
PREFACE

THIS BOOK grew out of a sense of puzzlement: the fact that for many years the industrialized
nations of North America and Europe were supposed to be the indubitable models for the
societies of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the so-called Third World, and that these
societies must catch up with the industrialized countries, perhaps even become like them. This
belief is still held today in many quarters. Development was and continues to be—although
less convincingly so as the years go by and its promises go unfulfilled—the magic formula.
The presumed ineluctability of this notion—and, for the most part, its unquestioned desirability
—was most puzzling to me. This work arose out of the need to explain this situation, namely,
the creation of a Third World and the dream of development, both of which have been an
integral part of the socioeconomic, cultural, and political life of the post–World War II period.

The overall approach taken in the book can be described as poststructuralist. More
precisely, the approach is discursive, in the sense that it stems from the recognition of the
importance of the dynamics of discourse and power to any study of culture. But there is much
more than an analysis of discourse and practice; I also attempt to contribute to the development
of a framework for the cultural critique of economics as a foundational structure of modernity,
including the formulation of a culture-based political economy. In addition, I include a detailed
examination of the emergence of peasants, women, and the environment as clients of the
development apparatus in the 1970s and 1980s. Finally, I incorporate throughout the text
accounts of Third World scholars, many of whom tell stories that are less mediated by the
needs of the U.S. and European academy.

The approach is also anthropological. As Stuart Hall said, “If culture happens to be what
seizes your soul, you will have to recognize that you will always be working in an area of
displacement.” The analysis in this book is cultural in the anthropological sense but also in the
sense of cultural studies. It may be situated among current attempts to advance anthropology
and cultural studies as critical, intellectual, and political projects.

As the title of the book suggests, development and even the Third World may be in the
process of being unmade. This is happening not so much because the Second World (the
socialist economies of Europe) is gone and the Holy Trinity of the post–World War II era is
finally collapsing on its own but because of development’s failure and the increasing
opposition to it by popular groups in the Third World. The voices that are calling for an end to
development are becoming more numerous and audible. This book can be seen as part of this
effort; I also hope that it will be part of the task of imagining and fostering alternatives.

I would like to thank the following people: Sheldon Margen, Paul Rabinow, and C. West
Churchman of the University of California, Berkeley; Jacqueline Urla and Sonia E. Alvarez,
special friends and co-workers in anthropology and social movements research, respectively;
Tracey Tsugawa, Jennifer Terry, Orin Starn, Miguel Díaz-Barriga, Deborah Gordon, and Ron
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Balderrama, also good friends and interlocutors; Michael Taussig, James O’Connor, Lourdes
Benería, Adele Mueller, Stephen Gudeman, and James Clifford, important sources of insights
and support.

Scholars working on related approaches to development whose writings, discussions, and
active support I appreciate include Majid Rahnema, Ashis Nandy, Vandana Shiva, Shiv
Visvanathan, Stephen and Frédérique Marglin, and the group gathered around Wolfgang Sachs,
Ivan Illich, and Barbara Duden; James Ferguson and Stacy Leigh Pigg, fellow anthropologists;
and María Cristina Rojas de Ferro, also studying Colombian regimes of representation.
Donald Lowe and John Borrego read and offered suggestions on my doctoral dissertation in
Berkeley.

Several people in Colombia have been extremely important to this book. I want to thank
especially Alvaro Pedrosa, Orlando Fals Borda, María Cristina Salazar, and Magdalena León
de Leal for providing intellectual exchange and friendship. My research on food, nutrition, and
rural development was made easier and more interesting by Darío Fajardo, Patricia Prieto,
Sofía Valencia, and Beatriz Hernandez. In the United States, I thank Leonard Joy, Michael
Latham, Alain de Janvry, and Nola Reinhardt, also for their work on food and nutrition, on
which I draw. The Latin American dimension of the book received vital impetus from the
following friends and colleagues: Fernando Calderón and Alejandro Piscitelli (Buenos Aires);
Margarita López Maya, Luis Gómez, María Pilar García, and Edgardo and Luis Lander
(Caracas); Edmundo Fuenzalida (Santiago); Heloisa Boarque de Hollanda (Rio de Janeiro);
Aníbal Quijano (Lima); and Fernando Flores in Berkeley, who was instrumental in helping me
obtain financial support for a year of writing at Berkeley. Funding for fifteen months of
fieldwork in Colombia (1981–1982; 1983) was provided by the United Nations University.

More often than not, my undergraduate students at the University of California, Santa Cruz,
and Smith College responded enthusiastically and critically to many of the ideas presented in
this book. I want to thank particularly Ned Bade, and Granis Stewart and Beth Bessinger, my
research assistants at Santa Cruz and Smith College, respectively.

On a more personal note (although in the case of many of those already mentioned the line
between the personal and the professional is blurred at best), I would like to thank friends in
the San Francisco Bay Area, particulary Celso Alvarez, Cathryn Teasley, Zé Araújo, Ignacio
Valero, Guillermo Padilla, Marcio Cámara, Judit Moschkovich, Isabel de Sena, Ron Levaco,
Rosselyn Lash, Rafael Coto, Tina Rotenberg, Clementina Acedo, Lorena Martos, Inés Gómez,
Jorge Myers, and Richard Harris; Marta Morello-Frosch, Julianne Burton, and David Sweet at
the Latin American Studies program at the University of California at Santa Cruz, where I
taught for three years; Nancy Gutman and Richard Lim in Northampton, Massachusetts; and my
colleagues in the anthropology department at Smith College—Elizabeth Hopkins, Frédérique
Apffel-Marglin, and Donald Joralemon. In Colombia, a similar group of friends includes
Consuelo Moreno, Jaime Fernando Valencia, Mercedes Franco, and their children, and
Yolanda Arango and Alvaro Bedoya. Finally, I want to thank especially my family—Yadira,
María Victoria, Chepe, Tracey, and María Elena. I also want to remember my father, Gustavo,
who died in 1990 still dreaming of his small hometown while trying (without great success in
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terms of conventional economic and development indicators) to make it in the big city so that
his children could “get ahead” and become modern.

The suggestions of Mary Murrell, my editor at Princeton University Press, were an
important catalyst in bringing the book to completion in its present form. I am grateful to her for
her trust in the project. Finally, I would like to acknowledge two other sources of inspiration:
Michel Foucault, whose work provided insights in many forms and at many levels, and the
vibrant sounds of many Third World musicians—Caribbean, West African, and Latin American
—particularly when I lived in the San Francisco Bay Area. It is not a coincidence that Third
World music is becoming increasingly important in the cultural productions of the West. This
brief mention is meant as a reminder that perhaps many books—this one included—would be
quite different without it.
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Encountering Development
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