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Introduction:
The Demise of Development and the Problematization of Protest

For some time now, it has been difficult — at times even impossible — to
talk about development, protest or revolution with the same confidence
and encompassing scope with which intellectuals and activists spoke
about these vital matters in our most recent past. It is as if the elegant
discourses of the 1960s — the high decade of both Development and
Revolution — had been suspended, caught in mid air as they strove to-
ward their zenith, and, like fragile bubbles, exploded, leaving a scrambled
trace of their glorious path behind. Hesitantly perhaps, but with a persist-
ance that has to be taken seriously, a new discourse has set in. Where one
spoke of Development — or its flip side, Revolution — one is now al-
lowed to speak a very different language: that of the “crisis” of develop-
ment, on the one hand, and “new social actors” and “new social
movements,” on the other. In fact, many scholars seem to be proposing a
radical reinterpretation of social and political reality based on a new set
of categories such as “alternative development,” new identities, radical
pluralism, historicity and hegemony.

In the previous period, from the early post-War years to the end of the
1970s, the relation between truth and reality that characterized political
discourse was relatively clear and direct. Development was chiefly a
matter of capital, technology, and education and the appropriate policy
and planning mechanisms to successfully combine these elements. Resis-
tance, on the other hand, was primarily a class issue and a question of
imperialism. Nowadays, this transparency has been muddled, and even
imperialism and class are thought to be the object of innumerable media-
tions. But while research and inquiry into the nature of resistance and
political practice have been quite alive and growing, the same is not true
for the area of development. A new problematization of the nature of
popular resistance and mobilization, and of intellectuals’ understanding
of them, has resulted in new ways of thinking these issues, especially in
relation to social movements. The theory of social movements has be-
come, particularly in Western Europe and Latin America, but also increas-
ingly in other parts of the Third World, one of the key arenas for social
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science and critical thought (Calderdn, Piscitelli and Reyna 1992), and
studies of social movements have proliferated during the past ten years.'

The same vitality does not characterize the second key arena with
which this paper is concerned, that of “development.” While many actors
consider development dead, and that it has failed miserably, few viable
alternative conceptualizations and designs for social change are offered
in its place. And yet, despite the recognition of its demise, the imaginary
of development — still without viable alternatives although somewhat
weakened by the recent crisis — continues to hold sway. If at the level of
social movement theory new social orders are clearly imaginable, in the
arena of development — which to a great extent determines the economic
and political practices necessary to bring about new orders — the picture
is blurred, adumbrating a future society where only “basic needs” are met,
that is, a “developed” or quasi-developed society. But to arrive at this
society (assuming that it were possible) would entail that all the fuss
about plurality, difference and autonomy — notions central to social
movement discourse, as is argued below — would have been in vain.

This crisis in developmentalist discourse can be seen in at least two
ways: on the one hand, the inability of critical thought and most social
forces to imagine a new domain which finally leaves behind the imaginary
of development, and which transcends development’s dependence on
Western modernity and historicity; and, on the other, the emergence of a
powerful social movement discourse which, although still unclear about
its possible directions, has quickly become a privileged arena for intellec-
tual inquiry and political action. The first aspect of this crisis elicits such
questions as: Why has the imaginary of development proven so resistant
to radical critique? What kinds of critical thought and social practice
might lead to thinking about Third World reality differently? Can the
hegemonic epistemological space of development — inscribed in multi-
ple forms of knowledge, political technologies and social relations — be
significantly modified? The second leads one to ask: How do popular
actions become objects of knowledge in social movement discourse? If
new discourses and practices are appearing that contribute to shaping the
reality to which they refer (Foucault 1985), what is the domain that this
discourse makes visible? Who can “know,” according to what rules, and
what are the pertinent objects? What criteria of politics does it put into
effect, with what consequences for popular actors? Finally, what is the
relationship between the demise of development and the emergence of
social movements?

The aim of this essay is to bridge these two insights by putting in
question the presuppositions of the systems of inquiry that circumbscribe
the two domains. The argument can be summarized in three propositions:

1. Most critiques of development, articulated within the epistemologi-
cal and cultural space it defines, have reached an impasse. Thus, the
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present crisis does not call for a “better” way of doing development, not
even for “another development.” A critique of the discourse and practice
of development, however, can help clear the ground for a more radical
collective imagining of alternative futures.

2. Development, according to this critique, has to be seen as an inven-
tion and strategy produced by the “First World” about the “underdevelop-
ment” of the “Third World,” and not only as an instrument of economic
control over the physical and social reality of much of Asia, Africa and
Latin America. Development has been the primary mechanism through
which these parts of the world have been produced and have produced
themselves, thus marginalizing or precluding other ways of seeing and
doing. The problem is complicated by the fact that the post-World War II
discourse of development is firmly entrenched in Western modernity and
economy.

3. To think about “alternatives to development” thus requires a the-
oretico-practical transformation of the notions of development, modernity
and the economy. This transformation can be best achieved by building
upon the practices of social movements, especially those in the Third
World that have emerged in response to post-World War II hegemonic
social orders. These movements are essential for the creation of alterna-
tive visions of democracy, economy and society.

The task of critical thought is “to learn to what extent the effort to think
one’s own history can free thought from what it silently thinks, and so
enable it to think differently” (Foucault 1985: 9).> Consequently, the
product of critical thought should be a history of our present, of those
discourses and practices that have made us what we are, shaped what we
think, determined what we see and feel, a history, in short, which clears
the way so we may help bring into being, through our reflection, those
things that have never been thought or imagined. As Haraway (1988: 580)
puts it, “we need the power of modern critical theories of how meanings
and bodies get made, not in order to deny meanings and bodies, but in
order to build meanings and bodies that have a chance for life.” This is
not something that the intellectual is in a position to define by him or
herself, but something that has to be invented and practiced collectively,
by social movements, for example. In what follows I give, first, an
account of how the Third World “has been made,” and then go on to
discuss social movement theory.

The Hegemony of Development

The question of the making of the Third World through development
discourses and practices has to be seen in relation to the larger history of
Western modernity, of which development seems to be one of the last and
most insidious chapters. Development is most clearly anchored in the
Western economy, with its ensemble of systems of production, power and



Arturo Escobar 23

signification (Polanyi 1957; Braudel 1977; Dumont 1977; Foucault 1973;
Baudrillard 1975). Indeed, development provides a particularly privileged
space for exploring the interconnection of practices and symbols of rea-
son, the economy, representation, society and modernity. Modernity can
be understood as that period in European history inaugurated at the end
of the eighteenth century, when “Man” (sic) turned the apparatuses of
knowledge upon himself in a distancing, self-objectifying fashion, thus
originating the forms of inquiry and rationality that charaterize today’s
sciences (Foucault 1970). Politically, “the fundamental characteristic of
modernity is the advent of the democratic revolution” (Mouffe 1988: 33).
This characterization of the modern practices of Reason, rationality and
even democracy, although already naturalized through the universaliza-
tion of European history, implies an anthropological critique: as a pecu-
liar, historically locatable set of practices (Rabinow 1986, 1988). A
critical study of development would thus situate itself within this anthro-
pology of reason and modernity, showing the constructed and even exotic
character of many of our most “rational” practices.

Modernity has also been understood as the attempt to provide a foun-
dation for the social, one that is grounded in reason and a project of global
emancipation. One cannot look at the bright side of modernity, however,
without looking at its dark side of domination. “The ‘Enlightment’, which
discovered the liberties, also invented the disciplines” (Foucault 1979:
222). Consequently, modernity’s inventions must be seen for what they
are: Janus-faced relations between forms of knowledge made possible by
reason and the systems of power created in the process of building a
rational society, including the processes of “emancipation” (Nandy
1989). From this critical perspective, development can be described as
an apparatus (dispositif) that links forms of knowledge about the Third
World with the deployment of forms of power and intervention, resulting
in the mapping and production of Third World societies. In other words,
development is what constructs the contemporary Third World, silently,
without our noticing it. By means of this discourse, individuals, govern-
ments and communities are seen as “underdeveloped” (or placed under
conditions in which they tend to see themselves as such), and are treated
accordingly. “It took twenty years for two billion people to define them-
selves as underdeveloped” — Ivan Illich is quoted as saying (Trinh 1982,
1985). Problematic as this statement might be (who are the “they” who
define themselves as such?), it captures the tenor of this hegemonic
discourse.

Needless to say, the peoples of Asia, Africa and Latin America did not
always see themselves in terms of “development.” The history of devel-
opment is relatively recent; it goes back only as far as the early post-
World War II period, when the apparatuses of knowledge production and
intervention (the World Bank, the United Nations, bilateral development



