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Sustainable Development and
Agriculture in the Third World
Roberto Henke* & Mario Zappacosta™

1 Introduction***

In development studies, much atten-
tion has always been focused on agricul-
ture for its strategic importance in deter-
mining and driving the dynamics of the
development process. It is very often con-
sidered as an "indicator" of the develop-
ment process, through the observation of
the trends in its sectoral contribution to
GNP and in the composition of the labor
force. In general, it is acknowledged in the
traditional approaches to development that
there is a direct correlation between the
development process of a growing
economy and the decline of the primary
sector. Also, during the process of growth,
the differences between the traditional and
pre-capitalist agricultural sector and the
modern and capitalistic industrial sector
tend to disappear, and the primary sector
is progressively integrated in the system
of capitalistic accumulation.

The birth of the development era is

often identified with a specific date, Janu-
ary 20,1949, when President Harry Truman
gave his speech to open his mandate
(Sachs, 1992a; Esteva, 1992). It was the first
time that certain regions of the southern
hemisphere of the world were defined as
"underdeveloped" and, as a consequence,
two different worlds were compared, from
then on defined as the First World and
Third World: one developed and able to
lead the world economic system, the other
characterized by a condition of underde-
velopment, the Second being centrally
planned economies.

Even if the concept of development
is recurrent in the literature, as in the case
of the "classic" authors or the theorists of
dualism who became popular in those
years, the date mentioned is particularly
significant because it coincides with the
decline of colonial exploitation and with
the creation of a strategic process which
defined the relationship between rich (de-
veloped) and poor (developing) countries.
This process has been sustained by many
factors: the diffusion of scientific and tech-
nological innovations which leads to a re-
newed trust in the possibilities of transfer-
ring modern techniques; the economic and
political supremacy of the United States
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and the Soviet Union after World War II;
the liberalization of trade and the rise of a
sort of "one world market”, maintained by
fast spread of the transnational corpora-
tions; finally, the increasing importance on
the world scene of the international agen-
cies and supranational institutions in de-
cision making relating to the new world
order (Escobar, 1988).

The requirement for creating a com-
plete theoretical body for development
studies is a consequence of two main con-
cerns: the need for escaping from the om-
nivorous power of traditional economic
theory (monoeconomics) and the acknowl-
edgment of the benefits arising from an
open economic system for the countries
involved (mutual benefits) (Hirschman,
1981). The first statement refers to the con-
sideration of the large differences among
developed and developing economies, and
therefore economic science cannot be
treated as a "set” of a few universal princi-
ples though extremely powerful, by the
same standard as physical or biological
sciences. The second point is related to one
of these universal principles accepted by
the theorists of development economics,
the assumption that the economic relations
among countries can be regulated in such

a way to benefit all the countries involved,
either developed or developing.

In the early stages of the theories of
development, which came to the peak of
their popularity in the late 60's, the most
striking aspect is the overlapping of the
theories of growth and development
(Escobar, 1988). As a consequence of the
world economic crisis, brought about by
the two world wars, the main preoccupa-
tion faced in the new economic agenda was
to overcome such crises, through the ac-
celeration of the process of growth and the
modernization of the most dynamic sec-
tors. The key elements of this pattern, es-
pecially regarding Third World countries,
were twofold: a strong program of indus-
trialization on one side, and the support of
the cycle of capital, based on the direct re-
lationship between savings and invest-
ments on the other (Lewis, 1954)0.

If, during the last decades, develop-
ment economics in its traditional meaning
reached the top of its popularity, today
many scholars tend to underline the un-
healthy condition of this science, or even a
complete crisis (Hettne, 1990; Manzo, 1991;
Esteva, 1992; Sachs, 1992a). What exactly
is discussed about the traditional approach
to economic development? Some elements
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can be pointed out: an increase in the lev-
els of poverty and unemployment, despite
increasing production, has been observed
in many developing countries'; the asso-
ciation of modernization with ecological
problems (deforestation, desertification);
the impossibility to maintain the samelevel
of consumption as in the First World; and
finally the “erosion of the myth that devel-
opment can create a just and humane soci-
ety" (Banuri, 1987:8). Besides these, it seems
that the overlapping of the concepts of de-
velopment and westernization has now
been questioned, and at the same time new
aspects have been taken into serious con-
sideration. These include cultural differ-
ences among countries and peoples, pos-
sible forms of local and regional endog-
enous development and the balance be-
tween conservation and expioitation of
natural resocurces. In conclusion, there are
new theoretical forces tending to reject the
concept of forced modernization as a syno-
nym of the development process based on
an imitation approach followed by the
"backward" countries in order to reach an
"advanced" country status. Meanwhile, a
search for new approaches which could
give a renewed meaning and strength the
local social forces is underway.

The acceptance of the limits of the
past approaches to development has led to
a rethinking of the criteria with which we
face the analysis of the Third World. Such
rethinking, particularly stimulated by the
recent "deconstruction™ approach to the
concept of development, produced, within
the traditional approaches, new theoreti-
cal elements, some of them apparently suc-
cessful, as in the case of Sustainable De-
velopment (SD). Is this pattern a "new" fea-
sible one? Or is it just "a new label on old
bottles" (Nogueira and Surkin, 1992)?

This paper focuses in some detail on
the ability of the concept of SD to suggest
a different approch to the problems of de-
velopment. Our main objective in this ef-
fort is therefore of seeing to what extent
SD can be considered as the new paradigm
of development, providing "the answer” to
the many questions that arise from the cri-
sis of the traditional approach. Section 2
highlights the main outcomes of the proc-
ess of modernization in agriculture, after a
brief presentation of the traditional func-
tions of the primary sector in the strategy
of development. Section 3 focuses on the
supposed crisis of Developmentalism and
on the main critiques of the deconstuction
approach and presents the concept of SD
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in its wide meanings. Section 4 refers to
agriculture as a "case study" to test differ-
ent definitions of SD. In our view, this set
of definitions identifies different ways of
conceiving "sustainable agriculture”.

2 The process of Modernization in Third
World countries.

2.1 Development and Modernization.

Different definitions and interpreta-
tions have been given to the term "mod-
ernization”, either with a positive or nega-
tive connotation and with a progressive or
conservative meaning; in short it has been
absorbed by different theories and ideolo-
gies, thanks to its lack of a rigid form?.

In a strictly economic sphere, the defi-
nition of the concept of modernization can
be related to the early development stud-
ies. Such studies led to models that were
based on the following two key elements:
(1) the development process can be divided
into separate stages that show the actuai
level reached by each single country and
(2) development is an endogenous, spon-
taneous and irreversible process, which
each society has to face, but it requires

structural differentiation and functional
specialization. Given these as the basis of
modernization, the concept has endured
over time by a continuous process of en-
largement, which has made it more and
more difficult to define and to be enclosed
in one single theory.

As a reaction to the end of World War
1I, a wave of optimism invaded the entire
world, and the concept of development
was associated with economic growth,
which in turn needed planning, public ac-
tion, in a word what Hettne (1990) called
an “"engineering” effort. Research was
highly focused on structural analysis, both
from a micro point of view - in relation to
the way markets and other institutions
work - and from a macro point of view, in
the study of the correlated long run proc-
esses that go along with growth itself
(Syrquin, 1988). As far as the macro aspects
were concerned, structural modifications
described by variables like the capital ac-
cumulation rate, the sectoral composition
of the economy, the population growth and
the geographic localization of economic
activities, were specifically investigated.
The processes on which greater attention
was paid were industrialization, urbaniza-
tion and the transformation of the agricul-
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tural sector. Such a planning component,
apparently vital for the regulation of the
economy, is based on an "evolutionist" con-
cept of development: the condition of un-
derdevelopment is nothing more than a
stage of the evolutionist path of a country.
Besides this, another key element support-
ing the use of planning, and, indirectly, the
overlapping of the concepts of growth and
development, was the demand for mod-
ernization coming from the Third World
countries soon after World War I and di-
rected to the international agencies and the
industrial countries. This demand was
mainly aimed to stimulate the intervention
of those actors in the problems of internal
development and to sustain the need for
international cooperation, following the
principles of "One World".
Neo-Liberalism and other theories
related to the Neo-Classical tradition that
have marked the last decade have extended
the concept of modernization to trade mod-
els and to the economic interactions be-
tween developed and developing coun-
tries. These commercial models, based on
the theory of free trade, have tended to
draw new economic world maps, follow-
ing the principles of the globalization of
markets and the concept of a "One World

System" that drives economic exchanges
among countries. To what extent can these
principles be considered part of the mod-
ernist paradigm? An easily identifiable el-
ement is the view, taken for granted, of the
leading role of industrialized western
countries in the management of this world
system. The globalization of markets im-
plies an increasing integration of Third
World economies in the capitalist mode of
production, but also an asymmetric posi-
tion of poor economies in comparison with
rich ones within this system, arising from
the strict application of the principle of
comparative advantage (Lappeé and
Collins, 1986). Moreover, the economic,
social and cultural systems of the dominant
West is offered once again as the model to
be followed, therefore annihilating the ex-
isting differentiation. Implicit in this is the
possibility of exporting development mod-
els. The global economic system, the sci-
entific process which ensures technologi-
cal transfer and promotion of develop-
ment, and the internationalization of com-
mercial relations, are modernization instru-
ments that guarantee access to growth and
development (Sachs, 1992b; Sbert, 1992).
In traditional Marxist analysis, the
main contributions to theories of develop-
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ment come from the school of dependency
and the theorists of underdevelopment.
The key elements in these approaches can
be summarized as follows?: first, the con-
sideration of underdevelopment not as a
natural stage of the development path but
rather as a condition created by interna-
tional relations; second, the assumption
that the relations themselves between de-
veloped and developing countries, as they
have been structured, support the condi-
tions for the underdevelopment of the
Third World. Now, such considerations
have the unquestionable characteristic of
containing some anti-modernist elements,
since they try, at least, to free the discourse
of development from the tight logic of the
imitative models (Manzo, 1991). Notwith-
standing this effort, the analysis of the de-
pendency school, based on the relation-
ships between Center and Periphery, seems
to fall into the same dualistic opposition
as the one between "modern" and "tradi-
tional™: the Periphery is functional to the
existence of the Center, and the latter is,
after all, the model to be followed. In other
words, these approaches never discuss the
criteria of definition of the categories
Center/Periphery, Modern/Traditional,
but just the mechanisms for determining

the relationships among countries.

Why then do scholars speak of a pos-
sible crisis of the modernization paradigm?
First of all, notwithstanding the apparent
globalization of the markets and the cel-
ebrated “one world system”, the world
economy seems to be moving toward a
growing polarization of its activities, and
the gap between North and South is grow-
ing, with an increasing marginalization of
the depressed areas (de Bernis, 1991;
Emmerij, 1989).

Beyond this intuitive observation, a
very interesting analytical element comes
to light from the consideration that the cri-
sis that scholars have tried to focus on, is
not global, as the dependency school sug-
gests through its theory of the circulation
of capital, but rather it appears with dif-
ferent causes and different symptoms in
different geographic areas. On one side, the
types of development put forward by the
modernization paradigm seem to fail, and
on the other, the notion of an evolutionary
development process makes little sense. If
the industrialized West has always been
considered as "the model to be followed",
from the 80's onwards the model itself grew
weaker, threatened by the irrational utili-
zation of resources, by problems of pollu-
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tion and degradation, and by the economic
and social policies implemented. All this
leads to the idea that it is extremely diffi-
cult to identify a starting point and an end-
ing point in the path to development.
Along with the crises of the North, nowa-
days other aspects must be reconsidered:
the breakdown of the socialist block, which
by definition was seen as "the other model",
and the countless problems of Third World
countries, whose solutions seem much
more urgent since they are strictly con-
nected with the subsistence economies and
which are partly the result of the develop-
ment process (Hettne, 1990).

2.2 Modernization in Agriculture.

In the mainstream of development
economics, agriculture has always played
a secondary role, since it is totally func-
tional to the birth and the growth of a non-
rural economic system. Traditionally de-
fined as pre-capitalist and backward in
dualistic development models, agriculture
consequently ends up being submissive to
the sector considered to be capitalist and
modern, i.e. industry. With the birth and
success of development economics, the

contribution of the primary sector to de-
velopment does not actually change,
though more attention is paid to the ex-
change among economic activities. The
approach to the agricultural sector deriv-
ing from developmentalism is based on the
empirical consideration that

“the declining importance of agriculture is
uniform and pervasive, a tendency obviously
driven by powerful forces inherent in the de-
velopment process, whether in socialist or capi-
talist countries, Asian, Latin American, or Af-
rican, currently developed or still poor”
(Timmer, 1990:47).

In spite of this apparently inevitable
decline, the sectoral growth of agriculture
is acknowledged as a necessary element,
though not sufficient, of the wider devel-
opment strategy. Briefly, the agricultural
sector is expected to play five main roles
in a strategy of development (as it is tradi-
tionally understood)*: fulfillment of food
demand; release of labor surplus to be
employed in other sectors; enlargement of
the market for industrial production; in-
crease private savings; and the inflow of
foreign currency.

With the accomplishment of these
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objectives, agriculture passes through a
number of stages that define, according to
the traditional approaches, the transforma-
tion of the primary sector in the develop-
ment process (Timmer, 1990). These stages
are characterized by the different ways re-
sources are transferred from agriculture to
other activities, and by the consequent in-
tegration of the "backward sector” into the
mode of capitalist production. In other
words, the modernization of the agricul-
tural sector occurs according to two main
actions: on one hand the regulation of the
flow of resources out of the sector and the
rationalization of the resources left within
it; and on the other hand, the creation of a
series of linkages among rural and urban
economies that fill the gap between the two
systerns.

During the 70's and 80's the modern-
ist approach to agricultural development
evolved along new lines and was often
substantially criticized. Generally speak-
ing, the theoretical contributions of those
years have been focused especially on the
micro aspects of social and economic de-
velopment, and as a consequence show lit-
tle interest in macro approaches. Examples
of this change in studies can be found in
the Rural Integrated Development Pro-

grams and in the Basic Needs approach.
In the second half of the 80's, focus shifted
once again back to the relationship between
rural development and economic growth,
and to macroeconomic reforms as the main
form of intervention for the development
of Third World countries. This can be ob-
served in the stabilization programs highly
recommended by the World Bank and ac-
cepted by many developing countries with
the structural adjustment plans (Staatz and
Eicher, 1990).

Although the developmentalist
mode! underlines the importance of the
agricultural sector as a part of the general
economic system, stressing the role of
intersectoral relationships, the concept of
agriculture as a "reserve of resources" still
persists, and after all, its subordination to
the process of industrialization has not
changed. This submission is shown
through a constant structural adjustment
of the primary sector to the functioning of
the rest of the economy (Hoggart, 1992).
Hence, the basic pivot of modernization
policies is still the dynamic relationship
between agriculture and the rest of the
economy, so as to focus on the "optimal
growth” strategy (Mellor, 1990). This rela-
tionship can be examined at three levels:
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technological, institutional, and interna-
tional. These represent the three strategic
variables upon which the process of mod-
ernization in agriculture stands, and, to-
gether with it - and thanks to this process
itself - the possibility to fulfill the roles ex-
pected of the primary sector.
Technological change has been one of
the main points of the theoretical and em-
pirical analysis of growth in Western coun-
tries. This is why technology has become
the most stressed variable in studies on the
Third World, especially in the so called "in-
duced innovation models” (Ruttan, 1990).
These models always seem to rely on the
assumption that the dyramic process
which happened in the West has gone
through technological progress, and there-
fore they suggest the same kind of path is
necessary for developing countries. The
debate on the possibility of a process of
imitation by adoption of the most efficient
technology and on the concept of "appro-
priate technology” very well fits the case
of agriculture in developing countries,
where there seems to be a constant trade-
off between modernization and the de-
struction of local systems in technological
choices. If even today the adoption of "ap-
propriate technology" is one of the most

claimed objectives of development, this
should suggest how "“inappropriate" the
transfer of technology from North to South
has been in the recent past (Long and
Oleson, 1980).

The second aspect to be mentioned is
the role of institutions, and specifically of
the State. The key to this debate is the role
of government as a promoter of agricul-
tural development and also as an "inter-
preter” of rural population needs, since the
rural population represents the weakest
group within the social components of
many developing and developed coun-
tries. It has been underlined how the theo-
rization of the State as the central institu-
tion for a development orientation is one
of the strongest areas of debate within the
alternative approaches. In spite of this, the
theoretical "strength" of such a concept as
the State, and also the relative success of
some cases of developmentalist States (as
in South-East Asia), make the
"deconstruction” of this point particularly
difficult. Somehow, the problems con-
nected to the idea of a developmentalist
state have more of an indirect nature than
a direct one, related to the path chosen, the
investments financed and the changes sup-
ported, rather than to the intervention it-
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self (Rao, 1989).

Finally, the third variable is the net-
work of connections initiated with the
opening of international relationships.
Even in this case, the progressive integra-
tion of agricultural activity in the world
economy can have a strong impact on the
social and economic organization of local
rural systems. One example often reported
in the literature (Barkin et al., 1990;
Onimode, 1992) is the constant dichotomy
between export orientation and self-reli-
ance. The agricultural export performance
of most developing countries tends to rest
with one or a few crops, with little value
added activity. Moreover, the export crops,
mostly cash crops, are not complementary
with the food crops, but rather tend to be
competitive for the availability of produc-
tive factors, especially land and labor. As
for labor, the shift from subsistence agri-
cultural systems to export oriented ones
has also had repercussions on the rural so-
cial system, especially tied to the gender
division of labor. Women, in fact, are tra-
ditionally responsible for the activities con-
nected to subsistence farming, but ex-
cluded from the control of agricuiture
when this becomes a monetarized activity.

In spite of these considerations, what

can be observed as the probable conse-
quence of the rigid application of the prin-
ciple of comparative advantage will be the
increasing specialization of Third World
countries in trade with Western countries
based on products which provide them
with foreign currency. The main result of
this strategy has been the perpetuation of
a strong dependency on the rich countries,
at least for food availabilitys. In this con-
stant trade off between integration and self-
reliance, technology and the role of the state
are again strategic variables in shaping fea-
sible development patterns.

3 Crisis of Development and New Theo-
retical Patterns.

3.1 Rethinking Development.

The acknowledgment of a state of cri-
sis of the Eurocentric development mod-
els has been strongly supported by the con-
temporary rise of studies that proposed to
be an alternative to the modernization
paradigm. Such studies offer an easily
identifiable different perception of the cul-
tural and economic systems of Third World
countries, and have focused on the analyti-

16 International Journal of Sociology of Agricutiune and Food-Revista Internacional de Sodalogia sobre Agricultura y Alimentos Vol.5/96



cal effort for escaping the direct and indi-
rect dominance of the leading models. Two
different levels of this process of rethink-
ing development can be identified. The first
operates within the discourse of develop-
ment and can be seen as the evolution of
the traditional theories. It is based on a few
crucial elements which define the dimen-
sions of a different approach: orientation
toward the basic needs, endogeneity of the
process of growth, self-reliance, delinking
and rational utilization of natural resources
(Amin, 1990a, 1990b; Hetine, 1990). These
elements, though not totaily unrelated to
the more traditional approaches, are espe-
cially emphasized by theorists of "another
development", even if with a different
stress and differentiated aims according to
their specific interests.

The second tends to place itself com-
pletely out of the developmentalist ap-
proach, very often rejecting the concept of
development itself as a Western-con-
structed discourse (Escobar, 1992a). This
process of deconstruction, though not al-
ien from exaggerations and extremes, of-
fers very interesting reflections and new
perspectives for the rethinking of the theo-
ries of development. The fragmentation of
the concept of development is spreading

not only at a theoretical level, with the iden-
tification of differentiated causes and
symptoms of backwardness, but also - and
especially - through the definitive decline
of the typical unity of the developmentalist
discourse, and the reinterpretation of con-
cepts like "Third World", "progress", "un-
derdevelopment”, and so on. This double
action of deconstruction of the economic
thought is mainly the result of the dissatis-
faction of a number of scholars toward the
traditional approaches, which have very
often labelled all that is not exactly classi-
fiable into the category of "Western-like
development" as "underdeveloped" or
"backward". The logical path generally fol-
lowed is extremely clear in the words of
Sachs (1992a:4):

"It is impossible to talk about development
without referring to concepts such as poverty,
production, the notion of state, or equality.
These concepts first rose to prominence during
modern Western history, and only then have
they been projected on the rest of the world. Each
of them crystallizes a set of tacit assumptions
which reinforce the Occidental worldview. De-
velopment has so pervasively spread these as-
sumptions that people everywhere have been
caught up in a Western perception of reality”.
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Since its beginning, development be-
came the maintenance of the same condi-
tions with which it was born, through the
creation of a network of relations among
institutions, economic strategies and politi-
cal matters which ensures its existence.
Two mechanisms are considered crucial for
its existence: a) the "professionalization” of
development, throughout the generation,
diffusion and acknowledgment of a dis-
course of development and the creation of
specific “ad hoc" disciplines (development
economics being only one of them); b} the
"institutionalization" of development,
throughout organizations such as interna-
tional agencies, non-governmental organi-
zations, and bilateral agreements, which
are responsible for the diffusion of devel-
opment practices.

The overlapping concepts of develop-
ment, progress and growth are the basis
upon which the theories of underdevelop-
ment and modernization are built, whose
essential structure is always the dichotomy
of two elements: Center and Periphery, in-
dustrialized countries and poor regions,
First and Third World, modern and back-
ward sectors. Within such dichotomies it
is always the first of the two elements

which assumes a positive connotation,
while the second exists just as the negation
of the first, thus representing an "inferior
reality” (Manzo, 1991).

A mechanism like the one described
above inevitably leads to one result, no
matter what theoretical contextualization:
The disappearance of cultural and social
differentiation and the homogenization to
a single dominant model. As Sachs
(1992a:4) suggests: "The 'Other' has van-
ished with development". The "voices of
resistance” stress exactly this point, that is,
the effort in recovering this diversity which
seems to be more and more suffocated by
an apparent homogeneity of the social and
economic dominant models.

The development discourse, as gen-
erally intended, is mainly based on a se-
ries of relations built on a few variables like
capital, technology and resources. Once
those relations are highlighted, a "space”
of development is defined, within which
concepts like industrialization, planning,
greenrevolution and macropolitics, can be
easily located. Such a space is so well de-
fined that it seems almost impossible to
even conceive a sodial reality different from
the one shaped by those variables (Escobar,
1992a). The deconstruction process does
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not deny the tragic living standards of a
large part of the Third World population;
it rather tries to underline how the condi-
tions of poverty, backwardness and rural-
ity have been "constructed” as underdevel-
opment. In other words, their definition of
a "problem of underdevelopment” led to
the institutionalization of solutions like the
industrialization process, international aid
and so on.

What is left out of the space defined
by capital, technology and rescurces? Ac-
cording to the supporters of the
"deconstruction” view, all those aspects
connected to the endogenous and local
processes of a country which are consid-
ered as part of the Third World are not in-
cluded in traditional models. These proc-
esses, sometimes conscious, but mostly
unconscious, are a fragmentation of the
reality defined by the categories of devel-
opment; they bring into light some social
categories that are made invisible by the
traditional approaches: peasants, women,
environmental movements, or simply the
actors of the local traditions and cultures.
These "new" categories make the
counterposition between "modern" and
“traditional" become unbearable and obso-
lete. As Escobar put it:

“the distinction between "modernity’ and ‘tra-
dition’, one of the major dualisms through
which development operates, is showing clearer
signs of obsolescence, despite the fact that the
current restructuring of the world economy ...
seems to imply that capitalist ‘'modernization’
is the only alternative left in the Third World”
(Escobar, 1992a:423).

So the emergence of "new" social ac-
tors and the proliferation of grassroot
movements in Third World countries
weaken not only the interpretative effort
of developmentalism, but also that of "al-
ternative” theories such as dependency and
marginality.

What are the possible outcomes of
such a direct deconstruction of the tradi-
tional theories of development and of the
acknowledgment of a crisis in develop-
ment economics? Although it does not
seem reasonable to talk about "the death
of development” (Raffi, 1990), this process
of rethinking has the indisputable merit of
having stimulated a deep reformulation of
the approach to the study of the Third
World, opening up the way to new feasi-
ble theoretical issues. The conciliation of
the mainstream with the "voices of resist-
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ance” is very often just apparent, and lim-
ited to a process of absorption of the lan-
guage and the actors, which turns up to be
of a lifting more than a real opening to new
ideas and needs. A very good example of
the last issue is the concept of SD, which
includes environmental aspects in the ap-
proach to the Third World. Are we really
facing a new way of conceiving develop-
ment, or is it just a formal process, that
leads to the appropriation of the discourse
of environmentalism, and that celebrates
the "happy marriage" between develop-
ment and environment? In the next para-
graph, entirely devoted to these issues, SD
is considered to be "the battle ground” be-
tween the mainstream and the new ap-
proaches to development.

3.2 Sustainable Development: "a New La-
bel on Old Bottles"?

Since the end of the Eighties, in view
of the redevelopment of both the First and
the Third World, the concept of SD has
proved to be the new ethos of development
(Esteva, 1992) - a role that, as it is shown
below, may appear too ambitious, notwith-
standing its indisputable merit of having
proposed the environmental aspect as an

integral part of the development strategy
and not merely as a secondary concern of
the strategy itself.

As a starting point it should be rec-
ognized that, aside from criticism, SD is the
most successful idea in terms of environ-
ment and development. The reasons for
such a success are clearly connected to its
conceptual flexibility, which allows it to
acquire different meanings and nuances
according to the theoretical, political and
social context in which from time to timeit
is inserted. Such flexibility allows an ap-
parent merging of shapes and objectives:

“from the profit-minded industrialist and risk-
minimizing subsistence farmer to the equity-
seeking social worker, the pollution-concerned
or wildlife-loving First Worlder, the growth-
maximizing policy maker, the goal-oriented
bureaucrat, and therefore, the vote-counting
politician” (Lele, 1991:613).

We will attempt to clarify the different po-
sitions of SD, from the most significant to
the mostirrelevant ones: our goal being not
that of providing a final definition, but
rather that of ascertaining, on the basis of
an historical analysis of such a concept,
whether one or more (or none?) new theo-
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retical bodies are contained in the mist of
definitions.

The historical period under analysis
runs from the United Nations Conference on
Human Environment, held in Stockholm in
1972, to the Earth Summit of Rio de Janeiro
(1992), a time in which SD, though still
unconvincing in terms of an attained level
of "maturity”, has nonetheless gained the
central position it currently holds both in
the mainstream and in alternative ap-
proaches.

3.2.1 A Short History.

The 1972 Conference on Human Envi-
ronment is usually considered to be the key
event in the recognition of a "global" envi-
ronmental problem: under the pressure of
the acknowledged "global crisis" of the Six-
ties and Seventies, ecology and environ-
mentalism began, at least in intention, to
cross national borders. The Conference
however was unable to indicate global so-
lutions: the environmental issues and those
related to development were considered
separately and the sense of integration and
sharing of the problems between North
and South was overlooked (Adams, 1990).

In this period, literature was domi-

nated by works of Neo-Malthusian imprint
(Ehrlich, 1968; Meadows ef al., 1972), based
on the principle that the population can-
not trespass the availability of resources
without facing famine and environmental
degradation. Such an approach, strongly
criticized because of its lack of reference to
distribution problems, appeared rather
suspect to the less developed countries. In
the proposal of "global" solutions they saw
an attempt to avert national resources from
national control (Adams, 1990) as well as a
possible involvement in problems for
which they held themselves only second-
arily responsible® (Nogueira and Surkin,
1992).

It was at the meeting held in Cocoyoc,
Mexico, in October 1974, that the concept
of 5D was explicitly used for the first time.
On that occasion, possibly the birthplace
of an "alternative trend" in the theory of
economic development (Hettne, 1990), the
environmental problem was faced for the
first time from the standpoint of the Third
World and especially of the poorest coun-
tries. The conclusive declaration under-
lined in fact the uneven resource distribu-
tion and the existence of a double bond in
the development process, an internal one
due to human needs, and an external one
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due to resource exploitation.

The official document that gave a
wider international resonance to the con-
cept of sustainability, thanks in part to the
media propaganda at the time, was cer-
tainly the 1980 World Conservation Strategy
(WCS). Although presented as a first at-
tempt to demonstrate the indivisibility and
the compatibility between environment
and development, the WCS involves de-
velopment only marginally, focusing its
attention on sustainability essentially un-
derstood as conservation (TUCN, 1980).

In spite of the unquestionable influ-
ence of the WCS on the following studies’,
its micro approach, the accent on the im-
portance of local cultures and technologies,
and its technical reference to ecologically
“sound" agricultural practices led the main-
stream to associate the document with lo-
calism, underlining its lack of global view”.
Such criticism was widely accepted by the
subsequent and perhaps most influential
document in the field of SD: the 1987
Brundtland Report (BR). As a product of the
World Commission on Environment and De-
velopment, that report was in fact centered
on a decidedly global approach, on
multilateralism and inter-dependency
among nations, its aim being to fit the en-

vironmental problem into a political
economy framework’.

Our Common Future (WCED, 1987)
provides the first explicit definition of SD
as a kind of development "that meets the
needs of the present without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs” (WCED, 1987:43). This
definition is essentially based on two con-
cepts: the requirement to satisfy basic needs
and the existence of some limits in the ex-
pansion of economic activity. In such a
view, it should be stressed that the limits
stated in the BR, are not those imposed by
the environment as such, i.e., absolute lim-
its, but are those "imposed by the state of
technology and social organization on the
environment'’s ability to meet present and
future needs" (WCED, 1987:43).

Thanks to such a definition, the con-
cept of SD undergoes a subtle but impor-
tant change, being pushed towards the
socio-economic context of development in
the guise of an efficient management of natu-
ral resources. Also the WCS proposed a
certain form of environmental management
starting from the (essentially moral) as-
sumption of the maintainance of the eco-
system and subsequently trying to demon-
strate that such a behavior was right also

22 Intetnational Journal of Socology of Agriculture and Food-Revista Internacianal de Sociologia sobre Agricultura y Alimentos Val.5/96



from the economic standpoint. Conversely,
the BR inverts such relationships com-
pletely and, focusing directly on human-
ity, discusses the environmental policies
required to attain pre-fixed socio-economic
goals. One seems to have shifted from the
Seventies, the days of the limits to growth,
to an era of growth to limits (W. Sachs 1988,
as cited in Escobar, 1992b).

The BR's analysis is exclusively
centerd on economic growth and its role
in solving the problem of poverty, which
is considered the main cause of environ-
mental degradation. A world economics’
revitalization in an otherwise ill-defined
ecologically sound framework is in fact
hoped for, aiming at eliminating the plague
of poverty and, together with it, its "dam-
aging" effects on the environment. These
solutions, which do not explain how the
balancing trick (Adams, 1990:60) with the
environment could be achieved within
their context, lie in fact in a "more rapid
economic growth in both industrial and
developing countries, freer market access
to the products of developing countries,
lower interest rates, greater technological
transfer, and significantly larger capital
flows, both concessional and commercial”
(WCED, 1987:89).

If the limit of WCS can be detected in
its scarce attention to the political and eco-
nomic forces active behind (un)sustainable
development practices (Redclift, 1984,
1987), then the BR seems to be exclusively
interested in the effects of environmental
degradation on effective and potential
growth, neglecting the negative conse-
quences of economic growth on the envi-
ronment {Adams, 1990; Escobar, 1992b).
What was considered a "romantic” view in
the WCS, gains in the BR the shape of the
most "rational" economism: it is not directly
the environment, but economic growth and
the hope in its beneficial effects that seem
in need of being sustained (Illich, 1989).
Thus in the last years a substantial change
in behavior towards the environment from
a "moral” {o an "efficientist” approach has
shown up (Batie, 1989).

We would like to conclude this brief
history, with a few words on the Earth
Summit of Rio de Janeiro held in June 1992.
Even in that context, SD has put to a prof-
itable use its many nuances to gain a cen-
tral position in the North-South debate. In
spite of this, the results may be considered
deceiving as no new position has been pos-
tulated and all the known approaches have
failed to give any original contribution to
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the debate on the possible role of SD.
Moreover, the well-known conflicts among
nations - more specifically, North vs. South
- which characterized the Rio meeting,
seemed to throw for the first time some
doubt on the success SD had enjoyed until
then: in fact the political consent that had
always appeared to accompany and sus-
tain the SD diffusion collapsed, as we will
see in the next section.

3.2.2 Sustainable Development: a New
Paradigm?

The promoters of SD found them-
selves facing the dilemma typical of every
program of political action and social
change: the choice between an incisive and
unambiguous position about the goals of
the program or the maximization of politi-
cal consent. In contrast to ecodevelopment,
which was declared rapidly "out of fash-
ion" as it focused on environment's prob-
lems too "radicaily”, SD aimed neatly at the
second choice, often sacrificing its precision
to a wider popularity (Barbier, 1987).

Entirely different and historically
opposed political and social forces found
shelter under the ill-defined shadow of SD.

On the one hand, the environmentalist
movements went back to the concept of SD
in the attempt to demonstrate the relevance
of their ideas about correct management
of natural resources and to combine the
"half-spiritual” idea (Sachs, 1992¢) of ecol-
ogy with the rationality of economic theory.
On the other hand, international agencies
and development theorists saw in SD the
long awaited wedding of development and
environment, The last World Bank's Devel-
opment Report (World Bank, 1992), clearly
states that the reasons pushing for the com-
pilation of works such as The Limits to
Growth (Meadows et al., 1972), in which the
necessity to put a restraint on economic
growth was emphasized, belong by now
to the past and that to-day, thanks to the
idea of SD, only a "false dichotomy" (World
Bank, 1992:25) exists between development
and the environment since in fact the two
goals are concurrently attainable. Moreo-
ver, they are simply defined as "comple-
mentary aspects of the same agenda”
(World Bank, 1992:25).

According to Buttel (1992), SD repre-
sents the success of the "greening” of the
institutions assisting development: em-
bodying “opposition" topics, such as the
ecological and feminist issues of the 70's,
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the 90's mainstream appears renewed, at
least in its form. To what extent is such an
internalization of environmental problems
a sign of change or just a variation of lan-
guage? If both "development” and
"sustainability” show definitional difficul-
ties, it is obvious that their joint use can
generate an unbelievable proliferation of
different meanings. In fig.1, an attempt has
been made to sketch how such concepts,
according to the different features, can
spawn many "forms" of SD.

The first definition suggests that SD
is a synonym of sustaining growth. Such an
accepted meaning, apart from neglecting
the well known criticism about the inad-
equacy of growth as an equivalent to de-
velopment, appears highly inconsistent
(Lele, 1991). In fact, if growth is intended
in strictly physical terms, as in the growth
of consumption, the hypothesis of its un-
limited sustainment collides with the ac-
knowledgment of an existing impassable
limit, certainly already reached, in the use
of resources (Goodland, 1991; WCED,
1987).

In other instances, the word "sustain-
able" is often used to underline the rel-
evance of certain categories of economic
policy objectives within development pro-

grams: in fact if we analyze the recent lit-
erature in the field of development, either
Neoclassical, Marxist or Radical, and the
Environmentalists’ programs, we find ref-
erences to "sustainability”, though differ-
ently interpreted, everywhere. According
to this kind of approach, different priori-
ties are in fact identified: fulfillment of the
basic needs of the poorest populations,
maximization of inter-generational equity,
maintenance of resource productivity, safe-
guard of genetic diversity, respect for dif-
ferent forms of culture, maintenance of so-
cial equilibrium, improvement in access to
resources, social and institutional justice.
As we will see in the concluding section,
even if every single approach seems to pro-
pose an absolute priority, we believe that
the goals acquire a different relevance ac-
cording to the economic and social contexts
to which they are referred and therefore
particular attention must be paid to the
inter-relationships and reciprocal influ-
ences existing ambng them.

Finally, sustainability is called for as
a "successful” feature to the development
process: "for economic development to be
truly 'sustainable’ requires tailoring the
design and implementation of projects to
the needs and capabilities of people who
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are supposed to benefit from them"
(Uphoff, 1985, quoted in Barbier, 1987:103).
This assertion seems to be a trivial one, in
that every development program should
obviously be oriented towards its own ben-
eficiaries. Furthermore, it does not clarify
at all in what way SD differs from devel-
opment.

3.2.3 Economic Growth: a Non-Objective
of Sustainable Development.

If the uneasiness acknowledged so far
in treating development sustainability and
its meaning stems from an analysis of the
primary sources, it is not surprising that

some secondary sources taking the prob-

lem into consideration propose it in ex-
tremely simplified terms. The 1992 World
Bank Development Report does not hesi-
tate to dismiss the problem in few words:
"sustainable development is development
that lasts” (World Bank, 1992:34)'°. In fact,
after mentioning the "absorption” of non-
economic factors such as literacy, life ex-
pectancy, etc. in the definition of develop-
ment, and underlining the risk that envi-
ronmental degradation can represent to the
attainment of these development goals, the

World Bank reduces the problem to a mat-
ter of efficiency in the natural resources
management and to the choice of a "well-
chosen" rate of discount to be employed in
the cost-benefit analysis"".

In such an “efficientist” view of the
environmental problem, however strongly
hoped for in the BR, the main instrumen-
tal goal identified by the mainstream in or-
der to achieve SD is economic growth. Such
a choice however raises some doubts. If on
the one hand it is reasonable to believe that
growth and environmental safeguards are
not necessarily antithetical, on the other
hand one could ask why, in the absence of
such a correlation, the accent continues to
be put on growth as a solution. The answer
generally given to such a question lies in
the hypothetical relationship existing
among growth, poverty and environment;
given the "responsibility” assigned by
many to poverty in environment degrada-
tion (World Bank, 1992), economic growth
appears to be considered a solution to the
problem of poverty and, consequently, to
the ecological question. Such a statement
seems to oppose the fact that, at the begin-
ning of the Seventies, the basic needs ap-
proach was indeed proposed in conse-
quence of the observation that economic
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growth alone was unable to solve the prob-
lem of poverty. According to several au-
thors, in fact, economic growth should be
a "non-objective” for SD, in that it does not
imply
sustainability nor the removal of poverty.
What on the contrary could be of some rel-
evance is the reversal of the phenomenon:

necessarily environmental

the implementation of policies aimed at
solv{ng efficiently the problems of poverty,
of unemployment, of environmental deg-
radation, of rural development, could bring
as a consequence, especially in the Third
World, a GNP increase and a still more
hoped for growth of investments. Anyway,
"economic growth may be the fallout of
sustainable development, but not its prime
mover” (Lele, 1991:615)'%

3.2.4 The "Commoditization”" of Na-
ture, or, How "Resistance" Encounters Sus-
tainable Development.

Many heterodox scholars criticize the
concept of SD mainly because the model
reproposes through the "greening” of eco-
nomic theories and of the institutions
propagating its contents a "green" version
of the same paradigm, once again centered

on the benefits of capitalism, on the drive/
model role of the West and on a manage-
rial approach to the environment. Accord-
ing to Sachs (1989), the only aspects sepa-
rating eco-developers from traditional econo-
mists are the direct acknowledgment of
environment's limits to production and the
need to overtake them. In fact their com-
mon character is an "economic worldview
that fails to appreciate cultural limits to the
predominance of production, cultural lim-
its that reduce the importance of produc-
tion and, in so doing, also relieve environ-
mental pressure” (Sachs, 1989:18). Follow~
ing the ideology typical of ecological sci-
ences and system theory, development is
essentially proposed as a process of re-
source management, where a slight reform
of "traditional” instruments is considered
sufficient to ensure "optimal” results
(Adams, 1990), without discussing the con-
cept of development in itself.
Furthermore, the voices of resistance
criticize the scarce consideration in which
are held the "other" cultures, and the en-
tire group of economic agents only partly
or not at all interested in what happens in
the market. Once again, as in the days of
the Green Revolution, development seems
to address the groups prone to be more and
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more integrated into the national or inter-
national economic system, leaving apart
the poorest fringes, up to their definitive
disappearance.

According to several scholars (Sachs,
1992a, 1992¢; Shiva, 1992), the first and
most necessary step toward the realization
of the formal reconciliation between devel-
opment and environment has been the so-
called "commodization" of nature. Through
its progressive capitalization, nature gets
into the economic process as a "production
condition"”, as something that, even if non-
capitalistically produced, has to be consid-
ered in the same way as any other good
subject to value and market laws
(O'Connor, 1991). Thus, turned into "envi-
ronment”, "raw material”, "natural re-
sources”, nature acquires within the tradi-
tional economic theory a manageable
shape: what is not economically relevant
is bound to disappear and ethical values
are systematically degraded to technical
values, the so-called "externalities".

Such a desacralization process (Shiva,
1992) from Mother Nature to Environment
has its roots in a modernist and Western
approach to science: from a Baconian per-
spective, the role of humanity can be seen
in the control exerted over natural proc-

esses. In affirming the universality of such
supremacy in the relationship between
humanity and nature - typical of the Euro-
pean cultures of the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion as a consequence of the fear instilled
by the exogeneity of the "natural” in the
human world - the mainstream shows the
main limits of its action. In fact, although
the "sustainability" of local cultures is of-
ten present in official documents, all com-
munities pursuing strategies other than
that of efficiency in the use of resources are
not considered at all or at best are judged
implicitly irrelevant.

The above-mentioned scholars’ con-
tribution to the discussion is that they con-
sider resources only as far as they are used
in the production of goods and in capital
accumulation. In this way, are ignored both
the relevance of natural processes regen-
erating resources apart from human activ-
ity, and the vast necessity of natural re-
sources of most of the world population,
whose needs are not satisfied through the
market mechanisms. Such a partial view
of nature turns out to be "the reason why
ecological destruction and threat to human
survival have remained hidden negative
externalities of the development process”
(Bandyopadhyay and Shiva, 1988:1227).
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As often underlined in this article, the
relevance of the "voices of resistance” lies
in having offered new motives of reflection
on the general questions of development.
Apart from this indisputable merit, two
possible negative aspects can be detected
in such approaches, especially if totally
antithetical to Western ones: on one side
the danger of flowing out into a sort of pro-
Third World and anti-West ideological fun-
damentalism, which could contribute to
the worsening of the polarization among
world regions, on the other the risk that
these forms of opposition crystallize in a
sort of "Purism”, which is but the expres-
sion of an "upside down" cultural élite.

4 Sustainability in Agricuiture.

In this final section, an attempt will
be made to combine the definitions of SD
with different ways of theorizing the role
of agriculture in economic development.
This is aimed at gaining a further param-
eter to evaluate the theoretical strength of
SD through the use of agriculture as a "case
study”.

In section 2 we highlighted the main

processes of agricultural modernization. If
one considers SD as sustaining growth (left
definition in fig.1), such strategies may fall
into the category of sustainability. As pre-
viously pointed out, this definition of SD
focuses on the effects of an increase of
growth as a solution to poverty and, as a
consequence, to environmental degrada-
tion. Therefore even the transformation of
agriculture along the modernization path
can be understood as "sustainable”.

The traditional analysis of develop-
ment tends to focus on environmental deg-
radation as a direct consequence of merely
exogenous shocks, like demographic pres-
sure, adverse climatic factors, and external
debt that leads to an uncontrolled use of
the resources. These factors, however im-
portant in the determination of the causes
of environmental problems, become par-
ticularly powerful once they act on a sys-
tem already damaged by some of the ef-
fects of modernization™.

It is not our intention to romanticize
the pre-modern organizational forms, but
still it is important to acknowledge that a
subsistence system is often a "closed", pos-
sibly backward system, but with some very
effective mechanisms of control on the en-
vironment and on the social relations that
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P I
Concepts: Sustainability ) Development
| d |
| l —1 [ |
Connotations:  Literal  Successful FEcological Social ’I Process Obijectives
\ \ \
\\ \ \ \ !
\ \ \\ \ /
\\ \ \ X
Meanings: \ \ AVA growth basic needs,
/
\ \ NS /
\ I 3N /
\ -\
\ //I \\ /
\ A | \\ /
\ i / N/
[ \ N/
v v

Interpretations:  PD = unlimited sustained SD = successful|| SD = achieving traditional

growth. development. economic, ecological
and social objectives.
(contradictory meaning) (trivial meaning) {absolute priorities)

Figure 1 - Sustainable development semantic map {adapted from Lele, 1991).
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establish a balanced working of the whole
society. The problem often posed by the
modernization process is precisely that of
the opening of such a system, which loses
its internal balance and collapses, if not
coherently supported.

What we have discussed up to this
point inevitably leads us to reconsider the
roles of the agricultural sector in develop-
ing countries. In such countries, the tradi-
tional function of the primary sector as a
resource reserve seems to be perpetuated.
Such a function, typical of the moderniza-
tion perspective, is the main cause of a
number of problems, which includes an
increasing social and economic polariza-
tion between export-oriented agriculture
embodied in the global system, and sub-
sistence agriculture, increasingly
marginalized and condemned to disap-
pear, however high the human and social
cost.

The sustainability of the agricultural
sector seems to be posed in a transversal
way on three main systems: economic, $0-
cial and environmental (Barbier, 1987).
However, each system relies on different
objectives which, although individually
relevant, are not always simultaneously
attainable. Evident trade-offs exist amongst

them: for instance, between the necessity
of augmenting agricultural production and
the restraint of environmental degradation,
between the improvement of the sodal con-
dition of women and the safeguard of the
traditional family values, or between the
introduction of new techniques and the
conservation of the local culture. For this
reason it is difficult, if not impossible, to
establish an absolute hierarchy in the pri-
ority of objectives (right definition in fig.1).
The concurrent presence of so many objec-
tives, that, as we have seen, constitutes the
basis for the political success of SD, is thus
also the main reason for its limited and
controversial attainability.

In conclusion, it seems important to
state on one side the multidimensional as-
pect of development, as a consequence of
the interaction among the three systems
mentioned before, and on the other the
variability of the objectives of development
in time and space. In this regard, a particu-
larly interesting example is provided by the
Punjab area of India, one of the acknowl-
edged "successful” cases of the Green Revo-
lution. In that region, the positive achieve-
ment of short-term objectives, such as the
increase of cereal production through the
use of genetically selected varieties, was

International Jeumnal of Sodlsiogy of Agriculture and Food-Revista Internacional de Sociologia sobre Agricullura y Alimentos Vol 5/96 31



followed by long-term effects on the social,
political and ecological order of the area,
the value of which is at the least question-
able (Shiva, 1991).

By analyzing the different agro-sys-
tems, from local to international ones
(Conway and Barbier, 1990), the interac-
tions among the economic, social and en-
vironmental systems, and between these
and the implied instruments, vary accord-
ing to the level to which one is referring.
In other words, when an attempt is made
at defining which role of agriculture in
developing countries (but not only in these)
is "sustainable", the level of the agricultural
system to which one is referring must be
indicated. Very often in fact an agriculture
"sustainable” at a certain level of the hier-
archy can turn "unsustainable” at the next
one and vice versa. In this regard, many
examples may be recalled. Strongly export-
oriented agricultures can be seen as an ex-
ample of "sustainability" at the interna-
tional level, but their "unsustainability” at
the national and regional level can be a
problem in social and economic terms.
Cropping techniques of the slash and burn
type, particularly sustainable if limited to
areas characterized by a reduced demo-
graphic pressure and adequate fallow in-

tervals between each harvest (which allow
the regeneration of soil fertility) become
highly harmful when intensified, because
of the scarcity of land or the effect of de-
mographic pressure. Furthermore, agricul-
tural systems based on subsistence and
self-consumption can be seen as sustain-
able if single rural systems are considered,
but show their limits as soon as one tries
to stretch them to a general model, in that,
through the reduced supply of food, they
tend to put a penalty on poverty, having
no direct access to the land.

Therefore, it seems very difficult to
identify generic sustainable approaches to
agricultural development. They might only
be defined by paying attention to the many
dimensions of development, but this takes
us back to the trivial space of the fig.1 (SL»
as "successful development”). In other
words, the terms "sustainable" and
"unsustainable” seem to have here no other
particular meaning than "good" and "bad".
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5 Concluding remarks.

The main outcome of this paper is
that SD, far from being "the new" para-
digm, appears to be an extremely ductile
and flexible instrument of economic policy.
Such properties allow its merely formal
absorption into often contrasting ap-
proaches of several kinds, and offer the
possibility of using it as a new label on old
bottles.

The way the mainstream has dealt
with sustainability seems to be nothing
more than a make-up operation, leading
to an environmentalization of old ap-
proaches that gain a renewed success. Such
an operation has involved not only the
theories, but also the institutions like states,
international agencies, political move-
ments. This aspect is very effectively un-
derlined by the theorists of "resistance”,
whose main merit is that of monitoring the
real quality of the mainstream's effort of
the mainstream to renovate itself.

On the other hand, the stress on such
a partial aspect of development as the en-
vironmental issue, leads very often to a
form of "deep ecologism"” that tends to
emphasize only one of the three main sys-
tems on which development lays (eco-

nomic, sodial, environmental). This attitude
is shared by both some of the "voices of re-
sistance”, such as the advocates of conser-
vation and sacralization of Nature
(Bandyopadhyay and Shiva, 1988), and
some green movements of the Western
countries.

Finally, the definition of SD as "suc-
cessful development” seems to be redun-
dant and the association of sustainability
with the concept of development can only
be seen as a way of acknowledging that the
policies implemented have not really been
"sustainable”. If on the one hand SD is no
more than a label, on the other the real prob-
lem, in our opinion, is still represented by
the bottles, that is, by the way the many
developmental issues are faced and con-
fronted.
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" The Authors wish to thank Vanessa Chio and
Julie Graham of the University of Massachusetts at
AMherst for their helpful suggestions and com-
ments. Roberto Henke drafted Sections 2 and 3.1;
Mario Zappacosta drafted Sections 3.2 and 4; the
introduction and the conciusions were written

jointly.

! According to the 1992 World Development Report
(World Bank, 1992), GDP growth rates range from
0.5 for the Middle East & North Africa to 7.8 for
East Asia & the Pacific.

?For a wider discussion of the concept of moderni-
zation and its possible uses, see Best and Kellner,
1991.

? For a detailed rewiev of the underdevelopment
and dependency theories, see Palma, 1978; Kay,
1989; for a critical approach Manzo, 1991.

! These main actions are considered by Timmer
{1990) to be the takeover of the functional contribu-
tion of the primary sector to growth, as generally
stressed in the dualistic models, and a stress on the
role of agriculture in the development process

* This seems to be the consequence of the imple-
mentation of structural adjustinent plans strongly
supported by international agencies. The agricul-
tural sector is particularly involved because of com-
petition between food crops and cash crops, and
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also because the primary sector is a policy-taker in
most countries, as in the case of policies of devalu-
ation, and trade liberalization.

¢ The unequal contribution to pollution by devel-
oped and developing countries has been one of the
main topics of discussion in the twenty years lead-
ing to Rio 92.

7 A typical example is ecodevelopment, which owes
much to the moral considerations of the WCS.
Ecodevelopment is originally defined as “an ap-
proach to development aimed at harmonizing so-
cial and economic objectives with ecologically
sound management, in a spirit of solidarity with
future generations; based on the principle of self-
reliance, satisfaction of basic needs, a new symbio-
sis of man and earth; another kind of qualitative
growth, not zero growth, not negative growth” (L
Sachs, 1978, quoted in Glaeser, 1984:25).

¥The perhaps excessive use of moral points of view
in support of environmental protection and the
misbelief that preservation itself could outflank
power structures and social disparities have oper-
ated in such a way that the WCS was also defined
by the mainstream as a romantic, ideological and
eventually naive strategy.

*The BRis part of a series of studies commissioned
by the United Nations in the Eighties, having as a
common trait an approach of the one world system
kind. On such an approach are based two reports
of the Brandt Commission, Programme for Survival
and Common Crisis as well as the Palme Commis-
sion's Common Security.

YFor a detailed rewiev of 1992 World Development
Report, see Taylor, 1993.

1 A contribution to the understanding of how much
the international institutions took up the environ-
mental problem is clearly provided by the asser-
tions of L. Summers, the World Bank chief econo-

mist, about the opportunity fo encourage an increas-
ing displacement of polluting industries towards
developing countries. In this regard, Summers of-
fered three reasons in support of a positive answer:
1) since the pollution cost is determined by the lack
of earnings due to death and disease, and as the
earnings are lower in the poorest countries, such
losses turn out to be less important; 2) since the cost
of pollution is expected to be augmented in pro-
portion to its increase, the contamination of still
clean regions of the world could be considered less
injurious; 3) as people attribute a higher value to a
clean environment as their revenues increase, if
polluting industries move from wealthy to poor
countries, the global cost of pollution will fall (The
Economist, 1992:7).

2 Although listed as a "high priority” to achieve
sustainability, also population control will be a con-
sequence of such developmental policies, through
improved labor incomes and reduced poverty.

3 An example of neoclassical "rationality" and "in-
ternal coherence” is offered by W. Beckerman (1992),
a World Bank consultant for the World Develop-
ment Report 1992 on the environment. Talking
about the increase in the atmospheric temperature
caused by the accumulation of industrial gases, he
rejects any suggestion of a slow down of the indus-
trial production because the cost of such a reduc-
tion would be "greater than the cost to Bangladesh
of the sea level rise (Bangladesh is seriously in dan-
ger of being flooded), it would obviously be in eve-
rybody's interests to abstain from this drastic ac-
tion and to compensate Bangladesh generously out
of the savings that would be made" (p.486, empha-
sis added).

"1t is extremely important to underline here that
we are using the concept of environment in a very
broad sense, not limited o the natural aspects, but
including the social and economic relationships
involved. We also believe that this is a very mean-
ingful way of approaching the problem of sustain-
able development.
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