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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to this module on development theory! We in the Department of Development 
Studies hope that you enjoy this module. We also hope that it gives you a broader 
understanding of development. If you manage to understand the basics of this module, 
it should give you greater confidence in talking about development in practice and the 
development of your country.

It should also help you to understand the debates and discussions in any writing about 
development, including the rest of the course in Development Studies.

At the end of the module, you should be able to say which theories are useful for 
addressing the issues that surround us. Which theory or theories correctly analyse our 
situation, and do these, or other theories, tell us how to solve our issues and build a 
better and more just society?

In this study guide, we try to answer questions such as the following:

 y What is theory?
 y What are the different development theories?
 y Which theories are relevant to our context?
 y How accurate are these theories?
 y Who were they written for?
 y Whose interests did they serve?
 y What is globalisation?
 y What is modernisation theory?
 y What is neoliberalism?
 y What were the early socialist debates about development?
 y How did people such as Lenin analyse imperialism?
 y What is dependency theory?
 y What do recent Marxist theorists say?
 y What idea of development do the World Bank and IMF have?
 y What is decolonial thought?
 y What is the World Social Forum?
 y Why have some countries in East Asia, such as Taiwan and South Korea, had such 

good economic growth?
 y Can a developmental state succeed in South Africa?

WHAT DOES THE STUDY PACKAGE CONSIST OF?
Your study package for this paper in development theory consists of 

 y this study guide 
 y Tutorial Letter 101 for DVA201T 
 y other tutorial letters during the course of the year 



vi

 y your Unisa reader (You must buy this reader.)
 y recommended books in the library

PRESCRIBED BOOK
The prescribed book is your reader, which you have to buy. If you have this book, you 
will have readings that cover all of the study units; it is therefore an essential supplement 
to your study guide.

WHAT IS THIS STUDY GUIDE ABOUT?
This study guide is about different theories of development. More exactly, it is about 
different theories on the causes of, or features that assist, development, theories on things 
that prevent development, and theories on how development has taken place in the past.

The study guide is divided into six study units.

Study unit 1: What is development theory? This study unit introduces you to the 
idea of theory. It deals with levels of theory, which indicate how abstract a theory is. It 
also introduces you to development theories and their historical context. The question 
of whether Western theory, including development theory, needs reappraisal and 
replacement by theories from the South is also discussed.

Study unit 2: Theories of modernisation and neoliberal globalisation. Here we 
consider some theories from the global North. These theories suggest that Third World 
development should result in those countries coming to resemble Western industrialised 
countries. Then neoliberal globalisation is examined both as an elite strategy and as 
a discourse, persuading the global South to conform to globalised market conditions 
through neoliberal practices.

Study unit 3: Marxism and dependency theories. This study unit deals with radical 
theories developed in the past and provides a background to these theories. The study 
unit also examines recent Marxist and dependency writing so that you can evaluate 
their current relevance.

Study unit 4: Popular models of development against neoliberal capitalist globalisa-
tion. This study unit deals with some alternative theories of development which oppose 
current globalisation. It has a particular focus on the World Social Forum (WSF) and 
anti-corporate globalisation.

Study unit 5: Decolonial thought and the project of decoloniality. This study unit 
deals with a new theory against the global order that puts culture and race at the forefront 
of the analysis of colonial history and capitalist modernity. The study unit examines the 
main concepts of the theory and ideas of how to address enduring coloniality.

Study unit 6: The developmental state and South Africa. This study unit starts 
with a debate of the 1980s and 1990s concerning the newly industrialising countries 
(NICs) of East Asia, such as South Korea, Taiwan and China, which have had very 
rapid economic growth since about 1960. How did this happen? The unit considers how 
government or state policies made this possible. Then the study unit considers issues of 
the developmental state and Africa, and new ideas for a developmental state in the 21st 
century, before considering whether South Africa could become a developmental state.
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Will I manage to study this module on development theory successfully?

If you have completed our first-year modules you should be able to manage this module 
fairly easily! You will need to study for a few hours each week. You will need to start 
work early in the year, because each unit requires time for you to do the necessary 
reading. Here is the route to success: buy your prescribed book immediately. Start 
working through the study guide. Think and make notes at all times. Be adventurous 
and brave with the prescribed reading. Try to get some of the recommended books to 
broaden your reading. If you want to do very well, try very hard to get the recommended 
books. When you are familiar with a topic, or several topics, choose one for writing an 
essay. Do at least one essay for the first closing date.

How will I know what to do in the study units?

Each study unit starts with a box defining the “enabling outcomes” of the study unit. 
These outcomes state what you should be able to do after you have completed the study 
unit (and completed the associated readings, activities and assignments). If you read 
these enabling outcomes, it should help you get into the topic more easily.

Activities in all the modules

 y At the end of each study unit, there is a short passage or an activity to help you 
link the different study units in this module. An article that discusses most of these 
theories together, by Bull and Boas (also in your reader), will be used in most of 
these linking discussions.

 y The thumbnail sketches. Each study unit on particular theories also contains a 
“thumbnail sketch” of the theory or theories. This is a brief summary of some of 
the main characteristics of each theory.

 y The indicator of the main debates. The main issues and arguments concerning each 
theory are outlined in a box in each study unit.

 y Watch a short video on the topic of the study unit (if you have a good internet con-
nection). This activity is NOT compulsory and will not be examined. The address 
(or url) of the video is provided, and this address will also be posted on the module 
site on myUnisa where it is clickable.

You must find your own way to work through a study unit. Some students will read 
through the whole unit before doing any reading. Then they will get the relevant 
prescribed reading material, and possibly some recommended reading, and do the reading. 
Others may want to at least look at the reading when it is referred to in the study unit. 
Whatever you do, make sure you have done the following by the end of your study:

 y you have read the whole study unit
 y you have made your own notes on the study unit
 y you have read and made notes on the prescribed reading
 y you have done the exercises in the study units. These are for your own edification 

but they prepare you for the essay questions.

Some of the reading in this module is difficult, and some is easy. You must try both!

Activity boxes. The activity boxes in this module are much the same as in your first-year 
study guides. Now there is an icon for extra activities.
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This icon shows an optional video activity.

The pencil shows that you will have to write down ideas or information.

This shows that you will have to do some research on your own – either interview people, 
or obtain information from a source other than your prescribed reading.

This shows that you will need to think about something, such as a statement or question 
– in other words, you will need to reflect.

The book shows that you will have to read a passage of text.

Good luck with your studies throughout the year!

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We would like to thank present and past members of the Department of Development 
Studies for their work on previous study guides, which comprises some 20% of this 
present study guide. In particular we would like to thank Richard Cornwell, Richard 
Haines, Kallie Erasmus and Stephan Treurnicht (all past members of the department).
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Study Unit 1 STUDY UNIT 1

What is development theory?

ENABLING OUTCOMES
When you have completed this unit you should be able to

 y explain in your own words the meaning of theory
 y write about the relationship between development theory and its historical context
 y hold a basic discussion on the interrelation of development theories
 y write about the relationship between development theory and the processes of 

domination
 y discuss the need for theory from the South

1.1 WHAT DOES “THEORY” MEAN?
 y Why is Africa poor while the United States is rich?
 y Is there progress as time passes? Do things get better as the years and the centuries 

advance?
 y Has development been a tool of racist capitalism?
 y Is it possible for poor countries to become rich in today’s world economy?
 y Is economic growth no longer advisable because it damages the natural environ-

ment too much?
 y Is development mainly about material improvement, or is it equally concerned with 

emotional, social and spiritual needs?

These are all important questions relevant to development; they are also questions without 
neat, final answers. Because of this, there are debates, arguments and discussions about 
these questions. When someone discusses one of these issues in a careful and organised 
way, and tries to provide an explanation that ties together all of the relevant information, 
then that person is putting forward a development theory.

Before we look at the theories themselves and the way they have influenced our thinking 
about development, we first want to examine the term “theory”. What is theory and 
why do we use it?

Theory may be many things and can exist at different levels in our lives. Whether we 
are aware of it or not, we all use some sort of theory when we think about, and try to 
understand, the “real world”. This real world consists of all kinds of complex phenomena, 
which are sometimes surprising or unexpected. We need to understand the meaning 
of these phenomena in order to live fully in this world, and we cannot discover their 
meaning unless we have some kind of general framework that places the things that we 
see and experience in an ordered context and in some sort of relationship to one another. 
This organising framework is our theory of the world in which we live.
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ACTIVITY 1.1 (Spend about 20 minutes on this activity.)

1. What is your development theory?
2. Write short answers to the following questions. Think carefully before writing.

(a) What are the most important events in the world at the moment?

(b) What do you think is the main development problem in the world today?

(c) Who is in a position to really address this problem?

(d) How are they going to solve the problem?

Now look back at what you have written. This is your own development theory! Keep this 
theory in mind as you study other theories.

1.1.1 Theory: some technical definitions
Brecht (1959:307) defines theory as “a proposition or set of propositions designed to 
explain something with reference to data or interrelations not directly observed or 
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not otherwise manifest”. From this it is evident that a theory is, simply stated, a tool 
for explanation, a mechanism with which to make sense of the complex reality which 
confronts each of us.

According to Runciman (1983:19–20), “theory is used whenever social scientists set 
themselves the task of explaining, describing, appraising, elucidating, making sense of, 
giving an account of, exploring the nature of, grasping, gaining an insight into, analysing, 
weighing up, interpreting, and so on, any chosen event, process or state of affairs”.

According to Pieterse (2009:3), “theory is a distillation of reflections on practice in 
conceptual language so as to connect with past knowledge”.

But is it possible that theories are at root factional and interest-driven? Are they tools 
for maintaining or overthrowing a given social order? Keep these questions in mind.

1.2 LEVELS OF THEORY
In all the social sciences, and in development studies in particular, it is imperative to 
constantly bear in mind that theory can, and does, function at different levels. In this 
regard, the typology developed by Gunnell (1981:459) is extremely useful. Gunnell, 
primarily a political scientist, postulates that theory essentially functions on three levels.

Similarly, Mouton (1996) argues that it is useful to think that we inhabit a number of 
“worlds” in which we live and act, and each requires its own form of knowledge. The 
following three “worlds” are relevant to a discussion of theory:

 y World 1: The world of everyday life and lay knowledge
 y World 2: The world of science
 y World 3: The world of metascience

TABLE 1.1: Gunnell and Mouton on levels of theory

Gunnell First-order theory Second-order 
theory

Third-order theory

Mouton Everyday life, 
practical learning

Science, acquiring 
general knowledge

Metascience

What kind of 
literature is in 
this category?

Techniques and 
traditions of 
practice

Theories, studies 
and models of 
development

Theory about development 
theory; philosophising 
about theory

First-order theories of (Mouton’s “pragmatic interest” in) development include indigenous 
knowledge, practical skills, “how-to” manuals, and analysis aimed at assisting particular 
tasks and other techniques of practice. They comprise the knowledge required to perform 
developmental actions: that is, how to “do” development. Development writing can be 
very practical (e.g. a guide to help organise a meeting). This is writing to read and then 
do. This is first-order theory.

Second-order theories (Mouton’s “world of science”) are the main level at which develop-
ment – and other social sciences – operate. This is the level where people try to create 
coherent models or explanations of how development works. Second-order theories 
attempt to provide alternative theoretical explanations of how development either occurs, 
or is prevented from occurring, in practice. Second-order theory is writing which tries 
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to invent or improve a development theory by referring to the real world of poverty, 
development problems and national and international conditions.

Third-order theory is also referred to as metatheory, or the philosophy of science. In 
third-order theory, the logic and scientific validity of substantive second-order theories 
are studied. The emphasis is therefore not on the study of development, but on the study 
of theories which try to explain development. Third-order theory, or metatheory, is 
writing which evaluates or criticises development theories by referring to other theories, 
including theories from philosophy, social theory or political ideology. You should take 
care at all times not to become so involved in metatheoretical considerations that you 
lose touch with the welfare and fate of real people.

Remember, theories may be weak or strong at any of these levels.

1.3 THEORY AND PRACTICE
Most theories about development are not just abstract thought, but are related to 
practices and real processes that have an impact on development. “Theory ... is always 
in active relation to practice: an interaction between things done, things observed and 
(systematic) explanation of these” (Williams 1983:317). Moreover, especially in the 
radical tradition, there is a closer relationship between theory and practice, expressed in 
the idea of “praxis”, which is “practice informed by theory, and also ... theory informed 
by practice, as distinct from both practice uninformed by or unconcerned with theory, 
and from theory which remains theory and is not put to the test of practice” (Williams 
1983:318).

Pieterse (2009:2) questions the contribution of development theory to development 
practice. He regards theory as a critique, revision and summary of previous knowledge 
in the format of general propositions or in a general framework of explanation. Realities 
are socially constructed. The way in which people interpret social realities affects the 
way in which laws are interpreted. Theory can also be regarded as a fusion of ideology, 
politics and explanation (Pieterse 2009:2). It is therefore value laden and context specific. 
Authors are thus inclined to develop theories with their own frame of reference in mind. 
It is often very difficult for outsiders to have the same picture and motivation as those 
who initially developed the theory.

1.4 DEVELOPMENT THEORIES AND THEIR HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT

Theories of development have all been written by people living in a particular place at 
a particular time. They wrote about general conditions and problems at the time, and 
they wrote about the processes of change that they noticed. Many theorists tried to 
suggest directions in which change could be steered for the greater good of people; even 
these proposed solutions often related to particular contexts. The communist manifesto 
of Marx and Engels, which advocated revolution as the answer to the problems of the 
times, was written in the same year as several attempted European revolutions – 1848.

Often development theory is treated as a history of ideas that influence one another. 
We tell you quite a lot about this in this course. However, this unit focuses on how the 
history of the writer’s time and place and their location in this history influenced the 
type of theory that emerged.
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(1) Read Pieterse (2009:2–5) on the status of development theory. Summarise his 
views in three paragraphs.

Theories of change and development over the past 200 years all have a common root 
in the dramatic and continuous changes brought about by capitalism, as it has spread 
from Western Europe to the rest of the world. Another way of saying this is that 
theories of development are all lodged in the civilisational project of the West: they 
all addressed the question of what would make the West flourish, grow and lead – in 
large part through colonialism and slavery. “Constant revolutionizing of production, 
uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation 
distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones”, said Marx and Engels in The 
Communist Manifesto of 1848 (Marx & Engels 1985:83). All development theories reflect 
these radical changes. In addition, the great majority of these theories accept that, in 
order to develop, societies must grow economically. It is only in the 21st century that 
this idea of growth is being seriously challenged through the environmental movement 
and moves towards “alternative development”. Some are in favour of the zero growth 
option, while others point to the importance of changing the type of growth, with an 
emphasis on the use of renewable resources as well as resource substitution.

Development theory, in the sense that it is most commonly used today, emerged at the 
forefront of social scientific endeavour fairly recently. As the age of colonialism came to 
an end and many Third World states achieved independence, the Western elite initiated 
a new project of “development” or modernisation. Theorists turned their attention to 
explaining these disparities and to formulating strategies to close the obvious gap which 
existed between the industrialised West and the Third World.

After the end of World War II in 1945, a new approach emerged in the West, which 
has come to be known as modernisation theory. This theory emerged from writing 
and debates which followed Western efforts to draw the Third World into pro-Western 
development. It was partly inspired by the example of the Marshall Plan which revived 
West Germany, and partly driven by the Cold War competition between the United States 
and the USSR for influence in the Third World. There was widespread decolonisation 
in Africa and Asia between 1947 and 1965, and modernisation in a Western style was 
part of the American and Western European alternative to revolutionary socialist 
development. People who wrote to explain, justify or elaborate this process may be called 
modernisation theorists. To generalise, these theorists saw development as involving 
a change from the traditional to the modern. Tradition was generally seen as too 
backward for modern conditions, and modernity was defined in the image of the West. 
Development, for these theorists, involved the spread of capitalist industrialisation in a 
country, investment from the West, the growth of Western-type political institutions, 
and the spread of modern, Western-type family structures and social positions won 
through achievement rather than ascribed by tradition.

The modernisation approach, while relatively successful in Europe itself and also in some 
East Asian countries surrounding communist China, was generally “unsuccessful” in 
the poorer parts of the world, particularly in Latin America, Africa and South Asia. 
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Some would argue that this apparent failure was in keeping with a more general aim 
of maintaining the subordination of the global South. A new theory emerged from 
the middle of the 1950s – dependency theory. This theory was a critique (or critical 
evaluation) of Western economic and political intervention in the Third World and of 
the weak and usually self-serving pro-Western, capitalist governments in the countries 
of the South. Note that dependency theory did not emerge because people were writing 
about a development practice in which they believed and that they wanted to improve. 
Rather, dependency theorists were attempting, through their writing and ideas, to 
reveal reasons for the lack of development and the great inequality in their countries.

The theory first flourished in Latin America. It was broadly Marxist in origin but it took 
a new line in that it did not believe that the spread of capitalism brought any benefit 
to the non-industrialised countries. Andre Gunder Frank, who was perhaps the most 
influential dependency theorist, thought that links between the centre (the industrial 
capitalist countries) and the periphery (the poor countries) were purely exploitative. For 
him, the world economy works through a chain of dependency: the rural area in the 
poor country subsidises the city and the urban rich, the poor country is milked of its 
surplus wealth by the semi-industrial country, and the rich industrial country gathers the 
surplus of all the weaker countries. Because the theory was mostly a critique, dependency 
theorists did not say much about how development should actually occur. They did, 
however, advocate socialist revolution and a break from the international economy.

In the 1980s, theoretical developments and historical events led to new perspectives on 
the major development paradigms. There was a general turn toward theory of a more 
particular nature; there was also an enormous rise in concern for environmental issues. 
The turn toward more localised, particular and practical studies continued into the 1990s. 
The aim of such theory was to bring many new issues and levels into development theory.

The fall of socialism and the global neoliberal thrust of capitalism, together with new 
technologies which enable global exchange, have brought new concerns to the fore. 
The rapid growth in inequality in the second half of the 20th century has led some to 
abandon development entirely: theorists of post-development – and decoloniality – believe 
that development has failed and has deceived people. Others blame neoliberalism – the 
free market policies of the Reagan and Thatcher governments and of the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank in the 1980s and 1990s – for the failure 
of development efforts. The rapid growth in global exchanges has led to theories of 
globalisation. The environment has also become a global issue, with increasing numbers 
of issues that span borders and continents. The form of globalisation in recent years 
has led to new global forms of resistance, for example protest against elite forums such 
as IMF and World Bank conferences and environmental protests. What, then, does 
development entail in the 21st century?

While increasing numbers see development as one of the one of the strategies of elite 
management of capitalism and as the product of the “coloniality of power”, some still 
see development as orthodox national economic development, others see the need to 
construct a specifically developmental state, and yet others see development solely as 
projects through which resources are channelled toward poor communities. There 
is a huge nongovernmental organisation (NGO) sector, and also several thousand 
international NGOs, carrying out a wide variety of activities. In general, this sector has 
an extensive theory of participatory, democratic, sustainable and accountable development 
practice, which is often tied to more radical, anti-neoliberal politics. Such ideas relate 
to “alternative development”, which is concerned with ways of addressing human needs 



DVA1501/1 7

that are creative and sustainable and are not based on consumerism. However, even 
though there is much scope for the consideration of theories that focus on particular 
sectors, particular social movements and particular forms of practice, it is clear that 
there is again a need for some form of macrotheory to deal with the environment and 
global informational capitalism, and what can be done about them. Post-development 
and decolonial approaches relate to ideas of resistance and locality and the eventual 
defeat of racialised, patriarchal capitalism. Lastly, sustainable development (development 
that protects and enhances the natural environment) has become a part of every level 
of official development – and of many forms of resistance and dissent, for example in 
the World Social Forum.

ACTIVITY 1.2 (Spend about 20 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article by Pieterse in your prescribed reader. Read the section “Meanings of 
‘development’ over time”. This is just a reading activity to supplement your understanding 
of the study guide discussion (above) on development theories and their historical context.

1.5 DEVELOPMENT IS STILL WORTH THEORISING: PIETERSE
In the face of development’s marginalisation by the global market and the withering 
critique of the entwinement of development and Western coloniality, Pieterse attempts 
to “qualify the crisis, acknowledging the failure of the development record but also its 
achievements, avoiding simplistic one-sided assessments” (Pieterse 2009:1). Pieterse 
further argues that development is contested and evolving. He argues that while 
development has been a site for Western interests to take root, it has also been a social 
science in which knowledge and interests of the South have been articulated – for example 
dependency theory, the East Asian developmental state and Japanese perspectives on 
management (Pieterse 2009:4).

Pieterse argues that, just as the critique of development has roots in the postmodern and 
postcolonial critique of culture and identity and the emergence of new struggles such 
as the Zaptistas, so too development thinking has moved from a concern with national 
economic development to include local issues and struggles, sectoral issues, a concern 
with human agency, and a focus on human flourishing and capabilities. Pieterse also 
argues that some development writing is concerned with hegemony (e.g. US dominance) 
and counter-hegemony – in the form of local and national struggles against a given 
hegemony. Thus for many development is a field where one must take sides.

Pieterse also portrays development as a complex field, with different levels of actors and 
different interests at play, and different locations of dominating, “hegemonic” power 
(Pieterse 2009:10 – see tables 1.2 and 1.3) and different understandings of development 
over time (Pieterse 2009:7 – see table 1.1). Further, development theory has some limits: 
it borrows many ideas from other social sciences (Pieterse 2009:4; 12); it is largely policy 
oriented and thus driven by problems and practice and not first by theoretical refinement.



8

In sum, Pieterse believes that development and the theories about it still have a role, 
because it has also evolved, it has roots in the global South and, if it takes sides against 
hegemony, it is on the same side as those who write off development as the handmaid 
of racialised capitalist modernity.

ACTIVITY 1.3 (Spend about 40 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article by Pieterse in your prescribed reader. Read the sections listed below and 
then answer the questions on each section.
1. Read the section “Development is struggle” and “the development field” (pp 8–11 

of the article itself).

List three forces of hegemony.

List three challenges to hegemony.

2. Read the sections “Culture and development”, “The unit of development” and “In-
tersectoral cooperation” (pages 16–18 of the article itself).

In these sections, Pieterse argues that culture, different levels (e.g. national and lo-
cal) and different sectors such as state, market and society can all be brought into a 
dynamic but harmonised kind of development. Do you agree with this, or do you 
think that conflicts in culture and among levels and sectors will undermine any 
harmonised development? Write your answer below:

1.6 THE COLONIALITY OF THEORY
The decolonial school of thought has advanced arguments outlining how the colonial 
era has privileged particular Western ways of understanding. Further, according to these 
theorists, these ways of understanding are often attuned to the economic and political 
aims of continued Western advantage, and do so by displaying a racist disregard for the 
real issues of the South – the subjugation and marginalisation of poor people, blacks 
and women under colonialism and racialised capitalism. Other ways of understanding 
– other epistemologies – are therefore necessary.
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This critique therefore makes “a strong and direct attack on the very content of the 
concept of development and the discourse it has produced. This discourse is viewed as a 
‘western religion’ and a tool to promote westernisation and cultural homogeneity” (Bull 
& Boas 2012:327). From this perspective, development theories are merely different 
strategies to promote Westernisation.

In an article entitled “Public sphere and the epistemologies of the South”, Boaventura de 
Sousa Santos uses a critique of the Western notion of the public sphere (i.e. the public 
institutions and social practices that allow people to come together to discuss common 
issues and problems) to get into a much broader argument about the limits and unjustified 
assumptions of much of Western knowledge. On what grounds does Santos claim this, 
and what implications does it have for our discussion of development theories?

THE MAIN DEBATE IN THIS UNIT

All development theories, past and present, have value and limitations (Pieterse; 
Bull & Boas).

versus

Western development theories, and indeed the very idea of development, should 
be regarded as very limited as a result of their lack of roots in the places and expe-
riences of the formerly colonised areas (Santos; decolonial theory).

The starting point of his argument is that “theories produced in the global North are 
best equipped to account for the social, political and cultural realities of the global 
North and in order to account for the realities of the global South other theories must 
be developed and anchored in other epistemologies– the epistemologies of the South” 
(Santos 2012:45).

In what ways are the realities of the South not accounted for in theories of the global 
North? Santos provides a number of answers to this. Firstly, there are a range of current 
problems, from global warming to growing inequality to the perverse persistence of 
racism to the resurgence of fundamentalist religion, to which the world currently has no 
coherent answer: “we have modern problems for which there are no modern solutions” 
(Santos 2012:46). Secondly the thinking of the West has produced an “abyssal line” 
between the metropolitan and colonial societies (Santos 2012:46). In other words, in 
Western discourse, the colonial areas, issues and people were not given significant weight: 
lives were less valuable; pre-colonial history was uninteresting and uneventful; blackness 
indicated limited humanity. Therefore their dynamics had little significance in contrast 
to the precious value of Western ideas and institutions. This shutting out of two-thirds 
of the world is what Santos terms “abyssal thinking”. Thirdly, “for the last 30 years the 
most progressive struggles featured social groups (indigenous, peasant, women, afro-
descendants, miners, unemployed) whose role in history was not seen by Eurocentric 
critical theory” (Santos 2012:48). Fourthly, Eurocentric theory, including Marxism, 
has overlooked the huge diversity of the world: “it is a diversity that encompasses very 
distinct modes of being, thinking and feeling, ways of conceiving of time and the 
relation among human beings and between humans and non-humans, ways of facing 
the past and the future and of collectively organizing life, the production of goods and 
services, as well as leisure” (Santos 2012:51). The negating of other knowledges is also 
done by identifying a set of Western ideas as the cutting edge of modernity and global 
thinking: “it consists in turning modern science and high culture into the sole criteria 
of truth and aesthetic quality, respectively” (Santos 2012: 52). The privileged status of 
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science “means that their interventions in human and natural reality are also privileged. 
Any crisis or catastrophe resulting from such practices is socially acceptable and counted 
as inevitable social cost that can be overcome through new scientific practices” (Santos 
2012:57). Santos however makes it clear that he is not denying the usefulness of science.

The prestige of science has also been used for social classification based on a “naturalisation 
of differences”, whereby, for example, physical differences in sex or race are used to 
justify social hierarchy, to say that we have social hierarchy because of these differences. 
But this is not an issue of objective material classification: it is a specific racist/sexist 
discourse to facilitate hierarchy. “The inferior ones, because insuperably inferior, cannot 
be an alternative to the superior ones” (Santos 2012:53). Santos here suggests two ways 
forward: developing an “ecology of knowledges”, where “every kind of knowledge 
triumphs over a particular kind of ignorance” (Santos 2012:57). Secondly, there needs 
to be “intercultural translation” which allows an evaluation of the different answers 
provided in different cultures. There also needs to be intercultural translation among 
social practices and agents, and especially among activists and their practices (Santos 
2012:58–62).

All of these points raised by Santos should be brought into the debate on what theories 
of development will be useful.

ACTIVITY 1.4 (Spend about 40 minutes on this activity.)

1. Go to the article by Santos in your prescribed reader. Read the sections listed below 
and then answer the questions on each section.

2. Read the section “Keeping a distance vis-à-vis Western Eurocentric theoretical tradi-
tion” (pp 46–47 of the article itself).

List three problems in the Eurocentric theoretical tradition, according to Santos:

1. ..............................................................................................................................

....................................................................................................................................

2. ..............................................................................................................................

....................................................................................................................................

3. ..............................................................................................................................

....................................................................................................................................

3. Read the section “The phantasmal relation between theory and practice” (pp 48–51 
of the article itself).

Write a paragraph on the types of practices and struggles which are not foreseen by 
Western theory:
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4. Read the section “The construction of the epistemology of the South” (pp 48–51 
of the article itself).

Summarise the two “premises for an epistemology of the South”:

5. From your reading of Santos’s article, do you think Santos supports the complete 
abandonment of Western thought and theory? Give a short answer:

1.7 LINKING THIS STUDY UNIT TO OTHER STUDY UNITS

ACTIVITY 1.5 (Spend about 20 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article by Bull and Boas in your reader. Read the one-and-a-half page introduction.

According to Bull and Boas, what should we do with theories from the past?

OUTCOMES CHECKLIST

Question Can do Cannot do

I can explain (in my own words) the meaning of theory.

I can distinguish among different levels of theory.

I can write about the relationship between development 
theory and its historical context.

I can hold a basic discussion about the interrelationship 
between development theories.

I can write about the relationship between development 
theory and processes of domination.

I can discuss the need for theory from the South.



12

Study Unit 2 STUDY UNIT 2

Modernisation theory and neoliberal 
globalisation

ENABLING OUTCOMES
This unit aims to provide you with the following outcomes:

You will be able to

 y outline main ideas of modernisation theory
 y outline the nature of neoliberal globalisation
 y discuss the ideas and strategies of neoliberalism
 y discuss whether these ideas are appropriate to the needs of the South

2.1 INTRODUCTION
This study unit introduces you to theories emanating from the global North and which 
undoubtedly have assisted to maintain the global domination which was built up over 
the past centuries. At the same time, these theories dealt with issues of industrialisation, 
market development and the changing conditions for business under informational 
capitalism. Further, in practice, governments of the South have adopted modernisation 
and then neoliberal governance as their main overarching strategies. While heavily 
criticised, these are the ideas which are used, and sometimes adapted, by government 
departments, many NGOs, trading partners and institutions of global governance.

THE MAIN DEBATE IN THIS UNIT

Are these theories from the global North, of modernisation and neoliberal globali-
sation, anything more than tools of domination?

Some think that modernisation theory and the project of neoliberal globalisa-
tion are successive stages of Western management of the world, to serve Western 
interests in the period after colonialism – stages which have deeply damaged the 
global South.

Others think that economic and institutional modernisation and the wealth cre-
ated by globalisation and efficient capitalist business create opportunities for all 
countries.

2.2 MODERNISATION THEORIES
Modernisation theory refers to a group of theories which emerged after 1945 in the 
United States. The writings and speeches of a large number of theorists aimed to assist 
and advise the efforts of Western governments and Western-led international agencies 
(e.g. the World Bank) to develop the poorer countries of the South (the Third World). 
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The following quotation by Gabriel Almond (Smith 1985:535) shows the vision of this 
group of theorists:

What had happened in Europe and North America in the 19th and early 20th 
centuries was now, more or less, about to happen in Latin America, Asia, and 
Africa. The progress promised by the enlightenment – the spread of knowledge, 
the development of technology, the attainment of higher standards of material 
welfare, the emergence of lawful, humane, and liberal policies, and the perfection 
of the human spirit – now beckoned the Third World newly freed from colonial-
ism and straining against its own parochialisms.

Colin Leys distinguishes two stages within modernisation theory. From World War 
II until about 1960, according to Leys, economists (many of them British) were the 
most significant development theorists. “They wrote plans for both newly independent 
countries and the not yet independent colonies of Africa, based on the idea of raising rural 
productivity and transferring ... labour out of agriculture into industry” (Leys 1996:8). 
When these plans failed, especially in newly-independent India, modernisation theory 
emerged in the United States from about 1960. “It was constructed by sociologists and 
political scientists involved in the rapidly expanding research and teaching programmes 
established by the United States government to equip the country with the regional 
expertise it needed to exercise its new role as a superpower” (Leys 1996:9).

Berger (2003) outlines how “decolonisation, the universalisation of the nation-state and 
the Cold War provided the crucial backdrop for the rise and elaboration of modernisation 
theory and closely related theories of political development and nation building that 
were centred on direct or indirect US involvement in the formation and consolidation 
of stable anti-communist political systems” (Berger 2003:422). Berger explores this 
politically conditioned development of US-based modernisation theory by examining the 
way the political dynamics of US involvement in south-east Asia gave rise to particular 
themes. In Berger’s analysis, post-1945 modernisation theory is best understood as a 
theory that supports democracy, nationhood and an open world economy – all as an 
anti-communist strategy. This is despite the fact that later modernisation theory of the 
late 1960s and 1970s (such as the work of Samuel Huntington) aimed at an authoritarian 
political order.

Yet by the end of the 1970s the modernisation school faded, as most of its disciplinary 
branches (such as development economics and political science) fell into confusion and 
pessimism as the problems of the global South multiplied.

Coetzee and Graaf (1996:53, 57) state that, according to modernisation theorists, 
progress is inevitable when the society displays most of the following:

 y a value system stressing performance
 y a universalistic attitude
 y participant (democratic) involvement
 y the structural capacity to absorb continuing change
 y a changing appreciation of the individual, as illustrated in lower birth rates and 

mortality rates
 y drastic reduction in all forms of inequality
 y increasing social mobility
 y aspiration to a higher level of literacy and the effective spreading of formal education
 y increase in the number of bureaucratic organisations touching on all aspects of life
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 y economic rationalisation, working towards an effective market economy and general 
economic growth

 y decreasing influence of religion, mystical views or supernatural ideas
 y the formation of a universalistic judiciary
 y associations and interest groups
 y citizenship
 y an erosion of the power of ethnic groups
 y effective, widespread mass media
 y free intellectuals

To facilitate an understanding of the great bulk of work produced on the general theme 
of modernisation, we explore two themes, with an example of a theorist in each. The 
first theme is stage theory and the example of a theorist is Rostow, an optimist. The 
second theme is modernisation and the decay of society, and the example of a theorist 
is Huntington, who may be called a cynic.

2.2.1 Stage theory and modernisation
By 1960, economic growth was firmly entrenched as one of the principal concerns of 
development theorists, with the concomitant association of material productivity as an 
indicator of economic health.

That the primacy of economic growth should have enjoyed such prominence and 
popularity among politicians, administrators and businessmen was due in no small 
way to the persuasive writings of WW Rostow (b 1916), an American scholar and 
sometime government advisor, who strove throughout the 1950s to formulate an 
explanatory, and (implicitly) evolutionary, scheme of economic development. Rostow’s 
work culminated in 1960 with the publication of what most commentators regard as his 
magnum opus, The stages of economic growth: a non-communist manifesto. Focused on the 
records of the British Industrial Revolution and illuminated by a wealth of comparative 
macroeconomic statistics, Rostow’s provocatively subtitled book argued that all societies 
must pass through a single, logical and well-defined sequence of five stages of economic 
development (Rostow 1960; Brookfield 1975:36–37; Harrison 1988:26).

The first of Rostow’s stages is that of traditional society. At this stage the level of 
technological knowledge is prescientific; although at this level technology is not entirely 
static, it places a low ceiling on per capita production.

The second stage sees the achievement of the preconditions for take-off and the removal 
of many of the growth-inhibiting features of traditional society. It is now that a society 
obtains the scientific insights necessary to expand its agricultural and manufacturing 
outputs. This stage parallels the experience of Western Europe in the late 17th and 18th 
centuries, and may be triggered by the shock of external intrusion into what is still a 
traditional society. Agricultural productivity now increases rapidly, and a more effective 
infrastructure is created. Society develops a new progress-oriented mentality, and new 
ideas spread more rapidly. A new entrepreneurial class comes to the fore.

The third stage is the crucial one in Rostow’s theory. This sees the take-off to self-
sustained growth, a transformation which converts a society into one in which steady 
growth becomes more or less automatic. This stage may last for 20 to 30 years and is 
identified by the following:
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(1) Net investment and saving rise from five to ten per cent and more of national 
income – resulting in industrialisation.

(2) One or more manufacturing or industrial sectors assume a leading role in the 
economy.

(3) The political and social framework is modified to exploit the impulses issuing from 
the modern sector and give growth a continuing character.

A fourth stage follows, the drive to maturity. Modern technology is now disseminated 
from the leading industrial sectors. The economic structure shows continuous changes 
as older industries stagnate and make way for new ventures. Investment now rises to 
around 20 per cent of national income and output continues to expand.

Finally comes the age of high mass consumption. This constitutes the ultimate stage of 
Rostow’s evolutionary schema. Members of this society can now satisfy more than their 
basic needs, and consumption patterns shift towards services and durable consumer 
goods.

At the time when Rostow advanced this model, he saw only the United States as having 
reached the fifth and final stage (Rostow 1960).

Many historians have queried Rostow’s interpretation of the evidence taken from 
Britain’s Industrial Revolution. They have also questioned it as an appropriate base for 
a generalised model of industrialisation. Other academics have also criticised Rostow’s 
assumptions about the nature and dynamics of the dual economy, the incremental 
nature of the development process, and his failure to provide any real explanation for 
the transitions from one stage to another.

2.2.2 Modernisation and the decay of society
Some modernisation theories took solidly conservative, rather than liberal capitalist, 
positions. This shift occurred in the political science wing of modernisation theory, and 
its best example is Samuel Huntington.

Huntington is acknowledged as one of the most articulate and important modernisa-
tion theorists (Du Pisani 1980:83; Higgot 1983:18). According to Higgot (1983:18), 
Huntington’s importance lies in his “challenge to the prevailing idea of the unilinearity 
of modernization theory and in his stress on those issues played down by earlier writers, 
especially the dislocations that arise in the modernization process”.

Huntington was a major contributor to the movement which sought to substitute order 
for democracy as the goal of political development (O’Brien 1972). It is his view that 
“modernization and social mobilisation, in particular, thus tend to produce political 
decay unless steps are taken to moderate or to restrict its impact on political consciousness 
and political involvement” (Huntington 1968:86).

Political development, in Huntington’s view, takes place when the political institutions 
in a state move from the first to the second of each of the following four dichotomous 
variables (Huntington 1968:79):

(1) rigidity to flexibility
(2) simplicity to complexity
(3) subordination to autonomy
(4) disunity to coherence
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Huntington was one of the first authors to acknowledge that some predominantly 
traditional societies also had elements often associated with modernity. He also showed 
that some societies undergo “negative” development; that chaos and violence could 
lead to the disintegration of modern institutions. He suggested that development is a 
multilinear process.

2.3 NEOLIBERAL GLOBALISATION

2.3.1 What is globalisation?
Globalisation is a concept used to describe new features of the international economy 
involving the emergence of global production systems, worldwide communication net-
works and the relatively free flow of finance over most of the world. Globalisation is 
also used to refer to new processes in politics, society and culture that reflect increased 
international influence and interdependence. The form of globalisation we are experienc-
ing exists within a dynamic, unequal and unpredictable capitalist economy, which since 
1980 has been moulded into an aggressively free-market, neoliberal form by the leading 
capitalist economies. The degree of emerging inequality is shown by the fact that “the 
ratio of the income of the top 20% to that of the poorest 20% rose from 30 to 1 in 1960, 
to 61 to 1 in 1991 – and to a startling new high of 78 to 1 in 1994” (UNDP 1997:9). 
Globalisation also coincides with enormous environmental problems, new global forms 
of crime, and diseases such as AIDS.

What is the cause of globalisation? In an important three-volume study of the chang-
ing world economy, Manuel Castells describes the emerging world phenomenon as 
“informational capitalism”, reflecting his belief that the information technology used 
by capitalist businesses is the prime cause of new global patterns. Others see this as an 
era of flexible, “post-Fordist” capitalism, where the chief means of change is neoliberal 
politics and economics, rather than information technology.

In Manuel Castells’s view, while we are still in a firmly capitalist economy, we are moving 
toward radically new social and economic dynamics, which will provide prosperity for 
large numbers of people, but greater exclusion of sections of the poor, and the exclusion 
of newly desperate groups.

We are moving into an age of “informational capitalism” (Castells 1996, 1997, 1998). 
 This shift is based on a set of relatively new and fast-developing technologies: “micro-
electronics, computing (machines and software), telecommunications/broadcasting, and 
optoelectronics ... (and) ... genetic engineering” (Castells 1996:30). This has combined 
with other technological breakthroughs such as in “advanced materials, in energy sources, 
in medical applications, in manufacturing techniques (current or potential, such as 
nanotechnology) and in transportation technology, among others” (Castells 1996:30).

Castells’ argument is not that the information technology industry is taking over 
production, but that most sectors of economies and most industries have been revitalised 
and reshaped by the information revolution. This revolution has greatly extended 
the scope of industrial capitalism, and is thus historically intimately linked to the 
restructuring of capitalism, which occurred from the 1970s.

Castells argues that the collapse of Soviet statist industrialism can be directly linked 
to these countries falling behind in these new forms of technology, production and 
organisation. He also argues that differing levels of connection to the information 
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revolution are further differentiating and “disaggregating” what used to be termed the 
Third World.

To Castells’ mind, there is a very negative pole of informational capitalism:

during the past 10 years the most extraordinary processes of exclusion and 
social inequality have occurred – within countries and between them. … So 
what happens is that, through payoffs in terms of education, information and 
flexibility, everything that is valuable is rewarded, and everything that is not 
valued as determined by the spontaneous forces of the market and technology, 
is downgraded and excluded. Put roughly, 40 per cent of the planet is currently 
excluded, existing on less than US$2 a day. About one-fifth are doing better than 
they did and the other 40 per cent are in the industrial economy, surviving and 
organizing themselves – so yes, this is a dynamic, more productive and more 
creative system and simultaneously a more exclusionary one.

Held, McGrew, Goldblatt and Perraton (1999) argue that modern globalisation is 
distinct because of the “unique conjuncture of social, economic and technological 
forces” (Held et al 1999:429). Among these they list the following:

 y the historically unprecedented quantity and extensiveness of global flows
 y much higher levels of international organisation of economic, political and 

social affairs – globalisation has brought multilayered governance rather 
than disorder

 y diverse modalities – different patterns in different places as regards new forces 
such as migration and cultural and ecological globalisation, and persisting 
differences as regards older forces of military, political and economic order 
deriving from earlier times

 y reflexivity – “a developing worldwide elite and popular consciousness of global 
interconnectedness reinforced by the globalization of communications infra-
structures and the mass media industries” (Held et al 1999:430)

 y growing contestation and conflict over aspects of globalisation, and a growth 
in global-level politics

 y regionalisation (such as the EU) in order to create powerful bases within the 
global political economy

 y a less Eurocentric globalisation than that in the era of the British Empire
 y internal and other non-military threats to national control of territory
 y increased demands on the state
 y a culture of national democracy in most countries of the world, but much 

less democracy in transnational political and economic structures (Held et 
al 1999:430)

2.3.2 Globalisation and the nation state
One of the main debates about globalisation concerns whether nation states are becoming 
less powerful and less relevant because of the processes of globalisation. Some argue 
that this is so, and that power is steadily moving away from national governments to 
international agencies and to groups below the national level, such as local ethnic and 
religious groups, which use modern technology to increase their autonomy. Others 
argue that the state has roughly the same power as before, but that neoliberal ideology 
and politics have led many governments to avoid bold state strategies on behalf of the 
poor and exploited. A third group believes that the state is as powerful or even more 
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powerful than before, but that its role has changed dramatically in the new global and 
technological environment.

This era of globalisation is based on an extensive system of states, the latest additions 
being those of Eastern Europe. Clearly, these states differ radically in terms of power, 
wealth and adaptive ability. But how much has globalisation changed the situation for 
nation states?

Writers such as Cerny (1997), writing firstly about more industrialised states in the 
neoliberal phase of modern globalisation, see a strong pressure for states to become 
“competition states” (Cerny 1997:251).

2.3.3 Globalisation and Africa
By many accounts, many parts of Africa are being increasingly excluded by the current 
patterns of globalisation. In Africa, real incomes per capita were lower in 1996 than 
they had been in 1970 (Global Coalition for Africa 1997:42). Hoogvelt (1997) speaks 
of Africa in terms of “exclusion and the containment of anarchy” in a section on “The 
rise of the fourth world”. Castells (1998) writes about the “dehumanisation of Africa”. 
Hoogvelt argues that in Africa, “[g]lobalization, including the structural adjustments 
imposed since the 1980s, has overwhelmed the fragile social and political orders while 
further peripheralising their economies. The combined outcome of these external and 
internal forces manifests itself in a zone of civil collapse, anarchy and instability on the 
edge of the global system” (Hoogvelt 1997:241).

Writing from within Africa, while in no way minimising the various African crises, 
gives a different picture. Firstly, writers such as Mkandawire and Soludo (1999) believe 
that African countries have the human resources and natural resources to have at least 
the possibility of creating reasonably coherent national economies. They seem to have a 
more positive estimation of people’s will and ability to act, regardless of the problems that 
surround them. Further, African writers, by virtue of having a more detailed knowledge 
of processes in Africa, can show the creative and destructive ferment of social life.

While at one level much of Africa is powerless to stop Northern and capitalist intrusion 
(through structural adjustment programmes and transnational corporations, for example), 
at another level, because of informational capitalism’s lack of interest in many areas 
and institutions in Africa, African countries are less locked into the aspects of political 
globalisation to which Cerny refers than are richer countries. In addition, by being 
partly excluded from some currents of globalisation, Africa is being shaped more than 
most other areas by its internal dynamics of war, state collapse, competition over oil 
and diamonds, and in southern Africa the emerging domination of South Africa. In 
addition, South Africa and the countries of North Africa are deepening existing links 
with areas outside Africa. These emerging patterns of mostly destructive initiatives 
from within Africa are discussed by Achille Mbembe, among others (Mbembe 2000. 
Mbembe argues that it is wrong to see Africa on the margins of globalisation; rather, 
Africa is engaging with globalisation, and globalisation is engaging with Africa, in very 
specific ways. Mkandawire and Soludo (1999:140–142) argue that Africa should (and 
can) “learn to compete in the global arena” through an extensive reform of political 
and economic institutions. “Only a democratic and developmental state can acquire 
the adhesion of a citizenry as diverse as one finds in African countries.”
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Kieh (2008), writing from an African perspective, gives an account of the features of 
globalisation which, while overlapping significantly with the picture provided by Held et 
al, provides more of a Third World and African perspective. While concurring that there 
are economic, political, cultural, social and military dimensions to current globalisation, 
he highlights different forces within these dimensions. He also adds another dimension: 
that of the neoliberal capitalist ideology that has accompanied current globalisation. 
In discussing cultural globalisation, he discusses the globalisation of American brands. 
Kieh sees debt and structural adjustment as key components of contemporary economic 
globalisation. As regards political globalisation, he includes examples from the South. 
Kieh also discusses global responses to HIV and AIDS, and the globalisation of the 
provision of tertiary education as components of social globalisation.

These are useful supplements to the features outlined by Held et al, who provide perhaps 
a more Northern gaze. Kieh also shows that there are particular concerns in Africa with 
regard to the globalisation of recent decades.

ACTIVITY 2.1
(If you choose to do this activity, it should take you about 40 minutes to complete.)

In your reader, go to the article by Kieh entitled “The new globalization: scope, nature 
and dimensions”.

Read the sections “The ideological panoply” and “Economic globalization”. Based on 
these sections Write a short paragraph below on how (neoliberal) ideology and economic 
globalisation has affected Africa:

2.3.4 Neoliberalism as a cause of the current phase of globalisation
As mentioned above, one of the strongest protagonists of globalisation is neoliberal 
business. The rhetoric of globalisation provides a benign and apolitical rationale for 
business to scour every corner of the earth seeking profit. It may also be partly due to 
this rhetoric that many people believe that globalisation basically involves business, and 
why they believe neoliberalism is inevitable. For this reason it is important to distinguish 
between neoliberalism and globalisation.

The neoliberal strategies employed by the Northern powers since the 1980s have helped 
to bring about something of what we call globalisation; in the sense that globalisation 
is associated with increasing freedom of trade, increasingly easy access of transnational 
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corporations to national economies, and a continuation of political domination by the 
elites of the North. Neoliberalism has indeed been highly influential: one only needs to 
remember that the structural adjustment programmes imposed by the IMF and the World 
Bank were neoliberal recipes in most respects. Moreover, the policies of privatisation, 
followed from London to Pretoria, Brasilia to Moscow, are essentially neoliberal.

Some argue that while there are certainly changes, many features of “globalisation” 
are mostly the result of deliberate the business and political strategies of rich countries 
and large corporations, aided by neoliberal policies and an ideology that justifies 
unrestricted market penetration – when this suits the capitalist. Writers with this reading 
of globalisation tend to believe that there is no fundamental transformation of society; 
neoliberalism can and should be overturned and reversed, in favour of national – and 
international – policies that strongly regulate the market.

Neoliberal globalisation is a successor to modernisation theory (or developmentalism) in 
that it is the successor global project of the elites of the global North (McMichael 2012: 
xii–xiii). Neoliberalism has been the dominant ideology within the globalisation project.

ACTIVITY 2.2 Optional video activity

NB: To do this activity you must have a good internet connection. You can 
copy the address (url) manually or from the module site on myUnisa.

Go to the url https://youtube/sKTmwu3ynOY

Watch the video entitled “Naomi Klein on global neoliberalism”. Klein talks 
about the imposition of neoliberalism on global citizens (14 minutes).

Globalisation itself is an ideology, putting out deceptive ideas of globalisation being 
about liberalisation, whereas it in fact hides the neoconservative politics behind it; 
that globalisation was inevitable (rather than an elite project); that no one is in charge 
of globalisation and that in the long run it benefits everyone (whereas it had clear US 
leadership and transferred huge amounts of money to the rich); and that a global war 
on terror is necessary (thereby justifying the securitisation of the state and continued 
major military intervention around the globe) (Steger 2005:16–26).

Neoliberalism is an economic theory which also claims to sort out what is needed from 
politics and the state. “Neoliberalism is a theory of political economic practices proposing 
that human well-being can best be advanced by the maximization of entrepreneurial 
freedoms within an institutional framework characterized by private property rights, 
individual liberty, unencumbered markets and free trade” (Harvey 2007: 22). The state 
must be set up to support and protect these things. Harvey claims that neoliberalism has 
been “naturalized” into the common sense of large numbers of people. This was done 
by emphasising a politics that encompassed the spread of freedom and the protection of 
liberty, which had widespread appeal. Yet, in the case of Iraq, while using this rhetoric the 
actual aim of the United States was to impose “a full-fledged neoliberal state apparatus 
whose fundamental mission was and is to facilitate conditions for profitable capital 
accumulation for all comers, Iraqis and foreigners alike” (Harvey 2007: 25).

Harvey explains the move to neoliberalism as deriving from “the crisis of capital 
accumulation of the 1970s (which) affected everyone through the combination of rising 
unemployment and accelerating inflation” (Harvey 2007:27). This led to a number 
of strikes and protests which caused the ruling classes to think that their power was 

https://youtu.be/sKTmwu3ynOY
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threatened. They responded with neoliberal reforms which, from the early 1980s onwards, 
vastly increased the share of national income of the rich. This, argues Harvey, was in 
essence a restoration of class power (Harvey 2007:28–32).

In economic terms, neoliberalism has not been very successful in producing growth in 
economies, but it “has been a huge success from the standpoint of the upper classes”, both 
in restoring old elites and producing news elites in countries such as India, China and 
Russia (Harvey 2007:34). This was done not through growth but through privatisation, 
financialisation and the management of crises through strategies such as interest rate 
manipulation, structural adjustment strategies and bailouts of banks. In addition, many 
state programmes of redistribution ended up funding the rich (Harvey 2007:35–39).

ACTIVITY 2.3 Optional video activity

NB: To do this activity you must have a good internet connection. You can 
copy the address (url) manually or from the module site on myUnisa.

Go to the url https://youtube/dzLv3rfnOVw.

Watch the video entitled “Three minute theory: What is neoliberalism?”

This video explains some of the ideas of neoliberalism and their effect inside 
North America. (4 minutes)

Wrenn (2014) believes that there were three core enabling economic myths that helped 
justify neoliberalism. The first myth is that “business can do whatever government 
does better, more efficiently and cheaper” (Wrenn 2014:478). The second enabling 
myth is that “government regulations pose undue burdens on business, ensuring what 
good business practice and competitive markets will automatically enforce” (Wrenn 
2014:479). The third enabling myth is that “given the choice, people prefer to live off 
welfare than work because no-one wants to work” (Wrenn 2014:481).

There are differing opinions on whether neoliberalism was fatally damaged by the 
financial crisis of 2008–2010 during which time in the United States alone the state 
rescued the banks by paying them more than one trillion dollars. Hall, Massey and 
Rustin (2013) believe that it was fatally damaged, but that political and economic 
institutions and discourse have not changed. By contrast, Wright (2015) believes that 
although neoliberalism is no longer intellectually tenable, it is stronger than ever.

ACTIVITY 2.4 (Spend about 60 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article by Harvey in your prescribed Reader. Read the sections listed below and 
then answer the questions on each section.

1. Read the first two pages of the article.

Write a few lines defining what neoliberalism is, according to Harvey.

https://youtu.be/dzLv3rfnOVw
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2. Read the section “The ‘naturalization’ of neoliberalism” (pp 24–27 of the article 
itself). This is about how it became to be seen as common sense.

Then explain briefly how neoliberalism could be seen as convincing.

3. Read the section “Why the neoliberal turn” (pp 27–29 of the article itself).

Then briefly explain the following:

(a) What was the threat to the ruling classes at the beginning of the 1970s?

(b) How did the situation of the rich improve from the mid-1980s?

Read the section “Neoliberalism as creative destruction” (pp 33–38 of the article 
itself). Harvey describes neoliberalism as “accumulation by dispossession”.

Then give brief summaries of the four elements that Harvey believes are the key 
practices of the elites to achieve accumulation by dispossession and say how they 
dispossessed the poorer classes:

a. Privatisation

b. Financialisation

c. The management and manipulation of crises

d. State redistributions
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TABLE 1.1:  Thumbnail sketch of modernisation theory and neoliberal 
globalisation

Description/name of the theories Modernisation theory; neoliberalism; 
neoliberal globalisation

Main theorists Rostow; international financial institu-
tions; World Economic Forum

Where the theories come from Britain and the USA

Period when the theory was put forward 1955–1980 (modernisation theory)

1980–present (neoliberalism)

The main new feature of the world, or the 
main problem, in the view of the theory

The success of Western economic growth 
and the expansion of wealth in new glo-
balised conditions 

The solution or way forward Facilitation of the private sector; fa-
cilitation of corporate interests and 
profitability

The main development actors Corporations; governments of the West; 
global financial institutions

2.3.5 Neoliberalism and global institutions
Neoliberalism has been conveyed to the global South largely through the “Bretton 
Woods institutions” – the World Bank, the IMF and the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), which succeeded the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The 
World Economic Forum (WEF) is an independent organisation whose thinking fits 
with the perspective of the Bretton Woods institutions.

Neoliberal principles are widespread in these organisations of global governance. 
Neoliberal ideas include the broad endorsement of the project of globalisation; giving 
corporate business a prominent role in both policy-making and in proposed models 
of development governance and growth; accepting that global crises and progress 
need to be managed from the top; believing that the institutions of global governance 
themselves are the key creative actors in the facilitation of development and growth; 
good governance; emphasising knowledge management; and promoting a top-down 
model of sustainable development. This collection of ideas has sometimes been called 
“the Washington consensus” (Taylor 1997). More broadly, it could be called the ideology 
or “hegemonic paradigm” (Cerny 2008) of neoliberalism.

These ideas were not usually created by the institutions discussed here. They are often 
derived from the broader social and political forces of our time, such as the agenda of 
the United States as a global power, the agenda of transnational corporations, and the 
internationalising force of informational capitalism in its reshaping of enterprises and 
the business environment in the direction of networked production processes However, 
it is principally the institutions discussed in this study unit which have designed how 
the project of globalisation interfaces with discussion of what happens to poor countries. 
Furthermore, these institutions of global governance develop their own dynamics and 
role, even though many of them are heavily influenced in particular by the United States.

The ideas discussed here are influential among these global institutions themselves, 
but also in government circles in many countries, in “development business” and more 
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official levels of the development sector. Though these ideas are not bound together in 
a single coherent theory, they can still be seen as a widely supported general model of 
how to achieve development. As you will see, all the ideas discussed below are related 
to each other: for example, transnational corporations are the engines of neoliberal 
globalisation, and they need “good governance” at the national level; they also need 
governments to lock themselves into the rules of the global economy and the rules of its 
network of governing institutions. After the Asian economic crash of 1997, and especially 
after the financial crisis of 2007–2010, which featured the crash of the banking sectors 
of many developed economies, the global financial institutions and associated bodies 
have modified their strategy to include new ideas of governance and how to relate to the 
South. New emphases on appropriate institutions, poverty reduction and empowerment 
strategies, utilising social capital, and ensuring a more equitable spread of development 
aid would all seem to move some distance away from the “Washington Consensus” and 
pure business-centred neoliberalism (Sheppard & Leitner 2009). “The post-Washington 
consensus entailed a novel package of policy measures and substituted a discourse of 
governance and poverty reduction for that of structural adjustment and privatization 
associated with its predecessor” (Sheppard & Leitner 2009:4).

These shifts can be seen as adjusting the tactics of the international financial institutions 
(IFIs) while the overall strategy remains in important respects the same. “The remaking of 
governance currently underway is certainly not a wholesale repudiation of neoliberalism. 
It retains and continues to propagate a belief in the possibility that globalized capitalist 
markets can deliver and confidence that the expertise to deliver on this promise lies in 
the global North” (Sheppard & Leitner 2009:7). The 2010 WEF still placed leading 
businessmen on an equal footing with political leaders. The rules and political control 
of the international financial institutions are unchanged. For the time being, then, the 
development thought in these institutions remains in important respects as described 
in the sections below.

2.3.5.1 Neoliberal globalisation as the aim
Philip McMichael (McMichael 2004:152 ff) argues that globalisation is not inevitable 
but a political project. What is this project? McMichael quotes Renato Ruggiero, the 
first director-general of the WTO, as saying at the time of the abortive Seattle meeting 
in 2000 (McMichael 2004:153)

[M]ore than ever before if we want real coherence in global policy-making and 
a comprehensive international agenda, then coordination has to come from the 
top, and it must be driven by elected leaders ... progress in resolving the challenge 
of the new century will hinge on our ability not just to build a coherent global 
architecture, but to build a political constituency for globalization … Without the 
WTO, we will go back to a world of national barriers, protectionism, economic 
nationalism and conflict.

Here we see a vision of a strategic global project involving trade liberalisa tion, global 
governance and a push for widespread political acceptance of this new order. Mc Michael 
comments, “The director of the WTO articulated the vision of the development project: 
the implementation of the rule of the market via the restructuring of policies and 
standards across the nation-state system. Trade (two-thirds of which is controlled by 
transnational corporations [TNCs]) was to be privileged as the motor of development” 
(McMichael 2004:134).
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As IMF deputy director Anne Krueger argued, “20th century growth and globalization 
have brought great benefits to the majority of the world’s population” (Krueger 2002:5). 
This is the exact opposite of the views held by opponents of globalisation. The route 
to development, progress and success is through those neoliberal processes of current 
globalisation which are so despised by the anti-globalisation movement.

ACTIVITY 2.5 (Spend about 30 minutes on this activity.)

Read the short article by Anne Krueger in your prescribed reader, an IMF deputy director.

Now answer the following questions:

1. According to Krueger, what are the advantages of globalisation?

2. (a)  What must be done to trade to preserve the benefits of globalisation, according 
to Krueger?

3. (b) According to Krueger, what should governments do?

2.3.5.2 The leading role of business and corporations
In the World Bank’s World Development Report: a better investment climate for everyone 
published in 2005, the authors state that “private firms ... are at the heart of the 
development process” (World Bank 2005:5). Furthermore, “the investment climate 
is the first pillar of the World Bank’s overall development strategy” (World Bank 
2005:2). While the World Bank agrees that there should be “well-designed legislation 
and taxation” so that businesses “benefit society as a whole”, it argues that, to improve 
the investment climate, governments and other actors should reduce the cost of doing 
business in national economies, they should reduce the risks faced by firms, and they 
should eliminate protectionist barriers to competition (World Bank 2005:xiii).
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The yearly meeting of the WEF, to which many world leaders and leading businessmen 
go (on an equal footing), believes in “entrepreneurship in the global public interest” 
(WEF 2005:1). In the discourse and outlook of the WEF and other institutions of global 
governance, the private sector has been granted a privileged place in the politics of global 
management. In particular, “the WTO is dedicated to privileging corporate rights to 
compete internationally. This means ensuring that transnational corporations receive 
equal treatment to that received by domestic firms and removing local restrictions (e.g. 
labor, health, environmental laws) on trade and investment that might interfere with 
corporate competitiveness in the global marketplace” (McMichael 2004:172).

2.3.5.3 Managerialism and the elite network of institutions
The WEF strives towards “a world-class corporate governance system” (WEF 2005). 
The partly constructed “global architecture” of the United Nations (UN), the World 
Bank, the IMF and the WTO is the only government-recognised system of global 
institutions. These organisations, together with other elites such as the governments 
of the industrialised countries, the leadership of regional blocs such as the EU, and 
business leaders, form an international network of elite institutions which cooperate 
extensively and grant to each other areas of authority. They believe that they themselves 
are central to global management, and they make decisions about global management 
which are often little influenced by democratic opinion. In contrast, the influence of 
private business is often very significant.

There is a deliberate effort by the institutions of global governance to build processes, 
rules and institutions at national level which manage and integrate different actors such 
as governments, the private sector (including transnational corporations and finance), 
civil society and global institutions. Good governance is one of the key elements of this 
development/globalisation model. In Africa, the background to this was that “the failure 
of adjustment policies was blamed on the ‘poor governance’ of African governments ... 
neo-liberal solutions were not wrong, they were simply incorrectly and insufficiently 
implemented. Western triumphalism and the need to construct a new legitimacy for 
structural adjustment thus coalesced in the good governance agenda” (Abramsen 
2000:43). This structural adjustment included prescriptions as regards reducing the 
public sector, increasing exports, reducing government spending, lowering tariffs, and 
dropping the protection of currencies. These ideas have been added to, with a view to 
making governments the key actors responsible for economic and political stability, 
for formal democracy and for fighting against corruption. The purpose of all this is 
to make countries shipshape for private-sector growth and for corporate investment, 
while making sure that social conditions and political needs are addressed enough to 
allow this main purpose. “The harmonization of business practices is the ultimate aim, 
but so too is the defence and enlargement of a project in furtherance of a worldwide 
restructuring” (Taylor 2004:136).

Swyyngedouw (2005) also outlines how the discourse of governance and good govern-
ance, while perhaps improving the accountability of individual institutions, tends to 
promote a culture of “governance-beyond-the-state”. Questions of democracy and the 
right of a state to lead policy-making tend to be downplayed, and in its place, institutions 
(e.g. businesses or Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers [PRSPs]) that display the principles 
of good governance are taken to have legitimacy without needing a democratic mandate.

2.3.5.4 Official sustainable development
During the 1990s and early 2000s, the international discourse on sustainable development 
was significantly influenced by neoliberalism and deference to business. However, 
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caring for the environment cannot be done by outsourcing social and environmental 
costs. Increasingly since 2000, this market approach coexists with the idea of states 
managing their economies in a “Keynesian” manner and promoting “a democratic, 
green agenda” and “attempts to build social and ecological resilience within and across 
locales” (McMichael 2012:251). With the prioritisation of issue of climate change, 
carbon emissions and adaptation, more post-neoliberal strategies were adopted. Yet 
there were new opportunities for business in carbon markets, new technologies and 
investment in adaptation.

Sustainable development thinking, arising from the approach of global managerialism, 
is close to the model of capitalist modernisation, while attempting to address the 
crucial environmental issues. The supporters of this model believe that increased 
economic growth, with pro-environment regulation, is the only route which can 
address both poverty and environmental destruction. Earlier accounts, such as the 
World Commission on Environment and Development’s (WCED) Bruntland Report 
and Agenda 21 (produced by the Rio Earth Summit), believed that it was necessary to 
reduce the destructive impact on the environment by introducing measures such as the 
“polluter-pays” principle, while realising that increased economic growth will still have 
an adverse effect on the environment. This may be combated by gradually replacing the 
use of non-renewable resources such as fossil fuels by renewable ones where possible. 
The World Bank’s more recent position (World Bank 2003) puts a lot more trust in 
business and in making growth a priority while maintaining detailed prescriptions 
concerning the environment. Through the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change, the Kyoto Protocol, signed in 1997 by 141 countries, came into 
effect in 2005. It dealt with control of emissions of gases such as carbon dioxide which 
cause global warming. While it was an international response to a major crisis, it tied 
signatory countries (which did not include the United States or industrialising countries 
of the South such as China) to a modest reduction in carbon dioxide emissions by 5,2 
per cent below 1990 levels by 2008–12. These are terms which do not endanger growth. 
The Copenhagen Accord of 2010 had similarly modest results. The Paris Agreement of 
December 2015, to keep temperature rise to below 2 ̊ C above preindustrial levels, had 
178 signatories by mid-2016, but a much smaller number had ratified it at this stage. 
The Paris Agreement states that “to reach these ambitious goals, appropriate financial 
flows, a new technology framework and an enhanced capacity building framework will 
be put in place, thus supporting action by developing countries and the most vulnerable 
countries, in line with their own national objectives” (UN Framework on Climate 
Change 2016). While governments and the UN are central to the Paris process, new 
technologies, finance and business are still central role players.

OUTCOMES CHECKLIST

Question Can do Cannot do
I can outline the main ideas main ideas of modernisation 
theory. 
I can outline the nature of neoliberal globalisation.
I can discuss the ideas and strategies of neoliberalism.
I can discuss whether these ideas are appropriate to the needs 
of the South.
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ACTIVITY 2.6

2.3.5.5 Linking this study unit to other study units
(If you choose to do this extra activity, it should take you about 15 minutes to complete.)

Go to the article by Bull and Boas in your reader. Read pages 325 and 326 (internal page 
numbers). This describes how after some decades of neoliberalism, Latin American countries 
started to follow some of the advice of dependency theorists of the past in protecting national 
economies. Similarly, in Africa, Euro-American neoliberalism is being partly replaced with 
the new dependency of Africans on China, a rapidly growing developmental state.

OUTCOMES CHECKLIST

Question Can do Cannot do

I can define globalisation.

I can discuss different theories of globalisation.

I can distinguish between the concepts of globalisa-
tion and neoliberalism.

I can discuss the relationship of the state to 
globalisation.

I can discuss how the South fits into globalisation.
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Study Unit 3 STUDY UNIT 3

Marxism and dependency theory

ENABLING OUTCOMES
This unit aims to provide you with the following outcomes:

You will be able to

 y give a general account of what Marxism is about
 y give a general account of what dependency theories are about
 y discuss Frank’s view of dependency
 y outline Wallerstein’s ideas of world systems theory
 y Discuss the analyses of South Africa by Arrighi et al and Bond

-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–-–- -

3.1 INTRODUCTION
This study unit deals with two theoretical approaches, Marxism and dependency theory, 
which originated in the past but have proved to be very durable. The prescribed articles 
attached to this study unit represent the current use of these theories. Both are theories 
that originated in oppositional struggles: Marxism in the struggles of labour against 
capital, and dependency theories in the struggles of countries of the global South amidst 
the new forms of global subordination after World War II.

Dependency theory was the response from the South to modernisation theory. It 
directly blamed the main capitalist countries for the situation of poverty in Third 
World countries. Dependency theorists believed that the more powerful states and 
economies (the core or metropoles) took wealth from weaker countries (the periphery 
or satellites). They believed that the weaker countries were funding the growth of the 
stronger countries. By the 1970s, dependency theorists were giving a detailed picture 
of dependency at many levels. They dealt with internal dependency within countries, 
where one part of a country exploits another part. The theory specified several half-way 
positions that countries could take, in which a country exploits several weaker countries 
but is itself exploited by stronger economies (there is a diagram of this later in the study 
unit). And from dependency theory there developed world systems theory, which has a 
dependency approach to world history and to the whole of the uneven global economy.
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THE MAIN DEBATE IN THIS UNIT

Do these theories of Marxism and dependency theory that originate in the past still 
hold important truths for us?

These approaches (Marxism and dependency theories) are still highly relevant to 
Africa and South Africa because they show the structures that keep the masses in 
poverty.

VS

These theories illustrate problems without adequately showing solutions.

VS

These theories are honourable but too narrow (they do not take into account race and 
culture; nor do they consider the whole of the colonial era) and should be replaced by 
a comprehensive decolonial approach. 

3.2 BEFORE DEPENDENCY THEORY: MARXIST THEORIES OF 
EXPLOITATION AND IMPERIALISM

Here we present some background to dependency theories in the form of Marxist 
theories of exploitation and imperialism. These ideas (formulated between about 1840 
and 1920) and the socialist radicalism that accompanied them were a major influence on 
dependency theories, which came much later after about 1960. The ideas of exploitation 
and imperialism are key to dependency theories – though dependency theories changed 
and developed these ideas to address the issues of the Third World (or global South).

NB: Although we deal with Marx, Lenin and Engels and their radical theories of 
imperialism, bear in mind that these earlier theorists were not themselves theorists of 
underdevelopment or dependency. Such theorists only emerged after modernisation 
theory and after World War II.

3.2.1 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels
Karl Marx (1818–1883) was another of the classical theorists who, with the aid of his 
friend and collaborator Friedrich Engels (1820–1895), produced a revolutionary theory 
of class conflict, and advocated a struggle against capitalism to be led by workers. In fact, 
Marx saw his theories as tools for revolutionary activism, in the face of capitalism’s power.

What was Marx’s view of socioeconomic development? He saw the initial stage of society 
as one in which property was communally owned and social life was an extension of 
family life. In the next stage private property emerged, leading incidentally to the 
alienation of people from the forces of production. Slavery became a dominant institution 
and society was divided into two principal classes, of citizens and of slaves. This stage 
may be said to correspond with the societies we recognise in classical Greek and Roman 
times – the period of Western antiquity. Marx was not discussing the modern plantation 
slavery in the Americas!

In the third, the feudal stage, the principal ruling class is the nobility, whose position 
is based upon a complicated system of land tenure, while the subjected class are the 
serfs – unfree labourers legally tied to the land. This feudal mode of production is 
characteristic of the European Middle Ages.
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The fourth stage results from the rise of capitalism. The new ruling class, the owners 
of capital, the bourgeoisie, enjoy their position through their private ownership of the 
means of production. The process of production is now based upon their exploitation 
of “free” labour – that is to say, labour which, unlike that of the unfree feudal serf, has 
been sundered from the means of production. In Marx’s capitalist mode of production, 
producers have no rights over the means of production or over the disposal of their 
product, but are free only to sell their labour on the open market.

A third distinctive characteristic of capitalism is that capital accumulates in the hands 
of the capitalists through their seizure of surplus value from labour. Surplus value is 
understood here (in terms of Marx’s labour theory of value) to mean the price of the 
commodity produced, minus the cost of wages and raw materials; thus if capitalists paid 
labourers the full value of their work, there would be no surplus value and no capital 
accumulation. The capitalists’ reinvestment of surplus value as capital, however, enables 
them to appropriate further surplus value from labour (Etzioni-Halevy 1981:13, 264).

Simply put, Marx held that the forces of history are revealed in the struggle which 
ensues between successive modes of production – that is to say, between emerging and 
obsolete relations of production. This struggle arises as a result of economic growth, 
and as a result of qualitative changes which occur in the forces of production until a 
point is reached at which these forces can no longer be usefully accommodated in the 
existing relations of production and social order. The contradictions that emerge lead 
to increasing class conflict, which provides the driving force of history.

In the case of capitalism, Marx predicted that the need to accumulate capital would 
ultimately lead to a fatal contradiction. In the capitalist system, he said, the rate of 
profit had a tendency to fall. In order to counter this, the owners of the means of 
production had continually to increase the ratio of capital to wages – that is, to invest 
in machinery and technology rather than labour. This in turn would lead to a series of 
deepening economic crises, particularly overproduction, since insufficient wages were 
being paid for the workers to purchase the commodities being produced. In the long 
run, capital would tend to concentrate in fewer and fewer hands, while an increasingly 
large and impoverished proletariat would become aware of their situation and, given the 
necessary class consciousness, political organisations and leadership, would overthrow 
the entire system.

The end of capitalism could be followed, said Marx, by socialism, in which the dictator-
ship of the proletariat would be established and the means of production nationalised; 
socialism would be followed by communism, in which social classes would wither away; 
people’s natural relationship with the forces of production would be harmoniously re-
established and their alienation would therefore be ended (Etzioni-Halevy 1981:13–14).

Marx’s ideas have been popular for many generations, and they inspired socialist 
movements and the outlook of socialist states. Marxism seemed to lose prestige with 
the fall of the Soviet Union and its eastern European satellites around 1990. However, 
modern capitalist-led globalisation has led some writers and thinkers to say that Marx’s 
theories are more relevant than ever before.

3.2.2 Marx and Third World development
The work of Marx and Engels centred on the development of the economic and class 
structures of advanced capitalist societies and upon the tendency of the rate of profit to 
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fall, this being the first phase in this process. In the second phase, the decrease in the rate 
of profit drives these societies to expand the geographical boundaries of their economies 
by imperialist conquest. Since Marx and Engels apparently believed that the precapitalist 
structures of these colonised countries were stagnant, incapable of stimulating such 
internal development as that which took place after Europe’s feudal period, they 
regarded imperial expansion as historically progressive, since it would at least bring 
capitalism to backward nations, destroying and replacing their precapitalist structures. 
Consequently, new capitalist societies would come into being whose development (after 
they had shed the shackles of colonial domination) would resemble that of industrially 
advanced countries. In the third phase, in these new capitalist societies, as in the early 
industrialised nations, capitalism would develop the contradictions that would pave 
the way for socialism.

It is interesting to note, as we have done previously, how similar much of this theory 
is to that of modernisation theorists. More to the point in the context of radical 
development theory, however, is that Marx and Engels saw the capitalist penetration 
and transformation of the Third World as not only historically necessary but as feasible.

We should, of course, remember that Marx and Engels were writing before the high 
period of European expansion, and certainly had little experience of what happened 
when advanced industrial nations colonised or annexed other territories, so bringing 
them willy-nilly into the world capitalist system.

3.2.3 Socialist development debates after Marx
The Third World therefore provided an area on which the intellectual disciples of Marx 
and Engels could work. And their work constitutes a second stage in the Marxian 
analysis of the development of capitalism in backward nations. Lenin (1870–1924), 
among others, wrote extensively on the subject – concerning himself initially with the 
debate on the development of capitalism in Russia, which was itself still a “backward” 
area in the late 19th century. While Lenin argued, as Marx would have, that capitalism 
constituted a historically progressive force in Russia’s development, he observed that it 
did not necessarily simply destroy and replace the pre-capitalist structures of Russian 
society. What occurred was a far more complex interaction than that for which Marx 
and Engels had allowed between the imported capitalist model and the older internal 
structures. This Lenin ascribed to Russia’s situation as a late industrialiser, to the 
ambiguous role of foreign capital in Russia’s development, and to the unexpected tenacity 
of pre-capitalist institutions (Palma 1978:387–388).

Other socialists, the Narodniks, with whom Lenin was engaged in a determined polemic, 
argued not only that there was some doubt about whether a capitalist transformation 
of Russian society would be possible, but also that from a socialist point of view such 
transformation was unnecessary (pace Marx), for by building on the communal structures 
of pre-capitalist Russia it would be possible to move directly and immediately to socialism.

It is interesting to see how this debate on the historical necessity and feasibility of a 
capitalist transformation in society is mirrored in later arguments about Marxism and 
neo-Marxism in the Third World (Palma 1978:387–388, 392–394; Kitching 1982).
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3.2.4 The analysis of imperialism
Lenin and other Marxist intellectuals, Nikolai Bukharin (1858–1938) and Rosa Luxem-
burg (1870–1919), all subsequently wrote on imperialism and the prospects of capitalism 
in the colonies. While they continued to follow Marx’s view of capitalism’s historically 
progressive nature, they identified an apparent ambiguity in the behaviour of economies 
in the advanced stages of monopoly capitalism: in order to resolve some of their internal 
contradictions, imperialists would tend to check industrial development in their colonies. 
Nevertheless, continued these theorists, once colonial bonds were broken, these backward 
colonial countries would be able to develop their economies, and modern industrialisation 
would be able to proceed, though not without the difficulties characteristic of latecomers. 
The capitalist development of these ex-colonial nations would then (the argument 
proceeded) follow lines similar to those adopted by the industrially more advanced 
societies (Palma 1978:388, 395–398).

By 1920, however, Lenin was beginning to work on a new analysis of the difficulties 
of industrialisation in backward countries. The explicit formulation of his new line of 
thought only emerged four years after Lenin’s death, and it is of interest because of the 
attention it paid to the role of the traditional elites in backward countries. In so far as 
the imperial powers tried to arrest the industrialisation of their colonial possessions (it 
was argued), they sought a natural alliance with local traditional elites, whose interests 
also lay in the preservation of pre-capitalist structures (Palma 1978:388, 398–399; 
1981:39–40).

3.3 VOICES FROM THE PERIPHERY
Just as structural functionalism and modernisation theory were beginning to consolidate 
their position as the orthodox development thought at the “centre”, new ideas were 
beginning to emerge among scholars on the “periphery”. Although it seemed unlikely 
at the time, these ideas would eventually not only challenge the centre’s attempts at 
intellectual penetration, but would carry the theoretical battle into Western academia 
and play no small part in undermining comfortable assumptions about development.

Latin America was the base from which this new intellectual movement spread, reflecting 
the unwillingness of certain scholars on the periphery to accept external theoretical 
models whose relevance to the actual and historical experience of their regions they 
called into question.

TABLE 3.1: Thumbnail sketch of dependency theory

Description/name of the theories Marxism; dependency theories
Main theorists Marx, Lenin; Baran; Frank; Wallerstein
Where the theories come from Europe, Latin America and USA
Period when the theory was put forward About 1840 (Marx) to the present. Waller-

stein is still writing.
The main new feature of the world, or 
the main problem, in the view of the 
theory

The exploitation of labour and the poor; the 
failure of development and modernisation 
through trade, aid and contact with the 
West and through new forms of capitalist 
domination 
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Description/name of the theories Marxism; dependency theories
The solution or way forward Breaking involvement with world capital-

ism; Frank sees no short-term solution; 
socialist revolution

The main development actors Workers, peasants and nationalists of the 
South

3.3.1 Baran, Frank and dependency
In 1957, Paul Baran published his Political economy of growth, which is generally regarded 
as the foundation stone of what came to be known as dependency theory.

Baran’s analysis, though concerned to a great extent with Latin America, adopted a 
global approach to the study of underdevelopment.

Baran tried to show first how capitalism had developed in Western Europe. The 
transformation from feudalism to capitalism had resulted, he wrote, from increasing 
agricultural production, a more intensive division of labour, and capital accumulation. 
Western Europe had been able to achieve this because of its favourable geographical 
position and its lack of natural resources. These factors, Baran argued, stimulated 
trade, maritime enterprises and plunder. Not only were the countries of the Third 
World unable to emulate this historical pattern but they had been its victims, and bore 
permanent development scars as a result (Blomstrom & Hettne 1984:34–35; Hoogvelt 
1982:165–166).

ACTIVITY 3.1 Optional video activity

NB: To do this activity you must have a good internet connection. 

You can copy the address (url) manually or from the module site on myUnisa.

Go to the url https://youtube/JN6LlMY2ApQ

Watch the video entitled “Dependency theory”. This video presents a short lec-
ture on dependency and provides some diagrams of dependency relationships 
(9 minutes).

Plundering the colonies may not have increased the European national income by much, 
but it did constitute a significant contribution to its economic surplus, hence also to 
its investment and economic growth. The colonies’ economic surplus consequently 
diminished, their capital accumulation came to a halt, and their budding industries 
were killed by competition. In other words, development in the colonies was forced 
off its natural course, and was now completely dominated by imperialist interests. The 
countries of the Third World (Japan being a spectacular exception) stagnated somewhere 
between feudalism and capitalism, and were the victims of the worst of both systems 
(Blomstrom & Hettne 1984:35).

Baran took up and developed an established line of Marxist thought when he analysed 
the tensions between the needs of imperialism and the industrialisation and economic 
development of backward countries (Palma 1978:401). Baran’s interpretation was much 
more direct than that of the Marxists: “Economic development in underdeveloped 
countries is profoundly inimical to the dominant interests in the advanced capitalist 
countries” (Palma 1978:401).

https://youtu.be/JN6LlMY2ApQ


DVA1501/1 35

In order to prevent development in the Third World, Baran argued, the advanced 
nations form alliances with pre-capitalist domestic elites in order to obstruct any such 
transformations to capitalism. In this way, advanced nations also secure access to domestic 
resources and simultaneously maintain the traditional modes of surplus extraction. All 
this limits the possibility of local economic growth. What surplus is created is either 
siphoned off by foreign capitalists or squandered on luxuries by traditional elites. This 
leaves few resources for local investment, with no expansion of the domestic market, 
which leads to economic stagnation from which the only escape, according to Baran, 
is a political one (Palma 1978:401).

Thus, in Baran’s view, imported capitalism would neither create the conditions for a 
local transformation, nor destroy local pre-capitalist structures (Blomstrom & Hettne 
1984:35; Hoogvelt 1982:166).

This interpretation naturally had political implications for Marxist Latin Americans. If 
the local bourgeoisie had been simply a small parasitic elite which controlled land and 
trade, and had been unable to fulfil its historical mission of freeing capitalism’s productive 
forces, then the two-stage revolutionary strategy inspired by classical Marxism would 
have to be discarded and replaced by one of immediate revolutionary activity based on 
rural guerrilla warfare. Thus, in many ways, Baran’s analysis appeared to be in accord 
with observed realities (Blomstrom & Hettne 1984:35).

A number of Latin American scholars worked on analyses similar to that of Baran 
(Brookfield 1975:124–165); but it is doubtful whether this work would have had the 
international impact that it has in fact had without the publicity afforded it in the 
English-speaking world by Andre Gunder Frank (1929–2005). Frank joined forces with 
the Latin American dependency theorists in the mid-1960s, publishing a major work 
entitled Capitalism and underdevelopment in Latin America in 1967. Although this book 
concentrated on the histories of Brazil and Chile, Frank’s vision was much broader, for 
he wished to demonstrate that Latin America, and other areas in the periphery, had 
been incorporated into the industrial, capitalist world’s economy from an early stage of 
the colonial period. Frank built upon and expanded Baran’s analysis.

Frank parts company with Baran when he rejects the idea of dualism in a society and 
its economy: Frank holds that the incorporation of an economy into the world capitalist 
system determines its character through the chain-like structures of exploitation that 
bind its local economy to the capitalist metropolis (Blomstom & Hettne 1984:50–52, 
66–68; Hoogvelt 1982:166–167; Roxborough 1979:44–45; Palma 1978:401–402).

According to Frank (Blomstrom & Hettne 1984:67), there is an

exploitative relation which in chain-like fashion extends the capitalist link be-
tween the capitalist world and national metropolises to the regional centres (part 
of whose surplus they appropriate), and from these to local centres, and so on 
to large landowners or merchants who expropriate surplus from small peasants 
or tenants, and sometimes even from these latter to landless labourers exploited 
by them in turn. At each step along the way, the relatively few capitalists above 
exercise monopoly power over the many below, expropriating some or all of their 
economic surplus and, to the extent that they are not expropriated in turn by the 
still fewer above them, appropriating it for their own use. Thus at each point, the 
international, national and local capitalist system generates economic develop-
ment for the few and under-development for the many. Frank’s analysis of the 
capitalist world system had certain important implications, both in theoretical 
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terms and in terms of revolutionary practice. If all countries were immediately 
and forcedly transformed into capitalist economies upon their incorporation 
in the world system, then no feudal, semi-feudal or other precapitalist mode of 
production could survive that moment of incorporation. For orthodox Marxists, 
this was unthinkable. For Latin American revolutionaries, however, it meant that 
the radical left no longer had to waste its time urging the bourgeoisie to introduce 
capitalism; they could now assume that this had already been achieved at the 
time of the colonial conquest and they could themselves proceed immediately 
with attempts at a socialist transformation (Blomstrom & Hettne 1984:68 – see 
diagram below).

You should not imagine that these brief summaries have done full justice to the theories 
of Baran or Frank, let alone the large numbers of variations on the dependency theme. 
Refinements and modifications were made in a wide variety of ways by development 
theorists, not only in Latin America but in Africa and the Caribbean too. Strangely, the 
dependency perspective failed to take root in Asia (Blomstrom & Hettne 1984:98–162).

Andre Gunder Frank’s metropolis-satellite model

M = the world metropolis 
m = metropolis
s = satellite

Source: Blomstrom and Hettne (1984:69)

Some authorities have tried to develop a typology according to the importance that 
various dependency theorists attach to external, as opposed to internal, factors. Whereas 
Baran and Frank were both fairly extreme in their views on this issue, stressing the 
determining nature of external factors, not all dependency thinkers followed them in 
this. Some who perhaps wanted some kind of coming together with more orthodox 
Marxists, or with people who were politically less radical, placed far greater emphasis 
on internal structural factors.

Blomstrom and Hettne, in their comprehensive survey of dependency theory, do not 
even attempt anything that could be called a synthesis of dependency thought. “Since 
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the various advocates of this school group themselves differently depending on the 
issue, it is almost impossible to provide a systematic account of its theoretical positions” 
(Blomstrom & Hettne 1984:70).

ACTIVITY 3.2
(Spend about 20 minutes on this activity.)

After reading the section above (“Baran, Frank and dependency”), answer the following 
questions:

1. According to Baran, how did the advanced nations prevent development in the Third 
World?

2. Explain how a country can be a satellite and metropolis at the same time according 
to Frank (also refer to the diagram).

3.3.2 World systems theory
As the debate on dependency and underdevelopment continued, a number of new and 
ingenious variations on the theme emerged. These were highly integrated theoretical 
models of increasing complexity, which attempted to explain the development experience 
of humankind in terms of the operation of the world system viewed as a whole.

It would be impossible to do justice to all these theories here. By way of example, however, 
we give a summary of the major work by Immanuel Wallerstein (b 1930), whose account 
of the world system was probably the most influential of its type.

The first volume of Wallerstein’s magnum opus, The modern world-system, appeared in 
1974. Volume 2 appeared in 1980 and Volume 3 in 1989.

What is Wallerstein attempting to do in The modern world-system? He describes the 
object of his work as to provide an account of the creation of the modern world. The 
book “purports to analyse the process of social change in the modern world” (Wallerstein 
1974:3).
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Wallerstein defines social systems as largely self-contained entities whose developmental 
dynamics are mainly internal. By this he means that if a social system could be cut off 
from all external forces it would continue to function in the same way. Thus, for him, 
most of the entities usually described as social systems – tribes, communities, nation 
states – are not total systems. The only real social systems are, on the one hand, relatively 
small, highly autonomous and isolated subsistence economies and, on the other, world 
systems (Wallerstein 1974:347–348).

As their name would indicate, world systems are relatively large social systems, though 
they need not comprise the entire world. They are also defined by the fact that their 
economic self-containment is based on an extensive division of labour, and that they 
include within their boundaries a multiplicity of cultures. Wallerstein argues that there 
have been only two varieties of world system: world empires – in which a single political 
system claims control over most of the area within its boundaries; and world economies 
– in which no single political control exists. The modern world system is just such a 
world economy, and a highly successful one, for previous world economies have tended 
either to be converted into empires or to disintegrate. That the modern world system 
has avoided this fate over the past five centuries is explained for Wallerstein (1974:348) 
by the political component of the economic system called capitalism.

Capitalism has been able to flourish because of the existence of the multiplicity of 
political systems within the world economy. This is not to say that capitalism’s success is 
due to non-interference by political structures. On the contrary (Wallerstein 1974:348):

Capitalism is based on the constant absorption of economic loss by political entities, 
while economic gain is distributed to “private” hands ... capitalism as an economic 
mode is based on the fact that the economic factors operate within an arena larger 
than that which any political entity can totally control. This gives capitalists a freedom 
of manoeuvre that is structurally based. It has made possible the constant economic 
expansion of the world system, albeit a very skewed distribution of its rewards.

In Wallerstein’s view, the only alternative world system which could maintain such a 
high level of productivity and achieve an altered system of distribution would be one 
where the levels of political and economic decision-making were integrated. This would 
constitute a third kind of world system, a socialist world government (Wallerstein 
1974:348; 1979:35).

Wallerstein’s modern world economy is divided into core states, which are culturally 
homogeneous and have strong state machineries, and peripheral areas where the state is 
either weak or non-existent. There are also semi-peripheral areas, located between the 
poles of core and periphery in a number of dimensions: complexity of economic activity, 
strength of state machinery and cultural integrity. Some of these semi-peripheral areas 
were previously part of the core, some had been part of the periphery – for the life of 
this world system is comprised of “conflicting forces which hold it together by tension, 
and tear it apart as each group seeks eternally to remold it to its advantage”. The semi-
periphery is a vital structural component in Wallerstein’s world economy, one of its 
functions being that of partially deflecting the political pressures which groups located 
in the periphery might otherwise direct against core states (Wallerstein 1974:347–350).

Each of the three zones of the world economy has an economic structure based on the 
geographically differentiated division of labour, so that the range of economic tasks is 
unevenly distributed throughout the world system. This arrangement is mainly a function 
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of the social organisation of work “which magnifies and legitimizes the ability of some 
groups within the system to exploit the labor of others, that is, to receive a larger share 
of the surplus” (Wallerstein 1974:349). In the world economy there is a hierarchy of 
occupational tasks, those requiring higher levels of skill and capital investment being 
reserved for the higher-ranking areas.

The political fragmentation of the world economy tends to reinforce rather than obstruct 
the operations of the capitalist system. The differential strengths of the various states 
are vital to the functioning of the world system, since the strong state machineries of 
the core provide their capitalist classes with extra-economic assistance to reinforce and 
increase the differential flow of surplus to the core zone.

Thus it is that the processes integral to the capitalist world economy tend to widen the 
social and economic gaps between its various geographic components. This is not to say, 
however, that areas may not change their structural role, either as the world economy 
extends its boundaries to include within it areas that were previously part of the “external 
arena”, or as areas move upwards or downwards into or out of the semi-periphery. Such 
movements are particularly likely during periods of systemic crisis (Wallerstein 1974:350).

It is important to note that for Wallerstein “the modern world economy is, and only can 
be, a capitalist world economy”. He has no interest in the intricate debate about capitalist 
penetration of the periphery and the articulation of different modes of production. Not 
only does he refuse to label capitalist agriculture based on forced labour as “feudalism”, 
but he will not even admit the existence of socialist national economies within the world 
economy – these are merely “socialist movements controlling certain state-machineries 
within the world economy” (Wallerstein 1974:351).

Wallerstein sees classes as transnational actors, with the upper classes situated primarily 
at the core, while the most exploited, and majority, of the proletariat are contained on 
the periphery. The upper classes manipulate the core states in order to maintain their 
power and defend their control of the periphery. In this way, social change is conditioned 
by events in the world system as a whole – not by events in single countries (Wallerstein 
1974:351–357; 1979:1– 36).

In Wallerstein’s view, as we have seen, capitalism’s wealth depends on the exploitation of 
the periphery. As the most exploited part of the system, the periphery will be the locus 
of the future world socialist revolution – a revolution which, following a final state of 
crisis, will affect the entire system.

ACTIVITY 3.3
(Spend about 15 minutes on this activity.)

1. According to Wallerstein, why has capitalism been very successful in the modern 
world economy?

2. What does Wallerstein mean by a “semiperipheral area”?
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In a recent article, Wallerstein gives a picture of a world capitalist system in crisis. 
Wallerstein believes the capitalist world system will come to an end in about 2050. 
The world system is still hierarchical and exploitative and still has core-periphery 
relationships, but it is now unstable, and with profit rates falling, production shifted “to 
zones with lower costs of production” (Wallerstein 2010:1). “The chaotic fluctuations 
wreak enormous pain on weaker states, weaker groups, weaker households in all parts 
of the world system” (Wallerstein 2010:4). The power and hegemony of the United 
States is in decline.

For Wallerstein, the capitalist world system significantly undermines the autonomy of 
national projects. “There can be moments of respite for particular states or the world 
system as a whole, but these moments can be rapidly undone” (Wallerstein 2010:4). 
The rise of middle-class incomes in the BRICs countries (showing some reverse, we 
can note, in Brazil and South Africa) will, according to Wallerstein, causes problems 
for the world’s elite and thus for the stability of capitalism, and “the development of 
the so-called emerging economies actually compounds the strain on existing world 
resources and thereby also compounds the problem of these countries of effective 
demand, threatening their ability to maintain their economic growth of the last decade 
or two” (Wallerstein 2010: 4).

For Wallerstein, the short-term objective, in activism, politics and economic choices, 
must be to minimise the pain on the mass of people. In a global situation where 
governments typically have declining resources to allocate, the struggle must be “to 
guarantee that the cuts in revenue allocation fall least on the weakest and most on the 
strongest” (Wallerstein 2010: 4). However, Wallerstein believes it is more important 
to agitate for and prepare for the post-capitalist world which is some decades hence. 
The instability of the system, he believes, provides great scope for such action. The 
preparation should involve “serious intellectual analysis”; rejecting economic growth and 
“decommodifying” the economy, for example by making education free; by promoting 
“regional self-sufficiencies” on basics such as food and shelter; initiating struggles to 
end foreign military bases; and “aggressive pursuit of ending the fundamental social 
inequalities of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, sexualities” (Wallerstein 2010).

ACTIVITY 3.4
(Spend about 40 minutes on this activity.)

In your prescribed reader, go to the article “Structural crisis in the world system” by 
Wallerstein.

Read the section “Premise No. 2”. Then explain why, according to Wallerstein, it is difficult 
for any state to provide long-term stability for the capitalist system:
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Read the section “Premise no. 3”. Then list points about a) the economic nature and b) the 
political nature of the world system between 1970 and 2010.

Economic nature:
 

Political nature:

Read the section “Premise no. 4” carefully and try to understand it. This section 
describes why the world system is in crisis, and why capitalism will probably cease 
to be dominant around 2050.

3.3.3 Dependency theory under fire
Much of the Marxist criticism focused on the dependency theorists’ emphasis on relations 
of exchange rather than on class and relations of production. Frank, in particular, was 
criticised for attempting to explain underdevelopment simply in terms of the centre’s 
exploitation of the periphery’s surplus. This, it was argued, was a superficial analysis; 
for while the transfer of surplus was important, attention needed to be paid to the 
underlying factors that determined how and why this transfer took place. This meant 
starting from the structure of class relations in a society, such relations being determined 
by various modes of production.

Wallerstein’s thesis proved to have considerable appeal in some circles. In certain respects 
it was suggestive of Andre Gunder Frank’s classic formulation of underdevelopment, but 
managed to short-circuit some of Frank’s critics by employing an all-embracing world 
system approach, thus avoiding the awkward distinction between external and internal 
causes. At the same time his definition of the entire system as capitalist offered escape 
from the interminable argument about the articulation of modes of production within the 
system, and simplified the business of class analysis. His “simplifying thrust” also allowed 
him to account for some of the more glaring predictive failures of classical Marxism, 
while reaffirming its original vision of world revolution. At the same time, the concept 
of a semi-periphery permitted him to dilute the bleak determinism that characterised 
the work of underdevelopment theorists (Blomstrom & Hettne 1984:185–186; Ragin 
& Chirot 1984:278; Roxborough 1979:50–52).

The weightiest criticisms levelled at Wallerstein’s book, in the light of its historical focus, 
concern his failure to explain the transformation from feudalism to capitalism in Western 
Europe. Theda Skocpol argues that Wallerstein’s theoretical constructs (world empire 
and world economy) actually prevent him from providing this essential explanation, 
because they leave no place for an analysis of the dynamics of feudalism. Instead, she 
says, Wallerstein is forced to summarise the historical debate about the reasons for the 
crisis in feudalism and then to present a series of teleological arguments about how 
the crisis “had to be solved” if Europe or the world system were to survive (Skocpol 
1977:1077–1078). As she points out, the a posteriori form of argument (“predicting what 
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will happen after it has already happened”) takes away the need to modify or reject 
a theory if there are deviant historical cases that do not fit the theory. In this respect, 
Skocpol (1977:1088) argues, Wallerstein mirrors the ahistorical and methodological 
failings of modernisation theory.

3.4 Dependency, Marxism and the current analysis of South 
Africa

There has been a long and powerful tradition of analysis of Africa through dependency 
theories and Marxism. As regards dependency theory, two key theorists – Immanuel 
Wallerstein and Giovanni Arrighi – were together at the University of Dar es Salaam in 
the 1960s. Samir Amin, based for many years in Senegal, has also been a key exponent 
of dependency thinking. concerns more Marxist approaches, analysts such as Walter 
Rodney, who wrote How Europe underdeveloped Africa in 1972 (Rodney 2012) and 
Bernard Magubane (e.g. Magubane 1996), who became a significant adviser to the 
ANC, both brought the issue of race squarely into the Marxist debate. For them, colonial 
racism was a means to carry out brutal exploitation.

Marxist analysis has also played an important part in the analysis of current dynamics 
in South Africa. Despite its tight alliance with the ANC, the South African Communist 
Party still employs Marxist analysis. The National Union of Metalworkers (Numsa) 
also has a specifically Marxist approach; and the EFF calls itself a Marxist-Leninist-
Fanonist movement. Floyd Shivambu, the EFF deputy president, in 2015 submitted a 
thesis on the dominant capital interests, the theoretical framework of which was entirely 
Marxist-Leninist (Shivambu 2015).

At the same time, there are many different traditions of Marxism that are drawn 
upon in academic writing. In this section we will consider just three different Marxist 
analyses of South and Southern Africa, and a short article by Wallerstein evaluating the 
global situation from a world systems perspective. Arrighi, Aschoff and Scully (2010) 
argue that colonial and apartheid land dispossession is increasingly a block to capitalist 
growth: “the true source of South Africa’s competitive disadvantages in labor intensive 
manufacturing lies, on the one side, in the full proletarian condition, high costs of 
reproduction, poor health and formal education of its labor force and, on the other, in 
the narrowness of its domestic market” (Arrighi et al 2010:434). Patrick Bond (2013) 
analyses finance capital in South Africa and its destructive effects in market instability 
and indebtedness.

Arrighi et al (2010:434–435) come to four conclusions. Firstly, labour intensive industry 
based on South Africa’s rich natural resources will provide “significant opportunities to 
generate jobs, incomes and taxable surpluses, as well as preferential market arrangements”. 
Secondly, the “source of South Africa’s competitive disadvantages in labour intensive 
manufacturing lies, on the one side, in the full proletarian condition, high costs of 
reproduction, poor health and formal education of its labour force, and on the other, in 
the narrowness of the domestic market”. This is the result of systematic dispossession; 
in response South Africa needs heavy investments in infrastructure and human capital. 
Thirdly, the patterns of ownership and dispossession are so entrenched in South African 
society that little may change or “violent conflicts over resources, such as a Zimbabwe-
type process of land distribution become more likely” (435). Fourthly, South Africa’s 
crisis in development does not come from cheap Chinese and Indian labour, but from 
a narrow domestic market and a misplaced trust in capital investment. As a result, 
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“strategies to improve the welfare of the majority of the population should be put front 
and centre, both as a prerequisite for successful capitalist development and as a desirable 
end in itself”.

ACTIVITY 3.5
(Spend about 70 minutes on this activity.)

In your prescribed reader, go to the article “Accumulation by dispossession and its limits: 
the Southern African paradigm revisited”, by Arrighi et al.

This article is very tightly argued and fairly difficult. Here we outline a way to get to the 
main points of the article in a manageable way. This is a reading exercise, but you can write 
your own notes.

a. Read the abstract on the first page.
b. Internal page numbers pages 411 to 417: this can be treated as background/optional 

reading. It argues that South Africa performed badly in terms of economic growth 
between 1980 and 2010, and this seems to be because the black proletariat was more 
systematically dispossessed than in competing countries of the global South.

c. Read the section entitled “The Southern African paradigm of accumulation by dis-
possession”, to get a general sense of the argument. This section provides historical 
background to the dynamics of land, wages and white settler interests in Rhodesia 
and South Africa before 1970. In South Africa in particular, the economic model 
that emerged required rapid industrialisation to address the demands of the settler 
classes, including white workers, while enforcing a low level of subsistence in the 
economically unviable homeland/Bantustan areas to protect the white wage. The 
authors call this analysis the Legassick-Arrighi-Wolpe (L-A-W) model, after three 
Marxist theorists who debated and advanced the theory.

d. Read the next section, “The Southern African crisis and the global neoliberal turn”. 
It explains how contradictions in this economic model emerged from about 1970, 
with falling growth rates, labour unrest, the Soweto uprising, a tiny domestic market, 
an acute shortage of skilled labour due to racist job reservation, and the failure to 
stop urban migration: “South Africa’s economic crisis was perfectly understandable 
in terms of the L-A-W model of the fundamental contradiction between the devel-
opment-welfare objectives of the apartheid regime on the one side, and its repression 
of African demands for wages reflecting a full proletarian condition on the other” 
(Arrighi et al 2010:429).

e. You should read the next two sections, which are easier because they deal with cur-
rent issues in South Africa. The two sections, “the Southern African crisis under 
majority rule” and “Conclusions” outline how the ANC government’s alignment 
with neoliberalism while putting into effect labour market reforms and significant 
welfare measures resulted in the continuation of the crisis and South Africa remain-
ing “uncompetitive in labor-intensive manufacturing in global markets” (Arrighi et 
al 2010:433). The authors’ advice is simple: the welfare of the majority (including 
massive land reform) should be the absolute priority.

Bond’s analysis of the ravages of financial capital (Bond 2013) focuses on the direct and 
negative effects of financial capital on South Africa, and on the government’s facilitation 
of these effects. He discusses the chaotic effects of Moody’s credit rating in 2012, and then 
considers the government’s lack of action and strategy on issues of ballooning credit and 
debt, speculative bubbles, capital flight and unproductive megaprojects. The article then 
shifts to consider the main consequences of this barbaric financialisation on ordinary 
people in South Africa by examining household debt, which has grown enormously. After 
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examining the indebtedness of the Marikana miners, which was one of the reasons for the 
strike preceding the Marikana massacre, Bond discusses the entrapment of large numbers 
of the poor –and the middle classes – in debt. This is enormous: in 2012 “at least 40 per 
cent of the monthly income of South African workers is being directed to the repayment 
of debt” (Bond 2013:584).

Bond ends the article with a discussion of things to be done. He suggests the following: 
bond boycotts when the interest rates are punitive; the cancellation of all odious debts; 
halting the World Bank/IMF PRSPs and the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
because they do not address the needs of the majority; exchange controls; bank nationalisa-
tion; and an international currency union. Yet, since government is highly unlikely to put 
these into effect, strategies from below fighting particular issues, such as for the provision 
of medicines and free water, are likely to be more effective.

ACTIVITY 3.6
(Spend about 60 minutes on this activity.)

In your prescribed reader, go to the article “Debt, uneven development and capitalist crisis 
in South Africa” by Bond.

Read the section “Moody’s macroeconomic monitoring”.

Then list four pieces of policy advice that Moody’s rating agency gave South Africa:

Read the next section “The failure of financialization in neoliberal South Africa”.

Then write a paragraph on the most important negative consequences of financialisation 
in South Africa:

Read the next section on financial debt: “Marikana’s microfinance mashonistas”.

How did the miners become indebted?
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Explain why the debt of households in general in South Africa has worsened since 1994:

Gillian Hart’s Gramscian analysis (Hart 2013) of nationalism and populism in South 
Africa and of the ANC’s self-entrapment in a “passive revolution” that co-opts the 
citizenry while vast social and economic contradictions remain unaddressed, leads 
her to the conclusion that a principled and humanist locally based opposition needs 
to be affirmed and cultivated. Hart’s considered analysis of local dynamics in various 
local authorities in the country provides a view of the permeation of hegemonic ANC 
government power into the local area, as it uses global neoliberal forces to its own ends. 
The result is a crisis for ordinary people, as their economic needs are increasingly unmet 
and as action in the public space created by government is neutered and discourse is 
dominated by ideology. It is also a crisis for the country, in that neither the ANC nor 
opposition parties can at present rise to the task required of government in South Africa.

For Wallerstein, Hart and Bond, the state is too locked into global capitalism to be a 
preferred site of action. Rather they advocate popular initiative from below, based on 
clear analysis and a new humanism. In contrast, the analysis of Arrighi et al (2010) 
leads to alternative policy prescriptions that they believe the South African government 
could implement.

Do dependency theory, world systems theory and Marxism still have relevance to our 
situation in South Africa?

3.5 LINKING THIS STUDY UNIT TO OTHER STUDY UNITS
This study unit has discussed some aspects of dependency theory and Marxist approaches. 
While Marxists may disagree about the analysis and strategy of dependency theorists 
(as illustrated in the sections above), Marxists and supporters of dependency theory 
are both on the side of those exploited by capitalism: both groups are anti-capitalist 
theories. Further, Lenin and other Marxist theorists of imperialism eventually saw that 
imperialism could undermine poor countries. This is also the argument of dependency 
theory.

There are also close parallels between dependency theory and the radical analysis of 
globalisation led by transnational corporations. This analysis, which is associated with 
the anti-globalisation camp and with radical views of alternative development, attempts 
to show that the influence of Northern corporate business is highly destructive for local 
economies, social processes and environments (see study unit 4). Like dependency 
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theory, this approach assumes that local elites, including many governments, are part 
of the problem. A decolonial approach also fights for the excluded majority, though 
it adds psychological and ideological struggles to the agenda (see study unit 5). Bull 
and Boas also argue that states attempting to lead development in the 21st century, 
in a modified modernisation thrust, should be acutely aware of dependence on major 
capitalist powers (Bull & Boas 2012:331). Further, Chinese expansion in Africa brings 
new questions of dependency (Bull & Boas 2012:332). In this way, dependency theory 
can be seen as part of an ongoing radical tradition which tailors itself to address (or try 
to address) the problems of successive eras.

OUTCOMES CHECKLIST

Question Can do Cannot do

I can give a general account of what Marxism is about.

I can give a general account of what dependency theories are 
about.

I can discuss Frank’s view of dependency.

I can outline Wallerstein’s ideas of world systems theory.

I can discuss the analyses of South Africa by Arrighi et al 
and Bond.
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Study Unit 4 STUDY UNIT 4

Popular models of development against 
neoliberal capitalist globalisation

ENABLING OUTCOMES
This unit aims to provide you with the following outcomes:

You will be able to

 y give some reasons for the emergence of alternative development
 y explain the nature and background of the World Social Forum
 y discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the World Social Forum
 y outline criticisms of corporate globalisation
 y write about creative strategies to counteract corporate globalisation

4.1 INTRODUCTION
This study unit examines ideas of development in opposition to the dominant model 
of globalisation. Although there are many different forms of these ideas, here we look 
mainly at some ideas of alternative development, including those of the World Social 
Forum, which sees itself as a “space” for all those struggling “against neoliberalism and 
war” (Fisher & Ponniah 2003:346) and for a more just and caring world.

The fall of the socialist bloc in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union left a new strategic 
space in radical and resistance politics in the 1990s. There were also new social and 
economic conditions which favoured the development of a movement supporting an 
alternative model of development. These conditions included

 y the emergence of a fully global capitalist economy, with the United States as its sole 
superpower

 y the emergence of North–South conflicts rather than East–West conflicts
 y the increasing ease of worldwide communication (which facilitates communication 

among NGOs and grassroots movements)
 y the emergence of democracy in Eastern Europe and many countries of Africa and Lat-

in America, often through the pressure of “people power” (Korten 1990a:26–29)
 y the increasing importance of a variety of new social movements, such as the women’s 

movement and the broad environmental movement (the 1995 UN Beijing Confer-
ence on Women and the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Conference on Environment and 
Development demonstrated and also added to this increasing importance.)

 y ever-growing numbers of disempowered people in the cities and countryside, espe-
cially in countries of the South

 y increasing local and international evidence of environmental destruction and crisis
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As a consequence of these changes, a variety of forces are ranged against the North-biased, 
business-centred status quo. A wide variety of alternative development initiatives have 
been drawn into various levels of political activism. Many socialist-inspired groupings 
and movements are reasserting themselves and are attempting to envision new models 
of post-capitalism. A third grouping consists of newer movements and organisations 
which are responding to recent actions of corporations, governments and institutions 
of global governance which have damaged communities and environments.

THE MAIN DEBATE IN THIS UNIT

Are these strategies of the WSF and anti-corporate globalisation the best way for-
ward for attaining an inclusive, ecologically caring and just world?

The degree of control  of international  and national  governance  by  global capita-
lism and corporate capitalism leads to a situation where only resistance and initia-
tives from the base are effective.

VS

Resistance and initiatives from the base are necessary, but the example of East 
Asia and the BRICS countries show that these are limited strategies.

Alternative development in the 1990s attempted to be militant, activist and radical, and 
this culminated in 2001 in the first World Social Forum (WSF). This is distinguished 
from the many “mainstream” UN, World Bank and governmental structures which 
have absorbed some ideas of sustainable development, participation and concern for 
people. Alternative development and anti-globalisation in general, militantly reject the 
mainstream’s capitalist growth paradigm, and aim at creating and expanding a social 
movement to oppose and go beyond this paradigm.

This is very different from the comfortable view of participation in most development 
projects and programmes. The new and different vision of alternative development has 
strong environmental concerns, and it envisions a renewal of community and local 
economies.

Alternative development refers to a development vision which is highly critical of current 
economic growth, especially industrial growth, as a route to development. It rejects the 
aim of economic progress which, in the words of James Robertson (Ekins, Hillman & 
Hutchison 1992:5), implies a world in which everyone, in a human population which 
is twice as large as it is now, should aspire to the high-consumption, high-pollution 
way of the rich minority today.

Instead, the aim of those supporting alternative development is “to build a materially more 
modest, culturally more diverse way of life – community based, convivial, sustainable 
and on a human scale – in which all people can participate and find fulfilment” (Ekins 
et al 1992:12). To put it another way:

Alternative development is committed to local solutions, to cultural pluralism, 
and to ecological sustainability (Hettne 1995:199–204).
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TABLE 7.1:  Thumbnail sketch of popular models of development against 
neoliberal capitalist globalisation

Description/name of the theories Alternative development; anti-globalisation

Main theorists Korten; World Social Forum; International 
Forum on Globalisation

Where the theories come from NGOs in the North and the South; the anti-
globalisation movement

Period when the theories were put 
forward

Alternative development from the 1970s; 
anti-globalisation from the 1990s

The main new feature of the world, or 
the main problem, in the view of the 
theory

The destruction of social and environmental 
conditions by corporate greed

The solution or way forward Popular resistance to neoliberal globalisation 
and democratic planning of the way forward

The main development actors Radical social movements; radical NGOs; 
the WSF

4.2 A GLOBAL SPACE FOR ALTERNATIVE DEVELOPMENT: 
THE WORLD SOCIAL FORUM (WSF)

The WSF is perhaps the most significant event for the expression of resistance to 
neoliberal globalisation, where alternative paths of change and development are aired 
and the vast array of organisations and movements from all over the world striving for 
change learn to take each other into account.

The WSF has become a vast annual event, recently involving more than 150 000 
participants, and coinciding with the January meetings of the WEF in Davos, Switzer-
land. The WSF is a meeting of “groups and movements of civil society that are opposed 
to neoliberalism and the domination of the world by capital and any form of imperialism, 
and (that) are committed to building a global society of fruitful relationships among 
human beings, and between humans and the Earth” (Fisher & Ponniah 2003:354 [from 
the WSF Charter of Principles]).

The WSF has its roots in the mass protests against global institutions at the end of 
the 1990s – for example, the “battle of Seattle” in 1999, which halted the meeting of 
the WTO. In 2000, a small group of intellectuals organised an “anti-Davos at Davos” 
(Wallerstein 2004a:83). Following this, Brazilian and French activists convened the 
first WSF in Porto Alegre in Brazil in January 2001, also at the same time as the WEF 
Davos meeting. Porto Alegre is in the southern state of Rio Grande in Brazil, and both 
the city council and the state government had Workers’ Party political leadership, which 
had implemented a radical “participatory budget” process.

With the help of the state and city administrations, Porto Alegre hosted week-long 
meetings in 2001, 2002, 2003 and 2005. The 2004 WSF was held in India. The size 
of the gathering grew from 10 000 in 2001 to 155 000 in Porto Alegre in 2005. In 
2006, the WSF was held in Caracas (Venezuela), Bamako (Mali) and Karachi, the 
most dramatic gathering being in Hugo Chavez’s Venezuela. 2007 saw a rather weak, 
commercialised WSF in Nairobi (Bello 2009:2). The 2009 WSF was held in Belem in 
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the poor Amazon region of Brazil. In 2008 and 2010, the WSF was not organised in a 
central venue, but rather in globally dispersed actions and local and thematic forums. 
The theme in 2008 was “a call to action” and in 2010 the theme was “the global crisis”. 
Since 2010 there have been editions of the WSF every year up to 2016 apart from 
2014. It has increasingly created sub-forums in regions and around themes, such as the 
internet social forum.

The WSF has become a meeting of thousands of different groupings, with dozens of 
parallel sessions, often displaying chaotic logistical arrangements. It has also insisted on 
not being an organisation, not issuing a centralised programme of action or decisions of 
the body of the WSF, and not having a formal executive. Instead it has an International 
Council, made up of representatives of nominated organisations, which carries out the 
broad planning of WSF meetings.

While the WSF has brought together many different streams of ideas, it has also started 
to create some new perspectives of its own. Through its size and impact on the media, 
it seems to have successfully shown up the destructive impact of neoliberalism, so that 
neoliberal ideology can no longer be taken as common sense in most public debates: “If 
during the last two decades of the twentieth century, neoliberalism, as a cluster of policies, 
institutions, ruling practices, knowledges, understanding of state-market relations, and 
definitions of democracy and citizenship, appeared as an epochal common sense, today 
this is no longer the case” (Perera 2003:89). As regards a model of development, the 
WSF (Fisher & Ponniah 2003:15)

asks not only for a post-capitalist democratization of production, but a democrati-
zation of ecological, epistemological, gendered, racialized, ethnic, sexual, cultural, 
political, inter-generational and interpersonal relations. Instead of either unions 
or identity groups being at the core of the radical project, it calls for a network 
of all progressive forces, a universalism of difference, to converge and build.

Immanuel Wallerstein (2004b) also argues that the significance of the WSF is in 
articulating a deeply democratic impulse, in shaping new alternatives in a way that 
builds on and improves previous models of change among left-wing political forces. 
However, he believes that struggles are necessary to defend this impulse and to take it 
into successful action outside the forum: “The WSF should be an open space that not 
merely discusses issues and alternative forms of action, but encourages the testing of 
alternative forms” (Wallerstein 2004b:637).

As the years have passed, more criticism of the WSF has emerged. Bello (2009:3) 
supports the view that the WSF is “unanchored in actual global political struggles, 
and this is turning it into an annual festival with limited social impact”. Worth and 
Buckley (2009:650) similarly argue that it has become “a directionless series of events, 
whereby the working formula of ‘open space’ has led to the creation of nothing more 
than a ‘talking shop’, rather than any valid construction of counter-hegemony”. Worth 
and Buckley further argue that there are too many political and cultural divisions in 
the WSF, that academic and NGO elites are too dominant, and that political figures 
such as presidents Lula da Silva of Brazil and Hugo Chavez of Venezuela have used it 
for their own purposes (Worth & Buckley 2009:650–658).

However, both Bello and Worth and Buckley support the inclusive, participatory and 
democratic aims of the WSF. Bello (2009:4) argues that while there must be more direct 
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political intervention, this “need not mean lapsing back into the old hierarchical and 
centralized modes of organizing characteristic of the old left”.

The future of the World Social Forum is therefore uncertain. The same global conditions 
that gave rise to it are still present. Bello asks (2009:4)

Is the WSF still the most appropriate vehicle for the new stage of the global justice and 
peace movement? Or, having fulfilled its historic mission of aggregating and linking 
the diverse counter-movements spawned by global capitalism, is it time for the WSF 
to fold up its tent and give way to new modes of global resistance and transformation?

ACTIVITY 4.1
(Spend about 60 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article by Perera in your prescribed reader,.

The article by Perera attempts to evaluate the World Social Forum. Read through it and 
then answer the following questions:

1. What does the writer think the World Social Forum has achieved?

2. How does the writer suggest the World Social Forum will help to change the current 
world order?

4.3 ANTI-CORPORATE GLOBALISATION AND COUNTER-
INITIATIVES

Numerous anti-systemic initiatives have arisen with capitalist globalisation, such as 
anti-corporate globalisation, anti-globalisation and alter-globalisation (Chase-Dunn 
2005:183–185). Pinsky (2010) believes that the WSF moved from a mostly anti-
globalisation position (a position of condemnation) to a position of including ideas of 
“alter-globalisation” in which ways towards change are outlined.

One wing of this movement is that of anti-corporate globalisation. The analysis of this 
wing of the struggle against global capital rather than starting with racialised history, 
as the decolonial approach does, starts with an analysis of the present and the current 
dynamics of capitalism and resistance to it. While these struggles may situate themselves 
historically, “they situate them in an increasingly problematic world-historical conjuncture 
… Our perspective represents local actors as they engage critically with their relations 
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of subjection, in order to transcend the terms of their subjection. These struggles 
particularize the world, disclosing history and uncovering ‘unthinkable’ possibilities” 
(McMichael 2010:10–11). While there is overlap with the decolonial approach, this 
analysis starts with the present dynamics of global capitalism. It also locates resistance 
within the global system to a greater extent than does decolonial theory. McMichael, 
following a long-range view of capitalism provided by Karl Polanyi, locates the anti-
corporate struggle as one where the market has become destructively dominant, and 
where therefore social and non-market concerns can be reasserted. Pinsky (2010) uses 
the Italian Marxist Gramsci’s idea of counter-hegemony to describe the role taken by 
these movements. In both these terms there are large spaces for resistance and starting 
processes of change. Both are also theories rooted in the Western experience.

The strategising within this camp is multilevel, with proposals for institutional reform. 
In this view, the biggest problems of the world today concern the deliberate strategy 
of corporations, global institutions and Northern governments to control and open up 
the economies of the South for corporate exploitation. This analysis also focuses on 
current cases of abuse and outrage (e.g. the Narmada Dam, the abortive Multilateral 
Agreement on Investment and the unregulated introduction of genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs) into the food industry), on transnational corporations, on global 
institutions and particular bodies of anti-poor legislation and elite processes of policy-
making, such as those within the WTO and the IMF.

According to a report of the International Forum on Globalization (2002:19), corporate 
or neoliberal globalisation consists of the following key elements:

 y promotion of hypergrowth and the unrestricted exploitation of environmental 
resources to fuel that growth

 y privatisation and commodification of public services and of remaining aspects of 
the global and community commons

 y global cultural and economic homogenisation and the intense promotion of con- 
 sumerism

 y integration and conversion of national economies, including some that were largely 
self-reliant, to environmentally and socially harmful export-oriented production

 y corporate deregulation and unrestricted movement of capital across borders
 y dramatically increased corporate concentration
 y dismantling of public health, social and environmental programmes already in 

place
 y replacement of the traditional powers of democratic nation states and local com-

munities by corporate bureaucracies

In this view, neoliberal globalisation and its destructive business practices create a world 
of increasingly sharp inequalities, especially as regards the very poorest. They create a 
situation where almost all weaker countries are compelled to give more rights and more 
access to, and less regulation of, foreign finance and foreign corporations. As a result, 
corporations are more able to shift their costs onto host countries, in the form of low 
wages, untaxed negative environmental impacts, and structurally-adjusted cheap, lean 
governments shaped to servicing business interests while cutting down on employment 
protection, social services and environmental protection.
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4.3.1 Strategies in the face of corporate capitalism
There are a number of areas of work and change to repair the damage done by corporate 
globalisation. Vail (2010:335) mentions successful new forms of democracy “ranging from 
participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre and Kerela, to community policing in Chicago”. 
In addition to new forms of democracy and a new emphasis on the local, there is also 
an insistence on ecological sustainability; a protection of “the commons”(McMichael 
2012: 299-301) This means protecting from privatisation “the water, land, air and forests 
... the culture and knowledge which are collective creations ... and public services that 
governments perform on behalf of all people” (IFG 2002:63–64); protecting the diversity 
of culture and forms of life; protecting human rights; expanding jobs and livelihoods; 
ensuring much better food security; attaining much greater global equity between North 
and South and between men and women; and using the “precautionary principle” (i.e. 
restricting or banning a practice or product when it “raises potentially significant threats 
of harm to human health or the environment ... even if there is scientific uncertainty 
about whether or how it is actually causing that harm” (IFG 2002:76).

Efforts in these areas would need radical reforms of global management. There would have 
to be new restrictions on the rights of corporations and on their access to governments 
and international bodies. There would have to be a rethinking and redesigning of the 
whole way that subsystems of the world economy work – for instance the global energy 
system (currently based on industrial consumption of fossil fuels) and the global food 
system (which is now increasingly based on transnational agribusiness).

Finally, there would have to be major reforms in the institutions of global governance. 
First should be “limiting the powers and mandates of the IMF, the World Bank and 
the WTO” and then dismantling them, and “strengthening the countervailing powers 
of the UN system” while removing undue United States and corporate influence (IFG 
2002:221–231). In addition, there will be a need for some new global institutions.

Many of these proposals are not achievable within current politics and economics. 
Perhaps one of the further contributions of this line of strategy is its reconceptualisation 
of a space beyond the market, rooted in local actions. Through concepts such as 
degrowth economics, transition towns (McMichael 2012: 293 ff), decommodification, 
the commons and a “land sovereignty ontology” (McMichael 2014) spaces for local 
action start to create new alternatives and catalyse new creative ways of thinking outside 
the market paradigm. This approach sees local concerns as an issue of justice. It also 
makes the framework of thinking outside the market profoundly ecological.

Decommodification arises as a creative response to corporate capital’s commodification 
of all aspects of life, such that water, health and education are only accessed through pay-
ment, and your Facebook profile is used for marketing purposes. Climate change is made 
into profit; traditional land is grabbed for corporate export schemes. Decommodification 
should involve “fencing off non-market spheres from market encroachments”, increasing 
the provision of public goods; creating non-commodified and socially embedded parts 
of the economy by revealing the true costs of market practices (Vail 2010:312–313).

The “emergent ontology of land sovereignty (is) dedicated to restoration of natural 
and social rights to reproduce humanity adequately and ecologically” (McMichael 
2014:52) It seeks to “restore farming as an energy converter, rather than an energy 
consumer, as critical to building resilience on the land, in addition to advance the 
rights of smallholders to reproduce society through food provision and environmental 
stewardship” (McMichael 2014:52).
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The commons are the shared community resources that protect and enhance the life of 
those communities. Such commons can be of knowledge, cosmology, infrastructure and 
services available to all (this is “civil commons” – McMurtry 2011) and public rather 
than private stewardship of the environment, in multiple aspects.

ACTIVITY 4.2 Optional video activity

NB: To do this activity you must have a good internet connection. You can 
copy the address (url) manually or from the module site on myUnisa

Go to the url https://youtube/EJe19JoB8x8.

Watch the video entitled ‘promise of the commons’. This video explores how 
common ownership can protect ecosystems and discusses the rights of landless 
people. (17 minutes)

These and related concepts provide both a vision and rough tools for building a society 
protected from the market. This done through an emphasis on locality, the amplification 
of shared and democratic social processes, and a deep and responsible ecological sense.

To consider this in more detail, we consider two studies of projects in South Africa. 
Satgar (2011) considers two “solidarity economy food cooperatives” which attempt to 
protect poor communities against “South Africa’s globalized agro-food complex” (Satgar 
2011:181). The solidarity economy is “a voluntary process organized through collective 
struggle and conscious choice to establish a new pattern of democratic production, 
consumption and living that promotes the realization of human needs and environmental 
justice” (Satgar 2011:184). Kadishi agricultural cooperative has involved some government 
assistance but also involves a democracy of worker-owners and marketing is somewhat 
embedded inside the community (Satgar 2011:185–186). The Mathomo Mayo organic 
agricultural cooperative, based in the township community of Ivory Park, had some 
support from the EcoCity Trust initiative of the Johannesburg City Council. It is also 
run by worker owners who sell locally. The cooperative has “mastered organic farming 
and has a year-round crop of spinach, lettuce, cabbage, beetroot and herbs, and grows 
seasonal vegetables such as tomatoes” (Satgar 2011:187). Despite the areas of success of 
these projects, Satgar argues that there needs to be a much broader and better-linked 
“solidarity economy” for food sovereignty, and that the “socialization and ecological 
restructuring of the existing agro-food complex” requires a political struggle led by the 
grassroots (Satgar 2011:188).

ACTIVITY 4.3
(Spend about 70 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article “Challenging the globalised agrofood complex: farming cooperatives and 
the emerging solidarity economy alternative in South Africa” in your prescribed reader.

Read the whole article. Then answer the following:

List three changes that have occurred in the “agro-food complex” since 1994.

https://youtu.be/EJe19JoB8x8
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Write two lines on each of the following problems caused by the globalised agro-food com - 
plex:

Fossil fuel reliance

Food prices

 Health

Write a short paragraph on either the Kadishi Agricultural Cooperative or the Mathomo 
Mayo Organic Agricultural Cooperative, outlining how (or if) they demonstrate practices 
“beyond the market” and for the commons, decommodification and food sovereignty.

Thinking in a way that puts the environment before the market, Cherry (2012) dis-
cusses the idea of a “transition town” which becomes “carbon neutral” by regulating 
overconsumption. This is an idea from the global North: how can this be adapted for 
the South African urban environment where the majority under-consume? Cherry 
considers three settlements in Nelson Mandela Bay: Kwazakele, Tembisa and Kuyga. 
Kwazakele has services but very high unemployment; Tembisa is (or was) an informal 
settlement, and Kuyga contains formally resettled but very poor people. Cherry advocates 
exploring the following: renewable energy systems and recycling systems for water and 
waste; housing design and construction using cheap, aesthetic materials which plan 
for social interaction and energy saving; orienting small business to the local market 
(including the production of building materials); residents spending more income in 
the township itself; localising food production; and community control over the design 
and allocation of housing.

Cherry believes that with some government support many of these steps could be taken, 
but again cautions that the current economic system may not adequately support this 
sort of initiative.
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ACTIVITY 4.4
(Spend about 60 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article “Jobs versus livelihoods: sustainable settlements in the transition paradigm” 
by Cherry in your prescribed reader.

How does the situation of cities in the global South alter the transition town vision?

List five ways in which the townships considered are not sustainable:

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Write a short paragraph evaluating how effective Cherry’s “innovative solutions” for these 
townships are likely to be.
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ACTIVITY 4.5 Optional video activity

NB: To do this activity you must have a good internet connection. 
You can copy the address (url) manually or from the module site on myUnisa

Go to the url https://youtube/I0MhQ-MXi_g

Watch the video “South Africa- a town in transition”. This is about how Greyton, 
a small town northeast of Cape Town, was turned into a “transition town” by 
activists (7 minutes).

4.4 A left critique of alternative strategies within globalisation
Taylor (2013) believes that environmentally sensitive socially inclusive, small-scale 
projects are no real threat to neoliberal capitalism (in fact they fit well in it) and 
alter-globalisation is aligned to anarchist positions which have given up on defeating 
capitalism and conquering state power. Similarly, Cuninghame provides a critique of a 
tradition of “autonomism” which has got into alterglobalisation. Autonomism is “the 
principle and practice of autonomy from all forms of capitalist institution, authority or 
power” but also of being separate from broad workers’ and working class formations 
(Cuninghame 2010:451). Cuninghame sees this attempt to work from a separate and 
untainted activism as a kind of ghettoisation (Cuninghame 2010:463). In a way these 
criticisms are from one wing of anti-corporate globalisation. Is resistance to capitalism 
the only option until it is replaced?

4.5 LINKING THIS STUDY UNIT TO OTHER STUDY UNITS
The WSF, anti-corporate globalisation and decolonial thought are united in their 
critique of current global capitalism. Many decolonial and anti-corporate groups have 
been strong participants in the WSF. Yet anti-corporate globalisation and decoloniality 
have differing modes of analysis and different concerns. Decoloniality is primarily a 
multiple-dimensioned historical analysis of the era of coloniality/modernity, while 
anti-corporate activists have a skilled critique of the current and emerging economic 
and political strategies of transnational corporations and the central capitalist powers. 
Decoloniality has a central concern for race and indigeneity, while anti-corporate 
globalisation has a central concern for the environment. Both look for non-market and 
community solutions. The WSF takes its name as a political counter to the neoliberal 
WEF, but it has also given space to indigenous struggles.

All these forces have taken the position of resistance, critique and long-term visions. 
They also have supported and sometimes initiated localised prophetic/catalytic projects 
and movements. In contrast, advocates of the developmental state are trying to work 
within capitalism, and to take responsibility for government. They wish to reshape the 
debates on modernisation, industrialisation, the State and markets to address the needs 
of mass populations in the global South.

https://youtu.be/I0MhQ-MXi_g
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OUTCOMES CHECKLIST

Question Can do Cannot do

I can give some reasons for the emergence of alternative 
development.

I can explain the nature and background of the World 
Social Forum.

I can discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the World 
Social Forum.

I can outline criticisms of corporate globalisation.

I can write about creative strategies to counter corporate 
globalisation.
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Study Unit 5 STUDY UNIT 5

Decolonial thought and the project of 
decoloniality

ENABLING OUTCOMES
This unit aims to provide you with the following outcomes:

You will be able to

 y discuss decolonial thought
 y say where decolonial thought comes from
 y discuss the coloniality of power, the coloniality of knowledge and the coloniality 

of being

5.1 INTRODUCTION
Since about the year 2000, a strong new synthesis of critical theory has emerged – that 
of decoloniality. Decolonial thought is about “the darker side of Western modernity” 
and it aims to interpret history from the perspective of the colonised. Ramon Grosfoguel 
(2007:2016) asks, “how would the world-system look like if we move the locus of 
enunciation from the European man to an indigenous woman in the Americas?”

In line with this perspective, this theory attempts to track the enduring effects and 
dynamics of more than four hundred years of European-engendered exploitation of 
colonised peoples through their dehumanisation and through white, male, Christian 
supremacy. This period has seen the European colonisation of the Americas, and then 
south Asia and Africa, and the rise in Europe of dynamic and exploitative political 
economic systems, utilising colonisation and slavery, which led to full-fledged capitalism 
and prodigious power and wealth of the hegemons Britain in the nineteenth-century and 
the United States in the twentieth century. In the analysis of decolonial thinkers, the 
history of the modern world system over the past four centuries has produced Western 
capitalist and imperialist success and colonisation and coloniality at the same time and 
in a mutually causative way. Both the capitalist modernity of the West and the colonial 
experience of the South are part of the same vast modern project.

The new synthesis of thought in decoloniality occurred principally in Latin American 
studies. An early formulation of the decolonial argument was presented by Quijano and 
Wallerstein (1992). The frame of the debate was how the colonisation of the Americas 
initiated truly global coloniality in an ethnically/racially ordered capitalism. Similarly, 
the influential article by Quijano on the coloniality of power (Quijano 2000) discusses 
strategy for Latin America in a situation where the basics of nation-building and 
bourgeois-democratic and socialist strategies, all based on Western models, have all 
failed, according to Quijano. Decolonial theory also represents a renewal and reworking 
of world systems theory, and Immanuel Wallerstein is the economist of choice in 
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decolonial writing. It is also a successor to the postcolonial school of thought which, 
through its location in the field of cultural studies, showed the patterns of colonial 
domination in discourse, culture and the treatment of the body. In Latin America, 
these ideas interacted with “the Christian base of communities linked to the theology 
of liberation; the indigenous insurgents with a non-Western cosmology; and the militant 
revolutionary guevarism” (Bull & Boaz 2012: 328). Decolonial thinking also coalesced 
in the era of the WSFs (particularly influential in Latin America), and one significant 
decolonial author, Boaventura de Sousa Santos, was a significant participant in the WSF. 
The Zapatista rebellion in Mexico, an indigenous struggle to preserve local resources 
and against global capital, started in 1994 and was influential on decolonial thought 
by providing a living case of a new, decolonial type of struggle.

TABLE 3.1: Thumbnail sketch of decolonial theory

Description/name of the theories Decolonial thought

Main theorists Mignolo, Santos, Grosfoguel, Maldonaro-
Torres, Dussel, Quijano, Ndlovu-Gatsheni

Where the theories come from Principally from Latin America

Period when the theory was put 
forward

1992–present

The main new feature of the world, 
or the main problem, in the view of 
the theory

400 years of modernity/coloniality where the 
success of the West has been through racial 
and economic subordination and terror

The solution or way forward Challenging the west at a civilisational level

The main actors Decolonial academics; students; indigenous 
activists; activists for indigenous languages 
and different localities

Decolonial studies have branched into many areas. The major theorists themselves 
cover many areas: Santos on epistemologies and legal systems and “subaltern, insurgent 
cosmopolitanisms” (Santos 2014:135) and unlocking inexhaustible diversity of experience 
by implementing strategies of cognitive justice (Santos 2014:191–193); Dussel on ethics 
and politics; Mignolo on utilising indigenous social and political knowledge; Maldonano 
Torres on war; Ndlovu-Gatsheni in applying decolonial analysis to the African context; 
Wallerstein’s continuing and formidable world-system analysis and exposure of the 
insufficiency of Western social science. Since 2000 there have also been thousands 
of smaller academic studies using decolonial concepts and several hundred reports of 
indigenous and local movements that refer to decoloniality have emerged.
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THE MAIN DEBATE IN THIS UNIT

Can decoloniality be taken as the leading theory for liberation in the global 
South?

Decolonial thought is a comprehensive critical approach which gets to the core of 
the situation of the global South, by bringing together questions of being, power 
and meaning, and highlighting the odious hierarchies of Western modernity in all 
its dimensions. It can be used to reimagine and reconstruct our future.

VS

It focuses on critique and resistance and is weaker on issues of construction.

VS

While the present certainly has structures and practices which continue coloniality, 
the present has other constituting factors. Therefore decolonial approaches must 
work with other approaches in analysing the present.

5.2 THE COLONIALITY OF POWER
From the perspective of the colonised, the system as a whole exploits and dehumanises. 
This overall effect of the different hierarchies at work can be called coloniality: “it is 
the very logic of coloniality that moves the world, but it has to be disguised with the 
rhetoric of modernity, of salvation and progress” (Mignolo 2012: xvi). Coloniality has 
been characterised by an aggressive racism, by war and by racialised mercantilist and 
then capitalist exploitation. Coloniality operates at all levels – of economic and political 
power, meaning and being. Domination was effected through military conquest, 
enslavement and extractive colonial orders, but also through more intimate strategies, 
such as the destruction of ways of understanding and local knowledge, and face-to-
face and institutional racist denial of the humanity of colonised “Indians” and blacks, 
thrusting the colonised into a “zone of non-being”.

The decolonial approach differs from Marxism in treating culture as being as influential 
as the economy. Compared with the accounts of Marxism and dependency theories 
which analyse the politics and economics of exploitation, the decolonial approach 
envisages power being expressed through multi-factored “matrices of coloniality”. This 
involves a number of distinguishable but tightly interlinked systems of “hierarchisation” 
or structured levels of inequality. Grosfoguel describes the set of hierarchies that arrived 
together in the Americas as follows:

 y “a particular global class formation where a diversity of forms of labor (slavery, semi-
serfdom, wage labor, petty commodity production etc.) are going to coexist and be 
organized by capital as a source of production of surplus value

 y an international division of labor of core and periphery where capital organized 
labor in the periphery around coerced and authoritarian forms

 y an interstate system of politico-military organizations controlled by European males 
and institutionalized in colonial administrations

 y a global ethnic/racial hierarchy that privileges European people over non-European 
people

 y a global gender hierarchy that privileges males over females and European patriarchy 
over other forms of gender relations

 y a sexual hierarchy that privileges heterosexuals over homosexuals
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 y a spiritual hierarchy that privileges Christian over non-Christian/non-Western in-
stitutionalized in the globalization of the Christian (Catholic and later Protestant 
church

 y an epistemic hierarchy that privileges Western knowledge and cosmology over non-
Western knowledge and cosmologies, and institutionalized in the global university 
system

 y a linguistic hierarchy between European languages and non-European languages that 
privileges communication and knowledge/theoretical production in the former and 
subalternize the latter as sole producers of folklore or culture but not of knowledge/
theory” (Grosfoguel 2007:216–217).

5.3 THE UNMASKING OF RACE IN COLONIALITY: THE 
COLONIALITY OF BEING

Anabel Qujano argues that the evidence of history shows that among the modes 
of subjugation, race and racism have been the dominant cultural force structuring 
capitalism: “the racist distribution of the new social identities was combined … with 
a racist distribution of labor and the forms of exploitation of colonial capitalism. This 
was above all, through a quasi-exclusive association of whiteness with wages and … 
high order positions. … Europeans associated non-paid or nonwaged labor with the 
dominated races because they were ‘inferior’ races” (Quijano 2000:537–538). Decolonial 
thought, partly through a retrieval of the work of Franz Fanon, has also brought into 
the foreground that in the racially structured capitalist world system, colonised people 
experienced not just subjugation and exploitation but a more damaging experience 
of horror, hellishness and dehumanisation through being thrust into a “zone of non-
being” (Fanon 1967: 8. This can be termed the “coloniality of being”. Maldonado-Torres 
(2012:2) explains that the racism inside the different matrices of coloniality is not only 
the contemptuous objectification of blackness or the colonised person; “there is an 
added dimension of phobia, hatred, homicidal tendencies and desires that take place 
between the colonizer and the colonized”. According to Maldonado-Torres (2007:255) 
“hellish existence in the colonial world carries with it both the racial and the gendered 
aspects of the non-ethics of war. Indeed, coloniality of being primarily refers to the 
normalization of the extraordinary events that take place in war. While in war there is 
murder and rape, in the hell of the colonial world murder and rape become day to day 
occurrences and menaces”.

ACTIVITY 5.1
(Spend about 60 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the short article entitled “decoloniality at large” by Maldonado-Torres in your pre-
scribed reader.

Read this article. It is fairly difficult and dense, but quite important.

Then write a paragraph in which you summarise the worldview and values which were 
dominant among the European colonisers and which dehumanised colonised peoples, 
according to Maldonado-Torres:
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5.4 COLONIALITY OF KNOWLEDGE
According to decolonial thinkers, knowledge and meaning under coloniality had a 
disastrous fate. Whole worldviews were destroyed as colonialism and imperialism 
advanced – Santos (2014) calls this “epistemicide”. Western codes of meaning, analysis, 
religion (Christianity), language and self-understanding were imposed, while indigenous 
languages, religions and understanding of social political affairs were treated as worthless. 
The religion, reason and science of the colonists were by contrast portrayed as essential 
for progress – and progress was owned by the capitalist West. According to Maldonado-
Torres, the dominant form of Western reason was strongly “manichean”: in other words, 
dividing everything into good and evil. In addition, Western reason, from the time of 
Descartes, had ontological scepticism: the doubting thinker (“I think therefore I am”), 
in being sceptical until evidence is provided, could doubt the humanity of the colonised: 
“Beneath the ‘I think’ we can read ‘others do not think’, and behind the ‘I am’ it is possible 
to locate … the idea that ‘others are not’ (Maldonado Torres 2007:252), a disembodied 
concept of reason (in Descartes and Hegel, for example) which is not accountable to 
the speaker’s place in sexual relations, social hierarchies, national or religious beliefs, 
and ethnic prejudices.” Rather, disembodied reason assumes “a universal position of 
power” (Mignolo 2012:110) in relation to the speaker’s social location. As regards the 
colonies, and more recently the global South, much Western thinking has been what 
Santos calls “abyssal thinking”. By this he means that, beyond the line of what is inside 
and applicable to the metropolitan country (Britain, the USA, for example) completely 
different standards apply. Santos (2014:118-119) illustrates how, at the same time as issues 
of the careful regulation of society and progressive steps of emancipation (for example 
the vote) were strong in the metropolitan countries, appropriation and violence were 
applied to the colonies. This is one example of abyssal thinking.

ACTIVITY 5.2 Optional video activity

NB: To do this activity you must have a good internet connection. You can 
copy the address (url) manually or from the module site on myUnisa

Go to the url https://youtube/ww4dyedIBig.

Watch the video of Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni discussing “a future beyond Euro-
North American-centric modernity”. Ndlovu-Gatsheni discusses the many 
uncertainties in public affairs today and the need for thought from the global 
South to help address these problems (6 minutes).

5.5 What is to be done? The decolonial agenda of change
Santos wishes to keep open the objectives of a decoloniality that challenges the founda-
tions of capitalism and Euro-American modernity and that aims to replace it, rather 

https://youtu.be/ww4dyedIBig
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than trying to find decolonial spaces within the existing system. This is a long-range, 
civilisational goal, which feeds utopian values (Grosfoguel 2008:17) to the present – 
values of life and against war; values which nurture each locality and which give a voice 
and dignity to each community and a vision of a “pluriversal transmodern world of 
multiple and diverse ethico-political projects” (Grosfoguel 2008:18). As regards Africa, 
“the African future will be a product of the struggles for a decolonized new world system 
and a de-imperialised global order” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2014:186).

This longer-term, utopian ideal coexists with a political aim of resistance, broadly in line 
with the WSF’s aim of providing a space for a huge variety of popular, worker, women’s 
and indigenous movements. “The present generation must mobilize itself and confront 
present structural and agential sources of injustices, asymmetrical power structures, 
patriarchal ideologies, logics of capitalist exploitation, resilient imperial/colonial reason, 
and racist articulations and practices” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2014:186).

Ndlovu-Gatsheni also offers support for anti-imperial national and continental political 
initiatives, and the Pan-Africanist politics in line with the anti-imperialism and anti-
neocolonialism of figures such as Lumumba and Nkrumah (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013:27). 
Santos identifies numerous Latin American initiatives that are progressive but “do not 
really fit the major theoretical traditions of the Eurocentric left” such as the radical 
policies of president Chavez in Venezuela, the continental struggle against free trade, the 
Zapatistas and new indigenous movements Santos 2014: 35). Thus from the decolonial 
approach, there have been struggles against every level and dimension of coloniality.

The decolonial approach also believes that racism as a social phenomenon needs to be 
addressed. Through reflection on the “coloniality of being” and its dehumanisation of 
the colonised, social racism is seen as partly unconscious, partly strategic re-enactment of 
a deadly drama of dehumanisation (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2014:197-198; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 
2013:101ff). In that this is society-wide, in that it involves the deployment of whiteness 
and blackness and that it draws on persisting hierarchies, this is a profoundly political 
problem – but requiring a new politics that prioritises dignity, a new humanity and 
restoration of subjecthood (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013: 32).

A major aim of “the decolonial turn” is a battle for “cognitive justice” and a reworking 
of knowledge, debates and understanding so that there is a mental space for people of 
the South to think freely from their own situation. This involves thinking from the 
subordinated present, retrieving aspects of the popular knowledges that have been 
damaged, and engaging in “border thinking” to use and humanise aspects of the 
dominant knowledge systems that surround us. Ndlovu-Gatsheni advocates a plurality 
of projects of rethinking from our own context and an emphasis on a new space of 
analysis. Activism around knowledge is one of the distinctive contributions of decolonial 
thought, and leads to a struggle over knowledge in the university, for example.

ACTIVITY 5.3
(Spend about 60 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article “Global coloniality and the challenges of creating African futures” by 
Ndlovu-Gatsheni in your prescribed reader. Sections 3, 4 and 5 of this article relate three 
concepts of coloniality – coloniality of power, coloniality of knowledge, and coloniality of 
being – to the African situation.
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Read 2. “The present as future”

How has Western modernity/coloniality undermined the ability of Africans to envision 
their future?

In 3. “The constitution of the present and how it works”, how does the “coloniality of power” 
in the world system suppress alternatives from emerging, according Ndlovu-Gatsheni?

Read 4. Shifting the biography and geography of knowledge

How has Europe colonised the African mind, according to Ndlovu-Gatsheni?

Read 5. Decolonising African being and releasing African genius

Write a short paragraph on how racism and racial hierarchy have affected the sense of being 
in African subjects, under modernity/coloniality:
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5.6 CRITICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Critical evaluation of decolonial thought has centred on three main areas:

(1) There are some countries in which national power, and the role of national elites, 
has been more important than the power of global coloniality (Ribeiro 2011). If, 
as Grosfoguel argues, “[d]evelopmentalist projects that focus on policy changes at 
the level of the nation-state are obsolete in today’s world economy” (Grosfoguel 
2006:183), then the East Asian developmental states could not have succeeded, 
and efforts to shape developmental states elsewhere, or even efforts to make states 
more democratic, capable and just, would all be pointless. If, in some cases, there 
is scope for constructive action at the state level, then more weight should be given 
to projects of construction, not only those of resistance and critique which are 
dominant in decolonial discourse. Thus, certain kinds of administration, certain 
development projects, issues of the regulation and facilitation of markets and 
national macroeconomic strategy should be openly discussed.

(2) Decolonial thought sees itself as outside Western modernity and connected to 
struggles which though touched by coloniality, are significantly exterior to West-
ern modernity. It thus falsifies both the inclusive hegemonic nature of current 
modernity and the spaces for radicalisation and emancipation within it, and that 
decolonial movements are within this two-faced modernity (Domingues 2009). 
The Zapatistas, for example, while defending local indigenous interests, wished to 
mobilise “all sectors of Mexican society and state for true democracy” (Domingues 
2009:123). Domingues argues that decolonial thought, by mistakenly locating 
effective resistance exterior to modernity, has mischaracterised the potential for 
emancipation in modernity. Similarly, Dinerstein (2016), in outlining a decolonial 
Marxism, argues that while Marxism must learn a lot from decolonial theory, 
indigenous people are not significantly outside the capitalist labour market; rather, 
they are engaged in the labour market through exclusion, dispossession and com-
modification of land. Cheah (2006:2–3) argues that the capitalist assimilation of 
people as “biopower” through training and consumerism has changed the relation 
of some colonised subjects to power.

Resistance has played a significant role is shaping the way capitalism and racism 
operated in particular places. “Changing dominant notions of ‘race’ were both 
shaped by, and in turn made possible, changing patterns of global capital accu-
mulation during the course of the nineteenth century. Second, ideas about racial 
hierarchy were deployed in response to multiple forms of anticolonial resistance, 
and were themselves altered and reconfigured by such resistance” (Wilson 2012: 
22). In some decolonial writing the “matrices of coloniality” appear as an absolute 
and unwavering power which renders the colonised subject completely powerless; 
Mignolo for example portrays a “logic of coloniality that forecloses the voice of 
marginalized peoples” (Cheah 2006: 2).

(3) As regards the coloniality of knowledge, McLennan (2013), while affirming that 
Western academic disciplines generally have not “sufficiently come to terms with 
their residual Eurocentrism and Occidentalism”, believes that decolonial thought 
cannot separate itself from sociological thought. Ideas of liberation and social 
hierarchy are sociological; Western science and philosophy are not “a singular 
force in ongoing colonial intellectual hegemony” (McLennan 2013:133); and “the 
category of modernity is indispensable because it can hardly be denied that many 
of its ideal-typical components – industrial society, scientific-technical apparatuses, 
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nation state bureaucracies, secularization processes and so on – have become not 
only globally dominant … but are now part of a huge range of non-Northern 
economies and polities” (McLennan 2013:137). Seeing the decolonial approach 
in Santos, Mignolo and Quijano and others as “pluralistically enlightened ethi-
cal universalism”, McLennan believes that “familiar sociological concepts and 
theories, though by no means unrevised, (should) play a vital role” in its analysis 
(McLennan 2013:142).

Overall, these critical evaluations serve to decentre the “matrices of coloniality” 
to allow in significant plurality within Western modernity, effective spaces of 
resistance and thinking beyond capitalism within capitalist modernity, and una-
voidable exchanges between non-positivist Western knowledges and decolonial 
thinking. However, even if these criticisms are accurate, they do not undermine 
the key arguments of decolonial thought.

5.7 LINKING THIS STUDY UNIT TO OTHER STUDY UNITS
Amidst opposition to the current world order and global capitalism, decolonial thought 
is distinctive in its profoundly historical approach, in its critique of the involvement of 
knowledge in domination and its foregrounding of dehumanisation resulting primarily 
from racial hatred and hierarchy. Decolonial analysis is thus a novel approach for 
explaining and motivating resistance and envisioning the future and it will surely 
increase in influence in this regard. Further, it explicitly ties itself to the issues of the 
South, just as dependency did. Decolonial theory surely will have continuing relevance 
while sovereign whiteness still claws advantage, and while descendants of the colonised 
remain on the abused side of the global order However, contestation of global power 
with the aim of an inclusive future is done under many different banners, such as the 
WSF, environmentalism, anti-capitalism, Marxism and feminism. In study unit 4, we 
considered such other discourses challenging the current order.

ACTIVITY 5.4
(Spend about 20 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article by Bull and Boas in your prescribed reader.

Read the section “the controversies of post-colonialism”.

Outline how the left-of-centre governments in South America dealt with indigenous and 
other subaltern cultures
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OUTCOMES CHECKLIST

Question Can do Cannot do

I can discuss decolonial thought.

I can say where decolonial thought comes from.

I can discuss the coloniality of power, the coloniality of 
knowledge and the coloniality of being.

I can relate decolonial ideas to the African context.



DVA1501/1 69

Study Unit 6 STUDY UNIT 6

The developmental state and South Africa

ENABLING OUTCOMES
This unit aims to provide you with the following outcomes:

You will be able to

 y identify the conditions in the world economy that led to the emergence of theoreti-
cal debates about the NICs

 y give an account of the role of the state in East Asian NIC development
 y evaluate the success of the East Asian NICs
 y discuss the need for developmental states in Africa
 y discuss new issues confronting developmental states in the 21st century
 y discuss whether South Africa can become a developmental state

6.1 INTRODUCTION
This study unit deals with some ideas that have emerged in the years since 1980 which 
deal with countries and international conditions. As such, they are a form of macrotheory. 
However, compared with modernisation theory and dependency theory, these ideas are 
more grounded in particular cases and local conditions.

The study unit deals with new views and theories on whether non-industrialised 
countries can successfully industrialise. Some modernisation theories suggested that 
most countries could achieve modern industrial economies with mass consumption. 
Dependency theory, on the other hand, suggested that it was virtually impossible for 
poor, dependent countries to become rich and strong within the world capitalist economy.

Some countries have tried to develop outside the world capitalist economy. In the 1960s 
and 1970s, many Third World countries tried the route of socialism: they went through 
a political revolution; they had Communist Party governments; much of the economy 
was nationalised; and they formed strong trading and political links with the Soviet 
Bloc which was led by the USSR. How successful was this strategy?

While the Soviet Bloc still existed, there were some successes in the South before 1990. 
However, almost all Marxist-led countries (which include Vietnam, Afghanistan, 
Angola, Ethiopia, Cuba and others) were subjected to American destabilisation deriving 
from superpower conflicts. None has had long-term economic success. More moderate 
socialist or self-help models (such as Tanzania with its ujamaa policy) have also not led 
to long-term success.

What about Third World countries which have tried the capitalist route? Clearly most 
have failed badly in their attempt to achieve sustained industrialisation and growth. 
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However, a small group has succeeded. These have become known as NICs, or newly 
industrialising countries.

The main examples of these are in East Asia: South Korea, Taiwan and Singapore. 
However, mainland China, which is moving from a socialist, state-controlled economy 
to a market economy, is also successfully “newly industrialising”. Other countries, such 
as Brazil and Mexico in Latin America, and the Philippines in East Asia, were expected 
to join the NIC category but have faded.

One thing is certain: what used to be called the Third World has become much more 
differentiated. The countries of the global South have gone in very different economic 
directions. These diverse developments have had different social and environmental 
implications in various regions. Some are poorer than they ever were, many are stagnating 
and politically unstable, some semi-industrialised countries are growing fast (these are 
the NICs), while many others seem to be overwhelmed by social and economic problems.

In this study unit we examine two approaches to how and whether weaker states can 
develop in the global capitalist economy. First of all we deal with some of the debates 
concerning NICs. These debates concern a number of issues:

 y The broad question: why have these countries had successful capitalist development?
 y Were there special conditions which allowed East Asian growth?
 y What was the role of the state in these cases of capitalist development?
 y How did these countries fit into the global capitalist economy?

Then we discuss whether South Africa can become a developmental state. This involves 
considering a different set of issues:

 y What are the conditions in Africa and do they favour the emergence of a develop-
mental state?

 y What are the new issues of the 21st century developmental state?
 y Do conditions in South Africa make possible the emergence of a developmental 

state?

THE MAIN DEBATE IN THIS UNIT

Can South Africa become a developmental state in the 21st century?

Some argue that it can and must, though the East Asian model would need modi-
fication for local conditions.

Others argue that it is not achievable, given the weakness of the state and the 
state’s inability to control financial capital.
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TABLE 5.1: Thumbnail sketch of the developmental state and South Africa

Description/name of the theories Theories of the developmental state

Main theorists White and Wade; Evans; Kieh

Where the theories come from East Asia; Europe; Africa

Period when the theory was put 
forward

From about 1980 and continuing

The main new feature of the world, or 
the main problem, in the view of the 
theory

Why did these countries succeed in indus-
trialising while others failed?

The solution or way forward Prioritise the formation of a developmental 
state attuned to the particular country

The main development actors Governments; nationalist political parties; 
public service; private sector

6.2 THE NEWLY INDUSTRIALISING COUNTRIES AND 
DEVELOPMENT

The debate on the NICs has centred on economic growth, rather than development 
in a more rounded sense. Bear this in mind as you study this section. The debate on 
the NICs is still important, because rapid economic growth provides resources which 
may be used for social spending; and furthermore, rapid economic growth can greatly 
change a nation’s position and options within the global capitalist economy.

6.2.1 Why have the East Asian NICs had successful capitalist 
development?

In the early years of the successful growth of East Asian economies, some writers portrayed 
South Korea and Taiwan as shining examples of free-market capitalism. Their growth 
was seen as ammunition for the capitalist side in the Cold War. You must remember 
that East Asia was one of the main sites of conflict between East and West: there were 
wars in Korea and Vietnam; China and the USSR were on the doorstep of all these 
East Asian countries. Some writers thought that the NICs represented the triumph of 
“pure” capitalism, free trade and minimal state involvement. This was the complete 
opposite of the situation in socialist countries, which were characterised by socialism, 
restricted markets and widespread state control in the economy.

As the debate around the NICs continued, it became clear that the success story of 
the NICs was not the success of free market capitalism, but rather the success of the 
“developmental state” leading a “guided capitalist market” in fairly unique historical 
conditions.

At the beginning of the 1960s, some countries in Latin America, such as Argentina, 
Brazil and Mexico, seemed to have as much chance of successful capitalist development 
as Taiwan and South Korea. Jenkins (1991) shows that the Latin American countries had 
plenty of foreign investment (largely under the control of transnational corporations); in 
addition the Latin American governments intervened in and regulated their economies, 
just as the East Asian NICs did. Why did the East Asian NICs succeed, while Argentina, 
Brazil and Mexico had much less successful growth during the 1970s and 1980s? (In 
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a pattern similar to the Latin American examples, South Africa had very rapid growth 
in the 1960s in some sectors of its economy. This occurred mainly because capital was 
channelled to various productive sectors of the economy and relatively little attention 
was paid to issues relating to equity and equality during that time. Yet the 1970s and 
1980s showed little growth, especially in per capita income.)

The difference was largely in the flexibility of the state’s response to changing conditions. 
There were also political and social differences between the two groups of countries. The 
class structures and political traditions of Latin America generally limited the power of 
the state. In Latin America (Jenkins 1991:207):

 y Trade unions were strong.
 y Governments, in the tradition of populism, were usually closely tied to the political 

interests of organised social groupings, particularly organisations of the industrial 
bourgeoisie.

 y Agriculture and rural land ownership “was dominated by large landlords”.

By contrast, in Taiwan and Korea (Jenkins 1991:207–210):

 y Trade unions were comparatively weak and quiet.
 y Business groupings in Taiwan and Korea formed much later and were weaker than 

those in Brazil, Mexico and Argentina. Because of this, the state in the East Asian 
countries had greater freedom to pursue coherent growth policies.

 y Japanese colonialism and other factors had undermined the traditional landed 
aristocracy, allowing the governments to pursue rapid land-reform programmes.

6.2.2 What was the role of the state in these cases of capitalist 
development?

Most writers now agree that the type of state was the key factor in East Asian development 
and that these were “developmental states”. In the words of Jenkins (1991:224):

The key to the superior industrial performance of the East Asian NICs does not 
lie in the general superiority of export-oriented industrialisation strategies over 
import substitution or of market-oriented policies over state intervention, as 
some writers have suggested. It is rather the ability of the state to direct the ac-
cumulation process in the direction which is required by capitalist development 
at particular points in time which is crucial.

This ability of the NIC states (governments) to intervene economically was based partly 
on the states’ “real economic power, which was derived from the state ownership of 
banks or loanable funds” (Lee & Lee 1992:123).

In addition to this flexible and leading economic role played by the state, there are other 
important features of state intervention in East Asian NICs:

 y The state was involved in a number of different areas: “In each case the developmen-
tal impact of the state extended far beyond economic policy to include ideological 
mobilisation, pervasive political controls and social engineering” (White & Wade 
1988:24).

 y In Taiwan and South Korea, the state carried out extensive land reforms. This led to 
greater social equality, and also to a productive agricultural sector which provided 
food security and investment surpluses.
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 y The state implemented policies preventing non-productive investment (Jenkins 
1991).

The way in which some of the Asian states achieved growth was truly remarkable 
from a growth perspective, but this type of growth can be questioned from an 
environmental angle, because the impact on the environment was in most cases 
disastrous.

Pieterse (2009:132–133) indicates that a feature of these East Asian governments was that 
they were developmental and cooperative as far as market and society were concerned. 
They were also disciplined in terms of labour and capital.

Pieterse (2009:133) says that what has been overlooked or downplayed is the coordinated 
character of government intervention in East Asia, and the indigenous political and 
social arrangements which have been devised in order to effect social policies in a 
market-friendly fashion; or, vice versa, to effect market support strategies in a society-
friendly fashion.

6.2.3 How did these countries fit into the global capitalist 
economy?

While some writers argue that the NICs and the “East Asian Tigers” in particular, offer 
an example to developing nations, other writers emphasise that these countries settled 
into a niche in the expanding world economy in the 1960s and 1970s, and this “window 
of opportunity” may have passed by. Rapid growth in these NICs started in a period 
of rapid growth in the world economy in the late 1950s and through the 1960s. Their 
role in world trade increased significantly. Between 1963 and 1976 their share of all 
the world’s manufactured exports tripled, from 1,3 per cent to 4 per cent (Van der Wee 
1987:265). These smaller East Asian countries “have industrialized largely by supplying 
a certain range of manufactured goods to the world market with the help of foreign 
capital, and as hosts to the branch plants of the MNCs (multinational corporations)” 
(Kemp 1989:16). The support that East Asian NICs received from especially American 
investment was due to particular political and economic conditions at the time. The 
United States had a strong political interest in buttressing these non-communist, 
authoritarian states. The US economy also had a need for cheap-labour export-processing 
zones in foreign countries. By the 1990s, it had become equally important for the United 
States to protect its domestic producers.

The cost of establishing export-led industrial development has also risen since the 1950s 
and 1960s. “The amount of capital and the level of technology necessary to establish 
modern, large-scale industry are increasing all the time. In many cases, therefore, without 
foreign assistance, and the economic dependence which that entails, industrialization 
may be difficult or impossible” (Kemp 1989:16).

The NICs are still in a subordinate or inferior position in relation to the main capitalist 
countries. From the late 1980s, when the NICs became a threat to its interests, the 
United States has forced trade conditions on them which work in the US interest (Bello 
1994:73–85). The NICs are also still dependent in other ways. For example, Barnett 
and Cavanagh (1994:284) state that “despite impressive efforts to train engineers and 
scientists and to invest in their own research and development capabilities, all these 
countries remain technologically dependent on American, Japanese and European 
corporations in a number of ways”.
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The message for other countries of the South is that there is no easy NIC development 
path, and that international economic and political conditions which permitted East 
Asian NIC growth will not be found, for example, in Africa in the 21st century.

6.2.4 Were there special internal conditions which allowed East 
Asian growth?

The recent phenomenal success of China in achieving very high growth rates while 
keeping government in Communist Party hands suggests that there are particular 
regional factors affecting economic growth which go beyond the capitalism- socialism 
debate. White and Wade (1988:24) summarise these regional factors in this way:

They share: a common Confucian heritage; a historical legacy of strong and 
economically active states; traditions of social and political hierarchy; and strong 
nationalist sentiments; underpinned by cultural homogeneity; and reinforced by 
external threats.

These six factors relate to historical, cultural and institutional conditions which are very 
different from conditions in Africa, where there is marked cultural and religious plurality, 
where states are weak, and where colonialism and new state structures have disrupted 
all traditional authority and thrust Africa first onto the rocky path to democracy and 
then to the collapse of democracy in military rule.

6.2.5 Problems with the NIC model
For most of their histories after 1950, South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong 
were not democracies. In fact, they all had distinctly authoritarian forms of government. 
Hong Kong was ruled by Britain through a British governor; Taiwan was ruled by the 
nationalist regime which had fled mainland China following the communist victory; 
and from 1961 until 1979 South Korea was ruled by the highly authoritarian anti-
communist President Park. As a consequence, “the NIC models have been accused for 
years by human rights organizations such as Human Rights Asia Watch about political 
repression, child labour and work conditions in industry” (Casagrande 1996:125).

There are also severe environmental problems which have grown with rapid industriali-
sation. “In Taiwan, for example, there are three factories per square kilometre. More 
than 50% of the river water is badly polluted and only 1% of human waste receives 
primary treatment. In the countryside, about 20% of farmland is polluted by industrial 
waste water and 30% of the rice grown is contaminated with heavy metals” (Casagrande 
1996:125).

6.3 The developmental state and Africa
While doing this study unit, you should constantly question whether a developmental 
state or a particular form of developmental state will address our problems in South Africa 
and Africa. It may be that strengthening the state has the main effect of strengthening 
elites. It could be that developmental states, which always have the aim of economic 
growth, are therefore tied to business classes and to capitalist growth, albeit regulated 
capitalist growth. It could be that state institutions and the political parties are entwined 
with predatory and extractive practices to such an extent that it is not work initiating a 
struggle for a state which serves common needs. In other words, use other units in this 
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module to evaluate how much energy should be invested the developmental state. Can 
we experiment with models which have been used elsewhere? Is revolution the only way 
forward, given the uneven world economy, dependency and uneven capitalism? Should 
we rather trust more in the market with its creative destruction? Or should our preferred 
level of action be that of building a new culture and economy from the local level?

In the current context of global capitalism, many think there is a clear need for a 
developmental state. An economy that is directed by private sector strategies or by 
predatory elites alone will not create the processes and institutions necessary for facilitating 
national welfare and a vibrant national economy. Kieh (2015:13) argues that African 
countries should urgently move beyond such neoliberal and predatory models of the 
state and move towards a “social democratic developmental state as the best framework 
for promoting human centred development and democracy on the continent”. Evans 
(2014) believes that in the age of information and abusive capitalism it is primarily the 
state that can deliver collective goods. In this context, “the question is not whether 
the state must take a broad and aggressive role if development is to succeed in the 21st 
century. The question is whether there are plausible paths for the emergence of states 
with the institutional capacity and political character that will enable them to play the 
role required for developmental success” (Evans 2014:231).

George Kieh believes that a social democratic developmental state is necessary in African 
countries. He bases this on an analysis of market-compliant and undemocratic states in 
Africa, dominated by global capital and international financial institutions. Following 
a review of authoritarian and liberal democratic developmental states, Kieh advocates 
the following features of future developmental states in Africa:

(1) The state should be democratic.
(2) There should be an overall aim of human development.
(3) There should be a development ideology.
(4) The state must be embedded in society and have effective and institutionalised 

relationships with both civil society and the private sector.
(5) The state must be autonomous and must not be “hamstrung by the particularistic 

interests of groups within the society” (Kieh 2015:9).
(6) The state must have hegemony.
(7) The state must have institutional capacity, in terms of “administrative, managerial 

and technical skills” (2015: 10).
(8) Development must be funded through efficient tax collection and through policies 

which effect national savings.
(9) Development should be planned.

(10) There must be a strong private sector which is brought into relation with the state. 
While the state should regulate the market, businesses should be promoted.

(11) There should be industrialisation and economic diversification of the economy, 
such that all sectors are aided by technology.

Thandika Mkandawire, in discussing “democratic developmental states in Africa”, has 
a number of additional points. Firstly, he ties the concerns of hegemony and ideology 
to recuperating “the progressive intent and élan of ‘nation-building’ of the nationalist 
movements” (Mkandawire 2010:77). Secondly he advocates a transformative social 
and wage policy. Thirdly, he warns that there are a number of anti-developmental 
institutions set up for structural adjustment and debt servicing which must be done 
away with. Lastly, he argues that existing developmental states, including those in East 
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Asia, experimented and made mistakes over a number of years before their plans came 
together (Mkandawire 2010:78).

While Kieh does caution that “the elements of the model would need to be in conformity 
with the objective conditions that are prevailing in each African state” (Kieh 2015:8), 
in a sense these objectives are an ideal or a wish-list, in that many African countries 
have conditions very distant from many of these objectives. It is also worth noting that 
the analysis of the East Asian developmental states showed that their success was partly 
based on suitable preconditions, while Kieh shows few suitable preconditions.

ACTIVITY 6.1
(Spend about 60 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article by Kieh entitled “Constructing the social democratic developmental state 
in Africa: lessons from the global South” in your prescribed reader.

Read the case study of Botswana.

Note down what you think is interesting about how Botswana achieved success.

Read all the parts of the section on the establishment of the democratic developmental 
state in Africa.

a. What are “the lessons from the global South”? Summarise them:

b. The type of state that is needed is discussed in three sections: the fundaments, de-
mocracy and development. On each of these write down SIX things which need to 
be done, according to Kieh:

Fundaments:

1. ..............................................................................................................................

2. ..............................................................................................................................

3. ..............................................................................................................................

4. ..............................................................................................................................

5. ..............................................................................................................................

6. ..............................................................................................................................
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Democracy:

1. ..............................................................................................................................

2. ..............................................................................................................................

3. ..............................................................................................................................

4. ..............................................................................................................................

5. ..............................................................................................................................

6. .............................................................................................................................

Development:

1. ..............................................................................................................................

2. ..............................................................................................................................

3. ..............................................................................................................................

4. ..............................................................................................................................

5. ..............................................................................................................................

6. ..............................................................................................................................

6.4 Developmental states and informational capitalism
Manuel Castells, following his interpretation of the current era of capitalism as “infor-
mational capitalism” (Castells 1996; 1997; 1998), shows that high rates of return, 
which used to accrue to manufacturing, are increasingly moving towards informational 
production and networks. Evans elaborates: “By the late twentieth century a scenario 
of broad-based expansion of incomes built around machine production had become 
untenable” (Evans 2014:227). Manufacturing employment shrunk in the North, and 
failed to provide many new jobs in the South. Even in China, after the mid-1990s, 
millions of manufacturing jobs were lost (Evans 2014:227–228). Strategies must be 
designed for a shift away from the primacy of manufacturing towards that of the 
informational economy and the service sector. As with other phases of capitalism, new 
technologies – and in this stage the foregrounding of knowledge in production – bring 
new wealth, new misery and new inequalities. Evans advocates a number of strategies to 
survive and flourish within this stage of capitalism. He brings in three recent bodies of 
theory: new growth theory, which deals with the knowledge economy; new institutional 
theories of development which outline the value to national development of “inclusive 
institutions” that give incentive, buy-in and security to a large proportion of citizens; 
and the capabilities approach outlined by Amartya Sen (1999), in which he argues that 
development should be the expansion of human capabilities to lead the lives that people 
want. Enhancing the knowledge and capacities of the broad citizenry is a means of 
including them in more skilled jobs in the service sector, and for the number of jobs in 
this part of the economy to increase rapidly. This strategy involves not only informational 
infrastructure but also capacity enhancement by vastly improving education and health, 
and building the democratic institutions which endorse this programme toward equal 
dignity and give political voice to all. This, according to Evans, is especially necessary 
in the current context of global production networks and trading dynamics amongst 
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major corporations, which increasingly work outside state control. Only the state can 
affect the more rational investment in general capability.

The economy that accompanies Evans’s vision is one led by informational capitalism. 
According to Castells and Himanen, in “emerging” economies the most dynamic sector 
of the economy is “fully incorporated into the global networked economy working within 
the informational paradigm” (Castells & Himanen 2014:18). The global networked 
economy includes “financial markets, transnational production, management and the 
distribution of goods and services; highly skilled labor; science and technology, including 
higher education; the mass media; the Internet networks of interactive, multipurpose 
communication; culture; art; entertainment; sports; (and) international institutions 
managing the global economy” (Castells 2009:25). However, the benefits from this 
sector result in greater inequality and are not typically linked to increased human 
well-being. In South Africa, the banking, financial services and cellphone industries 
are examples of dynamic, profitable sectors linked to global informationalism and are 
strongly associated with elite interests. Without ruling out industrial expansion, upon 
which China’s growth has been based, a national economic strategy, according to 
Castells and Himanen should increasingly be based on initiatives such as “developing 
Internet-based tourism, Internet-based high-value agriculture, technology-enhanced 
manufacturing (and) digital cultural products”.

According to this approach, to accompany this newly dominant tendency in economies, 
Evans’s state strategies and a strong focus on government-provided human well-being 
should be implemented. But how might all of this fit into South Africa’s unequal, 
racialised, low-skill and rather stagnant economy? Are not Evans’s concepts of an ideas-
based business culture, inclusive institutions and education towards modern capabilities 
all in need of local reinterpretation, since South Africa is as much a victim as a master 
of informational capitalism?

ACTIVITY 6.2
(Spend about 80 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article by Evans entitled “The developmental state: divergent responses to eco-
nomic theory and the twenty first century economy” in your prescribed reader. Eventually 
you should read the whole article but start with the activities below.

Read the section “The recent evolution of development theory”.

What is new growth theory?

What is the institutional approach?

What is the capabilities approach?
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Read the section “A historical shift in the character of development”.

Then write a paragraph on what has changed since the 20th century.

Read the section “The programmatic implications of the new theory and new circumstances”.

Make a list of the tasks that Evans thinks a developmental state must perform today.

1. Improve education and health

2. Form a capable and coherent public bureaucracy

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

Read the last section of the article. Then say whether you think Evans believes a country 
like South Africa could succeed with the model he proposes.

6.5 The case of South Africa
Since about 2000, there has been a strong debate on the possibility of South Africa 
becoming a democratic developmental state. A book edited by Omano Edigheji (2010) 
addressed the issue of Constructing a democratic state in South Africa; and a book entitled 
The end of the developmental state? provided a comparative focus with considerable 
attention to South Africa (Williams (ed.) 2014). South Africa’s National Development 
Plan 2030 aims to build “a capable and developmental state” (South African Government 
2011: 407; 407-443) The NDP has been adopted as the official, if loose, programme 
of the ANC and of the South African government and has support from business 
and other groups. Formed by a broad spectrum of experts in the National Planning 
Commission and with a process of some consultation, it is an attempt to initiate a form 
of a developmental state. However, the left and the trade unions are opposed to the 
NDP because of the lack of broad consultation in its making, its fiscal conservatism, 
the lack of a strong plan to further industrialise, the lack of plans to restructure the 
monopolistic nature of parts of the economy, and the lack of plans to redistribute wealth 
(Cosatu 2013; South African Communist Party 2013).
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The economic plans of the NDP recognise the declining contribution of manufacturing 
and the need to develop capabilities; however, the NDP does not adequately thematise 
the perils and promise of informationalism as the new locus of productive economy. 
Further, the NDP and government strategy do not sufficiently provide security and 
an economic stake for large sectors of the poorest. While the EFF plans in waiting do 
indeed posit completely free education, a basic income grant and massive land reform, 
their plan for a growing economy remains on the terrain of locally sourced industrialism, 
as do the proposals of Cosatu.

ACTIVITY 6.3 Optional video activity

NB: To do this activity you must have a good internet connection. 

You can copy the address (url) manually or from the module site on myUnisa

Go to the url https://youtube/qb8HXJwczWI.

Watch the video “Special report: unpacking the National Development Plan”. 
This video presents a debate among an architect of the plan, former minister 
Trevor Manuel, and business and labour representatives (30 minutes).

On balance, most of the assessments of South Africa’s chances of becoming a develop-
mental state are very sceptical. “No one in their right mind can claim we are building a 
developmental state or are on the brink of our own Lula moment” (Pithouse 2016:151–
152). Satgar (2014) argues that the South African state has manifestly failed to address 
the environmental crisis and the current issues created by global financial capital. Fine 
(2010) and Roberts (2010) both argue that the monopolistic character of South Africa’s 
economy caused by the continuing dominance of very large companies, particularly 
in the “minerals-energy complex” undermine the possibility of a developmental state. 
Mohammed (2010) discusses how the government’s accommodation with global neo-
liberalism led to a series of bad policy choices. Von Holdt (2010) portrays a civil service 
oriented towards private gain and quick promotions, ambivalent towards skilled work 
given its entwinement with whiteness; and a poor work ethic.

Jeremy Seekings (2014) argues that due to the limits of the State and government, even 
though a democratic developmental state has been made an ideal, it has been a failure. 
This was partly because of changed global conditions including WTO rules that made 
it difficult to protect industries, uncoordinated policies, a weak bureaucracy, lack of 
capacity at the local level, and the emergence of self-interested and business-oriented 
elites in the ANC.

According to Seekings there are a further set of difficulties arising from the economic 
policies exercised by government. He claims that a high productivity-high wage strategy 
resulted in massive job losses in the clothing industry, largely due to new imports from 
China. The strategy was implemented through the Labour Relations Act and bargaining 
councils. The result of this approach was to undermine a lower-paid labour-intensive 
growth path (Seekings & Nattrass 2015:265). “Even in 2012 the ANC government had 
no clear sense of how it would navigate around the political, social and economic obstacles 
to inclusive economic growth, given that this would require the large-scale creation of 
jobs for less-skilled workers, which would require low-wage jobs” (Seekings 2015:16).

Trade unions and key parts of government support a high-wage strategy. Higher 
wages provide a bigger domestic market and are another means of transferring value to 
poor households – if the higher wages do not damage the expansion of employment. 

https://youtu.be/qb8HXJwczWI
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While a significant low-wage sector, as advocated by Seekings, could greatly stimulate 
employment (at a low-wage level) and stimulate some sectors of business, this strategy 
could be a disincentive for productivity increase and technology adoption, at least in this 
low-wage sector, and it would allow abuse by business. This is South Africa’s dilemma.

On the other hand, Seekings believes that South Africa’s welfare provision has been 
largely successful. Pensions and an extensive system of grants became an important part 
of the income of the poorest (Seekings 2015:16). Because of this, Seekings believes that 
South Africa can be a pro-poor welfare state, but not a state that leads the economy 
into a high growth path. The arguments of Evans for developing an economy of 
ideas, human development and capability expansion, and building “deliberative and 
participatory state-society networks that encompass a broad cross section of society” 
(Evans 2014:234) clearly have some resonance for South Africa. Indeed the National 
Development Plan thematises democracy, citizen participation and capabilities; and 
accepts that employment will come largely from the services rather than manufacturing 
sector. South Africa has thus started with the process of attempting to build a capable 
state. However, all the doubts raised by Seekings about South Africa as a developmental 
state remain. Further, in the short term, in South Africa and elsewhere, there needs to 
be dramatic investment to give all citizens the dignity needed to participate in society, 
even before capacities are developed given the degree of extreme proletarianisation and 
unemployment. Education, including early childhood development, is in crisis. In South 
Africa, even if it does not increase employment much, high-productivity industry still 
needs to be built up. Finally, the political agent of this adapted state in South Africa 
is unclear; such agency may be too late for the country’s needs. Yet as Kieh and Evans 
point out, we need a democratic developmental state even if it fails in certain respects. 
A weak or predatory state is not an option.

ACTIVITY 6.4
(Spend about 60 minutes on this activity.)

Go to the article by Seekings entitled “The development and welfare state in South Africa: 
lessons for the southern African region” in your prescribed reader.

a. Read the section entitled “The promise of development in democratic South Africa”.

Outline briefly the development plans of the RDP and the National Development Plan:

Read 2 “The failure of the developmental state”.

Summarise in a paragraph why Seekings thinks the developmental state in South Africa 
has failed.
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Read 3. “The flawed design of the developmental state”.

Do you agree with Seekings that the South African government has failed to recognise the 
importance of low-skill, low-wage jobs?

6.6 LINKING THIS STUDY UNIT TO OTHER STUDY UNITS

ACTIVITY 6.5 (Spend about 20 minutes on this activity.)

Go the article by Bull and Boas in your prescribed reader. Read the “Conclusion: the con-
tinued relevance of modernisation and dependency theory”.

What is the place of state-induced development today, according to Bull and Boas?

OUTCOMES CHECKLIST

Question Can do Cannot do

I can identify the conditions in the world economy that 
led to the emergence of theoretical debates about the 
NICs.

I can give an account of the role of the state in East Asian 
NIC development.

I can evaluate the success of the East Asian NICs.

I can discuss the need for developmental states in Africa.

I can discuss new issues confronting developmental states 
in the 21st century.

I can discuss whether South Africa can become a develop-
mental state.
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