
REPRESENTATIONS OF THE LIBERAL STATE IN THE ART 
OF DEVELOPMENT 

Jenny ~ e a r d *  

Using Foucaultian analysis, the author attempts to explain the 
discursive effects of international development from her 
perspective as an academic and practitioner within the field of 
international law. In the first part of the article, the author reviews 
the benefits of using Foucaultian theory to challenge current 
understandings of the development concept. She then turns to an 
analytical review of some of the predominant schools of thought 
within development theory and concludes with a critique of the 
principal understanding of development, which she locates within 
representations of the liberal state and capitalist economics. 

Introduction 
The United Nations General Assembly has defined 'development' as 'a multi- 
dimensional undertaking to achieve a higher quality of life for all people'.' 
Based on similar understandings, most investigations of development use the 
concept as an objective or interpretative tool to practise or discuss quality of 
life, the nature of the First World. the Third World. the effectiveness of 
technology, the improvement,in agriculture, the administration of state welfare 
and the fight against poverty.- 

In this article, I undertake a slightly different investigation. T o  d o  so, I 
use Foucaultian analysis to explore how the concept of development 
constitutes, inscribes and invests itself into the different ways of producing 
true and false statements about the nature of  humanitv and its ostensible 
destiny. This investigation is part of a larger project to examine how it is that 
development has come to be understood as a regime of truth - how it is that 

* 
Doctoral Candidate, Faculty of Law, University of Melbourne. The author wishes 
to thank Anne Orford, Ian Duncanson, Judith Grbich, Adrian Howe and John 
Howe for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of this article. The article is 
based on a paper presented at the 18th Annual Australian Law and Society 
Conference, Brisbane, 6-8 December 2000, and forms part of a broader project, 
which investigates manifestations of the eschatological foundations of Christian 
belief in contemporary development discourse. 
I have taken this short definition from a principal General Assembly document on 
development entitled An Agenda for Development (1997) (the Agenda). In the 
Agenda (para 1), 'development' is defined as 'a multi-dimensional undertaking to 
achieve a higher quality of life for all people'. 

2 For examples and discussion of development theory or methodology, see the 
World Bank's World Development Reports; see also Booth (1985); Binder (1986); 
Edwards (1989); Hunt (1989); Corbridge (1990); Hettne (1990). 
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the West came to be known as the First of Worlds and what relevance there is 
in calling it such while excluding others. More specifically, this is an attempt 
to understand how a discourse of development as a rational art of governance 
has made knowable the nature and quality of human existence through the 
integration of individuals into a governable population. What are the practices 
that have led individuals, peoples or states to focus their attention on 
themselves as subjects of development in both the 'First' and the 'Third' 
Worlds? 

This article is also an investigation into power. By referring to power and 
its relationship to development, I do not mean to represent development as a 
natural condition that is kept in check or fostered by power. I perceive 
development as a system of power relations linked together into a discourse 
through particular understandings of the human body, human life, race, gender, 
class, territory, finance, commodities, technology, domination and resistance 
and 'the formation of special k n ~ w l e d ~ e s ' . ~  

The 'Them' and 'Us' of Development 
When I discuss my work with others, the presumption is usually that I am 
investigating the 'Third World'. I am asked whether I have any case studies in 
mind. Will I take field trips? I assume this is largely because the discourse of 
development is presented as a 'First World' phenomenon that is practised or 
acted out on the 'Third World'. In other words, the 'Third World' is 
understood as the epistemological object of development theory and practice. 
It seems natural, then, for people to assume that, as a First World academic, 
my work must be a study of the 'other' Third World. 

This kind of popular assumption has its uses. I am using my complicity in 
a development discourse that has created a 'them' and an 'us' to critique the 
very mechanisms that invest it. I am very much concerned with how my work 
in the field of international law and development is caught up in a kind of 
imperialist anthropology of others. As a non-Indigenous, 'civilised', 'rational' 
citizen of a 'First World' state, I 'participate in a diverse set of collective 
identifications' that are 'situated in relation to a series of alter  identification^'.^ 
Many of these identities are produced through constructions closely tied to the 
discourse of development such as 'the West', 'the South', 'the First World', 
and 'the Third World' - a discourse that is historically contingent and drawn 
along socio-economic and racial lines. These 'hegemonic identities depend on 
existing definitions of difference to be', and are closely involved with 
narratives of civilisation, modernity and human progress.5 Development is not 
the only system of power relations involved in, deployed around and 
dependent upon the construction of subject territories, populations, bodies or 
institutions. It is, nonetheless, a hegemonic system of power relations, which 
provides a 'common normativity' in the ways in which humanity, and we as 

Foucault (1998), pp 105-106. 
4 Connolly (1995), p xvi. 
5 Connolly (1995), p xvi. 
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individuals, are able to know o~rse lves .~  Likewise, gender, race, socio- 
economic positions, cultures and nationalities all play a determining role in 
how development as a regime of truth affects the hermeneutics of the 
individual as subject, not only in the West but also in a global fashion. 

I do believe I have a positive role to play as a 'white', 'First World' 
woman, despite my identification having been constituted by the effects of 
hegemonic Western narratives. Whether it is with a sense of right or obligation 
I do not know, but to remain silent - to remain uncritical of even my own 
position - seems to me an inadequate utilisation of who I am. Speaking from 
a privileged position as a white Western woman in the 'First World', I am in 
effect imposing my own set of exclusionary constructions of a 'them' and an 
'us' on to others. Irene Watson, a member of the Tanganekald people of the 
Coorong, writes that the (non-Indigenous) have been constructed out of a 
process rooted in a history of 'becoming properly civilised', a process which 
has separated humanity from the natural world and its ~ i s d o m . ~  If that is who I 
am, then it seems heedless of me to continue producing the effects of that 
identification with a discussion of my own views of development and the ways 
in which myself and others are constructed. Watson highlights my complicity 
in the imperialist project of development and its effects. I can only hope that, 
despite the inevitable complicities, my work presents a challenge to the 
development project as it currently exists. 

Moreover, I feel outrage at the history I am currently attempting to 
explain myself out of. Spivak has remarked that as a 'white', 'Western' 
woman, I will not be able to speak 'in the same way about the Third World' 
(and consequently about development), but that this is a far less 'pernicious 
position' than one from which I raise no criticism on the grounds of my birth.' 
Perhaps, then, I should re-frame my earlier claim that this article is about 
development and about power. In effect, this article is about the identification 
of the individual self within and in opposition to a 'Western First World' as 
told by development discourse. From this perspective, although played out 
globally through various deployments of power (religious missions, 
imperialism, globalisation), development is closely tied to the regulative 
effects of a Western hermeneutics of the self - of which my own authorship 
inescapably forms a part. 

What's Wrong with Development Discourse? 
. . .  . .... 

1 am sceptical of any discourse that claims universal validity as to the means of 
'improving the quality of life of all people'.9 Where is the accountability of a 
narrative that represents its own globalisation as natural and benevolent? What I 

grounds are there to believe that 'we' (it has no misgivings in speaking for 
humanity as a whole) have all been placed on the road to prosperity, one world , 
order and the improvement of every human life? I am particularly dubious 

Rose (1996b), p 3. 
Watson (1998), p 32. 

8 Spivak (1990), p 62. 
9 The Agenda (1997), para 1. 
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about a discourse that is packed predominantly with the historical and cultural 
effects of a small minority of 'Western' peoples - market-driven growth, 
open, rule-based multilateral trade, capital investment, technology, capital 
financing, democracy, human rights and fundamental freedoms, liberal 
governance and a 'civil' society.I0 The aim of development seems to be to 
unpack these ways of life into the Third World, because it is perceived to lack 
its own possessions - to be a world of poverty, protectionism, over- 
regulation, unemployment, feudalism, debt, totalitarianism, Asian values, 
barbarism, failed states and civil conflict." Certainly, this might explain why 
my experience of the West is not one of a group of countries in which 
economic prosperity, debt servicing, liberalisation, transparency, democracy, 
human rights and freedom are so 'developed' that its peoples can claim to have 
reached the end of history. It would seem that the baggage has been packed up 
and taken to the Third World. Or has it? 

Of course, development discourse is not intended to complicate human 
relations, but rather to limit what 'can emerge as fact', what can be 'seen or 
done, and so told'.'2 Development is far more complex than an exchange of 
values, technologies and knowledge; the historical and cultural effects of the 
'West' are in like manner the effects of 'non-Western' histories, values, 
knowledge and technologies; and the First and Third Worlds are not as distinct 
as their names would suggest. 

In its signification of the developed from the undeveloped, development 
discourse is effectively producing meaning and representing experience. As 
Chris Weedon, a feminist, post-structural theorist, argues, language is the 
'place where actual and possible forms of social organisation and their likely 
social and political consequences are defined and contested. Yet it is also the 
place where our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity, is constr~cted."~ The 
notion of the discursive construction of subjectivity is supported in the work of 

lo In setting out the Agenda, a Working Group of the United Nations General 
Assembly begins with the statement that 'sustained economic growth is essential 
to economic and social development' (emphasis added). It is by means of such 
economic growth that 'countries will be able to improve the standards of living of 
their people through the eradication of poverty, hunger, disease and illiteracy and 
the provision of shelter and secure employment for all, and the preservation of the 
integrity of the environment'. In a separate and subsequent paragraph, 
'democracy, respect for all human rights and fundamental freedoms, including the 
right to development, transparent and accountable government [and] effective 
participation of civil society' are also recognised as an essential part of the 
'necessary foundations' for the realisation of 'social and people centered 
sustainable development': the Agenda (1997), para 1. 

11 See, for example, the World Bank's World Development Report 2000/2001: 
Attacking Poverv (2001), in which the authors of the report argue generally that 
the interaction of markets, state institutions, and civil societies can harness the 
forces of economic integration and technological change to serve the interests of 
poor people and increase their share of society's prosperity. 

12 Haraway (1989), p 4. 
l3  Original emphasis. Weedon (1987), p 21. 



Franz Fanon, who asserts that 'to speak means ... to assume a culture, to 
support the weight of a civil i~ation' . '~ 

Development discourse is, however, much more than just a language. The 
discourse opens up the possibility of international organisations such as the 
World Bank, various forms of economic and management practices or 
legitimate forms of government. Through development discourse, one builds a 
variet of ways in which to give meaning to the social reality in which one 
lives.' As the discursive positions become institutionalised into particular 
hierarchies and formal and informal sites of power, the language of 
development arguably entails not only being able to invent meanings, but also 
having the ability to exclude different ways of understanding who we are, what 
the state is or how human life is understood. 

The anthropologist Arturo Escobar has used the strategic power of 
discursive investigation to argue that the postwar discourse of development has 
produced the Third World as a distinct governable subject and that 
development policies have become mechanisms of control to replace their 
colonial c ~ u n t e r ~ a r t s . ' ~  In the pursuit of material prosperity and economic 
progress, Western powers have consolidated certain ways of seeing and 
thinking (regimes of truth) by means of a formal objectification of 
development as a site of power to be deployed by them.I7 Escobar does not 
deny that underdevelopment (and previously colonialism) are both very real 
historical formations, but goes on to argue that Western developed countries 
have been able to manage and control, and in many ways even create, them 
politically, economically, sociologically and culturally through a discursive 
practice of development. His aim is to show that the outcome of development 
is a powerful mechanism for insuring domination over individuals within the 
Third World - and, I would add, the First World - today.'' I 

The difficulty of Escobar's use of the Foucaultian theory of power in this 
way is that his very nomination of various 'others' as subjected arguably 
repeats the effects of development discourse. Insofar as development is 

~ 
implicated in the construction-of people's identities, it is perhaps better to 
argue that it is not exercised by a 'power-holder' on 'the subjected' but invests 
itself in who people are and how they live, or choose not to live, their lives.19 

14 Fanon (1967), pp 17-18. Or, as Weedon asserts, 'to speak is to assume a subject 
position within discourse and to become subjected to the power and regulation of I 

discourse': Weedon (1987), p 119. 
l5  Weedon (1987), p 25. 
16 Escobar (1985). Escobar notes, and I agree, that caution is necessary to avoid I 

representing the Third World as a world defined entirely by its relation to 
colonialism or, in the post-colonial period, by development. The peoples of the I 

Third World are an outcome of their own rich and diverse histories. My aim is 
rather to 'disassemble the neat divisions that could imagine a European history and 
its unified collectivities apart from the externalised Others on whom it was 
founded and which it produced'. See Stoler (1995), p 5. 

l7  See Escobar (1985). 
IS  Escobar (1985), p 384. 
19 Foucault (1980a). 
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By assuming that practices of power are formed within the subject, one 
hopefully avoids the problems involved in nominating some peoples or 
identities as being subjected while still retaining the paradigm of power and 
subjection as an object of critique and study. 

One of the fundamental contradictions of colonisation (and development) 
is that it both needs to civilise (develop) its 'others' and to fix them into 
perpetual ~ therness .~ '  The strategic concepts of 'mimicry' and 'hybridity' 
coined by postcolonial scholars are useful tools of resistance here. Hybridity is 
meant to highlight the suggestion that not all that takes place within the contact 
space between colonised and colonising peoples can be monitored and 
controlled. The perpetuation of a 'them' and 'us', 'developed' and 
'underdeveloped' is most often presented (as I have above) as subjectification 
of the latter by the former. The underlying premise is that colonial 
(underdeveloped) people can mimic but never exactly become European or 
civilised or developed. In practice, the hybrid space enables anti-colonial 
movements and individuals to resist, oppose or transform Western ideas and 
vocabularies to challenge colonial rule or to insist upon an unbridgeable 
difference between colonisers and the colonised. This space is not only located 
at the elusive frontier of First and Third Worlds. As I have noted above, 
identifications such as race, gender or socio-economic status all influence the 
ways in which development is perceived and influences subjectivity. 
Accordingly, points of resistance are located everywhere, not merely at the 
border between colonisers and colonised. 

Indeed, development discourse affects the construction of subjectivity 
'right down into the depths of society' in addition to the relations between the 
state and its citizens or at some elusive frontier between the First World and 
the ~ h i r d . ~ '  In consequence, one ought not feel confined to a traditional 
analysis of the state apparatus - for instance, in critiquing development 
discourse. Instead, by grasping the 'mechanisms of power in their detail and 
complexity', one recognises that, in 'reality, power goes much further, passes 
through much finer channels, and is much more ambiguous, since each 
individual has at his [or her] own disposal a certain power, and for that very 
reason can also act as the vehicle for transmitting a wider power'.22 

! Viewing the concepts of development and self as discursive constructs 
does not mean that we can simply un- or reconstruct ourselves or our realities, 
that we are somehow a figment of our own imaginations. As the sociologist 
Nicholas Rose points out, to understand ourselves as 'historical and not 
ontological is not to suggest that an essential and transhistorical subjectivity 

1 
lies hidden and disguised beneath the surface of our contem orary experience, 
as a potential waiting to be realised by means of critique'.''The aim is rather 
to challenge how certain identities have come to be understood in a particular 
way. As Ian Duncanson has argued: 'Histories are important ideological tools 

I 
20 Loomba (1998), p 173, 
21 Foucault (1980a), p 27 
22 Foucault (1980b), p 72. 
23 Rose (1996b), p 3. 
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for placing the contemporary subject in socially ordered space: no version 
should therefore go ~ n c h a l l e n ~ e d ' . ' ~  By understanding development as an I 
historical construct, I hope to highlight 'the effects of the centralising powers 
which are linked to the institution and functioning of [development] discourse 

I 

within a society such as HOW has development happened? What does 
this mean for an international lawyer such as myself when I act as an agent of 
development in legal practice or as an academic working within a discipline 
that locates and theorises power within law and sovereignty? What types of 
knowledge do I disqualify in order to talk as an expert of development? 

Foucault has argued that we 'are subjected to the production of truth 
through power and we cannot exercise power except through the production of 

Foucault argues that 'truth' is produced through discourse, which as I 
argued above is not principally about language but might also include forms of 
architecture, structures of management or economic practices as means of 
producing the rationality behind any particular discourse (of development/ 
gender relationslthe prison/school/hospital). 

I find Foucault's analysis useful because it questions whether there can be 
facts before they are assigned meaning. This includes the historical 'fact' of 
development (or rather underdevelopment), the actual inequality and injustice 
that it realises, and its 'concrete existence in cultural forms and actual weight 
in social relations', which makes development a political issue that requires 

I 

multiple acts of theoretical and political activism. As Foucault argues: 

Discourses are tactical elements or blocks operating in the field of force 
relations; there can exist different and even contradictory discourses 
within the same strategy; they can on the contrary, circulate without 

27 changing their form from one strategy to another, opposing strategy. 
1 

Development discourse both produces and is produced by the effects of 
people's realities and the relations of power in which they are involved. The ~ 
task of deconstructing a discourse is to arrive at these applications of power 
and their effects. Escobar argues that the representation of development as a 
historically produced discourse entails an examination of why so many 
countries began to see themselves as 'underdeveloped' in the early post-World 
War I1 period. I argue that a wider investigation is involved. If we are to 
understand development as a domain of thought and experience, we must first I 

understand how it is that the West itself was able to think of itself as 
'developed' and in a position, furthermore, to subject the 'Third World' to 
systemic, detailed and comprehensive interventions." Indeed, the entire I 

narrative of development is about the extent to which political governance has 
successfully been able to render knowable (and thus has been able to regulate) I 

24 Duncanson (1996), p 124. 
25 Foucault (1980a), p 84. 
26 Foucault (1980a), p 93. 
27 Foucault (1998), pp 10C-102. 
28 Escobar (1995), p 6. 
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the individual lives of a particular gopulation in ways not always directly 
associated with political institutions. An inquiry into development therefore 
renders intelligible ways in which we are governed today in and beyond the 
terms of the state apparatus. Governors - be they monarchs, state leaders, 
international organisations, charitable organisations, academics or any other 
agent - can, by capturing the 'knowledge' of development and applying it as 
a rational art of governance, operate, appropriate and perhaps mask a strategy 
of power. 

As an international lawyer involved in the practice of development, I am 
particularly concerned to ask how it is that development - this multitude of 
power relations - is stabilised and formed into the hierarchical technology of 
law and sovereignty. I remain receptive to the effects of 'legalised' regulation 
that diminish the reversibility and interpretation of the concept of 
development.30 Yet, if I am to challenge the 'legalisation' of development and 
the established hierarchies of power relations, I must identify how the 
legislative agents first came to possess 'their instruments and their logic'." I 
am searching for the technologies of power that, at a given time and by means 
of certain transformations, became economically advantageous and politically 

Critiquing Development Discourse 
The key to a critique of development discourse is not to become embedded 
within the discourse such that one ends up doing no more than to reinforce the 
regime of truth and its myriad of power relations. If we are to know 
development as a discourse that can be 'both an instrument and an effect of 
power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling block, a point of resistance and a 
starting point for an opposing strategy', then we must constantly question the 
distribution of strategic relations that go to make up this power that we 
understand as development: 

we must reconstruct, with the things said and those concealed, the 
enunciations required and those forbidden, that it comprises; with the 
variants and different effects - according to who is speaking, his 
position of power, the institutional context in which he happens to be 
situated - that it implies; and with the shifts and reutilizations of 
identical formulas for contrary objectives that it also includes. 33 

Most of the predominant criticisms of development have, on the contrary, 
challenged development 'almost entirely with one culturally and intellectually 

'9 Rose (1996a), p 38. 
30 Here I acknowledge that the power produced by relations among free individuals 

ranges from the stable and hierarchical to the unstable, ambiguous or reversible. 
31 Foucault (1980a), p 100. 
32 Foucault (1980a), p 101. 
33 Foucault (1998), pp 100-102. 
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circumscribed perspective'.34 For example, many Marxist critiques have not 
questioned the traditional view of development as the task of inscribing 
modernisation on to the 'blank slates' of the Third World - of replacing 
'useless traditions' with valuable practices and commodities. Similarly, neo- I 

Marxist perspectives, while recognising that development may be responsible 
for implanting false values into the societies of the Third World, nonetheless 
argue that critical development and industrial reform could correct false 
consciousness. 

For instance, the celebrated report produced by a group led by Raul 
Prebisch for the Economic Commission for Latin America argues that the 
unequal relationship between the developed and the developing countries is an 
outcome of a continuous disadvantage for the latter within international 
trade.35 This report resulted in a new school of theorists, whose work focuses 
on the 'dependency' that results from the development of Third World I 
countries. This more critical theory of development suggests that barriers to 
development were not so much internal (traditional barriers to overcome), but 
rather external (derived from structural characteristics of capitalist 
globalisation). Change was not seen as evolutionary but directed by capitalist 
forces and to the Western interests expanding these forces. During the same 
period, Paul Baran argued in The Political Economy of Growth that the British 
actively underdeveloped ~ n d i a . ~ ~  Here he names the theoretic underpinnings of 
development by means of a 'morphology of backwardness', his argument 
being that a state can be developed or undeveloped.37 Likewise, A Gunder 
Frank has argued that underdevelopment is the result of the manner in which 
countries (or groups of people within countries) have been incorporated 
intentionally into a world system in which capitalism structures both the 
develo ment of some countries and the underdevelopment, or dependency of 

!?a others. In their Dependency and Development in Latin America, Cardoso and 
Faletto also remain within the paradigm of a teleological development, 
although critically analysing its construction as one 'built as a consequence of 
the expansion of European and American capitalism' as well as structural 
influences within the countries t h e m ~ e l v e s . ~ ~  Although not subscribing to the 
work of earlier dependency theorists, who argued that underdevelopment was 
caused solely by external influences, the naturalness and economistic 
inevitability of development remains essential to Cardoso and Faletto's work.40 

While these theories have strong merit and are important to our I 

understanding of the effects of development theory and practice, they remain 
I 

34 Walker (1982), p 182. I 
I 

35 Cardoso and Faletto (1979), p viii. 
36 Baran (1957). I 

37 Baran (1957), p 122. 
I 

38 Frank (1972). 
39 Cardoso and Faletto (1979), p xv. 
40 Galtung (1971) argued in a similar vein that economic, political, military, 

communication and cultural imperialism were all results of the unequal 
relationship between the 'centre' and the 'periphery'. 
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I within a positivistic, universalising understanding of d e ~ e l o ~ m e n t . ~ '  That is, ' they fail to question the construction of development itself and its 

r constitutional narratives of race, gender, class, modernity, linear timetspace 
dimensions, progress, economic growth, technology and Western ideals of 

I 
obtaining an objective knowledge of the world. 

A different criticism - or rather a condemnation - can be made of the 
current liberal capitalist discourse of development as it is presently being 
defined by international organisations such as the United Nations, the World 
Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the majority of their member 
states. These institutions that have established control of the discourse do not 
admit the possibility that many people may have very different economic 
aspirations and different social and political technologies for achieving them. 
The economic and cultural differences of Indigenous peoples, for instance, 
challenge the notion of the world as subject to market-driven globalisation and 
integrated development toward an 'undifferentiated capitalist space'.42 The 
power of development presently is that it claims to speak in tongues so that all 
voices are interpreted as one. Those who wish to speak for themselves are thus 
silenced into representations of themselves as 'developing', 'on their way' or 
even 'endangered', but nonetheless part of a world propelled forward by the 
integrating force of liberal capitalist development. 

The belief in the inevitability of development acts as an obstacle to 
acknowledging the different needs of people - how could everyone not want 
access to Western medicine, education, the US dollar? Development as a 
concept is therefore rarely put off by cultural relativism because it consumes 
difference into itself so that resistance is rarely able to influence even the 
means of achieving development let alone its purpose.43 The transformation of 
difference into sameness or equality is not, however, a natural or neutral 
process. It does not involve the natural growth of an individual or a group of 
underdeveloped individuals into a developed individual or group. 
Development involves an enormous imposition of change. Obviously, the 
provision of, or preferably the opportunity of obtaining for oneself, basic needs 
such as food and shelter are important requirements that can and should not be 
ignored. But development as power is about more than the provision of basic 
human needs. It does not stop there - it assumes a need for education, 
literacy, access to the market (preferably the global market), a nationality. In 

41 Pennycook (1994), p 56. 
42 Gibson-Graham (1996), p 40. 
43 Spivak (1991) has referred to this dilemma in relation to the concept of human 

rights. She states: 'I think it is also important that you recognise that the concept of 
human rights, individual rights [and I would add here, development], has a deep 
complicity with the culture of imperialism. If you say this then some 
anthropological search will isolate and find some native text where something can 
be translated as "right" . . . again this is a very politically important gesture to say, 
"no, we had it all along". But none the less gesture politics and the production of 
knowledge are not the same thing. You cannot fight something if you do not 
acknowledge that what is poison has also historically been medicine. Homeopathy 
is the only way. Sometimes homeopathy is called deconstruction.' (1991), p 232. 



this way, it can be argued that develo ment is not a natural or a neutral process 
- it is subject to certain conditions. 48 

The Timing of Development 
Concepts of time and historicism are closely linked to the art of development 
and make available singular ways of interpreting its discourse. Development 
exists because we can believe that a society grows or develops, decays or dies, 
or indeed is born. As James D Wolfensohn, president of the World Bank 
Group, remarked in a speech to the United Nations Economic and Social 
Council: 'Africa is our challenge and our responsibility ... We know Africa has 
enormous potential, we know an African renaissance matters desperately . . . ' 
Here the 'undeveloped' world is represented as a place 'desperately' awaiting 
birth in order that it might reach a state of independent development.45 

This belief in historical development was not always held by Western 
cultures. Prior to the late Middle Ageslearly modern period, Western society 
believed not only that life on Earth was in decay but that it was undeserving of 
development and reform and that earthly time was finite.46 From around the 
beginning of the modern period, belief in the existence of progressive 
reformation through time began to correlate with a similarly recent Western 
understanding of history as linear.47 These conceptions of time and historicism 
have enabled the West - the developed world - to justify itself as the model 
for development because it has positioned itself in the lead of a discursive race. 
Whether by means of its role as Christ's missionary, humanity civilised or the 
force of modernity's globalisation, the West represents itself as the end of 
history, which winds up continuously in the present. As Robert Nisbet has 
noted: 

By a gigantic act of faith we assume that the Chronology in which we 
fit (with difficulty and distortion enough!), the events and changes of 
that tiny part of the earth that is the promontory of Eurasia which we 
call Western Europe, is also the chronology of [hu~mankind.~~ 

The system of power relations that go to make up development as a 
discursive practice forms a 'common normativity' in the claims of how 
humanity should come to know itself in the modern era. As a regime of truth, 
development enables humanity to legitimately search for criteria 'enabling I 

situational evaluations from a Western or First World perspective to be made 

44 I 
See Orford (1997). See also Orford and Beard (1998). 

45 James D Wolfensohn, 'Putting Africa Front and Center', Remarks to the United 
Nations Social and Economic Council in Geneva, Switzerland, 16 July 2001, 
http://www.worldbank.org/html/extdr/extme/jdwspO7 1601 .htm. 

46 I am undertaking an investigation of the manifestation of early and medieval 
Christian doctrine and practice in current practices of development as part of my 
doctoral research, which extends beyond the scope of this article. 

47 See Koselleck (1985); Young (1990); Foucault (1980c), pp 49,55 and 62. 
48 Nisbet(1969),p241. 
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- all of course objective - which will be genuinely universal and 
transcultural' but always place the West in front.49 The reality of development 
is that somewhere along the line someone has to be fixed into a definitive 
underdevelopment against which the developed can identify themselves. 
Through development, the West has been able to incorporate the rest of the 
world into its own order of reality and emerge as a leader of history. 
Development is thus determined by, and determines, both a time and a space 
dimension. 

If Western thought assumes that time is teleological in the sense that the 
quality of our lives is better now than it has been in the past (but not as good as 
it can be in the future), then it assumes progression can be measured. 
Teleological progression, then, is also an object of knowledge intimately 
linked to development. There are two controlling narratives that tell the story 
of how the West progressed: the economic and the technical. Both these 
narratives have continued from their early task of constructing modernity in 
the West to become the mainstay of the discursive practices of development. 
Economic growth and technology are presumed to carry developing countries 
and peoples over the classic stages of development from backwardness to 
modernity. The success of development practices (progress) is then gauged in 
economic terms by the per capita gross national product or more recently by 
'human development i n d i ~ a t o r s ' . ~ ~  

The disciplines of economics and technology are joined by others within 
the natural sciences - information technology, biotechnology, agriculture, 
medicine, etc - and the social sciences - economics, law, anthropology, etc 
- to produce ways of knowing and conducting the subjectification of the 
human body for the purpose of improving the quality of life of all people. The 
regimes of truth produced by these disciplines enable the production of 'a 
whole set of instruments, techniques, procedures, levels of application, 
targets', which have a disciplinary effect on the human person and the way he 
or she might live his or her life either through self-conduct or by the 
governance of others. 

From its inception, the language of the United Nations and its agencies 
has been replete with representations consigning the developing world to a 
status inferior to that of the developed world - language which is endorsed 
with economic and technical expertise. For example, a report of a United 
Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) expert group in 1951 
entitled Measures for the Economic Development of Underdeveloped 
Countries makes it clear that an emphasis is to be placed on the institutional 
processes, the requirement of a rationalist and materialistic culture, the values 
and educational norms that favour the progress of science and technology and 

49 Latouche (1997), p 135. 
50 Latouche (1997), p 135. The Human Development Indicator (HDI) was introduced 

by the UNDP (United Nations Development Program) as a reformed way of 
measuring human development by combining a composite of three basic 
components: life expectancy, level of knowledge (a combination of adult literacy 
and mean years of schooling) and standard of living (measured by purchasing 
power parity). 



the role of the public a~thor i t ies .~ '  It assumes the change from a 'semi-feudal, 
and traditional' administration to more 'rational' management methods is a ~ 
necessary condition for progress. In order to achieve a 'condition of stability 1 

I 
and well-being', great importance is given to the 'modernisation of production 
methods', which means ensuring 'rational, effective and com rehensive 1 

> 5 P  utilisation of labour, tools, technical means and energy and capital . 
It is by means of these programs of rationalist 'modernisation' that the 

technocratisation or theorisation of development as a concept and a discourse 
takes shape. The expertise of development is its ability to exclude other 
languages that resist or challenge the present order of things, that conceive 
progress in different ways and that question the changes development is 
supposed to bring. Both the naturalness and the neutrality with which 
development is imbued - its aura of truth - strengthen its use as a means to 
define those people who are living in allegedly underdeveloped circumstances 
as anomalies awaiting transformation. In this way, it captures difference as 
transitory, and as disadvantage, while strengthening the constitution of 
development discourse by particular notions of linear time, progress and 
imperial historicism. 

The underlying assumption of development is always that it is placing 
humanity in expert hands - people's affluence and evolution is nothing more 
than an economic calculation, a scientific leap, a prize to the chosen few who 

1 

survive their 40 days and nights in the wilderness. Follow the commandments 
of the gods of science and economics and you will rise and become like the I 

creator. Drawing from their faith in these disciplines, development 'experts' 
are not afraid of starvation, pollution and unequal distribution. Read their 
sermon: 

While we accept the need for much reassessment and change, we are 
inclined largely to reject much of the current negativity, at least as it 
applies to the next century or so, and almost certainly for the next ten to 
twenty years. We feel that technological growth and economic progress 
will be able to make all reasonably rich, and that with advancements in 
technology itself, along with self-restraint, proper policies and designs, 
and the allocation of sufficient resources (mostly money), we will be 
able to cope with the various problems. Indeed, under today's political 
and economic conditions, more money and more technology seem 
essential in order to meet many of the most urgent and potentially 
disastrous problems.53 

The conflation of development and economic growth allows development I 
to be understood as a linear, evolutionary economic reality - a simple matter 

51 Report by a Group of Experts Appointed by the Secretary General of the United 
Nations, New York, 195 1 ,  p 108. 

52 Report of the Working Group for Asia and the Far East, Temporary Sub- 
commission on Economic Reconstruction of Devastated Areas, Doc El3071Rev 1 ,  
p 47. 

53 Hudson Institute (1973), p 10. 
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of time - which integrates the heterogeneous and dispersed economies of 
today's world into an integrated capitalistic economy of the future.54 The 
inability or refusal to think that development may be something more than 
economic growth and subject to a particular context, time, influence or 
occasion allows development experts a theory of development 'based upon 
those "fundamental" economic premises that economists know in their bones 
are correct and true; hence any discourse not based on those premises [for 
example] is - by neat tautology - not an economic argument at all'.55 As one 
economist has complained: 

The attacks from various quarters on neo-classical economics seems to 
depend on a misapprehension of its core . .. I sometimes wonder if the 
critics of neo-classicism know what they are talking about, literally. I 
wonder if the critics have read enough real price theory.56 

But the disciplinary theories of development do arise from historical 
influences - they are not transcendental truths. The mark of neutrality 
awarded to the narrative foundations of development such as economic 
'science' and technology enables the concept to detach itself from any 
particular cultural context and to be welcomed in as the Trojan horse carrying 
through Western ways of knowing and doing (science, technology, law, 
culture, commerce and language) into non-Western  culture^.^' From this 
perspective, development is not merely a process of betterment but a process 
of identification, appropriation and assimilation: a complex interplay of 
discourse, power and the identification of the individual self or collective 
subject and their relationship to others. 

International Law and Development 
Working within the discipline of international law, I am particularly fascinated 
by the involvement of development in the construction of the global system of 
nation states. This obviously is tied back closely to the whole reasoning of 
power traditionally discussed in terms of concepts of law and sovereignty. It is 
arguable that development encompasses all those activities which from time to 
time fall within the purview of statecraft to justify the state's very hold over its 
population - the raison d ' t t re  of state-centred accountability for production, 
welfare, education, health care and so forth. Taken from this perspective, 

-- 

54 Gibson-Graham (1996), p 40. This is quite apparent in the terms of the Agenda 
(1997), where the superiority and inevitability of global capitalism is assumed. 
Rostow's classic work, The Stages of Economic Growth, is a fine example of the 
liberallrealist approach of 'modemisation' and development as a linear path of 
upward progress. Rostow describes the stages of development through which 
nations pass, presuming thereby that the development of underdeveloped countries 
could be planned for. Rostow (1971). 

55 Waller and Robertson (1990), p 1029. 
56 McCloskey (1988), p 291. 
57 Pennycook (1994), p 12. 
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development theory as a methodology in itself is inadequate to analyse the 
institutions of the state, its economy, human and natural resources andlor its 
political framework. This is because development theory is not external to the 
state or any other of the objects within its domain of knowledge, but 

I 

constitutive of them. Development is constructed in association with the 
construction and maintenance of the current system of nation states and their 
governance internationally and domestically, which is supported in turn by 
established hierarchies of power based around Western power narratives of 
sovereignty and law and capitalist  economic^.^^ Accordingly, the development 
machine is not an apparatus for improving the quality of life of all people who 
are incidentally involved in the state apparatus. Rather, it is a machine for 
reinforcing, expanding, reducing, globalising or transforming the exercise of 
state power and the state system itself.59 

Development theories and their practitioners demand that states 'take on 1 
or withdraw from their functions, act in new and different ways, form new 
relations with other bodies and other States, divide, compose and assemble 
themselves differently, and position themselves in certain networks and 
relays'.60 The state is seen as an impartial instrument which requires particular 
specifications - good governance for implementing plans, the right economy 
for engineering The assumed impartiality of the state apparatus 
refutes its very political nature as well as other interests arising from 
imperialism, gender differences, ethnicity, class or race. A lack of 

~ 
development, by definition, is the result of government failure to control the 
conduct of its population - its bureaucracy is corrupt or has planned poorly or 

~ 
lacks training or its people have not been given the capacity to develop; they 
don't want to work, they prefer to commit crime or they have problems with 

The outcome is a failed state. The art of development, therefore, is 
not simply the task of government; it is the means to legitimate government. In 
other words, the discursive power of development operates as a powerful 
means to construct politically legitimate intervention into the meaning and 
practice of state sovereignty. 

As I argued above, the dominant narrative of development today is based 
on a particular kind of political governance established as an international 
system of nation states under the hegemonic governance of a group of First 
World liberal democratic states. The liberal capitalist politics of these states 
assumes society comprises natural processes (economic, demographic, etc) I 

that can be harnessed for the rational art of governing a population by I 

producing a stable environment from which individuals might achieve 
I 

maximum freedom, the most fundamental of rights and the pursuit of 1 

See Anghie (1999). 
I 

59 I 
Ferguson (1997), p 232. 

60 Dean(1996),p211. 
6 1 Ferguson (1997), p 226. 
6 2  These commonly held views of Indigenous peopie in Australia are addressed in 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (1988). 
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economic wealth.63 In this way, the state is contingent on the lives of its 
citizens. The association of development with these politics emanates from a 
concept of sovereignty and the Western tradition of the social contract, 
whereby development - the means of life for the individual - is provided by 
the state to those who pass as its citizens by means of assimilation and 
sacrifice. As a consequence, non-liberaltnon-capitalist forms of political 
economy such as those practised by Indigenous peoples, for instance, are not 
only represented as primitive, stagnant and incapable of economic growth, but 
also as anarchic, trouble-making, 'bad citizenship'. The political and structural 
causes of poverty are reduced to the level of individual 'values', 'attitudes' and 
'motivation', constructing structural change as simply a matter of 'educating' 
people, or even just convincing them to change their minds. When 
communities are not much interested in assimilating into the 'development' of 
the state, or states themselves are not much interested in assimilating into 
globalised development, it is easy to arrive at the conclusion that 'the people' 
are mistaken, that they really are part of the economy (even if only as a 
burden) and that they need only to be convinced of this." 

The inevitable, international character of development further allows 
states themselves to throw blame back into the international sphere, stating the 
forces of globalisation do not allow the state to 'wait for' the indigenoustthe 
untrainedtthe unemployed to 'catch up' with a country that must move on 
quickly or be left behind. Such attitudes suggest the wider underlying 
assumption that eventually the whole world will be governed by Western 
regimes of thought, either absorbing other races and cultures or displacing 
them. To speak outside of the current development paradigm is to suggest 
somehow that human life should not be improved - that we should remain 
trapped (at least discursively) within an underdeveloped static past of savagery 
and ancient belief systems. And so the suggestion by people, communities or 
states that their own ways of knowing, their own particular cultures or 
economic practices or their traditional means of survival should be guarded 
and valued for their own sake is treated by 'the experts' as seriously mistaken 
(at best) or more imperiously as 'simple' eccentricity.65 

Conclusion 
Development as it is predominantly understood is a concept linked closely to 
the complex set of discourses that have enabled us to speak of a Western First 
World, modernity, history and the postcolonial system of nation states. Despite 
the continuing real effects of 'underdevelopment' in the 'Third World', 
development as a concept and an agenda has not been open to criticism in any 
meaningful way by the main players on the international stage, specifically the 
United Nations, the World Bank and the IMF - organisations that are 
controlled politically by the Western world of liberal states. This is because 
development is not simply an agenda for the improvement of the quality of life 

63 Gordon (1 99 l),  pp 2-3. 
64 Ferguson (1997), p 227. 
65 See Webb and Enstice (1988), p 220. 



of all people. Nor is it simply an agenda for globalised economic, social and 
technological transformations in the present. It is part of a much longer history 
of how the West has come to know itself, and how it has incorporated non- 
Western identities into this knowledge. Needless to say, not all peoples agree 
with this view of the world or of themselves. By deconstructing the 'real' 
agenda of development, I hope to challenge its effects and hopefully identify 
previously unspoken (or unheard of) realities. 
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