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This article presents in a succinct manner the basic argument and the major
results and lines of analysis of a doctoral dissertation on the constitution of a num-
ber of nations (much of Asia, Africa, and Latin America) as ‘“Third World”’ or
“‘underdeveloped,’’ and their treatment as such thereafter (Escobar 1987). The
study builds upon recent work in various fields on the dynamics of discourse and
power in the representation of social reality, and examines (1) the conformation
of a new mode of thinking about social and economic life in those countries in the
early post—-World War II period; (2) the anchoring of this new mode of thinking
in Western economic practices; and (3) the institutional practices through which
‘‘development’’ functions, at the same time enacting the discourse and creating
extended cultural and social relations. Some of these issues will be illustrated with
the experience of one country, Colombia. Finally, some conclusions are offered
in relation to anthropology.

The Invention of Development

From 11 July to 5 November of 1949, an economic mission, organized by
the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (the World Bank),
visited Colombia with the purpose of formulating a comprehensive development
strategy for the country. It was the first mission of this kind sent by the Interna-
tional Bank to an underdeveloped country. The Mission included 14 international
advisers in the following fields: foreign exchange; transportation; industry and
energy; highways, railroads, and waterways; community facilities; agriculture;
health and welfare; finance, banking, and national accounts; and petroleum en-
gineering. Working closely with the Mission was a similar group of Colombian
advisers and experts.

Here is how the Mission saw its task and, consequently, the character of the
program proposed:

We have interpreted our terms of reference as calling for a comprehensive and inter-
nally consistent program . . . rather than merely a series of disconnected recommen-
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dations. The relationships among various sectors of Colombian economy are very
complex, and intensive analysis of these relationships has been necessary to develop
a consistent picture. . . . We are not seeking to suggest that a radically new order be
adopted by Colombia. On the contrary, we seek only to modify an existing situation,
to shift the emphasis somewhat, and to suggest a multitude of improvements and re-
forms. . . . This, then, is the reason and justification for an overall program of de-
velopment. Piecemeal and sporadic efforts are apt to make little impression on the
general picture. Only through a generalized attack on the whole economy on educa-
tion, health, housing, food and productivity can the vicious circle of poverty, igno-
rance, ill health and low productivity be decisively broken. But once the break is
made, the process of economic development can become self-sustaining. [Interna-
tional Bank for Reconstruction and Development 1950:xv]

The program called for a ‘‘multitude of improvements and reforms’’ cover-
ing all aspects of the economy. One of the features most emphasized in the ap-
proach was its comprehensive and integrated character. Its comprehensive nature
demanded interventions in all social and economic aspects of importance; careful
planning, organization and allocation of resources, on the other hand, ensured the
integrated character of the program and its successful implementation. The report
(supplemented with ten technical appendices *‘of interest to specialists’’) also fur-
nished a detailed set of prescriptions including goals and quantifiable targets, in-
vestment needs by sector, design criteria, methodologies, and so on. In short, it
constituted a radically new approach to the management of the social and eco-
nomic affairs of a country.

This mission to Colombia, however, was only one of the first concrete man-
ifestations of an entirely new strategy for dealing with the perceived problems of
a large number of countries that, after the war, came to be known as ‘‘underde-
veloped.’” The aim of all the countries that emerged with this new status in the
global concert of nations was invariably the same: the creation of a society
equipped with the material and organizational factors required to pave the way for
rapid access to the forms of life created by industrial civilization. Articulated
around a fictitious construct (‘‘underdevelopment’’), a discourse was produced
that instilled in all countries the need to pursue this goal, and provided for them
the necessary categories and techniques to do so. This discourse emerged and took
definite shape between 1945 and 1955, in the climate of the great postwar trans-
formations, drastically altering the character and scope of the relations between
rich and poor countries and, in general, the very perception of what governments
and societies were to do.

The historical roots of this new strategy (‘‘development’’) are to be found in
the political rearrangement at the world level that occurred after World War II.
The notions of ‘‘underdevelopment’’ and ‘“Third World”’ emerged as working
concepts in the process by which the West (and the East) redefined themselves
and the global power structures.' We cannot analyze here the historical conditions
that made possible the strategy of development; these included the breakdown of
the old colonial systems, changes in the structures of population and production,
the advance of communism in certain parts of the world and the concomitant fear
of communism in the capitalist world; it also included the faith in science and
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technology, reinvigorated by the success of the Marshall Plan, new forms of eco-
nomic knowledge and the development of area studies (e.g., ‘‘Latin American
Studies’’), as well as an enriched experience with the management of complex
social systems. The end of the war had also confronted the advanced countries,
particularly the United States, with the need to find overseas investment oppor-
tunities and, at the same time, markets for their goods, a reflection of the fact that
the productive capacity of the U.S. industry had nearly doubled during the war
period. Economic development, trade liberalization under the aegis of the nascent
giant corporations, and the establishment of multilateral financial institutions
(such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, founded in 1944)
were to be the main instruments to satisfy these requirements and advance the new
strategy.?

Development, however, was not merely the result of these elements, or of
their combination and gradual elaboration; nor was it the product of new forms of
knowledge or institutions, nor the response to changes in the conditions of the
dynamics of capital, or a reflection of a new sensibility to poverty internationally
or of the success of the Marshall Plan. It was rather the result of the establishment
of a system that brought together all of those elements, institutions, and practices
creating among them a set of relations which ensured their continued existence.
*‘Development,”” as a mode of thinking and a source of practices, soon became
an omnipresent reality. The poor countries became the target of an endless number
of programs and interventions that seemed to be inescapable and that ensured their
control. Everything that was important in the social and economic life of these
countries (their population, processes of capital accumulation, natural resources,
agriculture and trade, administration, cultural values, etc.) became the object of
explicit calculation by experts formed in new sciences developed for that purpose,
and the subject of interventions designed by a vast array of newly formed insti-
tutions. In a few years, this unprecedented strategy extended its reach to all as-
pects of the social body.

The Professionalization and Institutionalization of Development

The production and circulation of discourses is an integral component of the
exercise of power, as contemporary scholars have amply demonstrated (see, for
example, Foucault (1980, 1981); Frow (1985); Said (1979)). Development itself,
as a discourse, has fulfilled this role admirably. Two major mechanisms have been
essential in this regard:

1. The professionalization of development. The concept of professionaliza-
tion refers to a set of techniques and disciplinary practices through which the gen-
eration, diffusion, and validation of knowledge are organized, managed, and con-
trolled; in other words, the process by which a politics of truth is created and
maintained. In the case of development, this was achieved by the application of
existing disciplines to Third World problems, or by the creation of new subdis-
ciplines (development economics being the most important, as we will see, but
including also fields such as health, demography, urban planning, education, nu-
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tritional anthropology, etc.). The resulting theories succeeded in conferring upon
situations, behaviors, and so on, a visible reality amenable to specific treatments.

In Latin America, an entire reorganization of knowledge institutions and
styles took place after 1950 to suit the needs of the developmentalist states. The
new professionals adopted the empirical social science model of research and
teaching produced primarily in the United States (Fuenzalida 1983, 1985). In this
latter country, the consolidation of ‘‘development studies’’ in most major uni-
versities set into motion a powerful mechanism for producing truth and norms
about the Third World. The training of Third World students at U.S. and Euro-
pean universities, international advising (such as the World Bank missions), and
the socialization of professionals into the empirical social science model in Third
World universities were important components of this professionalization of de-
velopment.

2. The institutionalization of development. This mechanism refers to the es-
tablishment of an institutional field in which, and from which, discourses and
techniques are produced, recorded, stabilized, modified, and put into operation.
The network of development institutions responsible for this effect extends from
international organizations (such as the United Nations and its ‘‘technical’’ agen-
cies), bilateral institutions (e.g., the U.S. Agency for International Development)
and voluntary agencies (for instance, CARE) to national, regional, and local
agencies in the Third World. The knowledge of development is utilized by these
institutions through applied programs, conferences, expert meetings, consultan-
cies, and so on. By using certain forms of knowledge and producing specific
forms of intervention, these institutions constitute a network that organizes visi-
bilities and makes the exercise of power possible.

Development planning was the major technique in which processes of pro-
fessionalization and institutionalization converged. The Basis of a Development
Program for Colombia, the report of the World Bank mission of 1949, was the
first of a long series of plans produced in this country during the past 40 years. A
National Committee on Planning and an Economic Development Commission
were already in place by 1950 and, although of modest activities, they gave place
to full-fledged planning organisms in the late 1950s. Regional planning commis-
sions were also established beginning in the mid-1950s (for example, a regional
development corporation was established in the fertile Cauca River Valley in
southwestern Colombia, with involvement by the World Bank and the Tennessee
Valley Authority, TVA, and following the TVA model). The lack (sic) of quali-
fied Colombian personnel was reflected in the fact that the first plan was elabo-
rated by a foreign mission, and that national planning bodies were often advised
by foreign experts during the first two decades of the ‘‘age of planning.’’ Colom-
bian students were sent to universities especially in the United States, where they
could obtain the knowledge of the new techniques and the frame of mind required
for the new enterprise.?

The planner and the economist played a special role in the new world of
development. But planning was not just the application of a theoretical knowl-
edge; it was the instrument through which economics became useful, linked in a



