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GLOBAL LIBERALISM?: RETHINKING THE 'THIRD 
WORLD' AFTER THE COLD WAR" 

Mark T. Berger 

The End of History? 

The end of the cold war has facilitated the dramatic 
globalisation of market economies and electoral democracy. 
However, the significance of global capitalism and the substance 
of the democratic transitions of the past few years are subjects of 
considerable debate. Many commentators continue to anticipate 
that the former Soviet Union, as well as much of Eastern Europe, 
will soon be 'joining' the industrial economies and political 
democracies of Western Europe, North America and Japan. They 
emphasise that the end of the Cold War represents the triumph of 
liberalism and it is only a matter of time before the former Soviet 
bloc along with the rest of the world (especially the 'Newly 
Industrialised Countries' of East Asia) enters an era of capitalist 
prosperity and 'democracy'. The most well known exponent of 
this view is probably Francis Fukuyama, a RAND consultant and 
former US State Department employee, who suggested in 1989 
that the end of the Cold War might be the "end of history". In a 
now famous article, he characterised the waning of the conflict 
between Washington and Moscow as the "end point of mankind's 
ideological evolution and the universalisation of Western liberal 
democracy as the final form of human government". He 
emphasised that the liberal "victory" was still unfinished, and it 
had occurred mainly "in the realm of ideas or consciousness". The 
process was "as yet incomplete in the real or material world". 
According to Fukuyama's scenario, much of the 'Third World' is 
still "mired in history" and will be "a terrain of conflict for many 
years to come". At the same time he was confident that economic 
and political liberalism would "govern the material world in the 
long run". 1 From this liberal developmental perspective the' First 
World', or an idealised reading of it, still stands as the future ofthe 
'Third World'. 
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It is clear that the end of' state socialism' in Eastern Europe 
and the former USSR has made an important contribution in both 
symbolic and substantive terms to the demise of socialist 
development models generally, and 'state socialism' in the 'Third 
World' more particularly.2 At the same time, although the so
called Asian Tigers (South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and 
Singapore) are at the center of a major economic boom which is 
shifting the focus of global political economy from its long 
standing Atlantic axis to the Pacific Rim, the 'neo-liberal' 
governments of the rest of Asia, Latin An1erica, Africa and 
Oceania are not necessarily guiding their people to the promised 
land of industrial democracy. Democratic transitions, where they 
have taken placeat all, have often remained fragile and superficial 
while neo-liberal economic policies have stimulated economic 
growth without necessarily improving the standard of living or 
the quality of life for the majority of the population. It is also 
apparent that Russia, and many other parts of the one-time 
' Second World', have not been launched on the path to economic 
prosperity and political democracy.3 Many of the countries of the 
one-time Soviet Bloc appear to have effectively become part of the 
' Third World'. This point of view emphasises the element of 
"return" embodied in the demise of the communist regimes in the 
USSR and Eastern Europe. At the broadest level, the Bolshevik 
Revolution in 1917 was an early phase in the North-South conflict 
and it launched the fonner Russian empire on a national 
industrialisation project which sought to break its economic 
dependence on industrialised Western Europe. 4 Seventy years 
later the USSR and Eastern Europe are now re-entering the global 
politico-economic order on terms that echo the historical situation 
that the Bolsheviks sought to overcome. The 'new' politico
economic and social formations which are emerging out of the 
ferment of Soviet collapse are characterised by parliClmentClry
authoritClrian governments, considerClbledependenceon the IMF
World Bank and transnational capital, and growing 'ideological' 
and even ' cultural ' subordination to the United States and Western 
Europe. From this perspective they can be said to have (re)joined 
the ' Third World'.s 

At the same time, the cartographical and conceptual 
changes to the 'Third World', in the context of the demise of the 
'Second World' and the rise of East Asia, casts the problems 
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associated with the continued use of the term ' Third World' into 
sharp relief. The term (along with the closely related concepts of 
' developing countries', 'less developed countries', 
'underdeveloped countries', 'backward countries' and 'the 
periphery') continues to be a central organising concept in the 
social sciences and the humanities generally, and in development 
studies and development policy deba tes specifically (not to mention 
its popular significance in the ' First World' as a shorthand for 
poverty stricken military dictatorships inhabited by people with 
yellow, brown and/ or black complexions). In the last few years a 
growing number of writers have sought to reinterpret the term 
the 'Third World'. For example, despite his rejection of the 
eurocentrism and universalism of liberal and marxist discourses 
on the 'Third World', Robert Young, writing on the brink of the 
Soviet collapse, argued for the need to "retrieve" the term's "lost 
positive sense" as a "radical alternative to the hegemonic 
capitalist-socialist power blocks of the post-war period".6 More 
recently Aijaz Ahmad has emphasised that the ' Third World' 
"does not come to us as a mere descriptive category". He notes 
that it "carries within it contradictory layers of meaning and 
political purpose"; however, he still seeks to differentiate the 
theoretical uses and abuses of the term from its use in "common 
parlance" to describe "the so-called developing countries, from 
Cuba to Saudi Arabia and from China to Chad".7 Marc Williams 
has argued that the 'Third World' could undergo a "resurgence" 
around a global environmental agenda. He is aware that "the 
Third World coalition has historically been articulated by the 
representatives of governments", but he is optimistic that "the 
movement toward political pluralism in much oftheThird World 
and the important role played by NGOs in the environmental 
debate suggests that a re-vitalised Third World coalition will 
reflect a set of priorities which has not been set exclusively by the 
political elites". ~ At the end of 1992 Vicky Randall noted, in a 
review of two books which seek to 'rethink' the ' Third World', 
that both works continued to "hold back from any explicit or 
sustained questioning of the validity of talking about a 'Third 
World' as such". From her perspective, however, the time has 
come to rethink the concept of a 'Third World' and she asks: "can 
we justify still holding on to the term?"9 
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In an effort to map out fresh perspectives on change and 
' development' following the dramatic shift in the international 
order at the beginning of the 1990s, this article will look at the 
pro blems associa ted with the reten tion of the term 'Third World '. 
A discussion of the emergence of the 'Third World' will be 
followed by an examination of the various ways the term has been 
deployed. Then the implications of the rise of the Asian Tigers and 
the growing diversity within and between various countries and 
regions of the 'Third World' will be discussed. The conceptual 
and cartographical challenge to the 'Third World' represented by 
these changes, combined with the increasing' internationalisation' 
(or globalisation) of elites and divisions of labour, in the context 
of the ever greater movement of information, capital, people and 
goods across borders, will be explored. The implications which 
flow from theexistenceand expansion of Third World' conditions 
within the borders of the industrialised countries and the 
fragmentation of the 'Second World' will also be raised. It will be 
argued that the idea of a 'Third World' now serves primarily to 
generate both a dubious homogeneity within its shifting 
boundaries, and a Iso genera tes a n analytically irrelevant distinction 
between the 'Third World' (developing) and the 'First World' 
(developed). By contrast an emerging approach to' development' 
will be outlined which privileges historical particularity, but also 
adopts a global perspective, insofar as it holds out the possibility 
of overcoming many of the conceptual problems linked to the use 
of the term 'Third World'. 

Third World' Rising 

In the 1950s, the 'Third World' referred to the growing 
number of non-aligned nation-states which were reluctant to take 
sides in thecold war. It was increasingly deployed by governments 
and movements in the 'Third World' and their sympathisers to 
generateunity and support in the faceofthe political and economic 
power of the US and a handful of former colonial powers. During 
the late 1950s and 1960s the term 'Third World' gained popular 
currency as numerous European colonies in Asia and Africa 
gained their political independence. lo 
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The Bandung Conference of 1955 is generally perceived as 
the event which gave birth to the ' Third World', despite the fact 
that the term was being used by French journalists before Bandung. 
An examina tion of the actual conference in Band ung Indonesia in 
April 1955 points to the limitations which were inherent in the 
notion of a ' Third World' from the outset. The event was attended 
by a selection of representatives from independent Asian and 
African nation-states. No governments from Latin America were 
asked to the conference and North and South Korea were not 
permitted to attend. At the same time, Laos, Cambodia and 
Vietnam and three colonies from Africa which had not gained full 
political independence did take their place among the guests. No 
government from Oceania, where decolonisation had not yet 
begun, was at the conference. China was at the gathering and its 
foreign minister Zhou En Lai took a position of prominence at 
various stages, despite China's' communist' credential. A number 
of countries, including Pakistan, attended even though they 
already had established strong military links to the United States. 
Although the conference has come to be regarded as the origina ting 
event none of the ways in which the term 'Third World' has 
subsequentl y been used are easily extrapolated from the meeting 
itself. Many of the governments in attendance were already 
politicall y aligned with one of the two superpowers, most of them 
were not seriously committed to an alternate economic route 
between capitalism and socialism and the gathering did not 
encompass all of the ' Third World' governments of the day in 
contrast to the 'Third World' as we now understand the term." 

Following Bandung, 'Third World ism', as it was articula ted 
by its main nationalist proponents, such as Nehru and Sukarno, 
meant that the governments of the 'Third World' sought, at least 
rhetorically, to chart a political and economic path between the 
liberal capitalism of the 'First World' and the 'state socialism' of 
the ' Second World' . The governments ofIndia and Indonesia, for 
exarnple, sought to curb 'communism' domestically, while keeping 
a tight rein on foreign capital and pursuing an economic 
development strategy based on a lllixture of public and private 
initiatives. By the 1960s ' Third Worldism' also had its Soviet and 
Chinese (Maoist) varieties. The former incorporated those regin1es 
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in the 'Third World' which were formally allied with the USSR 
and possessed substantial publicsectors - despite their sometimes 
highly repressive treatment of peasants and workers. Moscow
oriented 'Third Worldism' sought to establish a broad front 
between the 'Second World' and the 'Third World' against the 
'First World' . The Maoist variant articulated a Peking-oriented 
'Third World', in which China was part of the 'Third World', 
pitted against the 'First World', of which the USSR was perceived 
to be a part. 12 

By the 1960s, many movements and governments in the 
'Third World' had also forged non-state alliances with New Left 
radicals in the industrialised countries of North America and 
Western Europe. Regardless of their specific political orientation, 
members of the New Left articulated a 'Third World ism' which 
supported wars of national liberation around the globe. The war 
in Vietnam becam.e exemplary of the wider struggle between US 
imperialism and its allies on the one hand, and the national 
liberation struggles sweeping Latin America, Africa and Asia on 
the other handY The New Left's attempts to identify with and 
distil a whole range of 'Third World' struggles into a radical 
'Third WorldislTl' served todetach the movement from itsdomestic 
roots in North America and Western Europe. 14 

The struggle in Vietnam was a major impetus for 'Third 
Worldism', but by the late 1970s Vietnam also represented a major 
setback for socialist 'Third Worldism'. From the very beginning 
the various types of ' Third Worldism' could not, and in most 
cases did not, disguise the centrality of nationalism and national 
liberation to the various struggles for social change in the 'Third 
World'. In the 'Third World', as in the Socialist Bloc (and even 
between the G7 Countries) nationalism and nation-state rivalry 
continued to provide an important counterpoint to 
' internationalism' in both its socialist and its liberal variants. The 
wars between Vietnam, Cambodia and China in the late 1970s, 
were the culmination of years of tension and fragmentation 
within the 'Second World' particularly between Moscow and 
Peking. 15 But these conflicts also reflected the way in which 
nationalism had undermined ' Third World ism' more generally. 
By contrast the 'First World' managed to retain its internal 
diplomatic unity toa greaterdegreeduring the cold war. However, 
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the ability of the US and its allies to maintain and extend the liberal 
international orderhasalways been circumscribed, and the end of 
the Cold War and the ever more global trajectory of liberal 
internationalism may well bear the seeds of its own destruction in 
the form of the resurgence of ethnic and national conflicts fuelled 
by continued economic and political globalisation. 16 

Modernisation and Dependency 

The Vietnam War not only proved to be a watershed for 
' Third World ism', but was also a major determinant of the limits 
of US power, and was an important turning point for the study of 
the ' Third World'. The US had emerged from the Second World 
War as the dominant global economic.and politico-military power 
- driven forward by an economic boom of unprecedented 
proportions and an ideology of assertive anti-communist 
globalism. I? This situation was connected to a dramatic growth of 
professional and policy discourses on the ' Third World' which 
were profoundly shaped by what became known as modernisation 
theory. While 'Third World' governments and organisations 
were deploying the term ' Third World' as part of an effort to 
stimulate politico-diplomatic unity in Latin America, Africa, the 
Middle East, Asia and Oceania, the 'Third World' also became 
central to North American and Western European efforts to 
maintain those parts of the globe outside of the Soviet Bloc. After 
1945 modernisation theory imposed an idealised version of North 
American and Western European history on Latin America, the 
Middle East, Africa, Asia and Oceania.l~ 

Modernisation theory, which remains hegemonic at the 
popular and policy level (and in many academic circles) postulC1ted 
a modern and ' developed' North America and Western Europe, 
where the problem of 'development' had been more or less 
solved, in contrC1st to a ' traditional' and 'underdeveloped' 'Third 
World'. As Arturo Escobar has argued, "to represent the Third 
World as ' underdeveloped' is less a statement about ' facts' thC111 
the setting up of a regime of truth through which the Third World 
is inevitably known, intervened on, and manC1ged" .14 Over the 
past forty yeC1rs, information and knowledge have been extracted 
from various pC1rts of the globe C1nd filtered through an arrC1Y of 
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intellectual and policy processes dominated by the so-called' First 
World', the effect of which has been to contribute to the managing 
of the 'Third World'. 

The cold war was central then to both the emergence of 
' Third World ism', and to an increasingly comprehensive US-led 
effort to manage the 'Third World'. After 1945 it was widely 
assumed in US government and academic circles that poverty 
facilitated the spread of international communism.211 It was also 
assumed that modernisation would bring an end to poverty and 
undercutanti-capitalistrevolution. The beliefthat North American 
and Western European style modernisation was the ideal to 
which the 'Third World' should aspire, and that 'Third World' 
states could 'develop' with the political and economic guidance of 
the 'West', permeated the thinking of academics and policy-
1l1akers in this period. In the 1950sand early 1960s, modernisation 
theory perceived a direct causal link between economic growth, 
social change and democratisation. It also assigned particular 
importance to the emerging ' middleclasses' which were expected 
to fulfil both a restraining and a progressive function. Although 
it reflected continuity with the British 'White Man's Burden', the 
French mission civilisatrice, and the pre-1945 racism of the 
emerging US 'imperial state', modernisation theory was more 
secular and more systematic.21 

Like these earlier approaches modernisation theory was 
committed to a period of tutelage and focused on the need for 
cultural transformation in order for the 'Third World' to achieve 
modernity. History was regarded as linear and modernisation 
theorists perceived a dichotomy between 'modern' societies and 
their'traditional' forenlllners. Modernisation theory emphasised 
the ' totality' of change and saw modernisation as a process, often 
called 'diffusion', which spread throughout a society affecting 
economics, the type of government, social stmcture, values, 
religion and family structure. Modernisation theorists viewed 
' underdevelopment' in the 'Third World' as the result of internal 
shortcomings specific to the ' underdeveloped' societies inquestion. 
Their 'underdevelopment' was seen as a result of their pre
colonial rather than their colonial history . Despite det<liled and 
often narrowly focused scholarship, the entire edifice of post~war 
modernisation theory increasingly rested on a homogeneous 
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image of a 'Third World' destined to follow the North American 
and Western European path. 

By the late 1960s, however, the US-led mission to modernise 
the 'Third World' and guide it towards liberal capitalist democracy 
was increasingly challenged by revolution and economic 
na tionalism in La tin America, Africa and Asia. It was augemen ted 
by a concern in North America for the limits of US power. Under 
these circumstances distinct radical discourses on the 'Third 
World' emerged in North America and Western Europe to 
challenge the dominant academic and policy discourses. At the 
center of the new radicalism was dependency theory. Between the 
late 1960s and the late 1980s both modernisation theory and 
dependency theory were continually revised in the context of 
ongoing debates between the two traditions, as well as being 
influenced by the criticisms from more explicitly marxist theorists. 

Dependency theory, in the 1960s, developed out of Latin 
American ' his torico-structu ra lism', which was ini tiall y associa ted 
with Raul Prebisch and the United Nations's Economic 
Commission for Latin America (ECLA), and out of the North 
American marxism of Paul Sweezy and Paul BaranY Andre 
Gunder Frank, an economist who was educated at the University 
of Chicago, emerged in the second half of the 1960s as one of the 
main conduits for the entry of dependency theory into North 
America and Western Europe and its diffusion around the globe. 
Walter Rodney was another important figure whose career and 
work reflected the linkages between thedependencydebatein the 
Caribbean and Latin America,and nationalist and radical debates 
in Africa, at the same time as his over-determined dependency 
model was popularised in North America and Western Europe. 23 

Ironically, the emphasis on external factors, which characterised 
the dependency model in this period (which was linked to radical 
'Third Worldism'), contributed toa homogenised understanding 
of the ' Third World' as much as modernisation theory did. 

This homogeneity was readily apparent in Frank's work. 
While he was clearly influenced by Baran and the ' historico
structuralism' of the ECLA theorists, his approach departed from 
the reformism of Prebisch and was less historically grounded 
than the work of Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Falleto.24 

Writers like Cardoso (now Brazil's Finance Minister) were much 



C/o/In/ Li/lcrn/islII? 13 

more concerned with the analysis of internal historical structures, 
ra ther than adopting a deterministic focus on external factors. 25 In 
Capitalism and Ullderdevelopmellt ill Latill America, which as 
pu blished in 1967, Frank ou tli ned the concept of' the developmen t 
of underdevelopment', and articulated a model of historical 
development, which directly linked 'underdevelopment' and 
economic stagnation to the siphoning of an economic surplus 
from the periphery to the industrialised core. Following Baran, 
Frank madea dramatic break with classical marxism by asserting 
"that it is capitalism, both world and national, which produced 
underdevelopment in the past and which still generates 
underdevelopment in the present" .26 Frank's work rose to 
particular prominence and his ideas were produced and 
reproduced so widely that they emerged in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s as the main radical interpretation, at least as it was 
understood in North America and Western Europe. 

Revising Dependency Theory 

By the second half of the 1970s dependency theory had 
peaked. Its demise can be traced to its failure as a revolutionary 
prophecy and the end of the US war in Southeast Asia. The rise of 
the 'Newly Industrialised Countries' in Latin America (Mexico 
and Brazil) and East Asia, and the rise of OPEC, which helped to 
undermine the subordinate image of the 'Third World', also 
contributed to the fading of dependency theory's lustre. By the 
late 1970s, an emphasis on the corruption and authoritarianism in 
many ' Third World' states, shifted the blame for 
' underdevelopment' back on to the 'Third World' . Another 
important factor behind the decline of dependency theory was 
that the radical challenge had been partially contained by the 
political and theoretical incorporation of important elements of 
the dependency approach into the dominant liberal discoursesY 
Thedemiseofdependency theory was followed by theemergence 
ofa numberof new' radical theoretical approaches which builton 
and interacted with dependency theory, and contributed to the 
diffusion of radical ideas in the 1970s and 1980s. Although the 
new radical approaches departed from thedeterminism associated 
with classic dependency theory, most of them facilitated the 
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continued circul(ltion of the idea ofa homogeneous 'Third World'. 
By the 1970s, a marxist-dependency synthesis had begun 

to emerge th(lt linked historical materialism to the insights of 
dependency theory, placing considerable emphasis on state and 
cl<1sS structures in the 'periphery'. Writers in this tradition 
accepted dependency theory's overall critique of classical marxism: 
that the potential for independent capitalist development is 
constrained by <1 dependent economic position in theinternational 
econonlic order. At the same time, however, this tradition also 
brought together revisionist arguments which emphasised the 
rel<1tive potenti(ll for dependent capitalist development and the 
surviv(l l of pre-capit<1list modes of production, also emphasising 
th<1t politics in the 'Third World' still expressed a certain degree 
of freedom irom external pressures . These revisionists focus on 
10c<1l soci(ll s tructures, particulmly the character and degree of 
class form<1tion, (lnd the concerns and ambitions of different social 
groups. M<1ny writers in this tradition emphasise the colonial and 
post-co loni<1l s t<1te (IS the location in which the local ruling classes 
may initially h(lve t<1ken form, and through which they seek to 
consolid(lte their economic and socio-political dominance. This 
appro(lch <1lso seeks to determine to whatdegree the post-colonial 
st<1te reflects the interests of international capital and / or local 
concerns.~~ However, much of this work continues to rely implicitly 
on a homogeneous image of the ' Third World' and a sharp 
distinction between industrialised North America, Western Europe 
<1nd J(lpan and the rest of the world. 

In the 1970s, building on debates within marxism, the 
' modes of production' approach also rose to prominence as a 
response to dependency theory's privileging of the market over 
relations of production. For example, in a well-known debate, 
Ernesto Lac\(lu, an Argentine political scientist exiled in Britain, 
ch<1l1enged Fr(lnk's sweeping characterisation of Latin America as 
c<1pitalist simply bec<1useit was partof a world capit<1list economy.24 

This approach emphasises that some pre-capitalist ' modes of 
production' in the periphery have proved highly resilient to the 
expansion of c<1pit(l1 ism and h<1ve not disappeared as cmticip<1ted. 
The problem of ' underdevelopment' in the 'Third World' is the 
result of c1 more protracted transition due to the fact that the 
processes of modernisation and urban industri<1lis<1 tion in the 
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periphery are dependent for an extended period on pre-capitalist 
modes of production in the countryside which have 'articulated' 
with an externally imposed capitalist mode of production. 
Although the 'modes of production' approach was important in 
shifting the burden of explanation for 'underdevelopment' back 
towards internal class structures and social formations, many of 
its proponents tended to factor external forces outoftheiranalysis, 
while they conflated the ' capitalist mode of production' in the 
industrialised countries with capitalism in the 'Third World'.30 

While the state and class approach, and the 'modes of 
production' approach, represent a significant challenge to 
dependency theory as it emerged in the late 1960s, the eclipse of 
classic dependency theory cannot be understood without reference 
to the work of Samir Amin and the world-system theory of 
Immanuel Wallerstein. Although Amin, an Egyptian economic 
historian whose work has focused primarily on Africa, is often 
located within the world-system and unequal exchange school, 
his work as a whole reflects a synthesis of 'modes of production' 
and a theory of 'unequal exchange' with insights drawn from 
dependency and world-system theory.31 While Amin's work was 
influential by the 1970s, Wallerstein's world-system theory 
enlerged as the most important single trend in radical social 
science. Wallerstein was influenced by dependency theory and by 
the work of Fernand Braudel and the Annales 'school'.3:> As Paul 
Buhle has suggested, Wallerstein's first major book on world
system theory, which appeared in 1974, has, quite possibly been 
"the most influenti ,d single book of the post-New Left eral/. '} By 
the time he published the first volume of The Modem World Systelll , 
Wallerstein WClS cleClrly articulClting the view that social change in 
the modern wl)fld could only be 'understood' within the 
frClmework of the historical evolution of the modern world
system as a whole. And by the end of the 1980s, his central ideas 
continued to display considerable continuity. ' 4 

Wallerstein's project rests on the assumption that the 
' modern world-system' has an historical significance as a totality, 
Clnd that it can influence the nation-states of which it is comprised, 
in a fashion that points to the world-system being a determinant 
variable in the history of ,my particular nation-state. At the core 
ofWallerstein'sc1rgument is the notion that a particular country's 
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internal development may only be 'understood' with reference to 
the position it occupies, or the role it plays, in the modern world
system as a whole. World-system theorists trace the historical 
development of capitalism, by focusing on the emergence and 
functioning of an international market comprised of three levels, 
the periphery, semi-periphery and the core, and atten1pt to chart 
the trajectories of nation-states as a function of the logic of the 
emergence and expansion of this global capitalist economy. 
Inequa lity emerges and is maintained as a systemic characteristic 
because different regions within the world-system produce 
commodities for exchange using different labor control systems. 
The economic stagnation of the periphery, and the continued, and 
even expanding gap, between it and the core of the world
economy, flows from the privileged position held by core nations 
because of the historical terms under which they initially entered 
the world-economy. Although Wallerstein has highlighted the 
heuristic character of world-system theory, the emphasis on 
internation,11 economic relations has left world-system theorists 
open to charges of economic determinism. 

The conception of power used by world-system theorists, 
sees power located in the structure of the international economy 
itself, particularly in the upper levels of the international order, in 
contrast to more orthodox marxist conceptions which see power 
as flowing from class relationships and state structures. As a 
result world-system theory tends to representchangeasa function 
of elite decision-making, or of the system itself, rather than 
holding out class struggle or nation-state interactions and 
initiatives as agents of change. The world-system model has 
contributed to the standardisation of historically particular 
relationshi ps and socio-economic structures in the 'Third World'. 
Ultimately world-system theory continues to find the key to the 
history of the 'Third World' in its relationship to an expanding 
world-system centered on Europe and North America and later 
Japan . 

Revising Modernisation Theory 

While changes in the post-war order stimulated the 
emergenceand thediffusion of radical approaches, modernisation 
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theory continued to spread at the same time as it underwent 
considerable revision. An early shift was the rise of ' military 
modernisation' theory and the emergence of a 'politics of order' 
approach.35 This approach questioned the view that there was a 
connection between 'underdevelopment' and instability. Its 
exponents argued that it was the attempt to modernise in the 
' Third World', rather than "the absence of modernity", which 
resulted in political instability. According to Samuel Huntington, 
for example, ' Third World' instability had to be understood as 
primarily a result of the "gap between aspirations and 
expectations", which flowed from the dramatic expansion of 
"aspirations" in the initial stages of "modernisation". From his 
perspective the "traditional polity" was "suffering from the absence 
ofpower",and the "problem" was "not to seizepowerbut to make 
power, to mobilise groups into politics and to organise their 
participation in politics", and this had to be done from the top 
down.36 This approach emphasised the important stabilising role 
ofthe military and a strong state.37 By the late 1960s, conservative 
developmentalism had also found a possible source of stability in 
' traditional' political and social institutionsY Some of this work 
even provided a degree of legitimacy for 'Third World' 
dictatorships.3Q And much of this work continued to homogenise 
the ' Third World' and contribute to the overall efforts to manage 
economic and political change in Latin America, Asia, Africa and 
Oceania. 

At the same time a more liberal trend had emerged by the 
early 1970s which built on the 'politics of order' approach, but was 
also influenced by and attempted to incorporat radical perspectives 
on the ' Third World'. This was part of the wider shift in the late 
1960s and 1970s towards greater influence at the UN by ' Third 
World' governments, the call for a New International Economic 
Order (NIEO), and the apparent recognition in North America 
and Western Europe that the North-South conflict was more 
important than the East-West conflict. This liberal managerial ism 
was reformist and envisioned improving North-South relations 
without having to make major stmctural changes. The shift in the 
1970s, from the East-West conflict and the containment of 
communism, to the North-South conflict and the management of 
revolution, was partially reflected in the policies adopted by the 
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Carter administration in its first two years in office. Carte~, as well 
as Zbigniew Brzezinski, who served as NationalSecurity Ad viser, 
and virtually all of the members of the Carter administration 
concerned with foreign policy, were members of the Trilateral 
Commission which was founded in 1973 by prominent North 
American, Western European and Japanese academics, politicians 
and corporate heads. According to Brzezinski, one of the 
organisations co-founders, the Trilateral Commission saw US 
relations with Japan and Western Europe as the "strategic hard 
core for both global stability and progress" .4° The major goal of the 
Trilateral Commission was to develop a cohesive and semi
permanent alliance which embraced the world's major capitalist 
nation-states in order to promote stability and order and protect 
their interests.4l In the case of the 'Third World', Trilateralism 
advocated and sought accommodation rather than confrontation. 
It sought to encourage a limited amount of reform in order to 
maintain long term stability. By the end of the 1970s, the Brandt 
COllunissioJl and its North-South report had emerged as a major 
initiative and a key document which also reflected the attempt by 
a handful of industrial nation-states to manage the ' Third World' Y 

At the same time the initiatives associated with the New 
International Economic Order (NIEO) and the liberal 
managerial ism embodied by the 'l rilateral Commission, the early 
Carter administration and the Brandt Report, were under serious 
challenge by the end of the 1970s from a powerful ' neo-liberal' 
approach to 'developnlent' associated with the ascendancy in the 
early 1980s of , conservative' governments in North America and 
Western Europe. Although the 'conservatism' of the early 1980s 
disn1issed many of the ideas associated with liberal managerialism 
and modernisation theory, the conservative revival remained 
linked to the diffusionist ideas that North American and Western 
European economic expansion was primarily beneficial to the 
'Third World', and that economic growth tended to negate any 
need for policies aimed at the redistribution of wealthY This 'free
market' counter-revolution emphasised supply-side economics 
and recommended that 'Third World' governments follow the 
Western lead in the privatisation of public companies, as well as 
deregulation of prices, wages and economic activity in general. 44 
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These 'recommendations' were backed up by North 
American and West European control over the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank in the context of new 
leverage provided by the world-wide debt crisis and the 
international economic recession of the early 1980s. This situation 
also weakened the impact of the United Nations and related 
organisations such as the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO), the United Nations Conference on Tradeand Development 
(UNCTAD) and the United Nations Development Prop;ram 
(UNDP), where ' Third World' views had gained wei~ht in the 
1970s. The central prescription for the ' Third World' that flowed 
from 'free market' ideology was that 'underdevelopment' was 
caused by excessive state involvement in the economy. Neo
classical economics rests on the assumption that state intervention 
acts as a brake on economic growth, thus by adopting a free trade 
approach, selling off state owned corporations, opening up the 
countries to foreign investment and getting rid of government 
regulations on prices and markets, ' Third World' governments 
would encourage economic growth and economic efficiency. To 
support their argument, advocates pointed to countries such as 
South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore, which they 
characterised as examples of the success of the ' free-market' 
model, while pointing to the apparent failure of the public
interventionist model adopted by most governments in Africa 
and Latin America. 

The 'Pacific Century' 

North American and Western European assumptions 
about economic behaviour cHe often irrelevant even in North 
America and Western Europe. And in the case of the 'Third 
World' the mechanical application of free-market economics to a 
country or region in which markets are still fragmented, 
information is often limited and significant aspects of economic 
exchange are still outside the money economy, could not be 
expected to have, and has not had, a beneficial impact for the 
majority of the population.45 

Despite the dubious social legacy of neo-liberal economic 
policies in Latin America, Africa,Asia and Oceania by thebeginning 
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of the 1990s, the widespread failure of 'state socialism' has 
generally enhanced the power of liberal ideas about economic 
development and social change in the 'Third World'. At the same 
time the notion of a 'Third World', in sharp contrast to the 'First 
World' which emerged during the cold war, has remained a 
central element of social science and policy discourses in the 
1990s. The concept of the 'Third World' continues to be used 
acrossa whole range of disciplines which can be found in a variety 
of institutional settings, all of which have the ' Third World' (and 
'development' and 'underdevelopment') as their targets. Most of 
the disciplines and organisations concerned with the study of, 
and the generation of policies related to, the ' Third World' 
continue to be shaped by a set of assumptions that flow from a 
conception of history as a linear progression from a condition of 
political and economic ' underdevelopment' and 'tradition', to a 
state of liberal democratic industrialism and modernity. The 
'Third World' and its history have been created and understood 
primarily in terms of the failure of the countries of Latin America, 
Africa, Asia and Oceania to become idealised versions of the 
western industrial democracies. More broadly, economic and 
political liberalism (modernisation theory) has continued to 
provide the most influential set of (lssumptions about the 'Third 
World' .46 And within liberal discourses the concept of the 'Third 
World' and the ' First World '-' Third World' dichotomy continues 
to encourage a homogenised understanding of a large part of the 
globe. 

At the salTle time, dependency and world-system 
perspectives have also perpetuated the image of a relatively 
homogeneous ' Third World' because of their continuing, albeit 
increasingly sophisticated, emphasis on the centrality of external 
factors to the history and politicsof'development' . Moreorthodox 
marxist perspectives, and state and class approaches and ' modes 
of production' approaches, while shifting emphasis away from 
international market relations, have also often fallen back on the 
' Third World' as a category with some explanatory power rather 
than emphasising the particularity of social formations on the so
called periphery. The information and knowledge about the 
' Third World' which has built up over the course of the cold war 
has been obtained, transmitted and organised by a whole series of 
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processes of information accumulation and dissemination aimed 
at managing the 'Third World'. The term has allowed for the 
standardisation and containment of the 'Third World', at the 
same time as the governments and ruling elites in Latin America, 
the Middle East, Africa, Asia and Oceania have embraced the 
term and used it to claim to speak for a nebulous consti tuency (the 
'Third World') within and beyond the borders of their particular 
country. 

The East Asian 'miracle' provides a particularly good 
exampleoftheway in which the ' Third World' has been ITlanaged 
and homogenised. The dramatic rise of a number of East Asian 
countries since World War II has contributed to a global politico
economic shift to the Pacific Rim and the growing expectation 
that this heralds the coming of the "Pacific Century"Y The so
called 'Newly Industrialised Countries' (NICs) of East Asia have 
undergone profound economic changes and it is very difficult to 
continue to evaluate their economies, politics and societies as part 
of the 'Third World' . 4~ But rather than seeing the East Asian 
'success' as evidence that the 'Third World' is far too homogeneous 
a concept, history is ignored. The 'lessons' of East Asian 
industrialisation are erroneously proffered as being readily 
transferable throughout the rest of the 'Third World'. The East 
Asian 'miracle' is now the central theme in a wide range of 
development literature which has sought to universalise the 
'lessons' from East Asia. A key approach to East Asian 
development, as exemplified by the World Bank and the related 
literature, has been to point to East Asian success as evidence of 
the global applicability of liberal economic policies.4Q According 
to one unrepentant 'free trade' advocate "such success as Asia 
now enjoys is the result of unremitting hard work, an 
unquenchablespiritofenterprise, and sound econOITlic policies".5u 
The famous novelist and one-time Pemvian presidential hopeful 
Mario Vargas Llosa, insists that East Asian 'success' has 
demonstrated that liberalism "is the only recipe" for the 'Third 
World'. He argued recently that 

"for the first time, all countries in the world have 
a choice ... . If a country today opens its borders and 
its economy and if it privatises its industries, it can 
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participate in international exchange. This h~s 
produced spectacular successes. Countries that 
had nothing, not even raw ITlaterials have reached 
heights of prosperity: Taiwan, Hong Kong, 
Singapore, South Korea".51 

In the context of the enthusiastic response to the rise of East Asia 
there has been a tendency to conflate ' export-oriented' 
industrialisation with ' free-trade'; however, aside from Hong 
Kong, the governments of the East Asian NICs have played a far 
more interventionist and protectionist role in economic 
development than the liberal economic development model 
suggests. Because the central goal of the various East Asian NICs 
has been export success, their governments have, among other 
things, manipulated interest rates and credit channels, made 
major concessions to foreign investors, and intervened in the 
labour market to keep workers' wages below market rates. The 
importance of state intervention in East Asian developn1ent 
actually challenges neo-liberalism and has given rise to 
considerable literature and debate on East Asian and 'Third 
World' development.52 

However, most of the discussion of the applicability of the 
East Asian model to the rest of the 'Third World' has failed to go 
beyond the debates over the role of s-tate intervention, the 
relationship between economic development and political 
democracy, and the role of liberal economic policies. There has 
been far less work which seeks to address the 'problem' in a way 
that focuses on the historically specific experience of East Asia in 
contrast to other parts of the 'Third World'. 

The importance of various long term historical factors 
specific to East Asia has appeared in some literature which can be 
divided into three categories. First there are those studies which 
emphasise that the East Asian Tigers all share a cultural history 
characterised by an emphasis on high education levels, a highly 
motivated population, a ' strong state', and an ' effective' 
bureaucracy--all of which have been traced back to a common 
Confucian heritage.53 Second, and also of great importance in 
explaining South Korean and Taiwanese success, is the region's 
colonial history (this is also important in a very different W<1y for 
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Hong Kong and Singapore). Before 1945, Korea (North and 
South), Taiwan and Manchuria, formed the core of the Japanese 
colonial empire, which had important consequences for post-
1945 industrial development.54 

The third historical factor which needs to be emphasised, 
bu t is often glossed over, is that East Asia was a major arena of the 
cold war after 1945. This ensured that Sou th Korea and Tai wan 
received sustained US military and economic aid, and capital, as 
well as privileged access to the North American market at a time 
of steady growth indemand.ltalso resulted in the implementation 
of land reforms, under US auspices, which contributed to 
econolTlicgrowth and industrialisation. This is in contrast to those 
areas of the 'Third World' that have had a more episodic, less 
intense position, or have played a less 'successful' role, in US cold 
war national security policy.55 A focus on East Asia's historical 
particularity, in the context of global trends, challenges the 
ahistorical assumptions on which much of the thinking about 
economic development in the 'Third World' is based. 

Globalisation and the Return of History 

While an historical approach to the economic rise of East 
Asia calls into question prevailing conceptions of a 'Third World', 
the existence, and even the expansion, of'Third World' conditions 
within the bordersoftheso-called 'First World' furtherundermines 
the notion ofa 'Third World'. The 'internal colonialism' which has 
characterised the history of the United States and Australia, for 
example, has consigned native Americans and A Iistralian 
aborigines to circumstances which mirror the conditions in which 
the rural and urban poor of 'Third World' countries live. Mike 
Davis's recent history of Los Angeles seriously qualifies any 
attempt to view the US as simply a 'First World' country. For 
African-Americans and Chicanos, and recent arrivals frorn Latin 
America, life in Southern California is little different from the 
urban poverty south of the Rio Grande.56 At the same time 
countries like South Africa have always presented a particular 
problem for anyone attempting to talk about a ' Third World'. In 
South Africa the white minority enjoys a standard of living 
comparable to any other industrialised country, while the black 
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Inajority lives in ' Third World' conditionsY The concept of 
' internal colonialism' or related approaches have also been applied 
to parts of Latin America in order to highlight the way in which 
a Europeanised elite ina number of countries continues to occupy 
a position of power and privilege - in sharp contrast to the 
indigenous inhabitants and / or the descendants of Africanslaves.s8 

In a wider sense, this conceptual difficulty points to the 
' internationalisation' (globalisation) of class stmcture as mling 
elites in the 'Third World' and the' First World' become increasingly 
integrated. In Latin America, and elsewhere, certain sectors of the 
elite are economically, socially and culturally oriented towards 
North America and Western Europe, where they have bank 
accounts, maintain business links, own homes and send their 
children to school. Globalisation has meant the increasingly tight 
interlocking of transnational capital and 'national' capitalist classes. 
Over the past decade or more, the debt crisis, "the generalised 
econOlTlic recession" and IMF-backed ' stmctural adjustment', 
have contributed to a greater concentration of income, high rates 
of unemployment, widespread poverty and the marginalisation 
of a growing number of mral and urban poor around the globe. 
As Jorge Nef has emphasised, for much of Latin America, "the 
state has become the receiver and debt-collector of a bankrupt 
economy on behalf of transnational creditors" . In this situation 
'nation-states' have been drawn into service by interlocking 
national and international elites rather than acting as 
representatives of a geographically specific ' nation' .Sq It is worth 
noting that a cmcial aspect of most 'Third World ism' has been 
that, in contrast to the "great modem theories of social emancipation 
- for democratic rights, for socialist revolution, for liberation of 
women; indeed anti-colonial nationalism itself", 'Third Worldism' 
as a political project, and the ' Third World' as a category, has 
usually denoted a collection of 'nation-states' alread y implicated 
in the retention of power and in a whole array of exploitative and 
accumulative practices.60 

The solution to the problems generated by the concept of 
the 'Third World' is not to find a new label, but to dispense with 
the term. There is already important work being done which has 
begun to foreshadow ways of moving beyond the concept of the 
'Third World'. Although this work has, predicably, had less 
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impact on development economics and development policy 
debates, it provides the basis for a theoretically informed 
comparative historical perspective on 'development' which is 
tntly global. Whilesomeofthis work hasalsosought to universalise 
its conclusions by reference to the 'Third World', there are a 
growing number of approaches which in different ways seek to 
privilege the specific over the systemic, and have emerged out of 
important debates in the humanities and the social sciences over 
the past decade or SO.6 1 Dissatisfaction with the elite-oriented 
focus of much of the work on India, for example, has given rise to 
Subaltern Studies. Informed by Gramscian, and later post
structural theory, Subaltern approaches have focused on the 
peasantry and workers with particular concern to delineate 
structures and techniques of domination, strategies of resistance 
and the historical particularity and role of culture and religion. 62 

Their concern to restore the subaltern classes to history, and 
provide the intellectual underpinning for a less elite-oriented 
politics, intersects with the growing amount of work by historical 
anthropologists coming out of the modes of production and 
world-system debates of the 1970s and 1980s. These scholars have 
drawn attention to the way in which the expanding world economy 
has neither historically nor currently levelled 'pre-capitalist' 
structures and discourses to the degree that many of the earlier 
theoretical models implied.63 

The emergence of, and growing academic interest in, the 
new social movements is also linked to a renewed concern with 
historical particularity in the context of global processes.64 In the 
case of Latin America, for example, the work of Steve J. Stern, 
which has grown out of efforts to synthesise a 'modes of 
production' approach with Wallerstein's world-system model 
has resulted in an important attempt to emphasise both historical 
particularity and global political economy. From his perspective, 
the central dynamics of Latin American history since the colonial 
era have been the various approaches and popular resistance 
strategies of the inhabitants, the interests of mercantile and 
political elites whose "centers of gravity" were in the Americas, 
and the world-system. ".' The overall methodological concerns 
apparent in Stern's work intersect with the emphasis on the 
IOl1gllC dllde in the work of Jean-FraJ1(;ois Bayart, which atten~pts 
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to historicise 'states' in Africa, rejects the state-society dichotomy, 
and argues that colonial and post-colonial 'states' should be seen 
as historically rooted in particular social formations rather than 
regarded as alien institutions.66 

This overall concern with the strategies of resistance 
pursued by the peasantry and subaltern classes, and the historicity 
of 'states', needs to be meshed with an approach which breaks 
down the 'First World'-'Third World' dichotomy by explicitly 
comparing North America and Western Europe to the rest of the 
world . One of the central problems with the development 
discourses is the way they have treated 'development' in the 
'developed' world as a problem that has been solved. There are a 
growing number of development theorists who emphasise the 
need to move beyond North America and Western Europe as 
implicit models and address 'development' as a historical and 
political question that is still common to all parts of the globe.~7 

There is also an established tradition, beginning with Barrington 
Moore, of the comparative history of social and political change 
that crosses the 'First World'-'Third World' divide.6s 

The End of the 'Third World'? 

The 'Third World' began as a loose political alliance ('non
alignment') between nation-states in the context of US-Soviet 
rivalry after World War Two. At least one tendency had evolved 
by the 1960s into a revolutionary ideology committed to 
movements of national liberation on three continents. At the 
same time the 'Third World' rapidly came to be more than a 
description of govemmental coalitions and / orallied revolutionary 
movements in the context of the cold war. The apparent gulf 
between the industrialised nation-states (where 'development' 
was understood to no longer be a problem) and the rest of the 
world in the 1950s suggested that a distinguishing characteristic 
of ' Third World' countries was a shared poverty and 
' underdevelopment' . The term the ' Third World' increasingly 
came to be central to North American and Western European 
analysis of politico-economic and social change in the rest of the 
world. The idea of a 'Third World' now serves an important 
function in terms of the ' manilgement' of the global political 
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economy and allows for the homogenisation of the history and 
'development' of diverse parts of the world. What began in the 
1950s as an attempt to forge a political and diplomatic alliance 
ostensibly outside of the capitalist and socialist 'camps' has now 
become an all encompassing category reducing the governments, 
economies a nd societies of Africa, Asia, La tin America and Ocea nia 
to a set of variables distinct from and inferior to the 'First World'. 
For many of those concerned with economic development, a 
relatively homogeneous 'Third World' continues to exist. And 
this 'Third World' is still evaluated in terms of its ability or lack of 
ability to advance towards a degree and type of economic 
development similar to the 'First World'. The economic problen1s 
of the 'Third World' continue to be understood primarily as 
technical problems that can be overcome by the right mix of 
advice, investment, aid and liberal reforms. Economic 
development in the 'Third World' is seen primarily as a technical 
or policy problem rather than a historico-political problem. This 
situation, along with the wider difficulties associated with the 
continued use of the term 'Third World', can be alleviated by a 
comparative approach which locates the politics of' development' 
in both historically particular and global processes. 
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