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THE CRISES IN DEVELOPMENT THEORY AND IN THE WORLD 

Preface 

Just as the progress of a disease shows a doctor the 
secret life of a body. so to the historien the progress 
of a great calamity yields valuable information about 
the nature of the society so stricken. (Mare Bloch) 

This paper focussea on the rather elusive phenomenon of cris1s: the 

cr1sis in develoment theory. the theoretical status of the concept itself. 

crises in the real world (01' rather worlds) and. finally. the institutional 

crisis of the nation state. which in my view is the core of the whole crisis 

complex. Same may find this crisis terminology somewhat tiresome after 

quite a substantial amount of crisis-analyses in the past decade. I. 

however. think that the phenomenon of crisis - whatever we mean by that -

could be an cntry point to fresh insights lnto the development process. as 

well as to new approaches in social sclence. 

In this paper the modest ambition 1s to identify entry-points. raise 

questions end initiate a discussion on issues such as: 

Why is it that 8 feeling of gloom and cynicism ha5 spread among 

theorists and practitioners of development? How does this relate to the 

optimistic pioneering years in the field? 

Is the crisis in development theory related ta the unpreparedness to deal 

with the phenomenon of crisi5 in the real warld? 

What shall we mean by the word 'c risis '; what is the theoretical 

significance of the concept in different schools of thoughl ? 

Is the present world crlsis a homogenous phenomenon. reflecting a single 

world system dynamies. or are the crises in the 'three worlds' 

expressions of more 01' less autonomous regional dynamies? 

What does the crisis in particular regions tell about the specificity ol the 

de velopment problem in these regions? 

Cauld a focussing upon a specific institution. such as the state. give us 

more generallzable konwledge abaut the crls1s phenomenon? 

What i5 the future ol development theory as a 5pecialized academic neid? 

The paper will not even altempt to answer these questions . It will fulfill its 

purpo5e if some of them can be more fully explored . 
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Crisis and Theory 

The contemporary development crisis is achallenge for development 

theory in rnany respects, one of them being that we do not really have a 

theory of the crisis (1). This is not to say that a special 'crisis theory' is 

needed. The incapacity to correctly understand the phenomenon of crisis in 

the context of the development process Is rather an indictment of the social 

sciences in general and 'development studies' in particular. What shall we 

then mean by 'development studies'? 

The delimitation of 'development studies' from the rest of the social 

sciences is problematic, since the subject area has been institutionalized in 

so many different ways in different academic environments. Development 

studies can be conceived of as a problem- oriented. applied and 

interdisciplinary field. analyzing social change in a world context, but with 

due consideration to the specificity of different societies in terms of 

history • ecology, culture. etc. This 'internationalist' approach I see BS one 

of the greatest Bssets in the development research tradition. 

At present deveJopment studies is being challenged by a fundamentalist, 

monodisciplinary trend in the academic world. and a neo- conservative trend 

in polltics. Both trends reduce the 'development problem' in a highly 

simplistic way neglecting the insight achieved in the field so far. To this 

should be added persistent suspicions in the Third World about the good 

intentions of Western development . research. suspicions that can only be 

reinforced by the two trends just mentioned. Thus the discipline faces 

certain external challenges . 

Development studies experiences a crisis internally as weIl, because many 

established truths and canventianal wisdoms heve been questioned and 

abandoned in the course of its development (2). Ta quote Robert Chambers 

'it is nlarming how wrong we were, and how sure we were that we were 

right' (Chambers, 1985). In another retrospective essay John Toye has 

made the observation that real development, compared to the expectations a 

rather strong element of surprise not at alI accounted far in development 

theory (Toye. 1987). Unpredictability is of course a fact of life. but at 

least this much should be acknowledged by any soeial sc ience which wants 

to be taken seriously . In general the actual experience, as compared to ex 

ante expectations, has been dismal. 

Put differently, the pinoeering years were thus also a time of optimism, 

as Paul Streeten observes: "It is not easy to convey, in the present 

atmosphere of gloom. boredom and indifference, surrounding discussions of 
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devel~pment problems. what an exciting time of fervent these early years 

were . " (Streeten, 1981, p. 61 - 62) Many examples can be given of this 

atmosphere of gloom. most of them referring specifically to development 

economics, In an essay entitled 'The Rise and Fall of Development 

Economics' Albert Hirschman complains: "Articles and books are still being 

produced. But as an observer and longtime participant I cannot help feeling 

that the old liveliness is no longer there, that new ideas are ever harder to 

come by and that the fjeld is not adequately reproducing itself." 

(Hirschman, 1981) Undoubtedly a certain amount of cynicism is creeping 

into the field. Any rethinking , however, is in itse lf a healthy phenomenon, 

if established concepts and theories are found to be deceptive and 

irrelevant. I personally think that the debate in development studies during 

the last decade has been fruilful and vital {rom the point of view of 

breaking through deceptive concepts end theories . This is a precondition 

for a relevant analysis of the crisis in the 'real' world , outside the research 

institutes . ThuB the difficulty to deal with the different manifes tations of 

the crisis conceptually. and to understand how they reiate , is in itself a 

crisis; a crisis in (heory. or perhaps even a paradigrn crisis. In the words 

of Stefan Musta, "we have lost the navigational aid which a clearly defined 

paradigm would have afforded us" (Musto, 1985) . 

The current crisis in Europe provides an opportunity to reconsider the 

means and ends ef development also in the North. As will be further 

discussed below crisis means that a certain arrangement no Ion ger works. 

Therefore a crisis also implies the opening up of new opportunities . The 

multidimensionality of the crisis forces us to take a new look at development 

theory, both in terms of content and relevance. 

The relevance of a discipline is of course partly dependent on its quality 

(theoretical relevance). but also on its relations with the cent res of power 

(poücy relevance). In the latter sense developrnent studies have been 

increasingly marginaUzed due to the intellectual and political changes in the 

real world referred to above. nlthough it is questionable whether it ever 

has had a very strong position in political terms . Anyhow, the 

marginalizat10n continues and development s tudies may end up as a fighting 

church. It is of course difficult to generalize but this is at least one 

significant trend that cannot be easily disregarded. 

We should not, however. disregard the existence ef an emerging 

'development fatigue' among development researchers themselves. Theoretical 

struggles, of which we have seen quite a lot, are tiresome. The lack of 
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political impoct necessarily breeds apathy. To thls comes the obvious policy 

lailure of many of those 'adopted' developing countries , which tried to 

implement some of the favourite ideas held by deveJopment theorists in the 

1960s. In eontrast some less admired eountries have achieved unexpected 

breakthroughs in industriaJization and economlc growth. There Is an 

awkward silence, oceasionally disturbed by extremely orthodox diagnoses -

as If the development theory tradition never existed. Oevelopment theory 

may not have COOle up with the correct solutions, but on the other hand, 

the problems that were identified and analyzed have not disappeared either. 

As wos initially observed, one theoretieal problem not sufficiently 

penetrated by development theory is the funetion of :crisis' in the 

development process and the actuat theoretical status of the concept as 

such. Today's Europe: is commonly considered to be in the midst of a deep 

crisis. The era of sustained and more or less automatic economic growth 

seems to be over, unemployment is stabilizing on a fairly high level 

(between ten and fifteen per cent in many countries) and there is 0 frantic 

seareh for alternative life styles, as if people began to feel they missed the 

road somewhere. Perhaps the deepest meaning 01 the crisis, therefore, is 

doubt. doubt about the sustainability of the European model of development. 

The question is now raised whether this model in the langer perspective is 

at all possible. 

Thus Europe is experiencing a crisis of identity, an economic crisis, a 

social crisis, a security crisis. Can we then speak of one crisis or should 

\Ve distinguish between different kinds of crises? Are the various crisis 

manifestations related or are there distinct changes in different fields that 

happen to comcide? Obviously the crisis, if there is one. Is defined and 

understood in different ways in different parts of Europe. 

An oHicisl Polish Encyclopedia gives the definition of 'crisis': " • 
serious breakdown in the process of economic growth in capitalism. Crisis is 

a phenomenon solely connected with the capitalist economies snd does not 

occur in other socio-economic systems ... " (Quoted (rom Garton Ash, 1985, 

p. 1). This is obvious ly a narrow definition of crisis, s ince it excludes 

(rom the term important aspects of present day social reality in Poland. On 

the other hand there are, as noted above. in the current European 

situation very few things that are not considered to be in astate of crisis. 

A certain precautjon when using the term is therefore called for. 

A distinction must first be made between the vernacular use of the term 

'crisis' and different attempts to give the concept of theoretical status. In 
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the first sense, amply reflected in commercial book titles, the term can be 

substituted by 'problem' without losing Ü5 meaning. In the second sense 

'crisis' normally means a critical juncture in an irreversible process at 

which a radical change j5 considered necessary. Crisis is then aperiod of 

transformation or transition. This still raises the problem of delimitating the 

system supposedly in crisjs, and, of course, reaching a consensus on the 

dia gnosis . Unless this Is achieved, the 'solving' of the crisis will occur 

without conscious human action to influence the outcomc. 

Thc problem of delimitation can of course be seen as part of the problem 

of reaching consensus. Is the crisis primarily a 'global' or 'world' crisis? Or 

does it make more sense (theoretically) to identity specific crises in 

diffe~nt sectors (economy, 5ecurity. ecology) in individual nation- state? 

If we by 'crisis' rerer to systemic crisis the concept will lose Hs meaning 

if tbe system we are talking about does not have a dynamics of its own. 

The 'interdependence' of the world of today makes it hard to grant this 

autonomy to sec tors or individual countries. But even theoris ts more or less 

associated with the world-system approach have different views about the 

existence of a single world system dynamics (Amin, Arrighi, Frank, 

Wallers tein , 1982). 

• The more conventional !\.1arxist tradition treats crises in the capitalist 

mode of production as basically economic 

Usually this mode is identified 

phenomena recurring in 

with a specific national 

a cyclical 
pattern. 

Ouring a capitalist crisis there will be a structural 

economy. 

adaptation of the 

productive system. paving the way for a new period of expansion. until the 

autonomous dynamics within capitalism is completely eshausted. This in turn 

constitutes the crisis, which paves the way for socialism. In this tradition 

the phenomenon of crisis is situated in the system of production , or more 

specifically in the unavoidable contradiction between productive forces and 

social relations. 

The more culturally oriented Frankfurt school thus provides an important 

complement, since 'crisis' obviously also involves important subjective 

dimensions. To Jürgen Habermas 8 crisis can be both 8 crisis of efficiency 

and raüonality on tbe level of the system. 8 crisis of legitirnacy on the 

sociocultural level, and a crisis of motivation on the individual level 

(Habermas. 1976). A society experiencing crises on 811 three levels is 

actually facing a process of disintegration which may result in a ultimate 

breakdown . Obviously simething has to emerge from this breakdown but the 

shape of what Is to come is probably more complicated than Marx' famous 
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birth metaphor indicates. 

In general the European states have problems with system rationality and 

elficiency, searching for ways out of the crisis that will enable them to 

maintain a sufficient level of legitimacy and motivation . In other parts of 

the world the crisis may have a different pattern and a different focus, but 

the Habermas scheme may nevertheless be valid 85 a general framework 

because of Hs multidimensionality. The problem to which systemic level a 

theoretical concept of crisis should be applied still remains, however. In 

what follows we shall look into the specificity of the three 'worlds' of 

development as weIl as one particular institution, namely the nation-state. 

Three Worlds of Crises 

The world crisis started in the late sixties of early seventies depending 

upon what indicators we use. But do we have sufficient evidence to speak 

of one single world crisis? That would imply that the present world is 

operating in accordance with some common basic logic and that to 

understand the crisis we have to understand that parttcular togic, whatever 

it is. 

Recently Louis Emmerij exclaimed: "There is no World crisis! T here is a 

European, a Latin American, and an African crisis!" (3) I am inclined to 

agree to a certain extent. Obviously the financial mess in LaUn America, 

the s tarvation in Africa and the deindustrialization of Europe are different 

phenomena and even if they can be seen as varying manifestations of the 

crisis they csn hardly be derived from or satisfac torily explained by a 

single world system logic. 'Crisis of accumulation' may sound impressive as 

a concept but as an explanation it resides on a metaphysical level. 

In order to find more tangible explanations , one could reiate the various 

crisis phenomena to systemic features in the three 'worlds ' of industrial 

capitalism, socialism, and underdevelopment. , each of which have at least 

some common underlying dynamics. The least srstemic of the three worlds is 

of course the Third World, where we have lto look ror distinct regional 

proble ms in Latin America. Asia a nd Africa. The 'sin gle basic cause ' 

approach to underdevelopment disappeared with the dec line of the 

dependency school, as did the unilinear approac h with the decline of the 

modernization paradigm. 

Let 's s tart with the crisis in Europe. The illusion that Europe somehow 

had 'arrived'; that 1t had reached a final stage of development. was 

shattered by the world crisis, now at least a decade old as far as Europe is 
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concerned. It Is becoming more and more clear that there is no state of 

'being developed', only continuous processes of change which may appear as 

'development' or not, depending on one's point of view. The solution to one 

problem only leads to a new one. and thus there wlll always be much for 

development theorists to argue about. The European crisis defies definition, 

and yet it is evident in so many fields: trade, industrial development. 

employment and social welfare, integration. domestic politics, environment. 

security and defence, cultural values and life- styles. To what extent are 

these manifes tatIons parts of a single crisis and to what extent do they 

reflect autonomous and largely unrelated problems in European development? 

The answer to this question is dependent on our conccptual tools. since the 

crisis a5 such cannat be distinguished from our perception of the crisis. 

Western Europe 

lf we want to find an angle from which to approach the specificity of the 

West European crisis, the welfare state is an appropriate choice. It was a 

significant achievement, actually born or at least conceived in the midst of 

the previous major economic crisis, but long prepared by ideological 

currents such as Christian humanism, Liberalism (Of the J . S. MiU brand), 

Conservatism (of the Bismarck brand) and Socialis m. The major figure in 

recent limes was of course Keynes. who proved that the welfare state also 

made sense in economic terms. Sweden , where social democracy for decades 

has b~een the only serious political option. appeared as the most successful 

welfare state. 

Thus, to a large extent. the European crisis is a crisis for the wellare 

state. The stagnating sec tors create unemployment. not made up for by the 

expansion of dynamic sectors, at the same time as the fiscal cris is lor the 

state reduces the means whereby the employment c risis could be tackied. 

Furthermore • a strong political movement opposing the welfare state is 

emerging (Mishra, 1984). 

In count ries where the welfare state is being more or less dismantled a 

wave of cr iminality, political violence, racism and neo-fascism has become 

the worry of increasingly feeble and conrused governments . Apart from 

these challenges, frightfully famlliar to those who know some his tory • the 

European s tates also face new social movements whic h are more concerned 

about peace and ecology in a langer perspective than election politics of 

short durst ion and with little substance. The consensus on the wellare state 

(in it s heyday far from being an exclusively social democratic concept) is 
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breaking up witbout any clear indication of what it is going to be replaced 

with. 

This is of course precisely what a crisis is a11 about. Some crisis 

managers want to strengthen the state further, others want to leave all 

decisions to the market. and a third current looks for the solution in a 

revival of (1ooa1) community. Since the first Une seems to be the weakest 

we can speak of a crisis not only for the welfare state but for the state as 

such. 80th market and community approaches contradict the logic of 

statism. This analysis may not do justice to the complexity of the crisis but 

in my view it concerns one of the most basic dimensions of the crisis as far 

as western Europe ls concerned. 

The case of England may 5erve as an illustration. From a diplomatie 

point of view it Is of course always a bit sensitive to point out 'sick' 

countries. On the other hand we need to concretize the crisis (or the 

different crises) in order to assess the proposed remedies in a systematic 

way. 1 believe that a closer look at Great Britain is illuminating from the 

particular point of view. 

The problem of deindustrialization in Great Britein i5 only one example of 

the general phenomenon of the decline of the traditional industries in 

Western Europe and the structural incapacity of the rather inflexible social 

system (the welfare state) to adapt to a dramatieally changed world 

economy, shifting Hs cent re from the Atlantic to the Paeific . The neo-liberal 

response. to blame welfarism (now termed 'socialism') and dismantle the 

sociat service sector , together with monetarist measures against inflation. 

thus increasing unemployment. is obviously raising the level of domestic 

social unrest. In Britain this 15 characteristically manifested in soocer 

violen ce and raeist clashes. The dynamics involved here are dangerous 

since the Tory analysis (judging from the party congress in Blackpool in 

October 1985) clearly separates the issue of social viotence from the issue of 

unemployment (now direcUy affecUng 3.3 millions). Thus, Ihe 

unemployment-creating economic poliey will continue. at the same time as the 

police force will bc provided with whatevel' 15 deemed necessary to control 

the increasing sooial unrest. 

Eastern Europe 

What about socialism then? In the eighties the concept of socialism seems 

to have little auraction in the West, compared to the thirties, forHes and 

sixlies. There are now strong indlcations of a rejection of socialism in the 
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socialist count ries as weil. This is obviously a 

the credibiUty of the socialist project. 

• different erisis. a crisis for 

We could follow Bahro and make a distinction between the original idea of 

socialism and the 'actually existing socialism', suggesting aperversion of 

the socialist project but also leaving open the option of areturn to the 

original idea ~4). This implies, of course, a belief that the original idea of 

sociaUsm was realizable in the first place. As Alec Nove puts the question: 

!lDoes it make sense to 'blame' StaUn and his successors for not having 

achieved what cannot be achieved in the real world?tI (Nove, 1983. p. IX). 

However. as I will argue further on I there is a utopian vision behind each 

social project and this navigationsl aid will give to the social project Hs 

general direction. The crisis for a social project is a matter oI the degree 

of diversion from this course. To speak of a 'social project t instead of, for 

instanee. 'the historical mlssion. of the proletariat I implies that a projeet, such 

as the one of building soclalism, may faU . No historicism is thus involved. 

Poland may be taken as a sad example of project Iailure sinee the 

standard of living is going down. The people at large has lost faith in the 

project, and the legitimacy of the state is eroded by the fact that the 

military has taken over the leading role of the party. Two questions are 

crucial: How could this happen? How representative 15 the Polish case for 

the socialist project at large? 

The Polish erisis has been long in the making. In 1956 the first outburst 

produced the nationalist regime of Gomulka. In 1970 it became the victim of 

the contradictions between consumerist demands and the need (or a 

tightening up oI the economy. Gomulka was replaced by Gierek. who 

organized the bankruptcy by simultaneously increasing both investment and 

consumption, financing it by foreign loans . In 1976 the third crisis was a 

fact but now stern action was politically impossible . Poland had experienced 

a revolution of rising 

between the church. 

expectations. Political authority carne to be shared 

the party and the independent labour unions 

(Solidarity) but there was no shared responsibility. The following years 

consequently were a drift towards disaster (Nove, 1983, p. 146). 

T~e Polish cris1s undoubtedly has its unlque features but these should 

not be exaggerated. To a large extent it is possible to speak of a general 

cris is for soclalism ; diseconomies of sc ale , the 'new' class phenomenon. lack 

of participation. and above all the utopian aUachment to a non- viable 

growth model. The hierarehical structure of the socialist societies in 

conjunction with their partly imposed, partly conscious and poUtically 

motivated isolationism makes the problem of change of directlon (Le. 
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successful crisis management) rather difficult. lt i8 unfortunate that the 

New Cold War coincided (perhaps not accidentally) with a growing need for 

internal reform in the socialist countries , because this made it possible for 

defenders of status quo to accuse the reformists of undermining socialisrn in 

the interest of imperialism. A major economic reform in the Soviet Union. 

which now seems to be on its way. rnay break the ice. because that could 

hardly be interpre ted as imperialist manipulations. 

This problem i8 an illustration to the point I sm trying to make later on, 

that development must always be analyzed in a political context. The 

economic logic of a situation does not alweys coincide with the polltical logic 

and it has been a strong bias in development theroy to abstract from all 

other concerns than the pure developmental problematique. as if this was 

what running astate is all about. In particular the issue of security has 

been neglected as an imperative in the mainstream pattern of development 

and as a limitation as far as alternative strategies are concerned. 

The Third World 
If we turn to the Third World it is true that the financisl debt problem 

is fairly widespread in a11 the regions, but 1t is also true that this crisis 

has re8ched staggering proportions particularly in some countries in Latin 

America. The debt issue is by some considered as a time bomb . This grave 

situation grew out of unprecendented international lending by private banks 

in the latter part of the 1970s . By the early '80s the three largest debtors 

to the inte rnational banks were Mexico. Brazil and Argentina. During the 

period 1975 to 1981 loans to Argentina had increased by 615 per cent 

(Ferrer, 1985). This foreign credit did not result in any increase In the 

country's productive capacity , rather it was wasted in the import of 

weapons. luxury goods and 5peculation. Hence the crisis. 

The individual national histories of the huge LaUn American debt 

accumulation vary somewhal, but the result is more or less the same. 

According to the tatest World Bank report average per capita real incomes 

in much of Latin America are back to the levels of the mid- 1970s. Thus 

many of these count ries have lost a decade or more of development while 

putting huge obstacles in the way of their future development. 

What gives the debt crisis its dramatic character is the wny it relates to 

the in tensificationof social tensions and how this in turn afCects the feeble 

democratization process recently initiated in Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay 

but s till blocked in Chile. Due to the debt c r isis the capacity of the Latin 
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American count ries to design alternative policies is being reduced. In order 

to be able to pay their debts, they are forced to implement the stern 

policies imposed on them by the JMF. The IMF, which during the sudden 

flow of commercial bank credit in the 19705 was thought of as rather 

marginalized. is now back in the saddle and ita conditionalities more 

politically controversial than ever (Payer. 1985). 

The debt crisis Is assuming dangerous proportions in Africa as weIl but 

here the starvation c risis hos become front-page news instead. No less than 

thirty-six African countries face famine and drought. It may be argued that 

the very survival of the continent is at stake. This, if something, 15 a 

failure of development which should make the development theorist think . A 

few observations on foad crisis and development theory can be made here. 

Few theorles take basic development problems such as nutrition as their 

point o f departure and those theories that ex plicitly deal with the issue cf 

food are normative. 1.e. they deal with the development 85 it ought to be 

rat her than how it is. The problem of how to transform what is into what 

ought 10 be is rarely dealt with in development theory . 

In problem-oriented research. of which development theory is one 

example. there must be three necessary elements: the analysis of the 

problem. the exploration of alternatives end the identüicetion of social 

carriers of alternative development paths. Growth and modernization theory 

was the most inadequate from the point of view of the food problem. s ince 

it dealt with societa l development in abs t racto. a5 a process inherent in a11 

societies and with a simUar logic. regardless of the nature and structural 

posit ion of the 80cie ties in question. Dependency theory was a t leas t more 

explicit in dealing with the political dimension of underdevelopment. Still, 

the reommmendations regarding development strategy were not concrete and 

specific e nough . in particular as far as the food problem was concerned. 

However. we learned a lot from the dependentistas about how dependency 

structures forces countries away form the natural sts te of food self- reliance 

towards excessive specialization which led to the divorce of agricuiture from 

nutrition. 

The mos t important constraint at present seems to be the politically 

motivated discouragement or outright prevention of self- reliant strategies in 

an increas ingly militarized and conflict- ridden world-system (5). The 

concept of national security. thereCore. should be redefined to include. 

among other things. food security. At prescnt the conventional approach to 
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security reinforcea conventional growth and modernization strategies with 

excessive emphasis on industrialization and corresponding neglect of 

agricultural development. To the extent that this will increase externat 

security by increasing the military capacity (which 1S in Hself highly open 

to question) • lhe very same pelicy wiJ1 creale an internal security problem 

through the consequent urban/rural polarization and the now wide- spread 

phenemenon of food riots. 

Referring back to the Habermas framework for analyzing crjses. there 

are in the Third World few crisis manifestations which threaten legitimacy ef 

established states more than food shortages and starvo.tion. With admirable 

lucidity Amsl'tya Sen has clarified that starvations are typically not direct 

consequences of feod shortages but rather what he calls 'entitlement 

failures' (Sen, 1981). This means that when people lose their food 

self-sufficiency through the process of modernization. they heve to 

exchange their own labour power for food . II they faU in this respect they 

have nothing to hope for but astate sufficiently pre- occupied with its own 

legitimacy to allocate money for food subventions. This is precisely what a 

sensible state usually does. unless it detects more serious dangers 

elsewhere. for instance. internal rebellions and external invasions. 

Unfortunately. these types of threats to state survival seem to be on the 

increase. 

The process of militarization. both on the global level and with respect 

to national societies in the Third World and Africa in particular. is a 

serious abstacle to the achievement of food self-reliancc, not only because 

of an unproductive use of scarce resources. but also because the military 

r einforces an unacceptable pattern of development. form the point of view 

of the foad problem. For a11 these reasons the food problem is bssically a 

political problem. To quote Susan George. "if powerlessness is the problem. 

then empowerment is the solution" (George. 1985). 

In Asia neilher the financial crisis nor the feod crisis are absent -

Bangladesh has a permanent food crisis snd South Korea has a substantial 

foreign debt - but the imminent crisis phenomenon today seems to be the 

ethnie challenge to the state. particularly in South Asis but also. and 

increasingly so, in South East Asis. Thus another ne glected dimension in 

development theory of which we are now reminded by reality. is what 

Rodalfa Stavenhagen has called 'ethnodevelopment' (Stavenhagen, 1986). In 

fact it is a completely new approach in development theory, chaUenging a 

lot of previous theorizing. 
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In madernization theory ethnic identity belonged to the traditional 

obstacles to development which were supposed to disappear in the course of 

development. Dependency theory looked for the external (aetars. ond had 

nothing to say about ethnic problem~. For Marxists this problem has 

traditionally been discussed in terms of 'the national question ' which 

typically has been outside snd beyond Marxist theorizing. This is precisely 

what made it a 'question'. Thus it is easy to agree wirh Stavenhagen that 

development theory has ignored the ethnic question and has not been able 

to integrale it meaningfully into any analytical framcwork. One obvious 

reason for this i8 that development theory and sooia! seience theorizing in 

general is concerned with 'states' and 'national eeonomies' as basic units, 

which precludes a serious treatment of the ethnie faetor. Consequently the 

sud den rise of this factor has taken the sooial sciences by surprise. The 

ugly manifestations of the ethnie iactor in South Asia and South East Asia 

are particularly disturbing as South Asis has been one of the more stable 

Third World regions in political terms. whereas South East Asis has been 

one of the more successful in economic terms . 

With same risk ef committing the sin of over- generaJization. my ar gument 

so far is that a common feature of the crises in the different 'worlds' with 

their different systemic features 15 the crisis of the nation- s tate as the 

'normal ' form of palitical organisation: 

1n the world of industrial capitalism 

(Keynesianism) • which 

there Is 

has led 

a crisis of capitaUst 

to the rise of a management 

fundamentalist ideology , 

management at all , i. e. 

according to whic h there s hould be no 

the market should decide about investments I 

production snd consumption. 

In the world where the project of building sociallsm is carried out there 

is a legitiniacy crisis. since the Uving standards are decreasing, or at 

least not increasing with sufficient speed r elative Lo the consumerist 

expectations that the sooialis t project unwisely has chosen as Hs basis of 

legitimation . 

In the Third World the s tate apparatus has been in the hands of 

westernized elites, and in most cases no legitimac y whatsoever was 

created while some sort cf development sill took place . In the present 

debt and food erisis it is hard to see how the pros pects for 

nation-buHding could be any brighter in the future. 

Finally there is a security crisis involving the whole world, organized as 

an inter- state system without any overall political authority and therefore 
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by definition lnsecure. The dysfunctional way of increasing security in 

each single state, i.e. rearffiament, diverts resources eway from 

development and into completely unproductive sec tors , thus speeding up 

the economic decline and making the scope for economic reforms and 

alternative development strategies extremely limited. 

All this makes it necessary to look a liUte more closely at the crisis for the 

nation- state. 

The Notion-$tate Crisis 

The crisis in development theory to my mind is not resulting from theory 

having reached a dead end, which the present fatigue shown by the 

profession seems to suggest. but rather from the faUure to ans wer the old 

question: Whose development? From the very star t development theorists -

und development economists in particular - were addressing governments on 

the assurnption that development was to be given the highest political 

priority. Five year plans now have become outrnoded and the market for 

development economis ts has shrunk drastically. In fact, very few 

governments in the Third World are concerned with development as a 

priority ares. They are busy keeping themselves in power, fighting 

neighbours or suppressing rebellions . The nation- state - the thing that 

development was all about - is in a process of disintegration in many parts 

of the world. Beyond the state we can begin to see the contours of areal 

but still somewhat indistinct world of people, struggling for human rights, 

livelihood and peace - in short the politics of survival. This must be 

recognized by development theorists or the field will face its final demise. 

Thus abasie weakness in development theory has been the erroneous 

assumption that development is a goal that can be disUnguished from other 

political goals and given an exceptional position among thern. For some 

reason we have assumed that the poorer and more back ward a country is, 

the mpre its government will emphasize the role of development policy. If 

developrnent is defined as a general improvement in the standard of living 

such an assumption is obviously wrong, and in retrospect perhaps also 

rather naive. 'Development' has reaDy mesnt a s trengthening of the materia l 

base of the state. mainly through industrialization, adhering to a pattern 

that has been remarkably similar from one country to another. This 

mainstream model has been enforced by the security interests of the ruling 

elite . In the mainstream model there is consequently a p,0litical conflict, 

primarily between competing states, and secondly be tween stste power on 
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the one hand, and subnational groups that do not accept the legitimacy of 

the state on the other. Thus. the concept of the nation-guilding project is 

a key to understanding wh at mainstream deve lopment has been all about -

as weil as its present crisis. 

Any nation- building proje.ct contains as its basic elements: 

the cxclusive political/military control over a certain terrltory 

the defence of this territory against possible claims from outside 

the creation of legitimacy within this territoriy. 

In order to succeed with such a project there is a need for an economic 

surplus. In terms of nation-building functions we could divide this surplus 

into three funds: a security fund, an investment fund and a welfare fund. 

The allocation of existing resources between these various funds difter 

according to the phase of nation-building and the various challenges facing it 

during a particular phase . A contmuous neglect of any one of these funds, 

however, will weaken the vey project of nation- building (Hettne, 1984). 

That is why I call 1t a 'project ' . It might not succeed at aH . 

Onty through the creation and use of the welfare fund Is it possible to 

achieve an integrated nation-state, which above aU is characterized by the 

degree of legitimacy. In many Third World count ries the movement towards 

the welfare state seems to have been interrupted and neither the 

investment. nor the welfare funds can be maintained. Instead these 

countries are developing towards police states. In the long run . however, it 

Is unlikely that even a substantial weUare fund can guaran tee the legitimacy 

of the nation- stete. Precisely because of the high level of welfare and 

consciousness (which comes from improved educstion llnd increasing 

possibilities for cultural development) the people will start to develop 

identifications that transcend the nation-state, which must be understood in 

historically relative terms and not as t he final achievement in political 

organization. 

Thus types of predominant identification and types of state are related 

in complex ways. We can distinguish between two qualitatively different 

legitimacy crises for the nation- state: one where the two development funds 

(inves tment snd welfare) are exhausted and the state degenerates into a 

police state; the other where the high level of educa tion and welfare - the 

results of a successful nation-building project - are transformed into 

transnational identifications and concerns embraced by a reasonably large 

segment of the population. The la tter type oI identifications are expressed 

for instance .through the new soeia1 movements. In the first ease local 
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identifications wIll be strengthened, in the second global or transnational • 

but combinations of the two should not be excluded. In both cases the state 

will react by repression since the contradiction represents a fundamental 

threut to the nation- state as the dominant form of political organisation. 

The relation between 'type of predominunt identi(ication' und 'type of state' 

TrltllnatlOMl 
IdltltlfluUon 

Stcurtlll 1-_______ + _______ ..... 1, .... 
.tel. ... .toh. 

totol 
ldltlltlflcltlon 

In the development of nation- states is a necessary path to progress. the 

African people in particular are paying a heavy price. According to South 

(Jan 1985) 25 states of the 51 members of the OAU are under military rule, 

90 coups have taken pi ace since 1960, the armed forces comprise 6.2 per 

1,000 (to be eompared with a Third World average of 3.4). the imports of 

arms 1976 - 80 amounted to 55.5 billion dollars (26.5 billion in the rest of 

the Third World) and more than 3.5 million people have been killed in 

uprisings, civiI wars and massacres. In spite of al1 this suffering, the 

nation- states do not see m to be on firmer ground today than when they 

emerged after decolonization. 

As we pointed out above, the nation-states in Asia as weil are faeing 

serious problems of disintegration. Pakistan split up once - and it could 

happen again. Lebanon for a11 practical purposes has ceased to exist as a 

state. Sri Lanka .seems to face division or civil war. In lndia Prime Minister 

Indira Gandhi fell prey to 'communalism', mainly due to her desperate 
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efforts to save ao overcentralized nation-state ruled from Delhi. Are these 

events merely temporary obstacles in the way of the modernization project, 

or could it be that the era of demodernization has arrived? 

All this adds up to the question of the nation-state is an adcquate 

politicai organization for taking the societies in the three 'worlds' out of the 

crisis . My answer to this question js no. Development in the form of 

industrialization. the dominant factor in world development. is patterned by 

the politico-military imperatives implied in the process of nation- building. 

Oue to the imitative pattern of this process , industrialization results in a 

homogenization of world development creating national centre- periphery 

structures (where the structural positions of some countries may change 

over time). Due to the repetitive characler of the industrialization process. 

there will be an excess capacity leading to periodicaJ crises and a struggle 

for markets snd resources (externat confliets). Due to the unavoidable 

social marginalization, enforced labour diseipline, and misallocation of 

resourees that aecompany so many eases of Thlrd World industriaHzation, 

there will also be repress ion and dictatorships (internal conflicts). The 

comparative advantage will be with the most aggressive and repressive 

nation- states, at least until disintegration sets in. This fate should not be 

generalized but depends very much on the degree of original social cohesion 

within the respective count ries. 

The alternatives, which must respond both to the security problem and 

the devleopment problem, can be found in what is referred to - perhaps 

somewhat vaguely - as Another Development snd Alternative Security. It is 

obvious that a consistently and effectively applied development strotegy 

informed by these principLes would create the base for an alternative 

seeurity that has more to do with low vulnerabüity in general terms, rat her 

than security in purely military terms. 

Thus, development strategies based on this approach would be more 

'peace intensive' than mainstram strategies. Basic needs strategies would 

reduce the need for interna I repression, self-reliance strategies the need 

for international competitioo, endogenous development would create 

conditlons for the cultural survival of aboriginal peoples , and ecological1y 

sound development would eliminate tensions generated by resource scarcity. 

It could further be argued that Another Development would lead to a more 

sec ure society. not only in terms of less 

creativity. confidence and consciousness. 

potential (Hettne, 1984). 

vulnerability, but also more 

and 8 higher mobilizational 
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The main problem is of course how such as society will come about. In 

his book Development and Underdevelopment Gavin Kitching made the 

following pertinent observation: "An attractive utopian vision is not an 

adequate basis for a theory of development. nor does the desirability of 

state of aflairs guarantee its posaibUity . " (Kitching, 1982, p. 180) On this 

point I would, however, like to point out that utopianism. defined as an 

emoitonal or opportunistic attachment to an unrealistic project, may 

characterize conventional a5 well as alternative models. The mainstream model 

js in reality utopian because of its long term unviability. as indicated by 

the current crisis and threatening holocaust. This is more due to inherent 

contradictions of the model than to lack of political support. On the other 

hand the alternatives rnay be more viable in ecological or soclal terms but 

here the accusation for utopianism rests on the lack of political support. 

The non-viabiUty of the mainstream model does of course not me an that al1 

alternatives are equally realistic. 

This is where the 'rediscovery of polltics' comes in. This concept must 

be further qualified, since studies of the political dimensions of 

underdevelopment are far from new . However. they have largely been 

focussed on the role of the state in development and have neglected other 

actors. As Rajni Kothari points out: "The assumption soon after the Second 

World War . by both elltes and radicals, that the state would be a liberator 

and equalizer, is no longer avldly ,held and there i5 a creative 

reconsideration of the relationship between the state and civil 5ociety. There 

is a rediscovery of civil society as an autonomous expression of human and 

social ~ will." (Kothari. 1984) KotharS holds that there is certainly a need for 

new theories but he doubts whether they would be of much help since "the 

new actors on the scene will decide whst their future will be". 

I, too, beUeve that a clesr break with the view of development as a 

predetermined evolutionary process . immanent in the nation-state or the 

world-system, 1a necessary and that the future must be conceived as much 

more open. This necessitates an analysis of actors and their strategies or 

'social projects' in a long historical perspective (Friberg 'Hettne, 1985). 

A handy framework for the categorization of various types of aetors has 

been suggested by Marc Nerfin who associates the 'new polities' referred to 

by . Kathori above, with what he calls the Third System (6). Thus we can 

speRk of the new political movements as 'Third System PoHtics'. 

To summarize. the alternative solutions are anti-statist and usually have 

• 
two, not necessarily contradictory. points of reference: the local community 

end humanity. Therefore it is difficult to see how the state (which is part 

of the problem rather than the solution) can be of much help. The relevant 

ac tor would not be the state but the new 500ial movements whose aspirations 

transcend the nation-state as the dominant mode of political organization . 

Development theorists cannot be satisfied with only analyzing ends and 

me ans in development as if there we r e a free choice between thern. More 

attention should be given to the identification of development projects 

related to different groups and interests and the analysis of the foundations 

of these projects in local . national and global power structures. From such 

an analysis we can draw certain conclusions about the future of 

development. about which development theory. regrettably, has very little 

to say. It should therefore be transcended. 

Same CancJusions 

What conc1usions can be drawn from a paper that merely has raised 

questions rat her than snswering thern? The major theme of the paper i5 that 

the present world crisis is a crisis for development theory . for the simple 

reason that the theory did not really prepare us for the crisis, neither is it 

of much help in understanding the crisis. or the various manifestations of it 

in the three 'worlds'. 

15 development theory then useless? At leas t to thi s writer the 

deveJopment oe development thinking in the last three decades is a 

fascinating piece of 

will tell more about 

generations than 

intellectual his tory which. in spite of Hs shortcomings. 

the intellectual climate of these past decades to future 

intellectual histories of other social Bcience 

specializations. In fact, believe that development theory must be 

understood as a r ediscovery of the concerns of classical social science; that 

this process of r ediscovery has only just started; and that the ultimate 

outcome may be a more unified social science. It will differ from classical 

social science in two important respects : the evolutionist bias will have been 

replaced by a non-deterministic multi- linear approach to development; and 

the eurocentric bias by a true universalism, reflecting agiobaI development 

experience. 

There is s till some work to be done before we get there. Therefore the 

crisis in development theory is not an end but a transition. Whether 

development theory will be called deveJopment theory, or simply social 

science. after that transit ion is not important. The debate about how 
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development theory relates to development economics, and whether 

development economics is a distinct branch of economics or simply economics 

applied to a certain category of countries • is not very interesting. To a 

large extent It is academic politics without much epistemological relevance. 

This is not to say that academic poUtics is unimportant. On the 

contrary. The relative autonomy of development studies. legitimized by the 

claim to be dis tinct and separate, has provided the discipline with a certain 

institutional base (rom which conventional approaehes eould be attaeked snd 

theoretical innovations elaborated. This base has rarely been very strong 

and the achievements could have been more impressive. but : 

Hight or Wrong - Dur Development Studies! 

Notes 

(1) At the Development Studies Association Conference in September 1983 
Robin Cohen stated: "There Is a crisis in development theory because 
we have no theory of the crisis"; quoted from Faber, M., "Development 
Studies in the UK", EAD! Bulletin, 1984, p. 2 (special issue on 
European Development Studies) . 

(2 ) See the special issue of the EADI Bulletin. referred to in note 1. 
Aetually the rationale for this special issue was a feeling that European 
development studies were Caelng difficulties . 

(3) At the UNU Seminar on "Europe's Role in Other Regions' Peaee and 
Seeurity", in Aus tria. May 1985. 

(4) "The term 'ae tually existing socialism' <realexistierender Sozialismus> 
was coined to justify the contrast between wh at Marx and Lenin had 
said and what had aetually developed . " Bahro, R .• From Red to Green, 
London, Verso/NLB , 1984 . 

(5) What Food Self- Relianee (FSR) implies has been clearly spelt out by 
Joseph Coliins and Frances Moore Lappe (l977) . Firstly , FSR requires a 
control over agricultural resources by local units. At present 
agricultural production in many countries is diverted towards low 
nutrition crops for local elites and foreign markets . Secondly. FSR 
necessitates mass initiative rat her than government managed 
'development'. Thirdly, trade must be an expression of domestic need 
r a ther than foreign demand. Fourthly, the role of agriculture must 
change from being a means to becoming an end. FiIthly, industry will 
haye to serve agriculture rather than the e ther way around . Finally, 
self-reliance requires coordinated socia l planning, which is not the same 
as authoritarian rule from the top _ 

(6) This terminology was s uggested by Marc Nerfin (president of the IFDA) 
in a lecture in Gothenburg, Novembe r 1983 . 
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