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Abstract 

Development, as an ideology and practice, has been a matter of much contestation since its 
inception at the enlightened period. The way development has been understood, explained 
and practiced has undergone various experiments and directions over the time. Yet, what 
development is theoretically and what it should be in practice remains as contested and vague. 
This article is an attempt to examine the trajectory of development from its origin in the 
classical modernization to the more contemporary neo-liberal and post-development 
discourses. It is argued that the way development has been propagated by the modernists as 
economic growth and positive change has been vehemently challenged by the 
post-modernists on the ground that development is not only hegemonic, authoritative and 
dependency creating mechanism that routinely fails and but also produces unintended 
consequences on the lives of the people. Thus, there has been a growing realization that 
development needs to be rethought in a way that would promote an alternative development 
or even an alternative to development. Such a shift in perspectives and continuing 
deliberations on development has given rise to the question whether development has reached 
an impasse which needs to be pushed forward. By reviewing the existing literature, this 
article aims at unfolding the dynamic trajectory of development both as theory and practice, 
and argues that development is and continues to be an interesting and stimulating topic in 
social sciences given its vibrant engagement with and implications on various stakeholders 
both at the global and local contexts. 

Keywords: Development and underdevelopment, modernization, dependency, world system, 
post-development, alternative development 
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1. Introduction  

There has been no other concept than development which has been so much a matter of 
contestation both conceptually and practically. Despite decades of rigorous academic studies 
and practical involvements, development continues to be illusive and disputed. To many 
scholars, development is positive progress, whereas significant others consider development 
as patriarchal, hegemonic, devastating and failure which needs to be abandoned altogether 
(Nustad, 2001; Jones, 2004; Everett, 1997; Escobar, 1995). On the other hand, development 
is very much part of our everyday life as well as a matter of politics intricately connected 
with the state and bureaucratic institutions. Thus, reiterating the concept of development 
allows us to revisit the ways it has been understood, practiced and challenged. This article is 
an examination of the trajectory of development to provide readers an overall understanding 
of development with its contestations and disguises. The history of ‘development’ dates back 
to the history of human civilization itself. The idea of the state and development emerged 
during the settled agricultural period when specialized labour and the state apparatus were 
deemed required for protecting agricultural lands from the outsiders. The emergence of the 
state bodies was also required for controlling the increasingly complex social, economic and 
political relations that were instigated by the settled agriculture and surplus production. The 
subsequent advent of industrialization, capitalism and modernization in Europe greatly 
accelerated the process of socio-economic and political advancements as well as the rise of 
slums, pollution, diseases and inequality (Polanyi, 1944). It was during this particular 
historical juncture that social theorists like Hegel and Marx thought about development 
theory to explain economic growth, inequality and the evolution of human life as a whole. 
Since then the idea of development not only grew in ever complexity but also diffused 
globally to penetrate every aspect of our life. The objective of this article, however, is not just 
to give a whole history of the trajectory of development theories, but to illustrate a bird’s eye 
view of different theories that will allow conceptualization of development and its 
contestations. Methodologically, the article is based on reviewing secondary literature 
available on development theories and practices. Different journal articles and relevant books 
on development have been accessed to collect secondary data for this article. To have a 
holistic understanding of development and underdevelopment, relevant theories have been 
collated into three broader groups: (1) Classical Marxist theories; (2) Modernization theories; 
(3) Neo-Marxist theories (Dependency and World system); and (4) 
Post-development/alternative development discourse.  

2. Classical Marxist Theories 

Karl Marx is one of the earliest influential theorists to explain capitalism and its relationship 
to development. To adequately understand development and underdevelopment in a capitalist 
world system, mode of production and the nature of class struggle must be taken into account 
(Arndt, 1987). The fundamental thesis in a classical Marxist economy is that material 
economic base determines the superstructure of all social, political, legal and economic 
institutions, and each society is characterized by struggles between the proletariats, the 
working class, and the bourgeoisie, the owner of the means of production (Williams, 1991; 
Cohen, 1978; Calhoun, 1982). Class struggle is considered to be a by-product of capitalism. 
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As the inequality and exploitative work relations reach to an intolerable level, the proletariats 
will instigate a revolution to overthrow the capitalist regime to achieve a more socialist state 
which would be free from all social injustices, discriminations and exploitations (Leys, 
2005). 

In classical Marxist perspective, social evolution is described from a linear point of view: 
from feudalism though capitalism to socialism. The route through which such social change 
is possible is revolution against the bourgeoisies by the proletariats. It is argued that the 
pre-existing socio-economic structures are encroached upon by capitalism through surplus 
production that consequently helps to perpetuate capitalism (Booth, 1985). One important 
characteristic of modern capitalism is alienation - the separation between producers and their 
means of production (Barnett, 1988: 67). From a classical Marxist point of view any theory 
of development that does not take into account the mode of production and class struggle 
cannot adequately explain the contemporary development discourse (Hunt, 1979; Thompson, 
1978; Harvey, 1976). Capitalism has become so pervasive that it spreads even in remote 
corners of the society and brings all aspects of social relations under it. Such omnipresent 
characteristics of capitalist mode of production instantly divides the society into the owners 
of the means of production and those who do not have it but only have two hands to sell their 
labour. It has become inevitable for the proletariats to sell their labour to the bourgeoisies for 
a minimum wage to survive. Bourgeoisies, on the other hand, try to maximize profit by super 
exploiting the workers through minimum wages, poor work environment and long working 
hours. The Marxist political economy demonstrates that the relationship that emerged 
between the bourgeoisie and elite classes have since then collaborated in a global and 
transnational contexts where the resources of the Third World countries are exploited to 
develop Europe and the West (Escobar, 1995; Wolf, 1982). In the name of development, 
underdevelopment perpetuates all over the Third World (Frank, 1966, 1967, 1971). Thus, 
Marxists argue that the development of the West is in fact a result of unequal treatment and 
exploitation of resources from the Third World. 

3. Modernization Theories and the Illusion of “Trickle Down” 

Modern development economics is believed to have born in Latin America in the 1930s as a 
response to the global depression. The contributors of these early development economics 
belonged to the structuralist or modern school of thought who sought to frame a 
comprehensive theory of development (Modernization theory) with explicit anti-communist 
political agenda (Bernstein, 1971; Roxborough, 1988; Chirot & Hall, 1982). In the postwar 
period during the 1950s social scientists in the West got particular interest in understanding 
and explaining development from an optimistic point of view. They realized that the newly 
independent nation-states possess a great potential for economic and political success as long 
as they are guided by the already developed countries of the West through industrialization, 
trade and investment. Although the word ‘modernization’ became popular in the 1960s, its 
specific meaning remained vague and diverse. Modernization is generally referred to as the 
appearance of a socioeconomic system which emerged in Europe and subsequently greatly 
influenced the world (Giddens, 1991). Although it is very difficult to credit a single 
modernization theory, main ideas and postulations can be gleaned from Walt Whitman 
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Rostow’s (1960) Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto, which is 
considered to be the pioneer in modernization theory. His main argument lies in different 
stages of development. Following European economic success, he envisaged that 
modernization can be achieved through five different stages as follows: Traditional society, 
Pre-take-off, Take-off, Drive to maturity and High mass consumption. 

By Traditional society Rostow refers to those societies that are characterized by limited 
production facilities, mostly agrarian but lack science, technology and innovative systems 
and a pre-Newtonian attitude towards natural and physical world. By the pre-take-off stage 
Rostow refers to those preconditions and processes that “transform a traditional society in the 
ways necessary for it to exploit the fruits of modern science, to fend of diminishing returns, 
and thus to enjoy the blessings and choices opened up by the march of compound interest” 
(Rostow, 1960: 6). At this state the idea of economic progress emerges and economic growth 
is believed to be the most necessary prerequisite for national progress and overall welfare of 
the society. A high investment in banks, communication and industrial infrastructure 
strengthens the overall economic condition of the country. There is a rise in technical 
education that promotes technical human resources. In the political arena, there has been a 
drive towards centralized and strong national state.  

Take-off is the third stage in which “the old blocks and resistances to steady growth are 
finally overcome. The forces making for economic progress expand and come to dominate 
the society. Growth becomes its normal condition” (Rostow, 1960: 7). In all, the traditional 
ideas, practices and activities are replaced by modern scientific and technological innovations. 
Economic growth becomes a normal phenomenon at this stage. Commercial and industrial 
classes gain political power in the course of this transformation. Innovative technologies and 
large scale financial investments in productive facilities become routine. Britain experienced 
this stage in between 1780-1800, France and the USA in 1830-60, Russia 1890-1915, 
whereas India and China in the 1950s-60s. The Drive to Maturity is expected in about 40 to 
60 years after take-off period, provided that sustained economic progress is maintained. The 
economy becomes diversified and at least 10% of profits are reinvested into the productive 
facilities that help subsequent continuation of economic progress and maturity.  

The age of high mass-consumption is the fifth stage when a shift occurs from 
industrialization towards a more service sector provision characterized by consumer goods 
and services. At this stage, per-head income rises to a point when individuals gain a control 
over their consumption by transcending basic food, shelter and clothing. Number of middle 
class urban population increases who are mostly skilled and work in the offices or factories. 
Aside from these economic progressions, a greater amount of material surplus is allocated to 
the welfare activities in the society. The assembly line of Henry Ford in 1913-14 is 
considered to be a turning point for the USA to enter into this stage. Western Europe and 
Japan fully entered into this stage in the 1950s.  

According to modernization theory, development and Westernization are considered 
synonymous. Development is believed to follow a unilineal path through which all societies 
must pass to become developed i.e. from traditional to modern. The Western developed 
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countries and the ways they achieved economic progress are prescribed as footprints for the 
underdeveloped countries to be followed. Modernization theory has been vehemently 
criticized and almost abandoned by many social scientists (Giddens, 1991; Amin, 1973; 1976; 
Scott, 1995). One of the major limitations of modernization theory is that it blames less 
developed countries to be poor because of their internal processes and constraints that hinder 
development. Modernization school further fails to take into account the role of history and 
the expansion of global capitalism in producing uneven development. As argued by the 
neo-Marxist school, the contemporary underdevelopment in the Third World is because of 
uneven mercantile trade and imperialism where the so-called ‘Third Word’ is the suppliers of 
raw materials and the ‘First Word’ is the producers and consumers of goods (Foster-Carter, 
1973; Barrow, 1993; Skocpol, 1980). Rather than taking exploitative global capitalist 
relationship into account, modernization theory blames internal constraints of the Third 
World countries as the main obstacles of underdevelopment. Modernization theory is 
believed to be a ‘one-size fits all’ formula which insists universal application of Western 
development (Matunhu, 2011; Tipps, 1973; Billet, 1993). Thus, modernization project, which 
was once believed to be the prescription for economic growth in the Third World, had in fact 
resulted into a mechanism of creating high inequality by increasing the gap between the rich 
and poor. 

4. Neo-Marxist Theories of Development  

The post-World War II and the emergence of the Cold War witnessed an era of economic 
expansion and polarization of the World order. Given the paradigmatic shift in global 
political-economy, many social scientists focused on how to study the Third World 
nation-states, particularly the changing global political economic relationship and the nature 
of development and underdevelopment of the World (So, 1990:17). Although both Marxist 
and neo-Marxist theorists consider production relations as the base of socio-political relations, 
there are considerable points of departure between these two schools of thought. In classical 
Marxism imperialism has been mostly studied from the perspective of the central capitalist 
(core) countries, whereas neo-Marxists focus more on the consequences of imperialism and 
capitalism on the peripheral economies (Parkin, 1979; Albert & Robin, 1981; Benton, 1984). 
Classical Marxists believe in historically progressive unilinearity in social change: from 
feudalism through capitalism to socialism; whereas, neo-Marxists argue that capitalism often 
leads to underdevelopment and poverty in the peripheries than promoting any development 
(Mandel, 1968; Poulantzas, 1975; Wallerstein, 1979). Thus, a fundamental stand for the 
neo-Marxists is that they stress more on psychological and humane liberation instead of 
radical political revolution for social change. Neo-Marxist school of thought offers two 
particular theoretical explanations of development and underdevelopment: Dependency 
theory and the World System theory. 

4.1 Dependency Theory 

Dependency theory has been considered as the first major challenge against Euro-centric 
development discourse. Dependency theory originated in Latin America in the 1960s in 
reaction to a number of historical realities. One of them is the failure of Economic 
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Commission for Latin America (ECLA), which was predominantly due to adopting 
inefficient industrial policies in Latin American countries, high tariff imposition on imports, 
and state subsidies to domestic products which failed to promote development in Latin 
America (Prebisch, 1950). Other factors that contributed to stimulate dependency theory were 
the predicament of conformist Marxism and the decline of modernization theory to 
adequately explain economic stagnation, political despotism and increasing gap between the 
poor and rich countries (So, 1990; Thomas & Bernstein, 1983; Amin, 1976; Black, 1966). 
The dependency school of thought which first emerged in Latin America soon spread in 
North America primarily through the works of André Gunder Frank, who played an 
instrumental role in disseminating the ideas of dependency theory by successively publishing 
his ideas in the influential American journal named Monthly Review. In his works Frank 
argues that the underdevelopment of the Third World cannot be fully explained and 
understood within the framework of feudalism or traditionalism; rather, it requires to take 
into account the historical experiences of colonialism, unequal trade and political-economic 
relationship between the First World and the Third World countries (Frank, 1966, 1967, 1971). 
Frank demonstrated that India and China were advanced civilizations along with economic 
potentials before encountering colonialism in the eighteenth century.  

It was colonialism, foreign domination and the extract of resources from the colonized 
countries that restricted their economic development. India would have experienced 
development long before if they did not have to face colonialism. Despite development 
potentials, it was that particular historical experience of colonialism that drastically altered 
the path of development for many Third World countries which modernization theories rarely 
acknowledge. By recognizing such devastating force of colonialism, Frank (1966) formulates 
the idea of “development of underdevelopment” to refer to the fact that “underdevelopment is 
not a natural condition but an artifact created by the long history of colonial domination in the 
Third World countries” (So, 1990: 97). 

André Gunder Frank was particularly critical about the modernization school. He argues that 
most development theories have originated from the European and North American historical 
experiences, which grossly failed to explain poverty and underdevelopment facing the Third 
World countries (Frank, 1967). These countries would never be able to follow the 
development path of the West, as the former experienced colonial historical reality which the 
later had never experienced. Thus, Frank argues that we need a different theoretical 
explanation which does not only blame internal constraints as the causes of 
underdevelopment; rather, to incorporate external factors that make Third World countries 
poor and impoverished. In reaction to the modernization theory, Frank proposes a model of 
“metropolis-satellite” to demonstrate the mechanism of underdevelopment in the Third World 
countries (Frank, 1969: 6). The idea of “metropolis-satellite” dates back to the colonial period 
when colonies were established as satellite cities to facilitate exporting resources from the 
Third World to the metropolis of the First World. Such an idea of “metropolis-satellite” is 
even relevant to the contemporary economies whereby local cities and villages have become 
satellites and the provincial cities appear to be the metropolis. A whole chain of dependency 
is established between the Third World and the First World countries, between the rural 



Journal of Asian Development 
ISSN 2377-9594 

2018, Vol. 4, No. 2 

http://jad.macrothink.org 113

villages and provincial cities for extracting raw materials, gaining economic profits, minerals 
and commodities (Tucker, 1999; Schuurman, 1993). By “Development of 
Underdevelopment” Frank refers to these historical and colonial processes through which 
First World countries became developed by exploiting recourses from the Third World 
countries, thereby making the Third World underdeveloped and impoverished (Frank, 1966). 

4.2 World-System Theory 

In the 1970s, a number of events in the world-economy signaled the inability of the 
modernization and dependency schools of thought to explain world development. Among 
these issues were: (1) the economic miracle of East Asian countries such as Taiwan, Hong 
Kong, Japan, South Korea, Singapore, and Latin American countries such as Brazil, which 
disproved dependency model; (2) the crisis and economic stagnation of many socialist states 
and their increasing market opening to the capitalist world economy that signaled the 
bankruptcy of the radical Marxism; (3) the Sino-Soviet split; (4) the Watergate crisis, the 
Vietnam war, protectionist economy, inflation and economic stagnation of the USA, which 
signaled the demise of American hegemony in the world capitalist economy (So, 1990; Stein, 
1999; Black, 1999; Tucker, 1999; Luton, 1976). Given such changing global political 
economic contexts, the time was up to rethink development theory and practice. Being 
influenced by André Gunder Frank and the broader socio-geographical history of Braudel 
(1972), Wallerstein and his followers proposed a new development theory which is popularly 
known as World System Theory (Wallerstein, 1974, 1979).  

The main argument of the world-system theory is that development and underdevelopment 
cannot be adequately explained without taking into account the global world system. Any 
understanding of development based on the market and economy of the single nation-state 
would be incomplete and misleading. The central assertion of world-system theory is that the 
global capitalist economy has been in existence since the 16th century onwards, which 
subsequently engulfed almost all parts of previously isolated and self-sufficient societies into 
a complex world system (Schuurman, 1993; Leys, 2005; Kothari & Minogue, 2002). Such 
expansion did not only culminate into geographical broadening of the world economy, but 
also produced socioeconomic deepening among different continents of the interconnected 
world. As a result of such increasing economic interactions, Wallerstein argues that a 
tripartite hierarchical structure was observed consisting of the core, periphery and 
semi-periphery countries. These three zones differ from each other in terms of “degree of 
political centralization, organization of labour, and main products” (Stein, 1999: 11). 

According to world-system theory, the core countries dominate the world economy. These 
core countries are industrialized, highly developed in political centralization and rich in 
productive resources and accumulated surplus. Core countries are further characterized by 
diversified economic activities which were intensified by skilled labour force that produce 
finished products for local markets and export surplus to the peripheral countries. The 
peripheries, on the other hand, are those countries that mainly export agricultural products 
and raw materials to the core and semi-peripheral countries. They produce lower order goods 
by cheap labour inputs. Politically, these peripheral countries are characterized by ‘weak’ 
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rulers who are often dependent and blessed by the core politics (So, 1990). The political and 
economic hegemony of the core countries allow them to accumulate resources and surplus 
from the peripheries mainly through unequal and asymmetric exchange of goods and trade 
relations (Wallerstein, 1974). The military and technological advancement of the core 
countries also enable them to set the terms of trade with the peripheral economies. In between 
the core and the periphery, there exists another zone called semi-periphery countries which 
are those countries that work as buffer zone between the core and the periphery. These 
semi-peripheral countries are often considered as a manufacture hub that import advanced 
technologies from the core and raw materials from the periphery for producing goods to 
export back to the core economies. The Newly Industrialized Countries (NICs) such as 
Singapore, Hong Kong, South Korea, Brazil, and such emerging economies as India and 
China are examples of what Wallerstein calls as semi-periphery countries.  

Although world-system theory provides a fresh understanding of global development and 
underdevelopment, it is again not beyond criticism. One major limitation of this postulation is 
the fact that it ignores socio-cultural and political diversities in the Third World. It also 
ignores class analysis within a system. Third World countries are not just the passive subjects 
to experience domination from the core countries; rather, there are evidences of interregional 
trade and economic alliances and cooperation that contribute to the growth of regional and 
domestic production, consumption and investments in the Third World (Sella, 1977; Skocpol, 
1977). 

5. Post-development Discourse and Beyond 

Many social scientists in recent times believe that development, as an ideology and practice, 
has reached a state of deadlock which needs to be moved forward through both theoretical 
and methodological reclamations (Friedman, 2006; Matthews, 2004.). Those who are talking 
about alternative or post-development discourse are mostly anthropologists influenced by 
Foucault who rejects the naïve and essentialist characteristics of development. The main 
argument of post-development discourse is that “development has done more than just fail, 
for it has actually created the conditions of poverty that it purports to address” (Friedman, 
2006: 202). When earlier development theories consider development as a tool to Westernize 
or modernize the Third World countries, Post-development, on the other hand, vehemently 
criticizes such assertion of homogenizing and universalizing the world. Instead, they go on to 
argue against “cultural imperialism, CocaColonization, McDonaldization and the familiar 
cultural homogenization thesis, according to which Western media, advertising and 
consumerism induce cultural uniformity” (Nederveen Pieterse, 2000: 178). They consider 
development not just as a powerful mechanism through which ‘non-Western’ or ‘Third 
World’ countries are identified and created, but also installs a mechanism of domination, 
exploitation and management of the Third World (Escobar, 1995; Islam, 2017). They push 
development beyond its structural discourse to reinforce the existing interconnections 
between Knowledge, power and poverty (Sachs, 1992). Post-development immediately 
gained popularity in the 1990s and many of them started to believe that it may help create a 
space that would allow imagining an alternative to development, or to envisage the so-called 
development from below (Escobar, 1988, 1991, 1992, 1995, 1997, 2000, 2004; Ferguson, 
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1990, 1997; Esteva, 1992; Everett, 1997; Mohan, 1997; Nederveen-Pieterse, 2000; Nustad, 
2001; Rahnema & Bawtree, 1997; Friedman, 2006; Kothari, 1988).  

Some theorists in the post-development discourse consider development as “devil”, which 
creates poverty, dependency and high inequality that it actually aims to reduce. Far from 
improving these conditions, development in fact creates a condition that governmentalizes 
and controls people on the ground (Nustad, 2001; Mohan, 1997). It is argued that through 
international financial organizations and development institutions, Western hegemony and 
authority are perpetuated. Indigenous people in the peripheries have become further 
marginalized and victims of progress (Bodley, 2008; Islam, 2004, 2010, 2015). James 
Ferguson (1990) in his leading book The Anti-Politics Machine argues that development 
appears to be a factor that produces unintended consequences in the lives of the beneficiaries 
under operation. Drawing upon examples from Lesotho, he argues that development projects 
often extend political and bureaucratic control over the local population which adversely 
affect them. 

In the post-development discourse, Arturo Escobar has been particularly influential that he 
criticizes hegemonic development practices and calls for an alternative development model. 
In his book Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World, 
Escobar considers development as a “historical construct that provides a space in which poor 
countries are known, specified and intervened upon” (Escobar, 1995: 45). By disapproving 
contemporary development practices, Escobar argues that it is largely the North or 
industrialized World that creates the Third World to win the markets and raw materials from 
them (Escobar, 1995: 30). Escobar (1995: 44) argues that:  

Development was - and continues to be for the most part - a top-down, ethnocentric, and 
technocratic approach, which treated people and cultures as abstract concepts, statistical figures 
to be moved up and down in the charts of progress. Development was conceived not as a cultural 
process (culture was a residual variable, to disappear with the advance of modernization) but 
instead as a system of more or less universally applicable technical interventions intended to 
deliver some ‘badly needed’ goods to a ‘target’ population. It comes as no surprise that 
development became a force so destructive to Third World countries, ironically in the name of 
people’s interest.  

Escobar further argues that the way development has been practiced through different 
international, regional and local institutions, financial organizations and experts make sure 
that the world is put together to ensure certain processes of ruling (Escobar, 1991: 674). Thus, 
for Escobar, development is authoritative and a mechanism of exercising power to dominate 
over the so called Third World countries. In order to eliminate such hegemony of 
Western-biased development institutions and to enhance a humanistic alternative, Escobar 
calls for an abandonment of the entire project of development, and proposes alternatives to 
development, which he further clarifies as (Escobar, 1991: 675):  

The abandonment of the whole epistemological and political field of postwar development… A 
rejection of the ethnocentric, patriarchal, and ecocidal character of development models; a 
defense of pluralistic grassroots movements, in the belief that these movements, and “new social 
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movements” in general, may be providing a new basis for transforming the structures and 
discourses of the modern developmentalist states in the Third World; and a conviction that we 
must work toward a relation between truth and reality different from that which has 
characterized Western modernity in general and development in particular.  

His vision of alternative development is based on the argument that individuals must be 
appreciated as an active agent of development; rather than just a passive victim of unintended 
consequences of development. In order to establish such a humane alternative it requires a 
rethinking of the ways in which development and its beneficiaries have been understood, 
explained and acted upon (Escobar, 2000; 2004). It demands an overall change in the 
behavior and attitude towards the people on the ground, whereby development institutions 
and planners would listen to the actual beneficiaries for whom development projects are 
planned and executed. As Escobar (1991: 678) rightly points out: 

It will be necessary to renew our way of listening to the voices of different groups of people in the 
Third World, without making them into signs of a need for development, and to renew our 
awareness of the suffering caused by human institutions and actions, development or otherwise.  

To materialize alternative development in practice, a number of key elements have been 
identified. Firstly, it focuses on how the prevailing sociocultural traditions and practices of 
the local community could be a potential source of alternative development. Secondly, 
efficient use of local indigenous knowledge system, human and social capital, and natural 
resources could be a viable source of self-determination and self-sufficiency. Finally, it 
requires a bottom-up participatory development process whereby local people participate in 
all phases of development design and implementation of activities, thereby empowering the 
local community and sustaining development (Wright, 1988; Islam, 2004; 2005; 2010; 2015) 

It has been very clear at this point of discussion that post-development discourse is a radical 
departure from its earlier hegemonic and structural development theories. It seeks to change 
the top-down development practices by arguing that such policies and practices are nothing 
but the replacement of the earlier colonial hegemony through which western countries exploit, 
dominate and maintain control and supremacy over the Third World. Post-development 
school demands an alternative way of promoting development that would protect 
self-determination of the local people, ensure environmental sustainability and make 
development projects beneficial for the local community. It is argued that the way 
development has been understood and practiced thus far have conceived local beneficiaries as 
passive recipients; post-development discourse, on the other hand, envisages local people as 
active agents of development who enthusiastically take part in all phases of development 
intervention. Very clearly, earlier development approaches are mostly macro in perspective, 
whereas post-development and its variants are essentially based on micro initiatives of 
promoting development that brings development closer to the people. Despite such strengths 
of post-development, many others criticize that the approach is quite ‘ideal type’ which may 
not be feasible to attain in practice. The challenges of post-development remain on how to 
practice and promote this approach in reality, since we do not have much ethnographic 
evidences that claim the successful implementation of such development approaches. Others 
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argue that post-development is merely a theoretical jargon which fails to offer any sort of 
alternatives (Kothari & Minogue, 2002; Leys, 2005). 

6. Conclusion 

Having discussed the trajectory of development from its classical to contemporary contexts, it 
has been quite evident that development has been variously understood, explained and 
practiced. The way development has been previously prescribed and practiced as a 
mechanism of promoting industrialization and economic growth has recently been shifted 
towards a more humanistic approach to promote development in a compassionate manner by 
upholding self-help, self-determination and sustainability. Rather than being overly 
dependent on development organizations and financial institutions, contemporary 
development discourse envisages resource mobilization on the ground and reconciling 
indigenous and modern technologies at the community level so that sustainable development 
with local ownership could be achieved. Shifting away from earlier top-down development 
practices, contemporary post-development discourse focuses on bottom-up approaches where 
local priorities, needs and aspirations would be appreciated. Keeping local people at the 
center of all development activities, recent development initiatives focus on how to engage 
local people into planning, implementing, monitoring and evaluating development activities. 
Thus, development has changed both in theories and practices, and in ideologies and 
conceptualizations. Development institutions continue to grow and penetrate to the local 
communities with their vested interests, whereas community people also become aware of 
their rights, privileges and entitlements which enlighten them to see development as a choice. 
They continue to challenge and even resist development on the ground. Such a vibrant 
engagement of different stakeholders such as the local communities, development 
organizations and academics make development even more interesting both in theories and 
practices, and continue to be so in the years to come. 
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