronounced.

Yet, much recent work on sustainable development has focused on resource and
ecological issues, often neglecting social and political challenges. In response, there is
growing attention to issues of “popular participation”, “inclusion”, “exclusion”,
“marginalization” and related notions, as well as to the potential and limits of various
organizational forms of collective action and other expressions of the “social and
solidarity economy”, such as cooperatives.

Recent decades have also seen the rise of influential civil society organizations
demanding voice in policy making. However, environmental and social justice
movements have also been fragmented, sometimes diverging rather than converging.
North-South and other differences account for some of the different strands. And while
rather heterogeneous social movements have ensured lip-service to people-centred



sustainable development, much more needs to be done to transform this into meaningful
commitments and policies.

The social perspective on sustainable development has given much needed
attention to power relations. Clearly, “political will” requires more than “greater
awareness’ or “motivation” by policy makers, taking into consideration vested interests,
beliefs and parameters. Interests, ideologies and institutions all shape policy making and
choice, often explaining why seemingly superior “top-down”, “technocratic” solutions are
not adopted, or fail to be successfully implemented.

Conventional policy wisdom, including ostensibly universal “best practice”
solutions regardless of context and palliative “quick-fix” programmes to avoid needed
transformational change, often have little basis in experience. Not surprisingly,
privatization, marketization and deregulation in recent decades have exacerbated
inequalities without accelerating growth.

Recent decades have seen growing attention to the potential contribution of the
private sector, through “corporate social responsibility” (CSR) initiatives. The recent
advocacy of “win-win”, “green economy” solutions tends to ignore the problems of such
voluntary initiatives, which have mainly benefited more powerful vested interests at the
expense of others. The recent promotion of “partnerships” in the international
development discourse has emphasized ostensible benefits while obscuring power
relations and the gaps between rhetoric and realities. Instead, much better corporate
accountability frameworks, enhanced government regulatory and enforcement capacities
as well as appropriate public policies are needed.

Reforms to achieve sustainable development and social justice often require
collective action, involving not only those like-minded, but others as well. Broad
coalitions promoting sustainable development can work if appropriate incentives ensure
compliance. Research has identified the terms on which business elites may contribute to
broad coalitions to embrace bold social and environmental reforms. But while weaker
groups may gain “voice”, they typically do not become stakeholders who are taken
seriously. Furthermore, success in building broad, inclusive coalitions may not be enough
to ensure effective implementation.

This volume is therefore most welcome, as it highlights UNRISD’s pioneering,
agendasetting work in integrating the social and environmental dimensions of
development, advancing the analysis of sustainable development and related resource and
environmental issues from the perspective of social justice norms. In recent years, for
example, such work has refocused attention on inequality. Similarly, UNRISD’s major
project on social policy in the last decade helped pave the way for the 2012 UN adoption
of the universal concept of a social protection floor. In both strong and subtle ways, this
body of work has been crucial in influencing United Nations processes which are key to
mobilizing requisite political will.

Jomo Kwame Sundaram
Assistant Director-General
Coordinator for Economic and Social Development

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)

Rome, April 2015



Note from UNRISD Director

UNRISD Classics: Celebrating 50 Years of
Research for Social Change

UNRISD Classics, three volumes of selected UNRISD publications prepared to celebrate
50 years of research on social development, prompts reflection on the role research plays
in processes of social change and, more specifically, within the United Nations system.

Established in 1963, UNRISD was the inspiration of two intellectual giants of the
United Nations: Nobel Laureates Jan Tinbergen and Gunnar Myrdal. These leading
thinkers understood that neglect of social questions in development thinking and
practice would compromise the “development project” itself. They also recognized the
importance of an independent research function at the heart of the UN, separate from
advisory and operational work, but able to feed directly into “action programmes of the
United Nations system”. In its founding Bulletin, UNRISD was granted autonomous
status within the United Nations system by the then Secretary-General, U Thant, to
ensure that it could freely conduct critical research, even on politically sensitive issues.
Today's realities demonstrate the continued importance of this founding vision—the need
for research on social issues that is independent, directed to policy making, and
responsive to changes in the global context. Equity, rights and social justice—issues that
put people at the heart of the development process—have returned as the foundational
principles of a new global “sustainable development” framework. But today’s realities also
remind us that such an agenda must be continually revisited and renegotiated, priorities
redefined and supported with new evidence. For example, in the early years, “dethroning
GDP” through developing and incorporating social indicators into measures of
“development” seemed a possibility; the political and ideological struggles at the heart of
such an agenda appear more formidable today. Likewise, progress made in areas such as
sexual and reproductive rights encounters resistance and needs to be continually
defended. Autonomous spaces, such as that represented by UNRISD, for revisiting and
renegotiating priorities, fostering debate and presenting alternatives are thus worth
protecting.

Over five decades, UNRISD has worked—indeed, at times struggled—to keep alive
the vision that drove its founders. It has expanded the ideas of “social development”,
taking on more radical issues, often challenging the discourse of powerful actors, playing
“David with the Goliaths of international development”. Along the way it has posed
questions to the work of the United Nations itself=UNRISD work on a unified approach

Xi



to development during the 1960s and 1970s “was a reaction to the way policy makers
dealt with social issues as an add-on to economic policy rather than an integral part of a
development strategy”, foreshadowing current discussions about “coherence”. The
Institute has also shown the value of an independent space for raising critical questions
and generating the evidence to challenge dominant policies and practices when they have
adverse social effects—as in its work on the Green Revolution, structural adjustment and
globalization.

The three volumes of UNRISD Classics bring together a selection of critical
writing, produced since the 1960s, illustrating some of the enduring themes and issues
that have been central to UNRISD’s work and have shaped the UN’s social development
agenda. Grouped around the contemporary themes of social policy, gender, and
sustainable development, the essays present work evolving from the Institute’s early focus
on social indicators and measurement issues which fed into economic planning processes,
through rural and community development, environmental issues, participation and
empowerment, to pioneering work on women and gender in development; studies that
brought new—and at the time controversial—perspectives to formidable challenges such as
illicit drugs, ethnic conflict and political violence; influential research that brought social
policy back onto the development agenda; examination of the distributional impacts of
macroeconomic and trade policies, and—more recently, in advance of the global
community—highlighting inequality as a development problem and obstacle to poverty
reduction.

These landmark publications by researchers associated with UNRISD—staff,
participants in research projects, commissioned authors—illustrate the breadth,
significance and relevance of the Institute’s research over 50 years. In making this
selection, a vast body of UNRISD research was reviewed: the choice reflects works that
have an enduring value and message, where we see the reflection in contemporary
concerns, where past research and evidence have significantly shaped new ideas or policy
debates that are widely accepted today, or have contributed to the generation and
diffusion of alternative development thinking around the globe. The selection also
illustrates key features of how the Institute works : from the early days, UNRISD
developed a strong emphasis on empirical research conducted, where possible, by
researchers based in developing countries, providing opportunities for them to work with
researchers from other countries concerned with similar issues and to channel their
findings to an international audience.

UNRISD Classics are being launched in 2015, a pivotal moment for the
international community as it works towards a new global consensus on a universal
sustainable development agenda. Reflections on these “50 years of research for social
change” raise fundamental questions—about the social costs and consequences of
economic development paths that cannot be sustained ecologically, economically or
socially. The volumes remind us that today’s questions and concerns are not new, though
they may now be more urgent. There is greater technical and technological know-how,
and possibly more political will, to address them: but there is also awareness of the
limitations of technological or “quick fix” solutions in the light of greater complexity. The
essays remind us above all that development requires social progress, but that such
progress is reversible; that change in other domains (economic growth, demographic
transition, environmental degradation) has consequences—often unforeseen or
unintended; that such change is rarely if ever neutral with regard to different social
groups (by gender, ethnicity or age for example); and that processes of social change are

xii



fundamentally entangled with power relations and with politics. Continued progress
requires eternal vigilance: a modest price to pay is the support of institutional spaces—
often small, often fragile—with the mandate and autonomy to remain vigilant.

We hope these essays also remind readers of the legacy of United Nations ideas that
have shaped and changed the world, and the role of UNRISD within this. Assessing the
impact of the intellectual endeavor represented by any body of research is not easy.
Research outputs and ideas rarely translate in any immediate or easily measurable way
into changes in policies, attitudes or practices. The historical record provided here shines
a light on the enduring relevance and impact of such research over the long term. It
provides insights for those who believe that we must continue to push the boundaries of
political discourse beyond a focus on economic growth and poverty reduction towards a
broader understanding of development that includes human well-being, equity,
sustainability, democratic governance and social justice. It also demonstrates the
continued necessity of preserving the spaces—such as UNRISD—where difficult questions
can be raised and debated, bringing into the conversation diverse voices, marginalized
viewpoints and different forms of knowledge in our shared efforts to make the world a
more just place.

Sarah Cook
Director, UNRISD

Geneva, April 2015

Xiii






Introduction

Sustainable Development Revisited

Peter Utting

More than a quarter of a century has passed since the idea of sustainable development
was catapulted onto the world stage by the Brundtland Commission. The uptake of the
term globally has been nothing short of remarkable. While other terms—such as rights-
based development, human security and even social development—struggle in the
comprehension stakes, it seems that virtually all development actors and organizations,
and the public at large, have bought into the narrative of sustainable development. But
core elements of the concept related to needs and intergenerational equity often got lost
in translation. Worse still, the challenge of “meet[ing] the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED
1987:41) was contradicted by policies and processes that some justified from the
perspective of economic growth and efficiency.

Fast forward 25 years and the international community is now trying to craft a
response to deal with climate change and the heightened risks and vulnerability
associated with crises linked to finance, food and fuel. This process is repositioning
sustainable development at the centre of the development agenda. Furthermore, given its
focus on not only economic and environmental objectives but also the so-called social
pillar, sustainable development has become the normative catch-phrase that can also
address contemporary challenges of poverty reduction.

The UN mandate to design a set of sustainable development goals by end-2015 to
succeed the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) explicitly recognizes the need for a
more integrated approach that reconnects economic, social and environmental
dimensions of development in ways that minimize trade-offs and are more
complementary and synergistic. Issues (apart from the environment) that received short
shrift in the MDG process—notably inequality, employment, livelihood (and food)
security and accountability—are now receiving more attention. So too is the structural
question of how to transform production and consumption patterns that degrade the
environment.

In the context of this rethinking about development, it is instructive to revisit what
went wrong in relation to analysis and policy and what can be done differently. Over five
decades, a significant body of UNRISD research has examined the challenge of better
integrating economic, social and environmental dimensions of development and
understanding the relationship between social development and environmental change.



REVISITING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

From this body of work emerge numerous insights related to social, political and
structural dimensions of environment and social change that can inform contemporary
discussions and debates.

This volume presents 17 texts that emerged from research carried out by UNRISD
since the 1970s. Reflecting the main thematic focus of UNRISD work in this field, the
chapters are divided into two sections. The first contains texts related to the integrative
nature of development, that is, the connections between economic, social and
environmental dimensions. The second deals more specifically with particular sectoral or
thematic issues and case studies from developing countries. These address issues related
to agricultural modernization, rural development, food policy, forest destruction and
protection, biodiversity conservation, urban sustainability and corporate environmental
responsibility.

The remainder of this introduction briefly reviews the trajectory of UNRISD work
related to integrated and sustainable development and then summarizes some of the main
insights that emerge from this body of work. These are analysed in terms of three sets of
contributions, namely (i) analytical frames and methods of inquiry that are key to
understanding environmental and social change and impacts; (ii) the need to critically
appraise public policy and expose contradictory policies; and (iii) thinking about strategies
for change conducive to sustainable development and social justice.

50 Years of Research on Integrated and Sustainable Development

Perhaps the most obvious limitations in applying the term sustainable development
concerned the tendency both to reduce sustainable development to environmental
protection and to focus primarily on the relationship between economic development
and the environment. Social dimensions related to how individuals, groups, social relations
and institutions affect and are affected by natural resource management and
environmental change, were often marginalized. So too were the political underpinnings of
change related to social mobilization, interest group bargaining, participation, coalitions
and alliances. Policies purporting to promote sustainable development often attempted to
find wriggle room within the existing rules of the game, not questioning, for example,
structural determinants of unsustainable development, including growth and consumption
patterns, commodification, skewed or unjust social (and power) relations, and patterns of
resource and surplus distribution. Macroeconomic and trade and investment policies
associated with economic liberalization and financialization also tended to remain off the
radar. It was through these social, political and structural lenses that UNRISD undertook
a vast body of research on sustainable development over several decades.

Concerns about the integrated nature of different dimensions of development
underpinned much of the impetus behind the First United Nations Development Decade
in the 1960s. They also informed the creation of UNRISD in 1963. Indeed, the Institute
was established to examine the relationship between economic growth and social
development in a context where fairly rapid growth often failed to translate into
improvements in well-being for many in the “Third World”. The Institute’s early work
not only highlighted the importance of social development for development in general
but also examined from a critical perspective certain institutions and processes that, on
paper at least, attempted to address multiple dimensions of development in a more
integrated way. Such institutions included government planning and microlevel
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organizations that had explicit economic and social objectives, namely cooperatives. The
concern with both balanced development and the need for alternative development
strategies led to an ambitious project in the 1970s—the “unified approach to development
analysis and planning”—that was “mandated to bring all the different aspects of
development together in a set of viable objectives and policy approaches” (Iglesias and
Barraclough 1981).

UNRISD also turned its attention to examining the interconnected nature of
development in relation to concrete development processes and geographical settings. In
the 1970s, the Institute embarked on a large-scale inquiry into the multiple effects of the
“green revolution” that was transforming agriculture in certain commodity sectors and
geographical regions (see chapter 9 by Andrew Pearse). This, and subsequent work, on food
security and forest issues, adopted a systems approach that examined the complex
connections between multiple dimensions of development and the interacting
relationships and processes that operate in different subsystems. These are dealt with
explicitly by Solon Barraclough and Krishna Ghimire in their chapter on constraints of and
opportunities for sustainable forest use (chapter 14).

While governments and international organizations often talked the talk of
integrated development and the need to reduce the tensions between economic and
social (and sometimes environmental) objectives, political dimensions were often
marginalized. Any integrated approach required not only a reconfiguration of economic,
social and environmental dimensions of development, but also a reconfiguration of
power relations. To address this blind spot within mainstream knowledge and policy
circles, UNRISD launched, in the 1980s, a largescale global inquiry into “popular
participation”. This took the analysis well beyond the already fashionable functionalist
notion that participation facilitated project implementation to recognizing diverse forms
of collective action as key for both resource mobilization and claims-making on the part
of “the excluded” (Stiefel and Wolfe 1994). The definition of participation adopted by
UNRISD in 1979 was more overtly political: participation referred to “the organized
efforts to increase control over resources and regulative institutions in given social
situations, on the part of groups and movements of those hitherto excluded from such
control” (Pearse and Stiefel 1979:8).

The upsurge in international concern for environmental issues in the years leading
up to the 1992 Earth Summit sparked a vast amount of research, writing and debate on
conservation and natural resource management both globally and within UNRISD. New
terminology, concepts, policies and analytical approaches emerged, as did various
academic debates regarding their validity and contribution to sustainable development. In
the late 1980s, UNRISD launched a research programme that addressed major concerns
about the analysis of environmental issues and policies, as well as interventions associated
with conservation and natural resource management in developing countries. These
concerns related in particular to the lack of attention within environmental research and
policy to: (i) the distributional consequences for different social groups of processes of
both environmental degradation and conservation; (ii) how people and groups that are
affected respond individually and collectively; and (iii) the role of local-level institutions
and grassroots environmental action in protecting both environments and livelihoods.

Whereas much of this work focused on the role of states, civil society and local
resource users, UNRISD work in the 1990s and the subsequent decade examined the role
of business in sustainable development. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s transnational
corporations had vastly expanded their power and global reach through commodity
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chains, foreign direct investment and deregulation. The social and environmental
consequences of “corporate-led globalization” became a major focus of international
concern, particularly among civil society organizations and social movements. The
response of both governments and corporations was often to encourage corporate self-
regulation and voluntary initiatives aimed at improving the social and environmental
performance of companies. UNRISD undertook an extensive inquiry into the
effectiveness of corporate social (and environmental) responsibility (CSR) and new forms
of business regulation involving non-state actors (see chapter 16).

In the buildup to Rio+20 (the United Nations Conference on Sustainable
Development in 2012), the Institute examined the social dimensions of green economy
(see chapter 8)—the new catch-phrase that sought to rethink economic practice and policy
in the light of climate change. Recently, UNRISD has revisited the potential and limits of
organizations and enterprises that, through various forms of collective action and
solidarity, explicitly aim to address economic, social and often environmental objectives.
Today, however, such organizations include not only cooperatives that were the focus of
UNRISD work in the 1970s but also many other types that make up the “social and
solidarity economy”. These include fair trade networks, women’s self-help groups,
community-based enterprises, social enterprises, NGOs engaged in income generation
and associations of informal economy workers.

Standing back from the rich body of work that UNRISD conducted on integrated
and sustainable development, one is struck by three distinctive contributions, which are
discussed below. These relate to analytical method or approach, the critique of public
policy and perspectives on strategy—that is, the roles of different actors and institutions in
crafting more sustainable development pathways.

Analysing Sustainable Development through a Social Lens

Political economy

The chapters in this volume reveal the importance of critical social science research and
political economy analysis for understanding development approaches and impacts. But
the strand of political economy applied extends the notion of “the political” well beyond
the state and public policy. Rather it encompasses the broader field of power relations
between multiple actors and organizations. From this perspective it becomes important to
analyse how development interventions and processes affect different social groups, how
people respond individually and collectively when affected, and how the configuration of
social forces shapes, and is shaped by, policy and development processes.

Much of UNRISD research adopted an actor-oriented approach that examined the
different values, perceptions, interests and responses of different social groups. This is
brought out clearly in chapter 15 by Piers Blaikie and Sally Jeanrenaud in their examination
of the relationship between biodiversity decline/conservation and human welfare. This
approach also fundamentally challenges some of the assumptions of positivist science
regarding objectivity and the usefulness of focusing on single variable or narrow
explanations to explain development outcomes. As Michel Pimbert and Jules Pretty note in
chapter 13, “[clonservation science is firmly set within the positivist paradigm, and it is
this that has determined the basic values and assumptions of conservation professionals.
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...This has produced a mode of working that has systematically missed the complexity of
ecological and social relationships at the local level”.

Critical social science research aims not only to interrogate conventional wisdom
and mainstream approaches but also to reveal gaps in knowledge and blind spots on the
policy radar. Political economy analysis provides a healthy antidote to tendencies within
policy-applied research to project win-win scenarios that downplay the distributional
consequences of policies, programmes and processes, and come up with policy
recommendations that ignore the political and structural underpinnings of inequitable
and unsustainable development. While policy makers may agree on what needs to be
done, interests, ideology, institutional path dependence and structural impediments get
in the way when it comes to designing and implementing policies that work for
sustainable development.

Structure and agency

Various chapters in this volume highlight the importance of structural conditions and
institutions—understood as “rules of the game”, both formal and informal, that shape
perceptions, behaviour and decision making in fairly predictable ways—for understanding
processes of change. Regulations, social relations, cultural norms, entrenched community
practices and structures of inequality impact people’s motivations and life chances as well
as the outcomes of policies, projects and technology. Andrew Pearse’s exposé in chapter 9
of the problematic social effects of the Green Revolution in the 1970s cautions against
the tendency to generalize about negative or positive impacts of standardized technology
packages. There are complex interactions between agrotechnological and social systems.
How and if the former work from the perspective of inclusive and sustainable
development depends very much on the institutional and social setting in which they are
embedded. In today’s context where the World Bank and others are once again
prioritizing a “new green revolution” via “sustainable agricultural intensification”, it is
instructive to revisit the effects of the first green revolution.

Authors in this volume who emphasize the importance of structural determinants
tend to steer clear of the crude dichotomy of the so-called “structure versus agency”
debate. Structure clearly matters for understanding policy impacts and possibilities, but
particular types of agency and constellations of social forces are also seen as key to
bringing about change conducive to inclusive and sustainable development. As Solon
Barraclough suggests in An End to Hunger, the oftcited essential missing ingredient in
purposeful change, namely political will, requires more than a slight motivational shift on
the part of policy makers or “more awareness”. The challenge is far more demanding:
“Political will is journalistic shorthand for the overcoming of conflicting interests,
ideological blinkers and structural constraints that usually make it impossible for
governments to do what is technically feasible and clearly necessary to solve a serious
problem.” The task of social scientists is “to explain why political will is lacking and what
might be done to produce it” (Barraclough 1991:169).

The role of agency is brought out clearly in the chapters dealing with participation
(chapter 3 by Michael Redclift, and chapter 13 by Michel Pimbert and Jules Pretty) and, more
specifically, the role of social movements activism. The analysis cautions, however, against
romanticized notions of social movements activism as a driver of people-centred
sustainable development. As Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha point out in their
analysis of environmental activism in India (chapter 11), the environment “movement”
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itself is quite heterogeneous with different world-views, policy preferences, tactics and
strategies.

Systemic and holistic analysis

Various chapters point to the importance of systemic and holistic analysis that connects
the dots between economic, social, environmental, institutional and political conditions
or variables. Such analysis facilitates not only the identification of tensions and
contradictions between different dimensions but also important complementarities and
synergies. In his analysis of the potential of information and communication technologies
to empower humankind and reintegrate social development and economic growth,
Manuel Castells argues that “[sJocial development today is determined by the ability to
establish a synergistic interaction between technological innovation and human values,
leading to a new set of organizations and institutions that create positive feedback loops
between productivity, flexibility, solidarity, safety, participation and accountability, in a
new model of development that could be socially and environmentally sustainable”.
Recognizing the importance of holistic analysis also means recognizing the
importance of intellectual pluralism, multidisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity, that is,
the need to draw on multiple bodies of knowledge—whether from different academic
disciplines or different social actors—to understand complex realities. Ha-Joon Chang’s use
of the term “institutionalist policy economy” in chapter 6, or Piers Blaikie and Sally
Jeanrenaud’s application of political ecology (chapter 15) connote the importance of
adopting a multidimensional analytical frame. Similarly, Michel Pimbert and Jules Pretty
show in chapter 13 that effective conservation policies and practices have to be informed
by learning from multiple disciplines and paradigms: “conservation science still operates
on a narrow intellectual base emphasizing categories, criteria, knowledge and procedures
that serve the interests of professional control over the management of protected areas”.

Appraising Public Policy and Exposing Contradictions

As might be gleaned from the above description of how UNRISD approached research
and analysis, the research findings often contradicted conventional policy wisdom and
suggested alternative approaches that did not always sit comfortably within bureaucratic
or technocratic logic and decision-making processes. They also revealed the seeming
intractability of what have been called “the wicked” problems of development due to
institutional and political resistance to needed policy reforms, as well as dominant world-
views and modes of technocratic policy making that impede effective policy design and
implementation.

Some of the concerns that emerged in the “unified approach” project in the 1970s,
summarized by Marshall Wolfe in chapter 2, could well apply to the Millennium
Declaration, the Rio+20 outcome document and other recent international policy
declarations. They include the tendency:

» of many governments to favour approaches based on integrating social and economic

policy and programmes as an easy alternative to having to think about far-reaching
structural changes within national societies; and

« for policy-applied research to shy away from both theoretical and historical analysis,
on the grounds that what is needed are concrete, practical and quick solutions to deal
with urgent problems; and
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* to proffer concrete and practical prescriptions that refrain from judging specific
national situations and policies—resulting in prescribed solutionsthat are vague and,
unsurprisingly, quickly forgotten.

A criticism of international policy making that stands out in UNRISD research
revolves around “the ‘high-level expert’ who pontificates on what must be done and
evades the questions who and how” (Wolfe 1996:167). The current debate about the post-
2015 development agenda and the need to focus on drivers of change rather than on
targets related to the state of well-being has again taken up this concern (UNEP 2013).
The prescriptions and recommendations contained in international flagship reports,
declarations and plans of action often pay little attention not only to “the who” and “the
how” but also to the tensions, dilemmas and trade-offs involved between different policies
and dimensions of development.

Policy making often involves designing fairly standardized prescriptions. But, as
Cynthia Hewitt de Alcdntara shows in chapter 4 when examining the interface between
policy prescriptions and “real” food markets, markets are culturally and politically specific
institutions that operate through the interaction of real social groups. Such institutions
and relations shape how markets operate and the effects that incentives and regulations
have in concrete settings. Standardized policy prescriptions are, therefore, likely to fail
given the very different institutional and political contexts with which they are liable to
interact. The importance of factoring in such aspects was revealed clearly by the failures of
structural adjustment programmes in the 1980s (see Volume I of UNRISD Classics). This
type of analysis also calls into question commonly held technocratic assumptions that
policy-applied research should focus on learning about good practices, in the belief that
they can then be replicated in what are often quite different institutional and social
settings.

Current approaches to sustainability would also do well to learn from such analysis.
This emerges in the UNRISD inquiry into the social dimensions of “green economy’—the
international development community’s latest approach to addressing the trade-offs and
contradictions between economic growth and environmental protection or climate
change. The UNRISD Research and Policy Brief presented in chapter 8 critiques the win-win
rhetoric surrounding green economy by identifying various social risks and problems that
mainstream green economy approaches are likely to generate when applied in concrete
social settings. This points to the need for policy makers to focus on both green and fair
economy. Key in this regard are various forms of social policy, discussed in Volume I of
UNRISD Classics, and participation, discussed below.

Policy incoherence

A recurring theme in this volume relates to the issue of policy incoherence in the
multiple senses of the term: different policies that lack coordination; policies that involve
excessive trade-offs and may pull in contradictory directions; and policy agendas that
ignore key structural issues. The upshot has often been a glaring gap between policy
discourse and developmental trends. UNRISD’s critique of the United Nations 1970
International Development Strategy (see chapter 1) highlights “the contradictions
between goals and trends and...the contradictory nature of policies”.

The contradictory social and environmental effects of policies associated with
economic liberalization are noted in several chapters. According to Barraclough, Ghimire
and Meliczek (chapter 5), “[t]he rigid insistence on certain kinds of monetary, fiscal, trade
and privatization policies by most rich states and the international financial
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institutions...has not been helpful for adoption of socially and ecologically friendly
development strategies”. Similarly, in relation to transnational corporations, examined by
Utting in chapter 16, policies promoting social and environmental responsibility are often
contradicted by others encouraging labour market “flexibilization” and investment and
relocation in areas or zones where regulation is weak.

Addressing inequality

Such biases and preferences have diverted the gaze from certain issues that are absolutely
essential for dealing with unsustainable and exclusionary patterns of development. This is
particularly apparent with regard to inequality. Until recently, not only the neoliberal but
also the poverty reduction agenda paid scant attention to issues of inequality. But
vulnerability and people’s ability to enhance livelihood security and exert claims depend
crucially on their position within social structures.

This is brought out clearly in Bina Agarwal’s analysis (chapter 12) of the
interrelationships between gender, poverty and environmental change in rural India. She
shows not only how the adverse class and gender effects of both environmental decline
and the privatization and increasing state control of common pool resources exacerbate
class-gender inequality, but also that these effects arise from pre-existing gender
inequalities related to the division of labour, intrahousehold distribution of subsistence
resources, access to productive resources, other assets and income-earning opportunities,
and participation in public decision-making forums. As Cynthia Hewitt de Alcdntara shows
in chapter 4, empirical analysis of real markets shows that producers are unlikely to
respond to reforms in ways predicted by theory if they are still locked into unequal
patterns of distribution of resources and power. And as indicated in chapter 8, the same
applies to contemporary policies that aim to promote green economy.

Whose agenda?

Part of the problem of ineffective policy design relates to the world-views, perceptions and
knowledge boundaries of policy makers themselves. Policies promoting agricultural
modernization or environmental protection centred, for example, on commercial farming
and protected areas—discussed in chapters 9 (Andrew Pearse) and 13 (Michel Pimbert and
Jules Pretty)—are often informed by particular bodies of knowledge that are inherently
myopic. Certain approaches to sustainable agricultural intensification currently in vogue
appear to be more inclusive, bringing into the equation, for example, not only the small
producer but also the environment. However, to do so effectively requires correcting
biases within agricultural and development agencies that lean excessively toward high
external-input agriculture, larger commercial producers and the liberalization of trade and
investment regimes.

An important challenge in this regard relates to understanding and appreciating
local knowledge and adaptive capacities. The recognition of the role of grassroots
adaptation and experimentation was the focus of a considerable body of UNRISD work
carried out in the late 1980s and early 1990s on “grassroots environmental action” (Ghai
and Vivian 1992), and “participatory conservation” (Utting 2000). Chapter 10 by Kojo
Amanor discusses these issues through a study of farmer’s responses to land degradation in
West Africa, in particular Ghana. He points to the need to shift from a focus on top-
down technological solutions, and commodity sector (export) orientation, to
decentralized policy space, economic diversification and learning from folk knowledge
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and adaptive traditions. The key role of local knowledge, grassroots environmental action
and social innovation at the level of communities is also emphasized in the analysis of
alternative pathways to green and fair economy discussed in chapter 8.

Crafting Alternative Pathways to Sustainable Development

A recurring concern throughout five decades of UNRISD research has been the need for
people-centred development strategies that are: (i) guided by values of human welfare and
social justice; (ii) shaped through “popular participation” that serves both to inform and
influence policy and to reconfigure power relations; and (iii) enabled through proactive
states and international policy and institutional reforms.

The role of the state and participatory governance

As Solon Barraclough and his co-authors suggest in their analysis of how to promote
ecologically and socially sustainable development in rural areas (chapter 5), “only the
nation state has the theoretical possibility to establish and enforce legal frameworks
regulating activities within its territory and to transfer resources from some social groups
to others”. Elsewhere, Barraclough (1991) outlined the diverse range of policy areas
(social, investment, employment, agricultural trade and pricing, environmental,
macroeconomic, etc.) where proactive and coherent intervention is necessary in order to
transform the behaviour of economic agents via regulation, incentives and dialogue. But,
as Barraclough et al. (chapter 5) point out, “the dominant thrust of the combination of a
nation state’s often contradictory policies should be directed at improving the
opportunities and livelihoods of poor majorities”. The chapter also emphasizes the fact
that in today’s globalized world, international reforms are as important as national
reforms.

Any strategy that relies on “bringing the state back in” cannot of course ignore the
question of “good governance” and underlying theories and assumptions within the field
of public sector reform about self-seeking bureaucrats and politicians. As Ha-Joon Chang
notes in chapter 6, such motivations may indeed exist, but institutions like the state are
not crudely shaped by individuals with predetermined motivations; rather “the
interrelationship between motivation, behaviour and institutions [is far more complex]
than what exists in neoliberal discourse”. Not only do diverse motivations exist, but
institutions themselves also shape motivation and perceptions.

Crafting popularly based development strategies depends on reconfiguring power
relations. “Participation”—understood as “organized efforts” and “gaining control”, as
defined above—is key in this regard. But, despite the global uptake within mainstream
development organizations of the rhetoric of participation, the meaning of the term is
often reduced to consultation with selected stakeholders in policy design, or giving
beneficiaries a say in project design and implementation. The gap between the reality and
rhetoric of participation that Matthias Stiefel and Marshall Wolfe exposed over 20 years
ago in A Voice for the Excluded (1994) may have diminished somewhat with the rise of civil
society organizations and networks demanding a voice at the policy table, and the
institutionalization of decentralization and mechanisms for dialogue, but the goal of
“gaining control” remains elusive.
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Reconfiguring power relations

Various chapters in this volume suggest that the direction of change in recent decades has
worked against rather than for progressivity, understood as policy and institutional
change that is conducive to distributive justice. Market-centred approaches to
development, including processes associated with privatization, the commodification of
the commons and various forms of deregulation have tended to skew the distribution of
benefits toward the haves and often exacerbated problems of exclusionary and
unsustainable development. Processes of globalization and economic liberalization have
shifted the balance of power away, for example, from organized labour toward
transnational corporations and finance capital, and away from “productive” and social
ministries to central banks and ministries of finance. We also see a shift from collective
action to what Manuel Castells refers to as “individualization”.

Another key dimension of strategies to reconfigure power relations and promote
institutional and policy reforms conducive to sustainable development and social justice
relates to coalitions and alliances involving not only like-minded change agents but also
unlikely bedfellows—not least organized business interests discussed below. In chapter 17,
Karina Constantino-David takes up the issue of relations between civil society and state
interests at the local level. In her analysis of strategies for urban sustainability in Manila,
she points to the need for greater space for local development via accountability
mechanisms and participatory processes that keep local authorities honest, informed and
energized, and government programmes that scaleeup pro-poor innovations and
enterprise. She puts considerable store in decentralization not simply as a process for
connecting policy design and implementation with local needs and knowledge, but also as
a mechanism for transferring decision making from (central-level) sites where it is easily
hijacked by bureaucracy and vested interests.

The considerable attention given to the notion of “partnership” within
international development discourse emphasizes the advantages—in terms of resource
mobilization, pooling competencies and social and organizational learning—when
different development actors collaborate and co-produce knowledge and policy. But
partnerships often ignore the need to reconfigure power relations. Disadvantaged groups
may gain “voice” via a seat at the table but they often do not become “players” in any
meaningful sense. Furthermore the contemporary emphasis on partnerships can divert
attention from the key role of contestation, resistance, bargaining and negotiation in
processes of change conducive to sustainable development and social justice.

Other forms of social interaction such as networking have become increasingly
important as drivers of social change in the era of globalization. In chapter 7, Manuel
Castells notes the considerable potential for reintegrating social development and
economic growth through the two interrelated phenomena of technological innovation
associated with the information revolution and organizational innovation associated with
networking. The challenge, he argues, is to ensure that a productivity-enhancing model
eclipses that of economic competitiveness through cost-cutting. Networking and ICTs
also provide civil society organizations and social movements with powerful tools to
organize and mobilize. Indeed, great store has been placed in national and transnational
activist networks empowered through ICTs acting as agents of change (Keck and Sikkink
1998). But, while new movements—such as Occupy and the Indignados—can quickly burst
onto the global scene, and some global networks—such as Via Campesina and those of
some informal economy workers—gain in influence, there is also the reality of a
fragmented global environmental or social justice movement (Utting et al. 2012; Bullard
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and Miller 2012). UNRISD research has also examined the significant gap between the
promise and practice of civil society networks, not least because of the disconnect that can
exist between the professionalized NGOs that often lead such networks and social
movements (Bendell and Ellersiek 2012).

The role of social movements is taken up by Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha
in their analysis of ecological conflicts and the environmental movement in India
(chapter 11). They note the key role of movements associated with natural resource
conflicts over forests, water, fishing and mining to frame public debates, raise awareness,
occasionally prompt policy reforms and facilitate redress. But they also note the tendency
for movements often to diverge rather than converge. This may be due to North-South
differences in orientation, between the “environmentalism of the rich” versus that of the
poor, or to very different strands of environmentalism at the national level.

Business interests

A particularly thorny issue relates to the role of business interests in processes of change
associated with sustainable development. Political economy analysis often sees elite
business interests as inherently resistant to processes of social change and policies that are
conducive to distributive justice and sustainability, not least due to the pressures to
externalize social and environmental costs in the interest of profit maximization. But
UNRISD research also identified the conditions under which business elites, for example,
could put aside narrow class or competitive interests and adopt social and environmental
innovations and enter into social pacts or broad-based coalitions. Analysis of the rise of
“corporate environmentalism” in the 1990s (Utting, chapter 16), heightened managerial
concern with environmental and social standards in global value chains has arisen partly
in response to structural changes affecting production and coordination systems, new
markets associated with ethical consumerism, as well as activism targeting the reputations
of corporations and global brands. But this analysis also reveals the considerable limits of
trends associated with corporate social responsibility via voluntary initiative. It suggests
the need to promote a corporate accountability agenda where there is more emphasis on
the role of state regulatory capacity, public policies, compliance with agreed standards and
redress for individuals and communities negatively impacted by business activities.
Manuel Castells also takes up the role of business interests in chapter 7 when
examining how the information technology revolution could reintegrate social
development and economic growth. He points to the potential coalition of enlightened
business interests and active citizenship: “it is in the interest of the most enlightened
business groups to support the high road of informational development, linking up
productivity, quality of life, and investment in technology and education throughout the
world. And if there is a strong pressure of public opinion in the world in favour of this
shared development strategy, with its potentially positive payoff in environmental
conservation, governments may join, ultimately, or else be ousted by their citizens”.

Ongoing Challenges

Undue privileges, extremes of wealth and social injustice persist or have become even
more pronounced during the decade. ...While various social services have continued
to widen their coverage, problems of distribution, content and costs remain
formidable. Channels for creative participation by the poor majority of the
population in decisions that affect their livelihood, their social ties and their cultures
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remain weak or altogether lacking. ...Even in the high-income industrialized countries
a pervasive sense of crisis in life-styles and uncertainty concerning the future is
evident. The plausibility of these societies as models for development or for welfare
state policies has dwindled, along with their capacity to respond coherently to the
kinds of demands made on them.

While the above description of the state of the world could easily have been written this
year, it was in fact written by UNRISD in 1979 toward the end of the Second United
Nations Development Decade. Re-reading certain UNRISD texts from the past, one may
be excused for wondering what if anything has really changed vis-a-vis the task of forging
development pathways conducive to inclusive and sustainable development.

United Nations summit processes—not least the 1992 Earth Summit and the 2000
Millennium Summit—have played a key role in mobilizing political will to address major
problems of environmental degradation and poverty reduction. But here too progress has
been weak on many fronts. A stocktaking carried out by UNEP in 2012 of progress
related to 90 goals specified in more than 500 environmental treaties, found significant
progress on only four (UNEP 2013:7). And, as the UN Secretary-General’s report A Life
of Dignity for All suggests, progress to date in achieving the MDGs has been extremely
patchy (United Nations 2013).

These observations point to the very real problem of institutional and political
resistance to change. But we also know from both the history of the welfare state and
some gains in such areas as women’s rights, poverty reduction in several countries,
sustainable forestry management, and the growth of cooperatives and fair trade that
progress associated with integrative and sustainable development can occur. The analysis
in this volume related to social, political and structural dimensions points to the key role
of proactive states, regulation, participation, collective action and broad-based coalitions
or alliances in promoting sustainable development.

In the time remaining for the United Nations to finalize the postMDG agenda, the
key questions are whether such drivers of change can coalesce and whether action
commensurate with the scale of the problem of unsustainable development will be taken.
Already during the build-up to the Rio+20 conference and in subsequent forums linked
to the post-2015 process (UN-NGLS 2013), various concerns have emerged about the
likely direction of policy change. These relate, in particular, to the types of social, political
and structural issues that have been the focus of UNRISD research. Will, for example,
market-centred approaches to “green economy’—like many conservation and “green
revolution” policies in the past—reinforce existing inequalities by benefiting primarily
corporations and local elites and excluding the poor? Will good intentions associated with
people-centred sustainable development goals be backed by interests, coalitions and forms
of participation that can ensure effective design and implementation? Will the growing
attention to inequality focus on select vulnerable groups only and ignore the
accumulation of wealth by “the 1 per cent”? And will issues associated with modern
consumer lifestyles and the effects of processes such as financialization, privatization and
economic liberalization remain blind spots on the agenda? It is imperative that future
research in this field continue to interrogate the social dimensions of sustainable
development, the politics of policy change and the structural conditions underpinning
social and environmental injustice. The task that UNRISD suggested for the United
Nations in 1979 seems as pertinent today as it did then: “to take an active role in studying
and pointing out the nature and importance of...contradictions, including those within
its own activities and those of its member governments” (UNRISD, chapter 1).
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Chapter 1

Social Development and the
International Development Strategy?

UNRISD

(1979)

“Development”—both as a process of economic growth and structural change stimulated
by an international programme of resource transfer and technical assistance and as an
inspirational ideal or myth for mobilizing people and resources—is approaching an
impasse visible since the 1960s.

Disillusionment with international development efforts has been increasing among
groups in the developed countries whose support is vital for funding international
programmes—both bilateral and multilateral—partly as a result of the obvious disparities
between the social goals that were proclaimed for international aid and the realities that
are daily becoming more apparent.

At the same time scepticism and cynicism in the developing countries are
reinforced by the contradictions between proclaimed goals and what are perceived as
being the real objectives of the aid givers. A parallel of disenchantment has become more
and more pervasive among development establishments of all types—both bureaucratic
and academic—as accumulating frustrations belie the optimistic idealism of the late 1950s
and early 1960s. There is a real possibility that the “development movement” will fade
into history, as have so many other partially altruistic crusades of the past.

A critical analysis of the role of social development during the 1970 International
Development Strategy must examine first the international consensus on development
objectives, the contrasts between these objectives and actual trends, the reasons that are
frequently given to explain divergence between goals and trends, and questions of social
policy in an international development strategy. In addition, this chapter suggests some
considerations for a more effective international strategy.

1 Originally published as Social Development and the International Development Strategy (UNRISD, 1979).
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The International Consensus on Development Objectives

The broad international consensus on development goals is implicitly expressed in the
Charter of the United Nations (United Nations 1945), the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (United Nations 1948), the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights (United Nations 1966), and the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (United Nations 1966). More specific aspects of this consensus have been
elaborated in various United Nations declarations, resolutions and reports. These
formulations, however, should be sharpened considerably for guiding an international
strategy.

According to the 1970 International Development Strategy for the Second United
Nations Development Decade:

The ultimate objective of development must be to bring about sustained
improvement in the well-being of the individual and bestow benefits on all. If undue
privileges, extremes of wealth and social injustices persist, then development fails in
its essential purpose. (United Nations 1970:para.7)

(1]t is essential to bring about a more equitable distribution of income and wealth for
promoting both social justice and efficiency of production, to raise substantially the
level of employment, to achieve a greater degree of income security, to expand and
improve facilities for education, health, nutrition, housing and social welfare, and to
safeguard the environment. Thus, qualitative and structural changes in the society
must go hand in hand with rapid economic growth, and existing disparities—regional,
sectoral and social-should be substantially reduced. These objectives are both
determining factors and end-results of development; they should therefore be viewed
as integrated parts of the same dynamic process and would require a unified
approach. (United Nations 1970:para.18)

This formulation, taken by itself, suggested a major advance in the international
consensus on development. However, as was noted at the time, other parts of the strategy,
devoted to economic growth targets, norms for international trade and financial resource
transfers, and social sectoral objectives formulated in rather vague terms of
“improvement”, reflected hardly at all the new emphasis on structural changes and a
unified approach.

Contrasts between Objectives and Trends

As the 1970s near their end, there is no evidence that the real trends of economic growth
and social change have corresponded any better than previously to the ultimate objective
set forth above. Moreover, the spelling out of this objective in the strategy seems to have
had no significant impact on actual policies.

“Undue privileges, extremes of wealth and social injustices persist” (United Nations
1970:para.7) or have become even more pronounced during the decade. The number of
people living in extreme poverty and insecurity continues to increase. While various social
services have continued to widen their coverage, problems of distribution, content and
costs remain formidable. Channels for creative participation by the poor majority of the
population in decisions that affect their livelihood, their social ties and their cultures
remain weak or altogether lacking, and situations of repression of popular demands in
the name of “sound development” policy alternate with violent rejections by the masses
of such “development”.
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Neither the concepts nor the data on social development issues such as income
distribution, employment and access to services in developing countries are adequate for
providing precise quantitative dimensions to these assertions about the persistence of
social injustice, but the evidence appears overwhelming. Perhaps these trends are most
strikingly illustrated and extensively documented in relation to the disintegration of self-
provisioning farming systems with the expansion of commercial agriculture and the
attendant marginalization, proletarianization and generally unfavourable incorporation of
the peasantry into industrializing and increasingly market-oriented societies. These
processes are affecting—mostly negatively—nearly one half of this planet’s inhabitants.

For example, UNRISD’s Green Revolution studies showed that two of the leading
features in the crises of livelihood in most of the developing world are (i) the emergence
of more capital-intensive, higher technology farming and (ii) the accelerating dissolution
of self-provisioning agriculture, both as a major element in peasant farming and as a
subsistence base for poorer rural strata.

The commercialization of production and exchange relations, the growing
competition for good quality lands by entrepreneurial farms, and the increasing numbers
of landless labourers and of families trying to extract a living from diminishing areas of
poor quality lands all contribute to this process of decay. The food systems that have
maintained humankind throughout most of its history are disintegrating before other
forms of economic activity are able to offer alternative means of livelihood to the
displaced peasantry.

The full significance of this transformation is not entirely comprehended, but it
seems to imply deterioration in the nourishment of the already poor obliged to purchase
food in unfavourable conditions from the market, massive migration to urban centres,
growing unemployment and underemployment and a much higher level of conflict,
disorder and repression.

The evidence from these UNRISD studies—and many others—indicates that social
development as defined by the international consensus mentioned above and rapid
economic growth, as conventionally measured, do not necessarily go together, at least for
periods of several decades. There can be considerable social development during periods
of relatively rapid growth as well as during periods of slow growth, while there can be a
deterioration of social conditions in countries where GNP is growing rapidly as well as in
those where it is stagnant. The problem is not so much one of productive capacity and its
rate of growth as of the character and composition of production and its distribution.

Even in the high-income industrialized countries a pervasive sense of crisis in
lifestyles and uncertainty concerning the future is evident. The plausibility of these
societies as models for development or for welfare state policies has dwindled, along with
their capacity to respond coherently to the kinds of demands made on them by the
strategy. During the 1970s, radical challenges to the conventional wisdom on
development and proposals for “another development” starting from a transformation of
values and social relationships have flourished. However, very few national societies have
even begun to act on such proposals, whose political and economic viability remains to be
demonstrated.

Under these conditions, it would seem that a serious consideration of the reasons
for the conflict between the social development objectives of the previous strategy and the
real processes of social change and policy formulation should precede the inclusion of
social development targets, or reaffirmations of the need for a unified approach to
development, in an international strategy for the 1980s. It is even more important to
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consider the difficulties encountered by governments that have tried, within the
constraints of the present world order, to combine rapid economic growth with the
achievement of social objectives corresponding to those of the strategy, whether or not
inspired by it.

Unless these reasons can be stated in terms leading to valid guidelines for the
future, the formulation of social objectives for an international development strategy risks
becoming an empty ritual, interesting no one except the functionaries who take part in
the debates and the drafting of documents.

Reasons for Divergence between Trends and Objectives

The reasons that can be offered for the gap between international social objectives and
real trends are varied and at several different levels; they bear on the international order
itself, on national societies, on policy making and planning mechanisms and
methodologies, and on administrative systems. One can take as a working hypothesis that
certain reasons of fundamental and nearly universal relevance can be found for trends
that are so generalized, but that the upshot in each national society has derived from a
different combination of factors, some of them specific to the society. A brief chapter
such as the present one cannot do more than list and comment on certain explanations
that must be taken into account in the effort to clear the way to a more effective
international development strategy.

* Economic growth in the Third World, and the international financial transfers
expected to stimulate such growth, have been insufficient to permit significant
allocations to social programmes or other measures to reduce the dimensions of
poverty. These limiting factors, aggravated by rapid demographic growth, are obviously
important for many countries, but their adequacy as a general explanation must be
discounted by the evidence that inequalities in incomes, consumption, opportunities
for livelihood and access to services are particularly pronounced in many countries
that have achieved relatively high rates of economic growth during the 1970s. The
groups that were worst off at the beginning of the period have gained little or nothing
even in absolute terms.

» The dependent internationalization of national economies, largely through the
penetration of transnational enterprises, has been accompanied by continual shocks
and changing pressures (violent international commodity price fluctuations, balance-
of-payments crises, accelerated inflation, rising debt burdens, defensive struggles by
endangered classes and interest groups) that have forced governments to concentrate
on “crisis management”. Their capacity to apply socially oriented policies—or indeed
any kind of long-term policies in pursuit of a coherent image of the national future—
has been eroded. This is certainly the case of a good many governments that have
embarked on innovative social programmes and then had to abandon them or reduce
them to a token scale.

» Those forces in the central capitalist countries (industrialists, agribusinesses, dealers in
raw materials, financial institutions, sources of technological innovation, military
establishments) that have dominated the international economic order have not
changed. Although their interests and tactics may have changed with the
“transnationalization” of industrial production and other recent trends, they usually
retain sufficient power, in alliance with dominant groups in many Third World
countries, to prevent major changes in national styles of development or to penalize
and distort attempts at such changes.

» Dependent modernization in the national societies of the Third World has meant
implantation of the “consumer society” for affluent minorities and the entrenchment
of structures of production serving such minorities—requiring highly uneven income
distribution, along with deprivation and repression for a large part of the rest of the
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population. These patterns and the expectations they have aroused among the sectors
able to make themselves heard inhibit domestic capital accumulation and strengthen
the position of transnational enterprises, which are the main suppliers of sophisticated
consumer goods.

The unsatisfied needs of the masses of the population are so great and so
incompatible with present structures of production and distribution that any
governmental initiatives attempting to mobilize popular participation in decisions on
livelihood are likely to disrupt the structures and to encourage the expression of
demands from the one side that cannot be satisfied in the short run. They are also
likely to arouse politically unmanageable resistance from the groups—external and
internal—that would have to meet part of the costs. As long as highly visible affluence
in part of a national population contrasts flagrantly with extreme poverty and
insecurity, exhortations to the poorer classes to limit their (generally modest)
consumption aspirations in the name of development priorities and try to meet their
minimum needs through aided self-help are bound to be ineffective.

The continued dedication of a major portion of the world’s productive resources—and
a much greater part of most governments’ revenues—to military and police
establishments and to sophisticated armaments cannot but detract from the
possibilities of achieving social development goals. Military-industrial complexes have
grown even larger in most developed countries and have appeared in many developing
ones. The productive capacities devoted to armaments could be redirected toward
development objectives only at high cost and over a prolonged period. Moreover,
these military-industrial complexes have become social forces in their own right, often
crucially influencing government policies toward objectives of their own that diverge
sharply from those of the international consensus on development goals.

In demands for a New International Economic Order, the strongest voices are those
of nationally dominant groups determined to obtain for their countries enhanced
autonomy and fairer terms of trade and financing within an international order
otherwise similar to the present. These groups continue to attach overriding
importance to rapid economic growth. They are not convinced by arguments to the
effect that improvement of productivity requires higher levels of popular consumption
and more active participation by the masses, and are reluctant to confront politically
difficult problems of the composition of economic growth, distribution of its fruits,
and its environmental consequences.

Demands for higher priority to be given to the human objectives of development and
the satisfaction of basic needs have become identified, in the minds of a good many
Third World policy makers, with diversionary tactics of the central capitalist countries.
These rich industrialized nations have been unable or unwilling to meet the trade and
financing demands of Third World countries, or to bring under control the inflation,
economic stagnation and armaments competition that strike increasingly at their
economic and political stability. This identification, whether justified or not,
diminishes the moral authority of the social objectives.

The expansion of social services and programmes in the Third World—one of the
more positive features of the past two decades—has remained excessively dependent on
norms and techniques from the high-income industrialized countries. This has raised
their costs to levels precluding universalization, facilitated their monopolization by
urban minorities and contributed to the “brain drain” among expensively trained
professionals. International technical, financial and material (mainly food) aid
earmarked for social programmes has proved a mixed blessing—to some extent helping
national authorities evade questions of production and distribution for the
satisfaction of basic needs.

The range of technological alternatives accessible to Third World societies,
conditioned by transnationalization and related processes, has continued to clash with
the needs for expansion of employment, local initiative and production to meet basic
needs. The international agencies, through the kinds of project they advise and
finance, have supported this kind of technological dependency in spite of declarations
calling for different lines of innovation.

The governments that have tried to apply a socially oriented “unified approach” have
encountered great difficulties—in addition to those mentioned above—deriving from
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the lack of realistic tactical guidelines for the reconciliation of multiple objectives,
inadequate information, inefficient administrative structures, inadequate financial
resources and precarious political backing. Development planning methodologies up
to the present have not taken this into account and neither have international “plans
of action” that, in their combination, urge governments to advance rapidly on all
fronts at once in an integrated manner.

Apparently only a few of the factors behind these varied explanations for the
divergence between trends and objectives could be directly modified by the New
International Economic Order and other policies that usually receive priority in
discussions of the third United Nations Development Strategy. The accelerating historical
process incorporating an ever-increasing proportion of the world’s population into
societies organized around the imperatives of high-technology industrial and post-
industrial economic systems can probably be influenced only marginally by planned
international action. The terms of incorporation into the industrial world of different
countries and social groups, however, vary greatly from time to time and from place to
place. They depend chiefly upon the interactions of numerous contradictory social
forces—special interest groups and broader supporting class interests—locally, nationally
and internationally. As a result, development policies also tend to be varied and
contradictory. The state is not a consistently rational, unified and benevolent entity,
capable of choosing and entitled to choose a style of development, so powerful but so
unimaginative that it seeks generalized advice and then acts on it. An international
strategy has little chance of influencing events within real national societies as long as it
relies on such a fallacious image of the nation state. The United Nations International
Development Strategy should be designed to take the realities of contending social forces
fully into account. It might then be able to influence some of these social forces that
determine the real strategies of national societies as well as governments—and, hence, the
terms of incorporation of weaker nations and social groups—in the directions indicated by
the international consensus on development objectives.

Social Policy Questions in an International Development Strategy

One might conclude from the above considerations that the inclusion of social
development objectives in a new International Development Strategy that would have to
be applied at the national level is not very pertinent to what would actually happen at this
level. The compartmentalization of activities by the United Nations and national
governments along sectoral lines has led to a similar compartmentalization of
development issues and targets in the strategy, but an exercise focusing on sectoral social
targets is open to several specific objections:
» Targets such as those presented under the heading of “human development” in the

1970 strategy (United Nations 1970) are too general and conditional to amount to

more than a checklist of good intentions. It is hard to imagine any government using

them as criteria for policy formation. (“Developing countries will make vigorous

efforts to improve...will adopt suitable national policies...will take steps to

provide...will adopt measures which they deem necessary in accordance with their
concept of development”, etc.) (United Nations 1970:paras. 66, 70, 71, 65)

» On the other hand, well-known differences in national capabilities, priority needs,
social organization and government strategies preclude the formulation of more
precise quantitative targets. Global targets would be meaningless and targets tailored
to national situations would be unacceptable.
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 The reliability and international comparability of statistical information on social
questions—consisting mainly of national aggregates concealing wide internal
disparities—remain too weak to support judgements on the attainability of quantitative
targets in most policy areas, or on real progress toward meeting them, even if they
should become otherwise acceptable.

A few social questions are inescapably international and deserve a struggle for
precise commitments within the bargaining between representatives of rich and poor
countries from which the new strategy will emerge. The questions of international
migration and of the protection of world food supplies from domination by purely
commercial or political considerations, in particular, require commitments. The right for
all persons to have a place to live and seek their livelihood under conditions of equality
with their fellows and the right to receive sufficient food to allay hunger and ensure
health are surely among the most fundamental goals of development. There is abundant
evidence that actions confined by national frontiers cannot at present fully honour these
rights.

The debate over the strategy, however, will no doubt continue to centre on the
negotiation of commitments concerning international trade and the transfer of financial
resources to support national objectives of industrialization, rural development and
exploitation of natural resources. These negotiations will probably be overshadowed by
frustration at the failure of most of the rich countries to honour the commitments
contained in the 1970 strategy and later declarations on a New International Economic
Order, and by forebodings that their present economic predicaments and vacillations may
make them not only less responsive to such obligations in the future but also a source of
destabilization for the rest of the world. The governments of the poor countries are now
in a better position to preach to the rich on the errors of their economic ways than vice
versa, but this will not help them very much.

The signs of crisis in the international and national orders can elicit two
diametrically opposed reactions in the debate. First, the participants can deliberately
narrow their focus, reverting to the earlier conception of development as practically
equivalent to capital accumulation leading to accelerated economic growth. The present
crises can then be attributed to deviations from sound economic policy and illusions
concerning the capacity of government interventions to promote social justice and
human welfare; the “unified approach” then becomes a dangerously misleading ideal,
tempting the international order and national governments into promising more than
they can perform.

Second, the participants can move toward a fundamental rethinking of the
meaning of development, strategies for development, and the roles of the actors in such
strategies, aimed at overcoming the schizophrenic divorce between endorsement of
“ultimate objectives” and “unified approaches” on the one hand, and furtherance of
processes that are antithetical to human welfare and equality on the other. During the
1970s a number of initiatives for the study of development alternatives—under the
auspices of the Dag Hammarskjold Foundation, Bariloche Foundation and other
institutions—laid the groundwork for such a rethinking.

It would be unrealistic to expect a strategy representing a world consensus of
governments to incorporate systematically their diagnoses and prescriptions, but they will
undoubtedly exert an influence that was lacking in 1970. In fact, certain propositions
deriving from studies of development alternatives can have a legitimate place in an
international strategy prepared within the constraints discussed above.
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« Achievement of the “ultimate objectives” of development requires enhancement of
decision-making capacity at the national level, which cannot be confined to decision
making by the state. Organized and informed popular participation is essential, and
such participation will entail tension with centralized technocratically oriented social
as well as economic strategies. The proposition that the people must become subjects
rather than objects of development is not new but its implications can no longer be

evaded.

A truly international strategy must confront the ecological and international equity
case for modifying patterns and levels of consumption in the high-income
industrialized countries. Unless this happens, market forces and the demonstration
effect will continue to exert nefarious influences on the development of poor
countries. The questioning of consumerist lifestyles by public opinion in these
countries makes such a confrontation more practicable now than only a few years ago.
The main legitimate objective of production is to meet the needs of all the population
now and in the future. This means that international trade should be treated as an
instrument rather than as the main element in the formulation of an international
development strategy.

+ The dethroning of imported and imitative “consumer societies” for affluent minorities
in the developing countries will also be a key component in any development strategy
deserving the allegiance of the masses and capable of securing sufficient domestic
capital accumulation. There is no way of achieving development goals within the
constraints of present-day technological knowledge, natural resource availabilities and
organizational capabilities while at the same time meeting sophisticated consumerist
demands of the rich countries and higher income groups in the poor countries as well
as encouraging spread to wider strata. As one member of the Committee for
Development Planning has argued, the starting point toward self-sustaining national
development may be to “remove all signs of affluence”—thus freeing the national
society, including the poor, from an influence that poses antidevelopmental goals and
attitudes. Moreover, while consumption and production structures are codetermined,
the former can be changed more quickly than the latter. To attempt to reach
development goals on a global scale by merely augmenting production without
changing consumption and production structures in both rich and poor countries is
foredoomed to be an exercise in futility. Achievement of such changes would require
massive educational efforts at all levels in coordination with effective supportive
national and international policies.

Considerations for a More Effective International Strategy

The past two strategies seem to have been designed primarily to commit governments to
certain lines of action and to the achievement of certain targets—and only secondarily as a
strategy for the United Nations Secretariat and specialized agencies. Should not the
strategy of the United Nations during the coming decade also include planning the
actions of the United Nations family itself?

The international consensus on development objectives reflects in part
humankind’s ideals and accumulated wisdom concerning the nature of society and the
nature of human existence. It also reflects the judgement of practical politicians of what
many of their constituents—who may not have much influence today but might have
tomorrow—really want. The United Nations is not a supranational power but depends on
its member governments. If it is to fulfil its role as a truly dynamic institution for
promoting “development”; it must balance its responsiveness to those social forces that
are not particularly interrelated in social development but are dominant in many nations
with its creditability among the poorer classes, who may become dominant social forces in
these countries in the future.

If these arguments are valid, then there are several things the United Nations and
its specialized agencies should be emphasizing during the coming years to which they have
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not been giving sufficient priority or systematic attention in the past. A few of the most
important of these are noted below.

« As the “ultimate objectives” of development, defined by the international consensus,
are “to bestow benefits on all”, the United Nations development activities should be
focused on the ways and means of bringing such benefits to those who do not now
enjoy them. Its possibilities to guide investments, services, research, technological
transfers, technical assistance and the like, and to influence national policies, should
be exercised with the promotion of those structural changes required for improvement
of the livelihood of the poor as the guiding principle and criterion. Of course, what
the United Nations can do practically in this direction will vary immensely from place
to place and from time to time. But every effort should be made to expand productive
capacity broadly defined in such a way that production and consumption structures
are transformed toward meeting basic aspirations of the masses for a better life. Such
an approach would be consistent with promoting rapid economic growth, greater
social justice and the reduction of international and intranational inequalities. In
practical terms, this criterion could be used to determine United Nations priorities in
selecting, designing, financing and assisting in the implementation of “development”
projects and programmes.

» As has been shown earlier, the will and capacity of governments to adopt policies
conducive to the achievement of international development objectives depend in large
measure upon the degree to which those groups that would benefit from them
participate actively and effectively in policy decisions and their implementation at all
levels—local, national, regional and international. Moreover, the widely accepted
objectives of self-reliance and collective self-reliance require popular participation by
definition. Popular participation, like meeting basic needs, is both a goal and a means
of development. This is a fundamental sociopolitical issue, as it implies a
redistribution of wealth and power among and within nations and social classes. The
United Nations should do everything possible within its limitations to encourage
participatory structures, processes, organization and research. Again, what can actually
be done varies greatly from one situation to another. But something can be done
everywhere the United Nations is present.

 This chapter has referred to the contradictions between goals and trends and to the
contradictory nature of policies and of the social forces determining them. The
United Nations could take an active role in studying and pointing out the nature and
importance of these contradictions, including those within its own activities and those
of its member governments. This implies critical evaluation by the United Nations—
with full participation of those social groups that are ostensibly its intended
beneficiaries—of the development projects and programmes in which it is directly or
indirectly involved. Such evaluations should use as their principal criteria the
international consensus on development objectives and, especially, the improvement
of livelihood and of the terms of participation by the poor and powerless. A study of
history is not conducive to optimism about the willingness or ability of any
organization to unmask its own contradictions. But the stakes are too high not to
make the attempt.

» The international consensus recognizes the need for a unified approach. Such an
approach presupposes the critical analysis of each social system’s real possibilities to
move toward alternative development policies and styles more consistent with the
objectives of the international consensus. A unified approach must take into account
resource, environmental, geographical, historical, demographic, cultural, social,
economic, technological, political and institutional factors. It must pay particular
attention to the interplay of actual and potential social forces, both internal and
external, acting upon each social system. Better information must be generated about
change processes, the distribution of power, income and wealth and the possibilities
for desirable alternative development styles and programmes. It implies a systems
approach in the broadest sense in which the world social system and countless
subsystems at different levels are all interacting to determine development in each
situation.

Obviously, such an approach requires the United Nations and its agencies to
combine their preoccupations with crisis management to a greater degree than at present
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within longer term research, critical evaluation and analysis, educational efforts and
strategic planning. This will be difficult in view of the many contradictory forces acting
upon and within national governments and the United Nations system. An approach
such as the one discussed above appears necessary; however, a United Nations strategy for
the 1980s that does not explicitly recognize the social contradictions of the real world,
and is merely a repetition and refinement of the previous two international strategies,
offers little possibility for contributing significantly to the achievement of international
social development objectives.

26



Chapter 2

Why “Elusive” Development??

Marshall Wolfe?
(1996)

A Sceptic’s Apology

Certain institutional imperatives and a personal reaction to those imperatives have
shaped Elusive Development (Wolfe 1996). The institutional imperatives derived from the
efforts of United Nations organs in their early years to secure, for the “social”, equal
status with the “economic” in development policy; then to prescribe a “unified approach
to development analysis and planning” or to point the way to alternative “styles of
development” responding better to human needs than the processes heretofore passing
for development. Through continual changes in terminology and emphasis, these efforts
have assumed prior consensus on certain values of human welfare and social justice, on
“development” as an identifiable phenomenon essential to the realization of these values,
and on the rationality and benevolence of certain entities—international organizations,
international governments, voluntary associations, public opinion—jointly striving for
development so conceived and capable of acting on developmental prescriptions.

[ participated in these efforts during more than 30 years within the United Nations
Secretariat, mainly through studies designed to answer some variant of the questions: Are
national societies approximating more closely to the professed values of human welfare
and social justice? What can the above entities prescribe or do to bring real trends into
closer correspondence with these values! In my struggles with these questions I assumed
that to make any contribution toward an honest answer was a worthwhile task. This
conviction, however, has been only precariously reconcilable with the ritualism and
evasiveness visible in the ways international discourse has commonly posed and answered
the questions. The institutional imperatives to identify “progress” that took at face value

1 Originally published as the introductory chapter to Elusive Development by Marshall Wolfe (third edition, UNRISD and Zed
Books, 1996). UNRISD is grateful for Zed Books for permission to reproduce this work here.

2 Marshall Wolfe worked on a joint venture with UNRISD, the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA)
and UN Social Development Division in the 1970s on a unified approach to development analysis and planning.
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the “national achievements” reported by governments, and the normative declarations
approved by those governments, clashed with observable reality. In this reality,
“development” emerged from complex and confused struggles at the international,
national and local levels; the strivings of the different centres of power and social forces
had consequences that differed from what any of them had wanted or expected; and the
capacity of institutions and individuals making up the state to exercise foresight or guide
national change processes in any coherent direction was problematic.

The studies were addressed mainly to governmental participants in United Nations
meetings, as well as to planners, social programme administrators and other presumed
makers and executors of development policy rather than to social scientists or the general
public. In the minds of this intended audience, questions of values and broad objectives
had already been resolved, through their formulation in the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and numerous resolutions endorsed by the representatives of practically
all states.

The same audience was unreceptive to explorations of questions of theory. It
supposed that such questions had already been answered satisfactorily, or that the
answers could wait, or that raising the questions would endanger the international
consensus on the meaning of development. In formal terms, through instructions to the
Secretariat, it requested factual information and practical prescriptions, although it
made little use of either.

The fate of international studies responding to these requests demonstrated the
superficiality of concern with the “practical”. An intergovernmental body might direct the
Secretariat to prepare a report for its next meeting on how to satisfy all human needs.
Half a dozen functionaries would strain to do so. The result, which might be expected to
have a reception equivalent to that of the great documentary landmarks of human
history, would be tepidly approved or criticized and would disappear without trace into
government archives and the storerooms of the issuing organization, rarely remembered
even by other functionaries preparing subsequent “practical” reports. It might receive a
brief mention in the more conscientious newspapers when it appeared, but scholarly
journals would not trouble to review it.

In the writings in which I was able to express a personal reaction to the institutional
imperatives, I evaded literal responses and instead tried to distinguish, in terms
meaningful to the intended audience, the full range of problems that must be faced when
proposing relevant prescriptions. Thus, I reformulated the questions posed above in the
following terms. If one really wants development responding to the values of human
welfare and social justice, and if national societies and the international order present
quite different patterns and trends, what can be done and by whom? To whom does one
address advice! Who is entitled to give advice?

Confrontation with such questions might well be unsettling to the more literal-
minded believers in the developmental articles of faith and also to the wider circles that
depend for status and livelihood on the perpetuation of the bureaucratic structures and
ritualized meetings based on these articles. For nearly half a century the promotion of
development has been an industry in which supply has created its own continually
diversifying demand for “experts”, in which conferences beget conferences and
declarations beget declarations, in which major “problem areas” incorporating different
conceptions of developmental priorities continually hive off organizationally, receive
symbolic recognition in “years” or “decades”, inflate themselves to cover all aspects of
“development” and spawn infinitely ramifying coordinating mechanisms.

28



WHY “ELUSIVE” DEVELOPMENT?
MARSHALL WOLFE (1996)

The same questions might well seem naive, lacking in theoretical grounding and
misleading as guides to action to social scientists and ideologists who have never taken
seriously the suppositions of potential international harmony and compatible social class
interests in development. From their point of view, why should anyone, for reasons other
than mystification, expect existing states—instruments of dominant social classes or
transnational power centres—to introduce styles of development oriented to human
welfare and social justice? Can a valid response be anything other than the identification
of social forces capable of transforming the society and the state? Does not the
intergovernmental and governmental machinery of development studies, meetings and
socially oriented declarations deserve Tolstoy’s taunt that the ruling classes would do
anything for the people except get off their backs?

By the 1970s, the eclecticism of international discourse, the heterogeneity of the
regimes participating in it, the pervasive dissatisfaction with what had been done in the
name of development, and the quest for policy innovations had increasingly blurred the
dividing line between developmentalist and revolutionary ideologies, and brought about
an ambivalent receptivity to radical questioning of the articles of faith. The realities of the
world, too harsh to be camouflaged by discreet reports, continually pressed the
international organizations in this direction, while institutional continuity, vested
interests in ongoing programmes and governmental admonitions to be “practical”
continually forced them to try to pour the new wine into their old bottles, to assume that
all states meant well and that practically all ideological positions were ultimately
reconcilable. Thus, forms of social action that had emerged painfully from revolutionary
struggles in specific national societies were discussed as if they were promising
prescriptions that might be adopted at the will of any regime along with a selection from
the more conventional tools of social action. One outcome was the proliferation of what I
then labelled “utopias devised by committees”.

The explorer of development might find himself in an uneasily eclectic position for
reasons other than this institutional bias. The state, in its real manifestations in the
world, was obviously far from being the rational, benevolent, autonomous entity that
international deliberations and development programmes, particularly in their earlier
stages, seemed to assume. “Development”, under whatever interpretation, was not
necessarily a central preoccupation of the forces controlling states or contending for
power. At the same time, in a good many national societies, the state was asserting a
degree of autonomy and an apparent capacity to determine the direction of social and
economic change that could not have been predicted from the previous balance of social
forces or the country’s place in the international order. This tendency became more
pronounced as the international order itself fell into crisis after crisis and the previous
ties of dominance and dependence were strained or broken.

For better or worse, developmental voluntarism came to the fore in widely differing
national societies and under widely differing leaderships. Various “agents of
development” asserted their right and duty to set their societies on new paths. The
outcome of their choices, whatever the intentions behind them, seemed ambiguous at
best. Technobureaucratic regimes put off social justice objectives to a remote future or
simply compelled the population to swallow the agents’ assertion that they were being
realized. Voluntarist miscalculations under populist and socialist regimes led to the
further impoverishment and oppression of the masses that were supposed to benefit.

However, it seemed premature to conclude that the structural situations in which
agents trying to manipulate the state found themselves ensured that whatever choices they
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made would turn out badly. Could the state achieve a measure of autonomy and use it to
do more good than harm? Under what circumstances! Could international interpretative
and normative activities, linked to the formation of a confraternity of would-be agents of
alternative styles of development, increase the likelihood of positive outcomes! Could the
more cautious prescriptions for state action to satisfy basic needs and eliminate extreme
poverty do more than foster conformity with systems of exploitation that must eventually
perish! Did the more radical and egalitarian proposals—demanding, for example,
delinking from the global economic system and extirpation from poor countries of
transnationalized consumer societies for affluent minorities—risk giving fuel to “terrible
simplifiers” who might replace a bad social order with a worse! I was unable to answer
such questions to my own satisfaction.

The alternative political approaches that subordinated action by the state to
transformation of the structures of power controlling the state and of the consciousness
of the people exploited or excluded by current styles of development were more attractive
but no more verifiable as means to “authentic development”. Efforts over the past century
to identify social classes capable of transforming their societies and to devise strategies for
them had had no incontrovertible successes. It did not seem legitimate to contrast the
real shortcomings and hypocrisies of existing states with millennial post-revolutionary
expectations. Moreover, the proponents of these approaches commonly went to the other
extreme from the developmental prescription-mongers in disregarding the practical
questions of how styles of development corresponding to their values might be
constructed once power had come into the hands of social forces really wanting such
development. Class struggles were real enough, and the possibility that in certain
conjunctures the classes whose interests conflicted with the existing order would assume
the roles expected of them could not be discounted. The weight of evidence suggested,
however, that the capacity of these classes to act coherently would continue to be weaker
and their dependence on the state greater than the ideologists aspiring to mobilize them
would admit.

The major influences on the content of Elusive Development have been my
experiences since the early 1960s in the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin
America (ECLA—usually referred to by its Spanish acronym, CEPAL); my participation
during the early 1970s in a research programme centred in the United Nations Research
Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) and aimed at a “unified approach to
development analysis and planning”; and my intermittent involvement between 1979 and
1993 in an UNRISD research programme on “popular participation in development”.

The first experience exposed me to a clear-cut advocacy position on development
evolved by CEPAL since the late 1940s. This position emphasized the planning of state
action within a capitalist framework to accelerate economic growth and influence the
distribution of its fruits. The thinking behind it was primarily economic, preoccupied by
capital accumulation and industrialization, but increasingly incorporated social concerns
on its own terms, both as means to the end of higher productivity and as human welfare
justifications of the striving for development. Within this setting, economists challenged
sociologists and specialists in sectoral social programmes to identify and prescribe for
“social obstacles” to development.

The experience also exposed me to the radical questioning of “developmentalism”,
inspired by Marxist as well as religious ideologies, characteristic of the non-official
intellectual climate of Latin America and increasingly represented within CEPAL during

the 1960s.
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[t exposed me, lastly, to the real processes of economic, social and political change
in Latin America that in the main confounded the expectations of developmentalists as
well as revolutionaries, confronting both with the apparent consolidation in most of the
region of a “peripheral capitalism” dominated by transnational enterprises and global
finance capital, imitative, repressive, wasteful of human as well as natural resources,
juxtaposing ostentatious consumerism and mass poverty.’

The second experience gave me a different vantage point for observation of the
variants of pragmatism, determinism and utopianism that emerge when a
multidisciplinary and multinational team tackles the what, why and how of development.
Chapter 2 of Elusive Development describes this experience in some detail, with its
genealogy in previous United Nations efforts to prescribe for development, and the
different “approaches to a unified approach” that sought common ground during the
course of the quest.

Chapters 3 and 4 attempt to set out, in an objective and classificatory way, the
heterogeneous social and political structures and the links between national centre (or
state) and social unit (or local group) that enter into policy making and policy frustration.
These chapters are intended to demonstrate to seekers for technocratic or normative-
utopian development prescriptions the intractability of certain features of the real world
that they might otherwise disregard. These chapters are obviously vulnerable to criticism
in their pretension to cover a very wide range of national and local phenomena, without
sufficient digestion of the enormous body of theoretical literature and empirical studies
of these questions, and without distinguishing clearly between the basic and universal on
the one side, and the conjunctural and localized on the other.

The main justification for returning to the history of the “unified approach” is that
the United Nations family of organizations has re-embarked on similar quests under the
labels of “social integration” and “integrated approaches” leading up to the 1995 World
Summit for Social Development, with typical institutional amnesia about the past.

The third experience, entered into after my retirement from the United Nations
Secretariat in 1978, took me away from the world of economists, planners, specialists in
social programmes and international bureaucrats prescribing for development, to the
world of peoples being incorporated into the real processes of economic growth and
societal change with little or no control over the terms of their incorporation; of their
organized efforts to participate in “development” or, more often, defend themselves
against it; and of the ideologists and activists aspiring to guide, mobilize or “conscientize”
them.*

The present text is the first chapter of the third edition published under the title
Elusive Development. In each version the more obsolescent or repetitive chapters have been
dropped, others rewritten so as to camouflage past illusions, and more recent efforts
added to grapple with the old questions, in a process similar to that of the man who kept
the same pocketknife but with three new blades and two new handles.’ The economically

3 The later diagnoses of Dr. Raul Prebisch, principal architect of the CEPAL position and no friend to revolutionary socialist
alternatives, support this picture. See Prebisch (1976, 1978). Latin America is now emerging from the economic and
political crises of the 1980s in many respects transformed but with its variants of peripheral capitalism seemingly more
consolidated but as wasteful and inequitable as ever.

4 The findings of this team research programme under the auspices of UNRISD were published in Stiefel and Wolfe 1994.

5 The first version was published in Spanish (Wolfe 1976a) and in Portuguese (Wolfe 1976b), and the second version (Wolfe
1981) was published jointly by UNRISD and the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA or CEPAL).
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or technocratically oriented conceptions of “development planning” to which many of my
earlier arguments were addressed are by now as obsolete as “real socialism”.

This 1996 version follows upon my retirement to a village in Vermont and
participant observation of parish-pump politics and issue-oriented group activities—
experiences throwing new light on the gap between broad policy prescriptions and the
ways in which limited achievements emerge from the interplay of values, priorities,
prejudices and apathies.

A Wastebasket for Commonplaces

Throughout my inconclusive struggles with the development Proteus, 1 have tried to
purge my arguments of certain commonplaces of international policy-oriented discourse.
Contributions to this discourse that in other respects radically challenge the conventional
developmental wisdom continue to fall back on these formulas. Since these are
symptomatic of reluctance or institutional inability to face the full implications of the
failure of the real processes of economic growth and social modernization to respond to
the hopes invested in them, it may be well to point them out here.

1. “Growing awareness” or “increasing recognition”: these are among the most venerable and
overworked formulas in documents on social questions, and are well represented in
discussions of other aspects of development. They generally express the user’s hope of
lending an aura of consensus to his own conviction that something ought to be done,
while evading the identification of agents able and willing to act effectively. The
continuing revolution in communication media indeed makes more people than ever
before aware of a wide range of urgent problems, but the predominant response seems to
be growing bafflement and increasing apathy.

2. Use of the first person plural to indicate that the user arrogates to himself representation
of all persons of good will, or of the masses refusing to suffer any longer their poverty and
exploitation. This use of “we” has become particularly prominent in the declarations of
semi-official and unofficial international advisory groups and conferences, in which “we”
(lumping together officialdom, social scientists, public opinion and the poor) are assumed
to share awarenesses and demands that would in reality seem subversive to some of the
parties spoken for, inadequate and ingenuous to others, and incomprehensible to the
majorities that are preoccupied with survival rather than “development”. In a
condescending variant, “we” are supposed to be the unenlightened public that is
responsible for the social injustices and environmental menaces that the user is
denouncing.

3. Warnings of catastrophe for the international order or the national societies unless they
transform themselves promptly. These formulas, closely related to the growing
awarenesses, are directed to the centres of power and wealth to persuade them that it is in
their own interest to lead or at least acquiesce in radical reforms and renunciation of
privileges. The centres of power are by now quite accustomed to paying lip-service to the
importance of the warnings, but probably continue to feel in private that they can shift to
others the price of whatever catastrophes may come and that the alternatives offered are
neither convincing nor convenient. Renewed confidence in the market as sole legitimate
determinant of the future relieves them of responsibility. Moreover, experience indicates
that national societies as well as the international order itself can continue to function,
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however irrationally and unjustly, modifying but not transforming structures whose
imminent collapse has been predicted for many years, and even reconstitute these
structures after real catastrophe has come upon them.

4. Personification of “countries” as actors, as in the assertion that “countries” have a right
to “choose” their styles of development, free of external pressures. The structure of
intergovernmental organizations composed of formally sovereign states has made this an
unavoidable fiction, but it has obscured the reality made plain in other passages of the
same declarations: if styles of development are chosen at all, the choices are made by
organized social forces within countries that must try to impose their choices on the rest
of the society by persuasion, neutralization or coercion, and that must manoeuvre within
constraints imposed by the country’s place in the international order.

5. Division of the personified countries into two groups—rich and poor, developed and
developing, central and peripheral, First World and Third World, North and South and
so on—with the “real socialist” Second World up to the 1990s generally considered a rival
model for the rich, developed, central category. The division corresponds to certain real
characteristics of the world order, and it had an instrumental utility in promoting joint
action by the “developing” or “poor” countries, but it has been misleading in several
important respects:

« It fostered a supposition that the countries of the first group had found the path to
permanent gains in material well-being and social harmony, and that their evolution
and the economic laws derived from it offered a model for the rest of the world. One
might expect this supposition—one of the earlier articles of faith of
developmentalism—to have been too cruelly refuted since the 1970s by events in
“capitalist” as well as “real socialist” countries to serve even as an inspiring myth.
Nevertheless, the supposition seems to have consolidated itself in the former countries
in a “culture of contentment” paradoxically coexisting with inquietude over the
unmanageable accumulation of menaces and perversities in the system.®

« It fostered a supposition that each category of countries is homogeneous in essential
characteristics, with common interests and problems. In fact, both categories are
extremely heterogeneous in their power structures, resource bases, population
characteristics and roles in the international order, at the same time that the
globalization of economies and cultures is binding the first category more closely to
the second. Political ideologies and “development” policies have become somewhat
more uniform within and between categories, but this uniformity will not necessarily
persist. Formulas assuming that the “poor” countries and the “rich” countries can take
uniform positions vis-a-vis each other—whether of cooperation or confrontation, aid or
exploitation—obscure the real complexity of the alternatives for alignments and ties of
domination or self-defence.

« The dichotomization of countries, like the “we” formula, fostered a supposition that
the dominant forces of the “poor” countries shared in the poverty, or at least in a
determination to do something about it. In fact, the spokesmen for most of these
countries had no personal reasons to envy the incomes and lifestyles of their
counterparts in the “rich” countries and this, as press comments in the latter countries
demonstrated, weakened the credibility of their appeals for a new international
economic order. The same international reports that personified the poor countries
and attributed to their leaders a determination to eliminate poverty presented

6 “What is new in the so-called capitalist countries—and this is a vital point—is that the controlling contentment and resulting
belief is now that of the many, not just of the few. It operates under the compelling cover of democracy, albeit a democracy
not of all citizens but of those who, in defense of their social and economic advantage, actually go to the polls. The result is
government that is accommodated not to reality or common need but to the belief of the contented, who are now the
majority of those who vote.” (Galbraith 1993:10.)
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evidence that increases in the wealth of these countries and in the operational capacity
of their governments generally had no positive impact on the poverty of the masses.

6. International discourse has continually referred to “social actors” expected to “play roles”
in development. This image suggests a drama in which the actors have roles defined for
them, based on development dramas already performed elsewhere or on eschatological
visions concerning the destiny of classes and societies. One might imagine a stage on
which certain actors, convinced that they need a script to give sense to their
performances, have tried to play roles that are incompatible with the scripts preferred by
other actors on the same stage, or have strained to combine incompatible roles in their
own performances. Meanwhile, the majority of participants in the drama of
development—the dominant as well as the dominated classes—have improvised and
reacted to continually changing opportunities and shocks, paying little heed to the scripts.

Existential Development

The exploration of approaches to development undertaken in Elusive Development will
encounter many different actors “playing roles” within many different combinations of
opportunities and constraints, in pursuit of an objective that is continually being
redefined, falling back on verbal and organizational rituals for lack of ability to foresee
and control the course of events, and sometimes violently rejecting reality for its failure to
conform to their conceptions and values. One finds, internationally and nationally, a
renewed affirmation of the need for different, more comprehensive, ideally “integrated”
approaches to development, combined with real concentrations of power, resources and
public attention on aims that are either irrelevant to such approaches or obviously
incompatible with them.

The legitimacy and relevance of the present exploration depend on the supposition
that the present international rethinking of development is not altogether a mystification,
condemned by the societal and institutional positions of its practitioners to offer
solutions that will always be too little and too late, but that mystification is bound to
creep in, through the conscious or unconscious need of the practitioners to appear to be
facing challenges boldly while really evading them. If the exploration stimulates some of
the actors in development to think harder about what they are doing and wonder
whether they should not be doing something else, the purpose is served.

The practitioner might well retort: “What positive, practical proposals do you have?
Are you not really insinuating that the audience you address is irredeemably incapable of
doing anything worthwhile?”

Of course, Elusive Development does not set out to demolish previous “How to
Develop” prescriptions and then propose an infallible new one, nor does it reject
previous societal candidates for the honour of leading the way to development and then
nominate different agents who can do the job. It really points to an existential approach
to development, in which the actors should come to terms with an awareness that theirs
is a possibly Sisyphean task of trying to impose a measure of value-oriented rationality on
realities that will remain permanently recalcitrant to such rationality. Or one might
return to the hackneyed image of the blind men and the elephant; possibly the elephant
they are trying to describe does not exist beyond their ability to imagine it and “integrate”
their fragmentary images.
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All societies that survive will have to strive to “develop” in the sense of enhancing
their capacity to function over the long term for the well-being of their members. None
will ever reach a safe terminal state of “being developed”. Apparent success may, in the
long term, lead into a trap of relative incapacity for policy innovation—as a good many
“overdeveloped” as well as “developing” countries are now demonstrating. From this
point of view, all national societies at all points in time confront a certain range of
accessible alternatives with different combinations of advantages and disadvantages. The
capacity of their dominant forces to choose specific alternatives depends not only on
objective conditions but also on their subjective appreciation of these conditions and the
momentum of what has already been done. Choices or failures to choose are continually
closing doors and opening different ones.

Ideally, the striving for development should embrace the whole human race, but
the international participants should attach a positive value to diversity in styles of
development, if only for the sake of experimentation and crossfertilization, as long as
these styles do not diverge grossly from the international consensus on human rights and
values. Within these limits, each society should be free to evolve its own style and count
on the cooperation it needs to do so. In practice, however, the actors trying to realize this
ideal need to pay careful attention to external constraints and the internal forces linked
to these constraints, and try to manoeuvre within the limits of the practicable. (Even
definition of the boundaries within which “choice” can be meaningful is difficult in view
of the heterogeneity of formally sovereign states within the world system.) The meeting of
needs through international cooperation remains precarious, inhibiting and in great part
illusory; the actors cannot dispense with such cooperation, but neither can they lean on
it, especially when they leave the conventional paths. As the crises of the 1980s
demonstrated, the sources of financing have straitjackets waiting if the actors are
overconfident or unlucky.

Recognition during the 1970s of the legitimacy of alternative styles of development
and the possibility of value-oriented choice was a step forward from previous conceptions
of development as a process uniform for all countries, following its own laws, to be
discovered and obeyed under penalty of permanent backwardness, but it raised more
questions than it answered: Who was entitled to choose a national style of development
and adjudicate the gains and losses! Could styles of development corresponding to
international norms for social justice—within the limits of austerity and sacrifice set by
national resources supplemented by problematic external cooperation and narrowed by
foreseeable external sabotage—ever be acceptable to the articulate and organized social
groups whose acquiescence would be essentiall Would even the political leaders,
ideologists and planners who were calling for more equitable and autonomous
development accept the implications for their own lifestyles? Would national societies in
the real world be able to achieve the degree of consensus and rational organization called
for except at a price that would distort each initiative into something different from the
image of the just and free future society informing it at its beginning?

The Present and the Future

If one tries to summarize the main features of the 1990s and the present stage of efforts
to describe and prescribe for the imaginary elephant, the paradoxes of economic and
cultural globalization stand out. Interdependence and intercommunication have become
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even more pervasive and multidimensional than could have been expected in the recent
past. The imperatives of participation in the world system, together with the perverse
outcomes of national experiments in socialism and populism, seem to have ruled out
deliberate de-linking and state-managed quests for alternative styles of development. The
same trends, however, have generated new forms of diversity between and within
countries and divergent prospects for societal evolution or disintegration. These prospects
derive partly from a differential capacity for advantageous incorporation in the global
order, and partly from contradictions that threaten the long-term viability of the order
itself.

The technical capacity of international organizations, states and other institutions
to inform themselves about what was happening has increased enormously, while
confidence in their ability to digest the information and intervene in pursuance of clear
purposes has eroded. This general “crisis of responsibilities” manifests itself quite
differently according to region and historical background.

In the “rich” countries of Europe and North America one finds the majority
“culture of contentment” described by Galbraith (1993) contending with a “culture of
insecurity”, a “culture of complaint” (Hughes 1993) and a “culture of exclusion”. A sense
of unlimited possibilities for rising consumption and technological innovation coexists
with an uneasy awareness of a wide range of menaces, dysfunctions and inequities.
Alienation from the political system and the state coexists with organized pressures on the
state to “solve problems” and protect group interests.

In most of East and Southeast Asia one finds aggressive participation in the world
market and dynamic economic expansion. Millions of people are emerging aggressively
from poverty into “cultures of opportunity”. The forces controlling states try to reconcile
profit-oriented individualism with social discipline. Problems of population increase,
environmental degradation, exclusion from livelihood of the rural people least able to
cope with the market economy, and political corruption trouble these forces, but
responses are subordinated to the safeguarding of economic dynamism. China—once the
utopia of advocates of egalitarian, participatory development—has become the most
extreme and paradoxical example of these trends.’

In Latin America one finds a precarious recovery from the debt traps and economic
crises of the 1980s, with deepening contradictions between resurgent political democracy
and increasing concentration of wealth accompanied by insecurity or impoverishment for
the majority. State policies are constrained by market imperatives enforced by lending
agencies, on the one side; and by endemic corruption, political stalemates and the
inability to eliminate arbitrary violence by military and police agents of the state, on the
other.

In most of Africa, one finds long-continued economic decline and majority
impoverishment; collapse of state schemes for original styles of development followed by
generally ineffective efforts to apply the structural adjustment prescriptions of lending
agencies; increasing irrelevance to the needs of the global order; alienation of people from
states perceived as repressive and corrupt; and in a good many cases state disintegration
into endemic civil conflict.

In the Middle East, one finds a paradoxical combination of regional self-
identification on the basis of culture and religion with intense rivalries between states and

7 For a recent expression of bafflement at the implications of China’s trajectory, see Kristof and WuDunn 1994.
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groups within states. As elsewhere, the outcome of state-managed development policies
has been remote from growth as well as equity objectives. Minorities have gained, while
majorities have remained in poverty or been excluded from previous sources of
livelihood. Here a relatively systematic and region-wide political-religious reaction against
the “modern” state and the norms of the global order itself has emerged, in contradictory
combinations with state efforts to intervene aggressively in the global order through
control of oil exports.

In the successors to the “real socialist” states of the recent past, one finds traumatic
transitions from a period when the state assumed all-inclusive responsibilities for
managing development and enforced assent to exaggerated claims of achievement. Here
more than elsewhere globalization has meant a wholesale rejection of the past, an
embrace of market forces, private enterprise, pluralist democracy and consumerism,
accompanied by radical delegitimization of state power, on the one hand, and the
persistence of economic and political power centres deprived of ideological justification,
on the other. While the experiences of the successor states in managing these reversals
have differed widely, the reversals have notoriously generated insecurity, widening
inequalities, exclusion of part of the active population from employment, and
disintegration of the pre-existing safety net of social services and subsidies. The sequence
of events and the inability of new, largely imported, rules of the game to achieve a
reasonable degree of consensus have stimulated a ruthless pursuit of self-interest and a
flaunting of consumerism among minorities; and sullen resentment, scapegoating,
xenophobia or hopelessness elsewhere in the populations.

Pluralist Democracy

Affirmation of pluralist democracy as the main source of legitimacy of the state has
accompanied globalization, in spite of incongruities with other dimensions of this
process. Open political competition and contested elections have emerged in more
countries than ever before, although a good many national regimes continue to function
in flat contradiction to this norm. International linkages among issue-oriented and
interest-group organizations (human rights, environmental and gender protagonists, trade
unions and so on) as well as political parties point to a kind of globalization of democratic
strivings contesting global market-dominated policy imperatives.

At the same time, the implantation of a uniform model for pluralist democracy
clashes with the weakness or absence in many parts of the world of supportive institutions
of the civil society and with different national traditions and expectations concerning
political power. The apparent extension of democratic choice to national majorities has
coincided with a shrinkage in the capacity of the state to respond to or reconcile
conflicting demands with resources, most striking in the countries subject to structural
adjustment programmes but visible almost everywhere. Governments and political parties
are more resigned than previously to multiple constraints and veto powers from lending
agencies, potential investors of capital, the military and the middle classes terrified of
inflation and hostile to taxation. The majority might well feel that it is invited to enjoy
democratic choice only as long as it refrains from making use of it to advance its own
perceived interests. The label “low-intensity democracy” seems appropriate for the pattern
of promise and frustration (Gills et al. 1993).
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From the standpoint of the quest for “human development” or “sustainable
development”, the affirmation of pluralist democracy has other implications inseparable
from those summarized above. In the 1970s and earlier, a good many advocates of
alternative styles of development as well as advocates of state-guided capitalism were
prepared to endorse mobilization regimes directed by vanguard parties and charismatic
leaders as more promising and even more democratic agents of development than
parliamentary regimes.

Different advocates identified certain countries as “good examples” of development
under democratic-authoritarian auspices: China and Tanzania were coupled as examples
of egalitarian, communitarian, anti-bureaucratic mobilization; former Yugoslavia as an
example of workers’ management and ethnic harmony; and Mexico as an example of
political stability and sustained economic growth under single-party direction. These and
other “functioning utopias” have proved to be mirages. One is back to Winston
Churchill’s characterization of democracy as the worst form of government except for all
the others.

Pluralist democracy, according to one recent exploration of its relevance to the
world of today, implies a juxtaposition or balancing of the representation of the interests
of majorities, citizenship and limitation of power through fundamental rights:

To be democratic, a political system must recognize the existence of inescapable
conflicts of values, and thus not accept any central principle of organization of
societies, neither rationality nor cultural specificity... Everything that affirms or

imposes a one best way...a norm of conduct identified with the universality of reason,
is a menace for democracy. (Touraine 1994—my translation)

A compatible approach insists that “outcomes of the democratic process are
uncertain, indeterminate ex ante”; and it is “the people, political forces competing to
promote their interests and values, who determine what these outcomes will
be...Democratization is an act of subjecting all interests to competition, of
institutionalizing uncertainty” (Przeworski 1991).

Such formulations imply that, to the extent that democratic values and procedures
influence human affairs, people will be able to make meaningful political choices, defend
their perceived interests and set limits to the dictates of technocrats, bureaucrats,
ideologists and concentrators of economic power. They even imply that the majority has a
right to be wrong in the eyes of these diverse agents of policy. They do not altogether
exclude the legitimacy of normative approaches to development, but imply that these
should enter the political arena without pretensions to infallibility. In any case, infallible
voluntaristic prescriptions for development are now less formidable rivals to democratic
choice than is the seemingly irresistible but precarious momentum of the world system
itself. Under its imperatives the practice of democracy at the national level risks
exhaustion in resentful impotence.

A composite description based on several real national situations may help to clarify
the paradoxical necessity and elusiveness of pluralist democracy in the world today.

Certain states meet conventional criteria for nationhood and also for formally
democratic procedures. They have periodic elections, vigorous interparty competition,
varied and autonomous institutions in the civil society, and free communication media
reaching the majority of the population. At the same time, their capacity for coherent
policy making has been semi-paralysed by institutionalized corruption; the exercise of
arbitrary violence with impunity by the military, police, landowners and mafias; economic
processes that are dynamic but anarchic, generating environmental devastation and
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persistent high inflation; and a gap in power, wealth and access to education and other
public services between social classes so wide that much of the population is excluded
from democratic participation except in the form of electoral manipulation. To the
groups holding political and economic power, as well as to the large middle strata striving
desperately to achieve “modern” standards of consumption, the excluded are invisible
while passive but pose a threat of anarchy if they make demands.

In such a situation, various political movements and issue-oriented organizations
involving minorities among the middle strata as well as among the excluded have their own
conceptions of responsibilities for democratic social integration and are struggling
heroically to make them effective. Some of these conceptions focus on modernization and
democratization of the state, while others distrust the state, avoid participation in national
party politics and look to widening autonomy for new localized social movements within
the civil society. The national regime representing the state claims wide responsibilities for
development and social justice, but in practice can hardly go beyond opportunistic crisis
management. The state as public sector and the array of provincial and local
administrations have components that function effectively and democratically and others
undergoing disintegration or in the hands of self-serving cliques. For the groups struggling
to modernize and democratize the society, including important elements within the public
sector, participation in international discourse on these questions, information on
comparable problems and tactics elsewhere and, of course, material support are important.
At the same time, it is hard for them to reconcile their perceptions of the urgency of
societal transformation and redistribution of wealth and power with the selflimited open-
ended conception of pluralist democracy summarized above. Such actors have probably had
their fill of universalistic ideologies and policy prescriptions from abroad during past eras of
stateemanaged development optimism, the Cold War, and subsequent debt traps and
structural adjustment programmes.

A good many other national patterns could be distinguished within the world
system of states, from stable welfare states with long traditions of pluralist democracy—
now grappling with the suspicion that visions of higher levels of consumption and greater
social equality with each generation were mirages—to states controlled through terror in
the hands of cynically predatory armed forces. Of course, none of these patterns can be
static. Economic and cultural globalization and the division of humanity into a system of
interacting states that are formally equal in rights and similar in responsibilities have not
made their potential future evolutions more uniform. If anything, the intensity of global
interactions along with the precarious implantation of pluralist democracy make the
range of possible futures more diverse.

Humanity is entering into an “information economy” or “Information Age”
according to various recent expositions. One salient aspect is “the ever-growing role
played by the manipulation of symbols in the organization of production and the
enhancement of productivity” (Castells 1993).® This dimension of globalization
introduces unprecedented and continually changing relationships between systems of
production, distribution and consumption, on the one hand, and requirements for
human labour and educational qualifications for labour, on the other. Even the more
optimistic prognoses for the Information Age point to a future of intense destabilization,
rather similar to Marx and Engels’ (1848) summing up of capitalism in the Communist

8 Editors’ note: See also chapter 7 in the present volume.
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Manifesto.” It is not clear how any “development policies” accessible to states or the world
system of states can cope with the marginalization of increasing numbers of people and
whole countries that are superfluous or unable to qualify themselves to enter it.

Other aspects of the Information Age are equally unsettling vis-a-vis selflimiting
pluralist democracy. People throughout the world have access to more varied information
(and disinformation) than ever before. The requisites for keeping up with the
information revolution become more formidable, both because of the dizzying rapidity of
changes in media—from press to radio to television to videotapes to computer networks—
and because of the diversity of messages. People from all classes and backgrounds are in a
sense excluded from confidence in being able to grasp the implications of the scientific,
technological, economic, political, cultural, demographic and environmental
transformations of the world today, while they are bombarded by presentations,
interpretations and warnings concerning them accompanied by stimuli to consume.
While the distribution of sources of information is naturally uneven, some modern
media penetrate even remote and “traditional” rural communities.

For some people, the Information Age means an unprecedentedly wide range of
choices in lifestyles, gender and age group identifications, and an equally wide range of
causes that can be embraced so as to achieve a sense of influencing change and warding
off menaces. For others, it means an unprecedented range of possible survival strategies,
all of them subject to unforeseeable risks. For still others, it offers vicarious satisfactions
in the form of exhaustive information on sports events, the private lives of celebrities, and
so on, to the practical exclusion of more unsettling information. Brazilian and Mexican
soap operas have become the most appealing aspect of the Information Age to millions of
people in very different cultural settings. The flood of unsettling information and cultural
stimuli also generates xenophobic and fundamentalist reactions that make use of the
same techniques for dissemination. Among young people it supports the globalization of
continually changing youth cultures or anomic frustration and resort to violence.

In such a world, the supposition that some rational, benevolent but
unimaginative entity is waiting to receive good advice and then act on it is hardly
tenable. Nor is the supposition that a conspiracy of powerholders, responsible for the
lamentable state of humanity, is waiting to be exposed and vanquished. One must face
the prospect of permanent struggle, with challenges changing into different challenges.
One must try to keep in balance the recognition that ideas have consequences and the
recognition that these consequences emerge in the midst of confusion, perversion, myth
making and human preoccupations only precariously related to the values that inform
discourse on development.
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Chapter 3

Sustainable Development and Popular
Participation: A Framework for Analysis?

Michael Redclift?
(1992)

Introduction

Both “sustainable development” and “environmental management” have become buzz-
words in development policy circles, but the discussion surrounding these terms pays
scant attention to the way in which people in developing countries participate in the
management of their resource base and, through their participation, help to transform
the practice of environmental management. In addressing these issues, this chapter seeks
to correct two kinds of bias that exist in much of the sustainable development debate.
First, there is a bias toward “managerialism” rather than resource management, stemming
from a top-down approach to local-level development. Second, there is a tendency to treat
“sustainable development” as merely a variation of the prevailing Northern, economic-
centred world-view of development problems, and to see sustainability as a goal that can
be attained through making adjustments to the standard development models.

This chapter, in contrast, will argue that the concept of sustainable development
needs to be recognized as an alternative to the prevailing view, rather than a modification
of it. The approach taken here reflects a way of examining resource conflicts, through
political economy that some might not share. The emphasis is placed on the structural
determinants of local-level decision making, at the local, national and international levels,
rather than on a more “human resources” or interactional approach. At the same time,
the analysis emphasizes that what distinguishes environmental concerns in the North

1 Originally published as chapter 2 in Grassroots Environmental Action: People's Participation in Sustainable Development ,
edited by Dharam Ghai and Jessica Vivian (UNRISD and Routledge, 1992). UNRISD is grateful to Routledge/Taylor&Francis
for permission t