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Introduction:
The Anthropology of Development
and Globalization

Marc Edelman and Angelique Haugerud’

I Introduction

Development is a matter of life and death. It is both an urgent global challenge and a
vibrant theoretical field. Even when anthropologists do not take development as their
subject, they often surreptitiously slip assumptions about it into their ethnographies. But
named or un-named, development questions lie at the discipline’s theoretical and ethno-
graphic core. An anthropologist with an eye on interdisciplinary development studies
(which are usually dominated by political science and economics) might lament this
wider field’s neglect or oversimplification of culture. Yet a scholar contemplating anthro-
pology itself may be struck (as the editors are) by a torrent of works on modernity,
development, and globalization in which culture is on proud display while historical
political economy and economic and financial globalization are largely absent. Rather
than encourage continued separation of these analytical tracks, we need new intellectual
hybrids: adventurous combinations of culture, economy, discourse, power, institutions,
and history. We must imagine other paths as well: new modes of economic organization,
moral aesthetics, and forms of social creativity. In the 21st century, the anthropology of
development and globalization demands nothing less.

What is development?

“Development” is an unstable term.? Is it an ideal, an imagined future towards which
institutions and individuals strive? Or is it a destructive myth, an insidious, failed chapter
in the history of Western modernity (Escobar 1995)? Conventionally “development” may
connote improvements in well-being, living standards, and opportunities. It may also refer
to historical processes of commodification, industrialization, modernization, or globaliza-
tion. It can be a legitimizing strategy for states, and its ambiguity lends itself to discourses
of citizen entitlement as well as state control (Cooper and Packard 1997). A vision of
development as improved well-being, especially in former colonies, has gradually replaced
the unidimensional economistic measures that neoclassical economists favor, such as GDP
growth or economic rates of return to particular projects.’ Influenced by scholars such as
Amartya Sen, the United Nations Development Program created a Human Development
Index that combines indicators of health, life expectancy, literacy, formal education,
political participation, and access to resources (UNDP 2001:14). During roughly
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the same period, a growing coterie of scholars and grassroots activists, some of them
influenced by Michel Foucault’s understandings of power, has rejected outright the desir-
ability of “development,” which they see as a destructive and self-serving discourse propa-
gated by bureaucrats and aid professionals that permanently entraps the poor in a vicious
circle of passivity and misery.*

Some scholars and activists in the latter category imagine a “post-development” era in
which community and “indigenous” knowledge become a reservoir of creative alternatives
to development (e.g., Esteva 1988; Escobar 1995; Rahnema 1997; Sachs 1992). The
alternatives-to-development or “alternative development” position entails “the abandon-
ment of the whole epistemological and political field of postwar development” (Escobar
1991:675), as discussed below. Others focus on development alternatives (alternatives in
rather than to development) and favor reforms within the existing development apparatus
(see Crewe and Harrison 1998; Little and Painter 1995; Nolan 2002). Some scholars in both
camps celebrate the “local” and the “indigenous” — an inclination that figures in larger
pendulum shifts during the past fifty to sixty years, notably in the differing views of
community and “traditional” culture, with these alternately romanticized or demonized
in development thought. Nearly all analysts agree that most development projects fail.’
Nonetheless, a faith in progress (an assumed capacity to improve the conditions of exist-
ence)® continues amongst some supporters of all three positions — “development,” develop-
ment alternatives, and post-development alike.

What types of faith in progress motivate development theories and practices? The
underlying historical teleologies include a presumed shift from kinship to contract, agri-
culture to industry, personalized to rational or bureaucratic rule, subsistence to capital
accumulation and mass consumption, tradition to modernity, and poverty to wealth. As we
explore writers such as Adam Smith, Max Weber, Immanuel Wallerstein, and others, we
note explanatory shortcomings of views of human history in which the end or the process
itself is made to fit a pre-existing design. Much debate about development in the 20th and
21st centuries, for example, explores whether all or most societies follow the same trajec-
tory toward greater accumulation and well-being or, alternatively, whether wealth in some
places or among certain social groups is causally related to poverty in other places or
among other groups. Similarly, the notion of a single development trajectory implies that
history, rather than reflecting the outcome of struggles between contending social groups —
including at times very localized struggles — is simply a deus ex machina, in which culture
and political processes play no role.

Whether analysts focus on “development” as discourse, as policy or project blueprint, as
historical process, or as self-propelled evolutionary process, the concept has become
increasingly contentious, and it has attracted attention from an astonishing array of
scholars. Mostly gone are musty oppositions between “applied” and “mainstream” or
“academic” anthropology. The topic of development is no less theory-worthy or theory-
laden than any other in anthropology. The related term “applied anthropology” was coined
well over a century ago, and “[d]ebates over practical anthropology and development
anthropology have pervaded the history of the profession” (Vincent 1990:431; see also
Firth 1981; Malinowski 1929, 1930; Rappaport 1993).” More fundamentally, however,
the discipline itself was historically constituted as the “science of ‘less developed” peoples,”
and although the social evolutionist underpinnings of this conception have eroded during
the 20th century,® it remains relevant to anthropology’s place in the academic division of
labor (Ferguson, this volume). Anthropological discomfort with development, Ferguson
argues, does not signal the discipline’s critical distance from it but rather its uncomfortable
intimacy with development.

The boundary between the “anthropology of development” and other modes of anthro-
pology — like most boundaries — is permeable and at times nearly indiscernible. How such
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boundaries are made and unmade — and debated or ignored — is more revealing than any
attempt to pin down a category definition. In the case of anthropology and development,
then, our task is to explore the diverse ways anthropologists have intervened in and been
influenced by debates about development.

Why globalization?

As this volume’s title implies, development debates fuse with those on globalization —
especially globalization as “free-market” or neoliberal economic policies, which became
dominant during the 1980s and 1990s (see below). Globalization has at least two other
common meanings: the increased integration of various places into the world economy,
and the effects of vastly improved transportation and communication systems on multidir-
ectional cultural flows. These three meanings are inter-related but far from identical. Many
anthropologists emphasize globalization as cultural flows, leaving as shadowy or invisible
the economic and political processes and institutions that both shape and are shaped by
those flows. As globalization began to replace development as a fashionable buzzword,
both terms remained profoundly ambiguous and prone to being hyped, maligned, or
acclaimed. Development — in spite of those social scientists who wish for its disappearance
- remains the “foundation concept” (Lewellen’s term) of a powerful array of international
organizations (such as the World Bank, UN agencies, Inter-American Development Bank,
nongovernmental organizations) as well as most governments of poor nations.” But
questions about what kind of development and for whom energize new forms of trans-
border activism in pursuit of democratic alternatives to economic neoliberalism (see
Graeber’s chapter in this volume). Thus in the early 21st century, the idea that there is
not just one type of globalization (economic neoliberalism) sparked lively discussion not
only among radical economists and activists, but also among mainstream economists and
policy-makers. In that sense, debates about globalization and development so compellingly
engage one another that no analysis of one can afford to ignore the other.

Outline of the volume

This volume includes work by writers who would not define themselves as development
anthropologists or anthropologists of development — an editorial decision that signals the
interdisciplinarity of development thought since the 18th century, as well as a rich cross-
fertilization of anthropological subfields. Works included here thus invite the reader to
rethink the history and potential of this key disciplinary specialty. These selections illus-
trate the vibrancy and centrality of development and globalization questions to a wide
swath of the discipline.

Our anthology begins with classical roots of contemporary anthropological debates
about development. Key theorists from the Enlightenment to the 20th century have shaped
later development scholarship in powerful ways. Identifications of noteworthy authors
from the past are almost unavoidably “presentist” (see Stocking1968) and the category of
“classics” is obviously problematic. But ideologically motivated, “presentist” appropri-
ations and simplifications of ideas rooted in other ages and places are often interesting
commentaries on and reflections of contemporary struggles over development doctrine and
policies. Thus the introduction to Part I discusses several “classic” readings whose selection
is in some sense “presentist,” but which reflects as well a “historicist” argument — that is, an
emphasis on particular theoretical works in relation to their own time and social context
(Stocking 1968). The texts of Adam Smith, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Max Weber,
and Karl Polanyi are worth revisiting, partly so that we can move beyond the association of
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canonical thinkers with their “one big idea”, and understand better the ideologically
motivated representations of their thought that infuse contemporary development debates.

Part II offers three overviews of 20th-century development thought, all of which reflect
the interdisciplinary sensibilities of development studies scholarship as well as the complex
interplay of political economy, history and culture that shapes development processes
themselves. In addition to Ferguson’s essay on the place of development in anthropology,
we include two chapters by non-anthropologists in this section (Cooper and Packard; Leys)
because these scholars raise profoundly important issues that merit more anthropological
attention (see below and the editors’ introduction to Part II). In particular, the contentious
history of development debates (e.g., modernization, dependency and world systems
theories) and related institutional and policy changes is sometimes lost from view in
anthropologists’ fascination with cultural flows and fragmentation or local project out-
comes.

Part IIT addresses the crucial 20th-century move from development to globalization —
that is, the shift from the Bretton Woods system of development centered on nation-states
to the rise of economic neoliberalism or contemporary globalization. Neoliberalism of
course is not monolithic, but has varying forms and consequences nationally and locally. Its
overall focus and its stunning silences are helpfully summed up by Farmer (2003:5):

Neoliberalism generally refers to the ideology that advocates the dominance of a compe-
tition-driven market model. Within this doctrine, individuals in a society are viewed, if
viewed at all, as autonomous, rational producers and consumers whose decisions are
motivated primarily by economic or material concerns. But this ideology has little to say
about the social and economic inequalities that distort real economies. As a physician who
has worked for much of my adult life among the poor of Haiti and the United States,
I know that the laws of supply and demand will rarely serve the interests of my patients.

The early1970s breakdown of the Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates and
national controls of capital flows marked a major watershed in the globalization of
trade, finance and investment (P. M. Garber 1993; Helleiner 1994; see also chapter by
Friedman below). After several decades of post-World War II expansion, based — in most
capitalist countries — on Keynesianism or other varieties of state intervention in the
economy, a period of recession, “stagflation,” and growing fiscal deficits provided an
opening in politics and policy making for free-market radicals whose ideas previously
had attracted little serious attention and were widely considered eccentric if not extremist.
The subsequent, post-1980 period of market openings and public-sector retrenchment,
frequently glossed as “globalization,” saw immense disruptions, rising social tensions, and
lively resistance to neoliberal policies and institutions (such as the globalization protestors
who are the focus of Graeber’s chapter in this volume).

Parts IV, V, and VI illustrate how contemporary anthropology has absorbed the momen-
tous changes of the era of economic neoliberalism. These chapters include analyses of
consumption, markets, gender, work, networks, the environment, and biotechnology — a
range of topics that by no means exhausts anthropology’s rich contributions to understand-
ing development. The connections among these topics, however, are sometimes lost from
view as intellectual specialization grows. Crafting a new political economy, we argue, is
one way to reconnect the fragments and to recuperate an understanding of why they may
best be examined in relation to each other, in broader analytical frameworks, rather than as
distinct phenomena or even exotic curiosities (see Friedman’s and Leys’ chapters below).

Part VII considers two powerful supra-national economic governance institutions: the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. It offers an ethnographer’s inside
look at the International Monetary Fund (Harper’s chapter), and explores ethical and other
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challenges facing anthropologists who work for the World Bank and other development
institutions (Fox’s chapter). In addition, Part VII addresses the forceful role that certain
stock narratives or “blueprints” play in development projects and national policies (Roe’s
chapter). It further asks how anthropologists and other development practitioners might
best respond to the frequent shortcomings of “blueprint”-oriented attempts at directed
social change.

Part VIII looks at the recent history and future prospects of capitalism, why socialism
collapsed, and proposed alternatives, from the utopian project of “post-development” to
the radical popular mobilization and grassroots democratic participation that have given
the Indian state of Kerala some of the developing world’s best indicators of physical and
social well-being. Part VIII concludes with a critical examination of the “normalization” of
inequality and of recent proposals for a pragmatic, market-oriented “Third Way” version
of social democracy, positioned between unfettered capitalism and bureaucratic state
socialism (Gledhill’s chapter).

This introductory essay outlines historical benchmarks in development theory and
practice, and major 20th- and 21st-century theoretical debates about development and
globalization. Classical precursors are discussed in detail elsewhere (in the editors’ intro-
duction to Part I). This essay first addresses the clash of radical and mainstream paradigms
such as 20th-century theories of imperialism, modernization, and dependency; and the rise
in the 1980s of economic neoliberalism. It then explores how anthropology absorbed the
seismic changes of the new free-market regime, partly by culturalizing and de-historicizing
globalization, and by downplaying its political, economic, and legal dimensions. A central
aim of this volume is to make these historical and political-economic dimensions visible
again, and to illustrate how integral they are to the cultural themes emphasized by many
anthropologists of development, globalization, cultural hybridity and post-modernity.
With that aim in mind, we review briefly anthropological connections between develop-
ment and the following topics: NGOs, civil society, gender, population, culture, consump-
tion, environment, and city and countryside. Next we examine the work of anthropologists
in development agencies, issues that distinguish development anthropology from the
anthropology of development,'® and reasons why that boundary has blurred. Finally, we
consider the post-development position: the choice between development alternatives and
alternatives to development. In a world where nearly one-half of the population subsists on
two dollars a day or less, the search for alternatives to the exhausted paradigms of the past
and the harsh realities of the present is more timely than ever.

Il Trends, Theories, Debates
Development: Three historical phases

Any periodization of economic or intellectual history is useful primarily as a heuristic tool.
Thus we sketch here three historical phases simply to signal some benchmarks in thinking
about development.'! In addressing both historical trends and theories — broad global
changes and paradigm shifts — we emphasize the latter, with brief suggestions about how
historical trends and theories influence one another.

Notions of development can be traced back at least to the late-18th-century rise of
industrial capitalism, which “for the first time allowed productive forces to make a
spectacular advance,” thus permitting people to imagine dramatic material progress
(Larrain 1989:1). Development in late-18th- and 19th-century Europe “was meant to
construct order out of the social disorders of rapid urban migration, poverty and un-
employment” (Cowen and Shenton 1996:5). Our first phase of development thought
thus includes attempts to understand the rise of capitalism in the 15th and 16th centuries,
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and the startling changes associated with the emergence of industrial capitalism in the late
18th century. These transformations helped to inspire the teleologies noted earlier, together
with conceptions of a “universal history,” including Enlightenment, Hegelian, Marxian,
and other notions of progress. Indeed, development was seen by some (such as Comte) in
the late 19th century as reducing the “disordered faults of progress” (Cowen and Shenton
1996:7), though for many in that era “the idea of development provided a way of narrating
world history, but not necessarily a rationale for acting upon that history” (Cooper and
Packard 1997:7).

The 18th- and 19th-century intellectual traditions of the first phase of development
thought were seldom acknowledged in most of the second period,'* which saw the
emergence of a much narrower development theory in the 1950s to deal with “how the
economies of the colonies of Britain, France, Portugal and other European powers, col-
onies comprising some 28% of the world’s population, might be transformed and made
more productive as decolonisation approached” (Leys 1996:5). Both the terms “develop-
ment” and “underdevelopment” were invented well before World War II (though their
visibility waxed and waned and their precise meanings changed), and neither was origin-
ally seen as “part of a new imperial project for the colonial and post-colonial “Third
World’” (Cowen and Shenton 1996:7, 366).

A key precursor to this second period was the 1944 establishment of the Bretton Woods
financial institutions (International Monetary Fund and World Bank), together with a
system of fixed currency exchange rates, limitations on capital movements across national
boundaries, and the institutionalizing of national economic planning to promote growth.
The idea of development here was strongly influenced by John Maynard Keynes, the chief
British delegate to the Bretton Woods Conference and an advocate of public spending as an
engine of growth and source of employment. This approach to development underlined the
centrality of state sovereignty, as national governments — initially in war-ravaged Europe
and soon after in Asia, Africa, and Latin America — pledged to improve the material
circumstances of their citizens. The supranational finance and governance institutions
(World Bank, IMF, UN) were to assist nation-states in the development quest. While
after 1980 the IMF and World Bank became forceful proponents of trade and financial
liberalization, before then their stance was distinctly unliberal, at least as regards finance
and the role of the public sector (Helleiner 1994:164-165). This pre-1980 position took for
granted and indeed encouraged extensive state intervention in the economy, whether this
meant controlling exchange rates, subsidizing investment and consumption, or building
infrastructural mega-projects such as hydroelectric and irrigation schemes, highways or
modern port facilities.

Development took on new visibility as an effort to reduce world poverty after the 1944
Bretton Woods Conference and the end of World War II, and especially after Harry Tru-
man’s 1949 inaugural address, which proposed using US scientific and technological
expertise to stimulate growth and raise living standards in “underdeveloped areas.”"’
Policy theorists and planners rethought unequal relationships between rich and poor
nations, and the development dream “colonized reality” (Escobar 1995:5).'* Or as Hart
(1992:215) put it, “The protagonists of the cold war designated the poor remainder of
humanity ‘the Third World” and gave the name ‘development’ to their economic predica-
ment.” A new generation of technocrats increasingly viewed poverty alleviation not as
an outcome of “self-regulating processes of economic growth or social change” but of
concerted action by both rich and poor nations working in cooperation with new inter-
national aid agencies and financial institutions (Cooper and Packard 1997:1). In a later
path-breaking study, anthropologist James Ferguson (1990) portrayed these development
institutions as an “anti-politics machine” that could only cast development problems in
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apolitical, ahistorical, techno-managerial terms — disguising the profound political ques-
tions at stake in common interventions in agricultural, health or education programs.

A third development phase begins in the 1970s with the breakdown of the Bretton
Woods controls on capital movements (and a consequent weakening of states’ capacities
to promote national development), the 1971 termination of currency exchange rates fixed
to a gold value through the US dollar, and — in the late 1970s and 1980s — a series of policy
changes that were known (outside the United States) as economic neoliberalism. (Inside the
United States, the new economic status quo was so taken for granted — so naturalized by
institutions of power — that it was seldom labelled or debated at all [Korten 2001:78])."
What the rest of the world terms “neoliberalism” or “liberalism” — that is, doctrines or
policies that accord the market rather than the state the main role in resolving economic
and other problems — is typically considered “conservative” in the United States. Or put
another way, in the United States neoliberalism is a blend of neoclassical economics and
political conservatism.

In the 1970s, the World Bank, under Robert McNamara’s leadership, shifted its focus
from economic growth per se to poverty and equity issues. At the same time the US Agency
for International Development began to emphasize poverty, basic human needs, and the
equitable distribution of the gains from economic growth. However, skyrocketing petrol-
eum prices, rising interest rates, and slowing economic growth forced many poorer
countries, particularly in Latin America, to assume greater debt burdens. The 1980s debt
crisis'® was accompanied by diverging economic growth rates among Third World states
and the emergence of the newly industrialized countries (NICs) — most notably the “Asian
tigers” of Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore, and Hong Kong — as success stories. Rapid
growth among the NICs (sometimes termed “NIEs” or “newly industrializing economies”)
was originally attributed to free-market policies, and occasionally to “Confucian culture,”
but later was recognized as the outcome of state subsidies and protectionism, radical
agrarian reforms that contributed to building prosperous rural middle classes, and US
concessions motivated by geo-political concerns (Castells 2000:256-299). The NICs re-
ceived few loans from international financial institutions and only modest amounts of
foreign aid.

During the 1980s and 1990s, the World Bank and International Monetary Fund pro-
moted in poorer nations a key set of reforms known as structural adjustment. In contrast to
these institutions’ stance during their first three decades of existence, these programs
sought to reduce the state role in the economy, and called for reductions in state expend-
itures on social services such as education and health care, introduction of user fees for such
services, trade liberalization, currency devaluation, selling off of state-owned enterprises,
and financial and labor market deregulation. The rationale for such policies is set forth
particularly clearly in the highly visible 1981 World Bank publication known as the “Berg
report” on African development (World Bank 1981).

By the mid-1990s, however, the World Bank was modifying these structural adjustment
policies. Continuing debt problems prompted the Bank to develop social investment
programs targeted at poor sectors hit hard by adjustment policies, as well as conditioned
debt relief programs for a subset of nations it termed “heavily indebted poor countries”
(HIPC), most of which were in Africa. The latter shift reflected in part the beginning of a
breakdown of the “Washington Consensus” (see below), the neoliberal orthodoxy that had
held sway in the international financial institutions and in many developing-country
governments. The 1996 Heavily Indebted Poor Countries initiative taken by the G-7
countries in the face of heavy pressure from the Jubilee 2000 debt-forgiveness movement,
the 1997 Asian financial crisis, and growing evidence of the shortcomings of orthodox
neoliberalism all contributed to this unravelling. The intellectual hegemony of the
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“Washington Consensus” crumbled in the mid- to late-1990s as several of its prominent
architects — including a former World Bank vice-president — launched scathing criticisms of
the impact of structural adjustment policies on the economies and living standards of the
poorer countries (Stiglitz 2002; Sachs 1999; Soros 2002).

In just three decades, the official aims of world development efforts had been dramatic-
ally lowered — from the 1960s notion, associated with W. W. Rostow (see below), of
catching up to the consumption levels of industrialized countries, to the more modest
early 1970s aim of redistribution with growth, then the late-1970s program designed to
meet the basic needs of the poor (with no expectation of equity with wealthier nations), and
finally by the 1980s, fiscal austerity under structural adjustment programs that often
sacrificed the basic needs of the poor (Leys 1996:26). By the late 1980s, Leys (1996:26,
24) argues, the recently expanded powers of global capital markets over national econ-
omies, together with other world economic changes, signalled that “‘development theory’
was in deep trouble”; indeed, “the only development policy that was officially approved
was not to have one — to leave it to the market to allocate resources, not the state.”'” The
latter position of free-market universalism, once held only by a dissenting minority, had
become predominant in much of the world by the late 1980s.'®

When fractures appeared in this dominant “free-market” approach, some mainstream
economists distanced themselves from its more extreme versions. Thus John Williamson,
who invented the term “Washington Consensus” in 1989, later attempted to refine the
paradigm, subtly separating the original set of policies addressed by Washington-based
institutions such as the World Bank and IMF on the one hand, and neoliberal or market
fundamentalist policies on the other (Williamson 2002). Williamson (2002:252) distin-
guishes the so-called Washington Consensus policies from state minimalism or “an extreme
and dogmatic commitment to the belief that markets can handle everything.”'® He rejects
the idea that the latter approach is effective for reducing poverty (especially for the poorest
countries), and he notes that by the early 21st century, the World Bank endorsed a “wider
array of antipoverty instruments than was able to command a consensus in 1989”
(Williamson 2002:259).>°

Innovative economists such as Ilene Grabel and Ha-Joon Chang (2004), on the other
hand, argue that it is misleading to think that the architects of the Washington Consensus
have moved to a post-neoliberal position. Instead, Grabel and Chang suggest, mainstream
economists such as Williamson attempt to save the Washington Consensus by modifying a
few key policy prescriptions (for example, recognizing that liberalization of capital flows
can lead to financial crisis). Grabel and Chang’s book Reclaiming Development refutes
myths about neoliberal development such as the claim that it promotes economic growth,
that it accounts for the historical success of today’s wealthy nations, that the latter nations
converge on a single economic model, and that the Anglo-American policy model is
universally applicable but the successful East Asian model cannot be replicated. In contrast
to the revisionist architects of the Washington Consensus, Grabel and Chang (2004) aim to
be part of a dialogue about real post-neoliberalism, and thus offer a range of alternatives to
such policies (see also DeMartino 2000 and ILO 2004).

How have the world’s poor fared during the past several decades of official development
efforts? Positive indicators include an increase in world GNP from $1.3 trillion in 1960 to
nearly $30 trillion by the late 1990s, and during the same period a 50 percent increase in
the rate of school enrolment, a rise of 17 years in life expectancy in poor countries, and a
50 percent drop in child mortality worldwide (Nolan 2002:223). Nonetheless, at the end of
the 20th century, over 840 million people were undernourished, and nearly 1.3 billion lived
on the equivalent of less than one dollar per day (FAO 2003:6; UNDP 1999:22, 28). A half-
century after the emergence of the narrow version of economic development theory that
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was to lift decolonizing nations out of poverty, and four decades after colonial rule ended in
much of the Caribbean, Africa, and the Pacific, “developing” nations accounted for some
four-fifths of the world’s population (Leys 1996:5). Between 1950 and 1990, as the world’s
population doubled, so too did the number of people living in poverty (Nolan 2002:223).

Global economic inequality increased dramatically between 1960 and 1990: in 1960,
the wealthiest 20 percent of the world’s population received 30 times the income of the
poorest 20 percent; in 1997, the richest 20 percent received 74 times as much (UNDP
1999:36). By the late 20th century, the world’s 200 wealthiest individuals had assets equal
to more than the combined income of 41 percent of the world’s population; the assets of the
three richest people were more than the combined GNP of all least developed countries
(UNDP 1999:38). Debt levels as a percentage of export earnings in poor nations doubled
between 1970 and 1986, and by 1986 more money flowed to the West in debt repayments
than went to the Third World in loans and investments (Nolan 2002:54). In the late 1990s,
Tanzania, for example, was spending one-third of its national budget on debt repayment —
four times what it spent on primary education (Nolan 2002:56). Nicaragua’s 1991 foreign
debt was more than five times its GDP and its annual debt service more than twice its
export earnings. Fully 43 percent of the foreign aid it received went for payments on the
debt (Robinson 1997:34-35). Numerous other “developing” countries found themselves in
a similar economic straightjacket. By the late 1980s, such trends led to pronouncements
that the development process had been reversed (Portes and Kincaid 1989:489), and
survival rather than development had become the “economic imperative of the day”
(Hart 1992:219).

The British news weekly the Economist offers a counter-narrative to this picture of
growing global poverty and worsening economic inequality.”! That publication highlights
several difficulties in assessing economic inequality trends: how to measure what people in
poor nations actually consume (i.e., living standards),* how to value consumption in a
way that allows meaningful comparisons across countries and over time, and how to define
an appropriate basis of comparison (this is what economists often call adjusting per capita
GDP for “purchasing power parity” or PPP). The Economist (2004:70) cites statistical
studies based on national-accounts data, which it says show declining poverty in the 1980s
and 1990s. By contrast, the more widely cited estimates (used by the UN and World Bank,
for example) are based on direct surveys of households and show little or no decline in
poverty in recent decades. Economists find combining the national-accounts and house-
hold-survey data to be technically challenging, and hope eventually to produce more
accurate figures.

Yet any statistics lend themselves to alternative manipulations and interpretations. For
example, both the time period under analysis and the figure taken as the poverty baseline
make a big difference, as World Bank functionary Martin Ravallion notes in his reply in a
subsequent issue of the Economist. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, for instance,
conditions worsened for the world’s poor. But if a two-decade window and the frugal $1-
a-day standard are used, the World Bank estimates that “the world poverty rate fell from
33% in 1981 (about 1.5 billion people) to 18% in 2001 (1.1 billion).” On the other hand,
when judged by the $2-a-day standard, the Bank estimates that the number of people living
in poverty increased from 2.4 billion to 2.7 billion between 1981 and 2001. And of course
those who managed to move beyond the $1-a-day standard remain poor “even by the
standards of middle-income developing countries” (Ravallion 2004:65). Furthermore, all
of these figures show sharp regional differences in poverty trends. Although the number of
people living on less than $1 a day in Asia has fallen during the last two decades, the
number in that category in Africa has roughly doubled. During the early 1980s, “one in ten
of the world’s poorest lived in Africa”; two decades later the figure was about one in three
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(Ravallion 2004:65). Few would deny the challenges of collecting reliable global economic
data, and it is clear that statistics can be manipulated to support a variety of positions. Yet
visible poverty is widespread and solutions — not just better statistics — are urgently needed.

Official foreign cooperation (termed “aid” in the United States) declined worldwide
during the 1990s, dropping from about $60 billion in the early 1990s to about $55 billion
in 1999 (Nolan 2002:225). The US contribution to these amounts fell sharply — from over
60 percent of the total in the mid-1950s to 17 percent by 1998 (Nolan 2002:228). In 1947,
at the start of the post-World War I Marshall Plan, US foreign aid as a percentage of GDP
was nearly 3 percent, while by the late 1990s it was a mere 0.1 percent — the lowest of any
major industrialized nation (Soros 2002:17).%* Among bilateral aid donors, only Japan has
substantially increased its development aid during the past two decades. While official aid
flows have diminished, private direct investment in developing countries has increased,
rising to more than three times the dollar amount of official aid by 1997 (Nolan 2002:231).
Such private investment is very unevenly distributed, with much of it going to Asia and
most African countries receiving little.

Whatever the practical ambitions of the last fifty years of development theory, poverty
remains widespread and remedies are still elusive. In the late 20th century, this stark reality
contributed to widespread disillusionment with those agents (such as the World Bank,
International Monetary Fund, bilateral aid agencies, and national governments) to which
the responsibility for development was entrusted (Cowen and Shenton 1996:4). Yet none
of 