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Beyond globalization: a new globalism

Change is, of course, inevitable. Change is always 
happening, in ways too complex for anyone to control. 

Our mission is to affect the quality and character of 
change, to influence the trajectory of change to the benefit 
of society, nationally and globally. This includes working 
with others internationally to try to end the permanent 
emergency that consumes the lives of the majority on the 
planet, and the spiral of violence and militarism that 
dominates global politics today. It also implies finding, 
promoting and amplifying alternative visions of life, 
livelihoods and citizenship in the interests of the broad 
global community. It implies resistance, opposition, and 
proposition. It implies imagining another future and 
trying to promote and live that future daily.

In our work in Africa, Asia and the Americas – and in 
Canada – we see people taking hold of their rights and 
responsibilities as citizens to revoke arbitrary authority 
and demand moral, ethical and political leadership, by 
demonstrating such leadership in their communities and 
in advocacy with their governments and legislatures.

The demographics of this new citizenship is also a 
profound shift. Global activism, long carried by an aging 
population, is increasingly led by the young, who now 
make up the vast majority of citizens in most nations; and 
by women, who have moved into the theatre of activist 
public citizenship as never before. At the same time, an 
inter-generational exchange among progressive citizen 
activists is passing on a legacy of experience from old to 
young, and a momentum of change that is as durable as 
history. As part of this movement we see a convergence of 
interests, a commitment to democratic diversity, and a 

vision that “another way is possible”. We see people 
coming together to share experiences, values, dreams and 
actions within a new internationalist movement – a 
movement to announce a transcendent globalism as a 
positive and unifying force on the planet.

What we see happening in the world is the engagement of 
people as citizens, “doing politics” for the long term – 
engaged citizens with explicit proposals and structures of 
accountability. What we see emerging is a resurgent citizen 
activism, locally and globally – movements of people 
working together to re-appropriate their governments, 
their economies, and their societies. This action is 
responsible citizenship itself: first, to hold the state 
responsible for its deeds, ultimately to make government 
accountable in its form and substance, and to use 
government to develop progressive social and economic 
policy to the benefit of the entire community.

We have also learned that to support this shift on a global 
level requires a re-thinking of development, and a change 
of mind, of consciousness. We need to embrace diversity 
and challenge dichotomies – dichotomies like “us” and 
“them”, for example – that obscure the common destiny of 
all who share our planet.1

Inter Pares and our colleagues around the world promote 
the values of health, creativity, and respect for life, and the 
ethics of care and community. What we call “development” 
is not a technical process. It is not technique and tools 
that will make the difference. What is required is an explicit 
internationalist movement for global cooperation within 
an ethos of universal respect, reciprocity and interdependent 
diversity – a new globalism based in hope and confidence, 
promoting cooperative international action to transform 
ourselves and with us, the world. 

Rethinking Development
Promoting Global Justice in the 21st Century

This paper is the fruit of an ongoing process of reflection and action within Inter Pares and among several close 
counterparts and colleagues in Latin America, Africa and Asia, and was prepared as part of a collaborative editorial 
process among the Inter Pares staff team. The principal writer is Inter Pares staff member Brian Murphy. 

Inter Pares’ motto for almost thirty years has been working for change – among equals. What does 
“working for change” mean for us today? 
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The context of global development action

Much that we present in this contextual analysis is the 
subject of intense debate within academic, governmental, 
and non-governmental circles globally. We participate 
in this ongoing debate with perspectives based in our 
direct experience and long relationships world-wide.2 In 
our conclusions we take sides with the poor and the 
excluded, those who are marginal to the “march of progress”, 
and those whose lives and livelihoods have been 
destroyed by the processes of “development” rather than 
enhanced. That is our role, and our responsibility.

We begin with an assertion that is the baseline for our 
deliberations about what is necessary for the world, what 
is possible, and how to get there. The present state of the 
world is unsustainable, and the events that dominate the 
attention of political leaders and citizen advocates world-
wide are taking an increasingly brutal and tragic course. 
More of the same is not acceptable. This section reviews 
elements of the global context that we anticipate will form 
the imperatives that frame international development 
cooperation in the years ahead.

The rule of law

What perhaps most characterizes the present era is the 
diminishing sway of the rule of law, internally within 
countries, and internationally. This unfolding crisis has 
its roots not merely in an increase in international crime 
and terrorism but, more critically, in the intemperance of 
those who make laws and are charged with upholding 
them. The most dangerous law-breakers are the executive 
and legislative branches of governments, and their police 
and security forces. Impunity begins with the governors; 
the victims of this impunity are, as always, the governed, 
and the rule of law itself.

Of course there are also 
outlaws and rogue 
military forces, now 
lumped together by one 
name that obscures 
necessary distinctions – 
the name “terrorist”. 
These elements are operating outside the law and, of 
course, are lawless when they operate their campaigns. 
But these forces are not responsible for protecting and 
sustaining the rule of law; to the contrary, they are 
committed to undermining and overturning it. It is the 
state that is charged with defending the rule of law. When 
the legitimate actors of the state overturn law to seek out 
the lawless, the lawless win and the rule of law loses, and 
with it, the rights of citizens everywhere.

The deterioration of the rule of law in the world in the past 
several years is a major disaster for civilization, and a 
major victory for those who seek anarchy as the landscape 
out of which to construct an authoritarian future. Under 
these circumstances, meaningful social and national 
development in the interests of the majority is impossible.

Today, global politics and global development are 
dominated by a continuum that incorporates militarism, 
unilateralism, unregulated corporatism and organized 
crime – licit and illicit – along with the expanding social 
exclusion of billions caused by poverty, and the 
corresponding alienation of citizens from choices and 
decisions about their future.

The links among militarism, unilateralism, corporatism 
and organized crime are direct and inextricable,3 and 
mutually reinforcing. Wherever you start, the rest follow 
and proliferate. These links include and rely upon the 
connection between the criminal activity of “legitimate” 
corporations such as large international banks and trans-
national corporations and the criminal activity of illicit 
commercial “corporate” structures (mafias, trafficking 
cartels, mercenaries, etc), whose existence depends on the 
vertical integration of legitimate and irregular corporate 
structures and their various commercial activities.4 

In times of extreme global militarization as we are presently 
experiencing, these criminal commercial connections 
become even more pervasive and insidious. It is the 
perfect terrain for demagogues, warlords, dictators and 
crime bosses, whose power is reinforced by illicit wealth 
and the impunity they secure in lawless times. Within this 
continuum, intolerant and cruelly repressive fundamen-
talisms – religious and ideological – easily breed, grow 
and dominate. And the drift towards increasingly corrupt, 
unaccountable and totalitarian forms of government is a 
tragic corollary. 

Along with the demise of the rule of law, we see an increasing 
influence of dogmatic, intolerant and repressive funda-
mentalisms that assert and enforce their own rules and 
dominance, arbitrarily and ruthlessly. These fundamen-
talisms include not only the religious, but a range of other 
fundamentalisms that mirror the historical function of 
institutional religion to control the knowledge, culture, 
norms and behaviors of society. Fundamentalisms of 
techno-science and social engineering, of economism and 
materialism, of militarism, of nationalism and “national 
security”, and of religious intolerance are coming together 
in ways that represent an incipient fascism that threatens 
countries and citizens around the globe. These fundamen-
talisms are encroaching on society everywhere, increasingly 
dominating the instruments of social control, state 
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security and coercion, the 
institutions of law, 
commerce and finance, 
along with social norms 
concerning family, 
community and social 
reproduction, and the 
means and norms of 

production and consumption. When this has happened 
before, the name it has been given is “totalitarianism”, 
although people do not want to call it by that name today. 
But that is its name, and the warning is in the wind.5

Militarism

The essence of militarism is the conviction that a manifest 
capacity to wield arbitrary, unrestrained and overpower-
ing physical force is required to promote and defend the 
interests of the group and the nation in the face of its 
competitors and enemies, potential or actual. Militarism 
assumes that “might is right”, and that effective coercive 
power relies on authoritarian and elite hierarchical 
decision and command structures, based in strict loyalty 
and obedience. Underlying the strength of these 
assumptions is the belief that the legitimacy of force is 
based in the laws of nature and the will of god; and that 
life arranges itself in “natural hierarchies”, so that the fact 
of power creates its own legitimacy.

A corollary of militarism is that the nation and the state 
are primary, rather than the individual citizen, who exists 
merely as an extension of the state. Regimentation of 
society and social control are pre-conditions to national 
strength and power. Military structures and rigid hierarchy 
extend themselves throughout society and its institutions, 
and the norms of loyalty, subservience and obedience 
pervade, while deviance and dissent are discouraged 
ruthlessly. The virtues of conformism and patriotism, and 
national myths of military power and glory blessed by 
god and nature, pervade the daily rituals of family, church 
and neighbourhood.

Scientific fundamentalism

Associated with militarism has been the consolidation of 
the fundamentalism of science. Modern science has 
developed as a result of the self-elevation of humankind 
from within nature to above nature, with the emergence 
of the modernist obsession with objectifying the world to 
study it, and to modify it in the interest of society and 
the “wealth of nations”. This development began in the 
period now known as the “Enlightenment” and has remade 
the world to what we see today.

The science that has developed in this intervening period 
assumes that 1) the world and all its working are knowable, 
and the human mind is capable of this knowing if it can 
achieve sufficient distance and objectivity; 2) achieving 
this understanding of the world is possible by objectively, 
mechanically, reducing it to its smallest possible parts 
and, by understanding its parts, being able to construct 
an understanding of the whole; and, 3) with the proper 
equipment, this knowledge can be complete and unified, 
codified, and applied systematically to achieve predicable 
results to make the world the way we want it to be.

The word “scientia” actually means knowledge – any 
knowledge, no matter how created or how universally-
shared. But, in modern times science has come to mean 
the systematization and codification of knowledge – that 
is, turning knowledge into law. 

Institutionalized science has today all the characteristics 
of organized religion: it is rooted in assumptions about 
nature, humanity and about the natural law of the universe, 
which it pronounces and defends with a ruthlessness that 
is as effectively controlling and exclusive as any religion 
on earth. With this difference: religion is rife with doctrinal 
schism and factional debate; modern science is global, 
universal, monolithic, and impermeable. It is doctrinaire 
and its dogmas have the status of sacred writ. The life of 
all of us, and of the planet, now hang on the word of an 
increasingly small elite 
who control science and 
its application, and whose 
ways and means are often 
beyond effective scrutiny 
and democratic control. 

Science has been a 
powerful tool of global dominance in the past century, not 
merely as the servant of militarism but as its partner. In 
achieving its hegemony, science has marginalized the 
subjective, the personal, the interpretative. It has also 
effectively outlawed other systems of knowledge, other 
manners and methods of knowing and interacting with 
the world.6

Technocracy 

Technology originally emerged as applied science – that is, 
human knowledge applied to create tools and machines 
to change or manage the environment in the interests of 
society. The first technologies were almost exclusively 
technologies to provide shelter and to hunt, gather or 
cultivate food. Among the first tools were tools used to 
kill – for food, for protection and ultimately for conquest. 
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Early on, as well, came technologies that provided mobility 
and tools for communication. Even as these original basic 
technologies became increasingly more sophisticated and 
complex, they were used at the will and behest of individual 
human beings and humans in groups. Technology served 
human will, for good or ill.

Today the line between science – human knowledge – and 
technology is no longer distinct. Certainly some technology 
is applied science still; that is, the knowledge of human 
beings applied in the invention of tools and machines. 

But science itself is also now, increasingly, applied 
technology – that is, knowledge created by machines, and 
applied by machines. A significant function of this new 
machine-derived knowledge is the invention of new 
machines, new technology, without requiring or accom-
modating the intervening step of human knowledge, 
human action, or human will. 

Technology has achieved a state where it is capable of free-
standing, self-sustaining, and self-perpetuating “research” 
and action – a disembodied industrial “praxis” – able to 
reproduce and to improve itself without human intelligence 
intervening directly. Technology that was once created to 
serve humans and was “driven” by humans, is now 
capable of driving itself, and is served by humans, most of 
whom who do not understand the very technology they 
serve. The dominant technologies today are neither 
understood in their complexity nor commanded in their 
simplicity by individual human beings, who now merely 
serve and service cogs and components, and in doing so, 
have themselves become cogs and components rather than 
masters and builders.

This is a critical shift, a shift predicted 50 years ago by 
Norbert Weiner,7 acknowledged as one of the greatest of 
20th century scientists and mathematicians, a pioneer 
in the science of computers, and the founder of the science 
of artificial intelligence. The implications of this shift are 
profound.

Modern science presumes that technology is neutral, that 
there is no such thing as good or bad technology, merely 
good and bad end-uses. Technology is justified by its 
ends. This is an inversion of thousands of years of human 
wisdom – that ends can never justify means – and 
represents the logical ethical extension of the utilitarian 
objectification of the universe implicit in the 
“Enlightenment”.

The goal of science used to be democratic human 
knowledge, but the purpose of modern technology and 
modern science has become technology itself. We have 

reached what the social 
philosopher Neil Postman 
has called a “technopoly”.8 
The leading edge of this 
technopoly today is biotech-
nology, whose Faustian 
project is no less than the 
de-sacralization and 

re-definition of life – that is, life reduced to technological 
artifact, controlled by “industry” (corporate scientists, 
technicians), legitimized by the scientific academy (now 
largely owned by industry) and promoted and protected 
by lawmakers and their bureaucrats and police (in the 
service of industry).9 The masters of the technopoly are the 
integrated corporate structures of the biotech and bio-
engineering chemical industries – pharmaceuticals, seed/ 
fertilizer/biocides, and genetic engineering – along with 
the cybernetics, armaments and surveillance industries, 
and the public relations propaganda machine that condi-
tions the attitudes, expectations and fears of the public.10

Inevitably this technopoly has come to dominate the 
science of international development, which is in constant 
search of the technical fix that will turn failing and 
volatile states into stable “developing” nations. But 60 years 
of systematic development experience has demonstrated 
that it is precisely the exclusive and uncritical application 
of material science and technology – its methods, tools 
and devices – and the increasing concentration of the 
control of technology and its devices, that guarantees that 
the majority of countries will never emerge from the 
economic and political margins. And even fewer of their 
citizens will ever experience the bounty that modern 
technology falsely promises as they are increasingly mired 
in the material deprivation and social destruction that 
this technology has wrought. 

Globalization and technology

The modern age has reached its apogee with the extended 
industrial revolution, the third phase of which – the 
electronic revolution – we are in today. This present period 
represents the zenith of technological objectification of 
the world and knowledge, marked by a hyper-rationalist, 
scientific, linear, and reductionist de-struction of nature. 
It is no coincidence that capitalism, industrialism, and 
corporatism have f lourished in such an extreme, radical 
and destructive fashion in this age. Nor is it a surprise 
that there is an intense aversion developing worldwide to 
the excesses of science and technology – including 
militarism – and the pragmatic, utilitarian calculations 
that mark this period. 
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There is increasing critique of the hyper-rationalist 
(particularly positivist), mechanistic and reductionist bias 
imposed by the knowledge elite that dominates the 
institutions of modern industrial society. This critique 
presents a radical challenge to the methods of experimental 
science and the capitalist, corporatist autocracy that 
institutionalized science supports. It challenges the idea 
of one universal progressive human history, emphasizing 
instead an appreciation of traditional knowledge and 
ways that are particular to a specific time, place and 
experience. This movement represents a return to the 
legitimacy of subjectivity and personal knowledge, and 
the sovereignty of the individual at the local level to create 
knowledge through living action. And it challenges the 
notion that a specific reality can be effectively uncovered 
(and re-directed) by objective – so-called, “scientific” – 
investigation and intervention by non-participating 
outsiders.

This is important to us because the profession of interna-
tional socio-economic development is based in the 
modernist linear and cumulative notion of history, and 
the complex set of assumptions about “progress” that 
goes with it – including the bias of the “scientific” 
method, and the systems calculus that is used to measure 
and promote progress. In our work in international 
development this is typified in logical framework analysis 
and results-based management, presently imposed by 
international donors obsessed with the illusions of narrow 
reductionist “inputs”, “outputs”, “outcomes” and 
“indicators”. 

It is critical at this time to reappraise the role and 
significance of technology in the phenomenon of global-
ization. In the debate about its merits, globalization is 
represented either as the ultimate global triumph, or the 
ultimate disaster, of liberal capitalism. 

From this perspective, globalization is not new, but merely 
a third plateau of a progressive historical process (the 
first plateau was the western renaissance, the emergence of 
empire, and the colonialization of the planet; the second, 
the industrial revolution). Following this logic, the 
present, and perhaps ultimate, phase of globalization is 
marked by an electronic revolution that makes possible 
the movement of virtual money in virtual time – meaning 
that time and space no longer constrain speculative 
trading of commodities and national currencies – and 
represents a transformation in the very essence of “trade”. 
For some this is good and natural and bodes well for 
humanity; for others it is bad and has led to even more and 
deeper misery for the majority on the planet.

This debate is essentially an economistic debate, and 
focuses on people as economic beings, and as functions of 
economic laws. While many of the descriptive observations 
are valid, they are incomplete and inadequate to a pro-
found analysis of what is at stake and what are the options. 

While globalization is indeed a logical extension of recent 
history, it is far more complex than simply one more 
step in an inevitable historical process. It is, in fact, a fun-
damental discontinuity in that history. That is, the reality 
that underlies what we have come to call globalization is a 
largely new phenomenon, and its newness arises from 
transforming technology, not economics per se. 

The implications of this go beyond the likelihood that 
much of the world will continue to be impoverished and 
dominated by globalized corporate capital, cruel as 
this reality is. Global society is increasingly being 
de-humanized and controlled by totalizing technology 
and its associated fundamentalisms. This new world is 
marked by:

• the destruction of “difference” (the emergence of 
what some call “undifferentiated man” and 
undifferentiated societies);

• the homogenization of culture (the global 
dominance of commercialized artifice over 
authentic art, craft and cultural action); and,

• the commodification of all aspects of life. 

Together, these are destroying freedom and “human-ness”, 
and the possibility of authentic citizenship, resistance 
and creation. 

From this perspective, the conventional ideological 
categories of the past century are obsolete, two sides of 
the same coin. The “rightist” materialist catechism 
dominates, of course, in its triumphant celebration of the 
ascendancy of the industrialized liberal democracies 
and laissez-faire capitalism (“neo-liberalism”), even as 
the global failure of this economics becomes increasingly 
graphic and is challenged by its own leading proponents 
(cf. Stigliz, Soros, Krugman, et alia). 

On the other hand, the “leftist” materialist critique is 
similarly inadequate, in its anachronistic analysis of modern 
globalization merely as a return of nineteenth century 
economic liberalization, free-trade, and de-regulation 
that can be mediated through powerful governance 
institutions at the global level, and some variation of 
socialism or social democracy at the national level, or a 
modified Keynesian welfare state. 
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Neither “more of the same” from the right, or “back to 
the future” from the left will adequately address the 
fundamental dilemmas of human development in this 
21st century. More than economics is at stake, and more 
than economics is at play. And far more than a transformed 
economics is required to regain control of our lives, our 
governments, our societies and our nations. 

Corporatism: the loss of the social and of the commons
In the context of the emerging “technopoly”, citizenship is 
becoming extinct. We now have the state as corporation, 

and citizens as clients, 
stakeholders, or 
taxpayers. Politicians 
and bureaucrats see 
themselves largely as 
managers on strictly 
economistic and 
fiduciary grounds. The 
corporate interest is 

defined as the common interest, and the corporate state 
acts on behalf of these limited interests, in competition 
with the rest of the world rather than in common with it, 
or in cooperation. Public relations and “messaging” 
dominate public discourse. National research institutions 
serve commercial interests rather than public interest, 
and the function of science is to defend policy and profit 
rather than truth and the public good.

The dominant theme in the priorities and policies of state 
has become commercialization – economizing culture 
and industrializing production so that individuals and 
their daily lives are alienated from the processes of 
production and commerce as social and cultural acts. We 
have seen the privatization of what used to be considered 
public goods, such as water, and the commodification of 
public services such as health and education, as well as 
the privatization of citizenship itself. Citizenship is not a 
right fully enjoyed by all, but rather, is often a privilege of 
wealth and assets – along with place of birth, ethnicity, 
and religion – which still determine to a large extent both 
the degree of citizenship enjoyed and the protection 
proffered by the state.

Beyond liberalism and essentialism

There is no evidence for the self-declared merits of existing 
global systems, nor of the existing hegemony of 
international capital and technology. Increasing numbers 
of citizens believe that these systems work to the 
disadvantage of the majority, and of the planet itself. The 
biosphere and human life are at risk. The consciousness 
that this must change is growing. 

However, to achieve this shift on a global level requires 
more than will and action. It requires a change of mind, 
of consciousness. It means that we need to go beyond 
thinking in terms of absolute good and evil in constant 
tension, and to perceive and analyze the healthy and the 
harmful in all things and emphasize the healthy, reinforce 
the healthy, build on the healthy. There is no grand 
paradigmatic generic alternative, just as there is no one 
single grand narrative of the human journey. There will 
never be one perfect system that applies to all, everywhere, 
always. We need not seek it. We should not impose it.

Rather, we need to embrace diversity and reject dichotomies 
– dichotomies like global vs. local, for example, which 
obscures the spherical nature of the planet and of action; or 
private vs. public, which obscures and splits the essential 
political quality of life and action. 

We also need to name reality and name the effects of reality 
clearly, with an acute sense of justice. Patriarchy, imperi-
alism, fascism, greed, militarism, corporate licentiousness 
and crime – these things need to be brought into the 
cleansing light of public scrutiny, debate and transformation.

In all of this, values and ethics form the heart of the matter 
– the human values of health, creativity and respect 
for life, and the ethics of care and community. What is 
required is an explicit articulated global people’s movement 
for international cooperation within an ethos of respect, 
reciprocity and interdependent diversity. 

In building this movement we will have to transform the 
notion of “the Other”, and the need for identity to be 
rooted in difference rather than affinity, in the perception 
of the other-not-us, rather than in we-who-are-not-
homogenous. 

It is the creation of “the Other” that justifies cruelty and 
terror – whether the pervasive terrorism of the powerful, 
or the much-less-frequent terrorism of the weak. When 
the victim has been re-imagined as less than human, then 
isolation, exploitation, repression and even obliteration 
are justified as a necessity, rather than a crime. But the 
generalized qualities of “the Other” are always figments 
imagined in the consciousness of the victimizer and 
projected onto “the Other” to justify repression. The 
demonization of “the Other” is a primary function of 
propaganda, and of the ideologies – religious and secular 
– that propaganda serves. 

This fixation on “the Other” is central to the crisis of 
humanity in the present phase of globalization and the 
militarization of politics that has intensified across the 
globe. It is central to the terrible violence that destroys 
people and peoples, their places and communities. It is 
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central to the economic violence that lays waste entire 
cultures, communities and commons, without compassion 
or recompense. It is central to the logic of capitalist 
competition that sets countless people adrift – the majority 
of them women and children – without community or 
gainful work, then restricts their movement so that they 
cannot seek elsewhere what has been destroyed at 
home. Their one remaining “asset”, their labour, is itself 
constrained and stolen. 

Poverty has been criminalized, migration to seek a better 
life outlawed. For millions on the planet, to follow their 
dream has become a crime. The result is predictable and 
dangerous. When people are perceived as less-than-us, 
their circumstances matter less than ours. When people 
are seen as less-than-us, their lives matter less than ours. 
When people are considered less-than-us, their deaths 
matter less than our deaths, and the manner of their dying 

is obscured by bigotry 
and our own imagined 
fears. This notion of 
difference is perverse and 
deceitful. It must be 
challenged. 

What human society 
offers is not so much 
difference, as diversity. 

Humanity is not made up of fundamentally different 
civilizations, but rather diversity within civilization. And 
there is as much diversity within any single living culture 
as there is diversity among them. The way forward is to 
embrace the qualities of the “Other” in ourselves, and see 
ourselves always in “the Other,” so that we are defined not 
by what separates human beings but by what joins us.

This is an ethos that is growing in the world, creating 
movements of common cause, locally and globally. In our 
work we see everywhere the core human values of care 
and generosity and mutuality present and promoted and 
defended by a diverse range of citizens and activists 
working together to defend and protect the rights and 
lives of those besieged, and to challenge the marginaliza-
tion of people on the basis of origin, “race,” gender, 
religion or class.

Rethinking International Development 
Cooperation

In the final analysis, the future depends on a deep and 
broad global movement of people prepared to be advocates 
of hope against the merchants of fear; advocates of life 
against merchants of death; advocates of the planet 
against those who would appropriate life and the entire 

earth to buy it and sell it; advocates of nature against the 
machine; advocates of one universal humanity against 
those who define themselves in their superiority and 
dominance over the other. The new emerging globalism 
is based in such hope and articulated consciousness, 
promoting cooperative international action to try again 
to transform the world. 

At the same time, world events, and our experiences and 
relationships around the world, have also deepened our 
sense of the urgency people feel about the problems that 
need to be addressed. This urgency not only focuses on 
the critical dangers and misery that we all confront, but 
equally on the windows of opportunity that exist – 
opportunities for meaningful and effective interventions 
to mitigate the effects of social, political and economic 
upheavals, and contribute to justice, peace, authentic 
participative democracy and long-term social development. 
We are convinced that to seize these opportunities, donor 
nations such as Canada, and Canadian international 
non-government organizations such as Inter Pares – and 
our NGO colleagues in countries around the world, north 
and south – need to re-think our actions, our relation-
ships, and some of our assumptions and habits-of-mind. 

This section summarizes brief ly some elements of our 
own attempts to “re-think” international development 
cooperation.

Critique of economism

The focus of development theory and practice has from the 
outset been economistic. By this, we mean that the 
development paradigm regards human beings and human 
affairs as primarily economic in nature and in impetus. 
Development has looked almost exclusively at “economic 
man” (and sometimes, lately, woman, but not very 
profoundly or effectively, or even economically), and at 
the economic variables in the collective lives of people. 
Development is similarly based on assumptions about 
“progress” – as a natural process – with laws that are 
primarily economic, and outcomes that can and should 
be measured primarily, if not exclusively, by economic 
indicators.

This bias is not surprising. The Cartesian revolution of 
the “Enlightenment”, out of which emerged modern 
liberal capitalism and development theory, is profoundly 
materialistic, and its logic continues to influence official 
development discourse in a demonstrably failing way. 
The dominance since the mid-19th century of scientific 
materialism and historical determinism have infused 
development thinking with an uncritical, almost theological, 
quality that is linear, reductionist, and blinkered. 
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To seriously engage in the 
challenge facing human 
society globally, and in 
particular in the global 
South, requires that we 
transcend the assumptions 
and blinkers of economism 
and see human “progress” 

in much broader and dynamic terms – social, cultural 
and spiritual – with economic activity as merely one 
expression of human development, rather than the driver. 

The human being is not an economic entity. There is no 
need for economics – and certainly not extreme market 
capitalism and corporate commerce – to be the sole definer 
and determinant of the quality of human existence, and 
the health, growth and joy of individual humans. This 
just happens to be the way we have developed the planet, to 
the disadvantage of billions. The wealth and the wisdom 
exists to create alternatives, and the evidence is that 
developing such alternatives is imperative in these times, 
for the survival of global human society and perhaps the 
planet itself. 

An authentic project for development will refine the focus 
on the economic – at the very least, will not start and 
end with economics – and will emphasize human 
communities and people as citizens defining their own 
world and engaging with each other to elaborate and 
govern their various relationships, including commercial 
relationships, and their societies, in ways that benefit 
themselves, their families and their neighbours. 

That is, rather than simply focusing on broad indicators 
of national economies, the priorities of development 
ought to reflect the broader aspirations of human beings, 
their communities and their societies, according to the 
increasingly articulate aspirations and visions among 
these citizens. This shift is emerging from the growing 
acknowledgement of the flaws in the traditional assumption 
within the development paradigm – that universal benefits 
and opportunities f low naturally from increased 
production and the growth of wealth measured abstractly. 
This assumption has been demonstrated conclusively and 
repeatedly to be false, not only in the global South but in 
every nation on earth.

Essentialism and scientific reductionism

Central to the dilemmas of scientism and economism in 
development theory is the implicit essentialism in 
development discourse and practice. People are generalized 
into categories and defined with universal and essential 

qualities that are often inaccurate and always superficial, 
based in theory rather than lived lives. These categories, 
while sometimes useful, obscure the diversity among 
people and their situations, and the most important definers 
of everyday experience. Therefore, poverty itself is 
essentialized, as are the poor, and peasants, and women, 
and workers. These become the essential “Poor”, the 
essential “Peasant Farmer”, the essential “Woman” – people 
lost in categories and descriptors rather than appreciated 
as individual and diverse beings and agents. 

There is more difference among the members of these 
categories than there are similarities, and in these differences 
lie the seeds of health, growth, citizenship and social 
development. The actualization of these personal qualities 
and potentialities is the very purpose of development at 
the same time as they are development’s primary resource. 

In a compounding way, these same categories are further 
essentialized by categories defined not by who people are, 
or even what they are, but by their circumstances or 
conditions: people reduced to the category “refugees”, for 
example, or “internally-displaced people”, or simply 
“victims” – of natural and man-made disaster, of war, of 
political upheaval. When people are reduced to “target 
groups”, we strip from them precisely the qualities that 
provide the possibility of their transforming the conditions 
of their present lives. And without their active agency – 
participating in forging solutions out of the crucible of 
their circumstances – these conditions and their own lives 
can never be transformed.

The tendency to essentialize people is integral to the 
reductionist framework of the scientific and technological 
method that drives the assumptions and systems of 
mainstream development theory and practice. Social and 
economic engineering is premised on the belief that the 
whole is comprised of parts, and that by reducing all 
phenomena and processes to their smallest parts, it is 
possible to study and understand the whole; and by manipu-
lating these component parts in the appropriate order and 
manner, to influence the whole. But in dynamic reality, 
events are neither linear nor mechanical, complex effects 
do not f low from discrete causes, and the results of the 
most important processes and dynamics are quite 
indeterminate in advance, and often obscure within the 
event itself.

The myth of “progress”

Explicit in the political expression of this linear and 
reductionist frame of reference is the myth of historical 
progress, upon which development theory and practice 
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are premised. This includes the assumption that there are 
natural and universal steps in the development of societies 
– “stages”, they are often referred to – and that the task 
of international development is to assist societies, or 
nations, through these stages to successively higher orders 
of development. These stages are defined almost entirely 
on the basis of economic and technological criteria, and 
the successive stages are premised on obliteration of the 
more “primitive” characteristics of the stages they replace 
– for example, diverse family farming and local markets 
being supplanted by industrialized agriculture, 
monocultures and external international markets. Most 
fundamental is the erosion of the local and the communal 
by increasingly massive economies of scale (sometimes 
also called, without apparent irony, “efficiencies”). This is 
seen as natural and inevitable, and for the greater good.

So we have development by bulldozer, by crane, by tech-
nology and by chemistry – thwarting dreams, uprooting 
lives, scarring landscapes and destroying entire local 
biospheres and ecologies. Many, if not the majority, of 
the displaced people and refugees on the planet are 
“development refugees” – people uprooted by externally-

imposed “progress”, in many 
cases not merely dislodged 
coincidentally (“collateral 
damage”), but actually 
forcibly and violently driven 
out of their communities and 
off their traditional lands by 
paramilitary mercenaries 

engaged by economic elites and corporate entities who 
crave the land or its resources for their own commercial 
activity, wealth and power. The teeming cities are full of 
such uprooted people. And the self-serving apologia that 
has been uttered now for 300 years, “You can’t stand in 
the way of progress!”, merely insults the injury and does 
not begin to address the contradictions and dilemmas 
that come with the unaccountable, inexorable development 
machine – often underwritten by ODA (Overseas 
Development Assistance)– that works to the almost exclu-
sive benefit of economic elites and international capital.

But one person’s progress is another’s catastrophe. More 
fundamentally, what is destroyed is not only individuals, 
and families, or even entire communities, but whole 
societies. What is destroyed are entire local cultures and 
the diverse heritage of thousands of years of human 
history, with their own living knowledge, wisdom and 
science, increasingly fragmented, atomized and homoge-
nized. We are creating a planet of the alienated in their 
own lands, and rootless and stateless aliens who languish 
at the shuttered doors and the militarized shores of the 

increasingly gated nations that dominate the systems that 
are responsible for all this.

Agency

Who are the agents of development, and who should be 
the agents? In reality, ordinary people are the agents of 
development, individual citizens and citizens in groups 
or associations, acting in their own name in their own 
communities and, through what has become known as 
“civil society”, as social advocates with their own 
governments. Most particularly, people are the agents of 
their own personal development, and that of their 
families and their communities. 

There is no other way. There is no controversy on this 
point. Yet the operative norm remains otherwise. The 
driving force of virtually all “development” initiatives 
remains external actors determined to engineer change in 
spite of the opinions and aspirations of local people, and 
regardless of their specific knowledge and wisdom about 
how changes might be brought about in ways that conserve 
what is most precious to them, while improving the 
conditions that contribute most to health and quality of life.

This critique applies as much to national and international 
NGOs that over-run the most stricken countries on earth, 
as it applies to national governments and their international 
donors. We refer here to not only the OECD (Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Delvelopment) donor 
governments but, most particularly, the international 
financial institutions that set the framework and conditions 
for virtually all other development interventions, whether 
by national public and private entities, or international 
government and non-government donors. 

The assumptions of all of these external actors is that 
change can be engineered in the best interests of the people, 
and that the nature of such change and the measures to 
achieve it are best worked out by the professionals in local 
government and non-government bureaucracies and the 
large donor institutions. The participation of people in 
this process is not as authors and agents, but as objects of 
public education and behaviour modification campaigns 
– that is, advertising and social marketing.

It’s not working. It can’t work without people as the agents 
of the change processes that affect them, and they won’t be 
the agents unless they are included as authentic participants 
from the outset. 

Poor people are not stupid. They can’t afford to be. They 
will act in their own interest and the interest of those closest 
to them, and they will exploit and subvert all interventions 
imposed from outside that are not in their interest. 
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Much of the assistance in 
the name of “development” 
has become clientalist 
social welfare, in-and-out 
flows of resources that 
rarely create or build assets 
for families or their 
communities, and 
frequently undermine 

democracy and democratic economies. And in this 
process the politics of development has become cynical 
and corrupt. Cynical, because we do not do what we say, 
and we do not say what we do. Corrupt, because resources 
are exploited in expedient and arbitrary ways according to 
existing power structures and elite interests, and against 
the interests of the people in whose name all of this is 
justified, and whose images are broadcast daily across the 
globe to keep the funds flowing.

A way forward: escaping constructs and 
categories 

To move away from this disastrous course should now be 
the imperative of those committed to global peace, justice 
and security. This is the message of Nobel laureate Amartya 
Sen,11 one of the most important voices in the field of 
international development in the early moments of this 
century. We simply have to escape outworn constructs 
and categories to renew and renovate development theory 
and practice. This imperative is not controversial. It has 
become the mantra of almost every institution engaged in 
the dilemmas of global development, peace and security, 
who have made theorists such as the prophet Sen, the 
penitent Stiglitz, the magician Soros, and the chameleon-
like development guru, Jeffrey Sachs, celebrities of their 
seminars and banquets. 

The controversy is not at all about what is necessary, but 
about what is possible, what is realistic. It is upon this 
shoal that the discourse has run aground. To change things 
fundamentally, some things are going to have to funda-
mentally change, and the first of these is how power is 
structured and used, and in whose interest. To change the 
world fundamentally means starting where the problems 
begin – which is not in the fields and villages and marginal 
urban communities of the global South, but in the 
industrialized, corporate centres of global power in the 
transnational north and south. 

The most likely place for this process to begin is with the 
formal processes and practices of the development industry 
itself. Development has to become the living search for 
alternatives, the active pursuit of another way of being 

and doing things. It has to embrace a new mission, a new 
leadership, to promote genuine and profound self-
determination and democratization. Its priority should be 
authentic participation of citizens in forging solutions 
to the conditions of their lives, and sharing generously the 
resources to make these efforts permanent and sustainable. 

This means not merely charity, although charity is required, 
nor only global social solidarity, which is also critical. 
The new development paradigm has to be based and built 
in profound, radical common cause: to change the world 
in the common interest of all humans, and the planet 
itself. Not international development for them, but global 
development for all of us, under one sky.

Holistic development

The case for taking an holistic approach to social develop-
ment could not be more self-evident. It is evidenced in 
the failure of the segmented, fragmented approach that has 
been traditionally applied by development interveners. 
People do not live their lives in “sectors” or in “projects”. 
Their lives will not be improved substantially nor 
sustainably until they are directly involved as the agents 
of change, and the initiatives promoted take into account 
the whole of people’s lives – health, education, livelihoods, 
social and physical infrastructure, relationships and 
community integration, freedom and citizenship. That is, 
until these processes engage in the development of and for 
the whole person, in a society that itself is whole and secure.

In taking this approach, the most fundamental shift will 
be to establish priorities in an integrated and horizontal 

fashion, rather than a 
disintegrated, hierarchical 
and vertical fashion. 
Development is not 
advanced by recipe. It is 
a dynamic. Given the 
opportunity to develop and 
identify choices among 

elements in an integrated horizontal spectrum of self-
defined needs and priorities, people will choose what is 
most immediately important in their own circumstances, 
but will also set priorities in an order and sequence that 
enhance the longer-term opportunity for substantial and 
sustainable development of their communities. 

People do know what is best for them. And they can 
determine quite wisely the mix and sequence of interven-
tions and inputs that are most likely to serve their interest 
in the short and long term. When asked to make choices 
in a holistic, integrated fashion that reflects their own 
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experience and aspirations for themselves, their families 
and their communities, they will apply a development 
science and a home-economics no less rigorous and more 
informed and practical, than anything that can be contrived 
and inserted by outside agents.

This is not to say that this process cannot be assisted by 
external actors. Indeed, that is the primary role of 
interveners: to engage with people as collaborators in 
authentic integrated investigation and holistic planning, 
and then to provide resources not yet available inside 
the community to carry out these plans. 

Public, private and the commons

The obliteration of the social commons, and the goods 
and services that ought to remain as part of the public 
domain, has been one of the most disastrous, even 
criminal, effects of development as it has been practiced in 
the past several decades. This has been most pronounced 
and overt in the past 20 years of imposed neo-liberal 
economics and structural adjustment, which made explicit 
the goal to obliterate the commons and the public sphere. 
This goal has been an article of almost religious faith, 
imposed in the clear economic self-interest of the elites who 
have enforced these policies, and in whose interest the 
project of international development has been advanced. 

The communal commons is that territory and space – 
including resources, landscapes and all living things 
– which is not property, and cannot be owned. It is space 
that is open to all and closed to none, to be used for daily 
needs but not exploited beyond these needs or to the 
exclusion of the needs of others. At one time, and not very 
long ago, the greatest proportion of the planet fell into 
this category. 

The public and private domains are more properly “property” 
– areas controlled by those who have title, formal or 
conventional. The private domain is that domestic realm 
over which the individual or family hold exclusive and 
unchallenged sway and privilege, to be shared or withheld 
at the will of the private holder. In this case, the private 
domain includes not merely goods, but social and civil 
prerogatives. The public domain, on the other hand, is 
the domain that is publicly owned and administered on 
behalf of all citizens, accessible to all according to rules 
accepted by all and governed by all through a responsible 
government and its officials. Universally available health 
and education resources, and infrastructure such as water 
and sanitation, are obvious examples, as are roads and 
parks and ports, where access is open to all, but the rules 
must be obeyed, and are enforced in the interests of all.12

We live in a time when economic elites are increasingly 
preoccupied with property – its privatization, and the 
protection of its absolute prerogatives. This singular 
obsession is manifested in all walks of life and runs counter 
to the conservation and protection of what many of us 
continue to believe is the common property of all members 

of the human community: 
the air we breathe, the 
water we drink, the seas, 
the forests, mountains, the 
genetic heritage that is 
the basis of the continuation 
and diversity of life on our 
planet, and the public spaces 
for true citizen participation. 

What was once known as 
“the commons” – the terms comes from the historic concept 
of property and space that is shared by all communally – 
is now all but gone. For authentic, universal development 
to occur, we need engaged citizens to protect and expand 
what commons are left, while also resisting the 
encroaching privatization of the shared property in the 
public domain. Indeed, development will be impossible 
until much of the public domain that has been cleared 
away in nations across the globe is restored and enhanced. 
One of the key challenges then is in realizing the role of 
development in conserving this common heritage and 
defining it within a social justice perspective.

Local ownership

The new development assistance mantra is “local ownership”, 
a concept as old as human organization, but which has 
re-emerged in the last few years as an apparently ground-
breaking innovation from the World Bank and embraced 
by the club of donors (DAC) within the OECD, including 
the Canadian government. What does this new emphasis 
imply about the old emphasis? Who owned the processes 
of development before? And why do we think that what 
has gone on before will now change simply because politi-
cians and international aid bureaucrats have a new term? 

Unless the entire process and mechanics of ODA change 
fundamentally, the criteria of local ownership will be only 
rhetorical. The mechanics that have been imposed to 
ensure local ownership – the operational details of which 
are captured, and obscured, in such devices as SWAPs 
(Sector-wide approaches) and PRSPs (Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Papers) – are still rooted in harsh conditionalities, 
now synchronized and harmonized among the donor 
countries in a way that makes these conditionalities absolute 
and non-negotiable. The fact is, and no one disputes this, 
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these onerous conditionalities and procedures imposed 
by the donors respond not to local conditions and needs, 
but to a neo-conservative politics and radical neo-liberal 
economic agenda rooted in the donor countries.13 

Equally critical are the processes at the local level. In 
many places it has become clear that there is a great deal 
of hypocrisy in the commitment to “local ownership”. 
Local ownership is often undermined by the fact that the 
imposed conditionalities and sector priorities mentioned 
above are accepted and administered by an implicit 
international elite. This elite includes international donor 
agencies, international NGOs, local (national) policy 
institutions and intellectuals, and their national civil 
servant counterparts, who collaborate in developing 
national programs to 
the exclusion of local 
input from citizens 
bringing data and 
perspectives of their 
real lived lives. These 
contradictions have 
been documented recently by a series of studies 
collected and published by the Overseas Studies Institute 
(UK).14 The discussion of this phenomenon in these 
papers is very revealing.

We need to approach the issue of local ownership from 
the perspective of building capacity of citizens to develop 
and articulate their own analysis and programs in specific 
and concrete situations, and to participate in processes of 
citizen-based policy formulation and advocacy to 
influence government in establishing social and economic 
policy and priorities. For Inter Pares, this means 
emphasizing in our actions the development of common 
cause relationships, which combine direct support for 
local actions – locally conceived and implemented – while 
reinforcing and collaborating with these actions through 
international policy advocacy, including advocacy here in 
Canada with the Canadian government concerning 
Canada’s foreign policy and ODA strategies.

Partnership 

The sister concept to the re-discovered value of local 
ownership is “partnership”. But the most important impact 
of a commitment to authentic local ownership on the part 
of donors, whether government donors or NGOs, ought 
to be a rejection of old notions of partnership. 

A devalued ideology of partnership has become pervasive, 
in which the conditions and terms of partnering relation-
ships are determined and dictated by the partner with 
the money, whether donor governments, international 

financial institutions, corporations, or international 
NGOs. The symbolism of partnership usually masks the 
bitter realities of fundamentally unequal relationships 
that often represent a repudiation of sovereignty and self-
determination.

An insidious contemporary variation is the so-called 
“social partnership”, dominated by corporations in the 
interest of social marketing and public relations. These 
are fast becoming a major source of aid resources, not only 
with NGOs but within the United Nations and multilateral 
system. Under this form of “partnership”, corporations 
that are notorious transgressors of the common good and 
acknowledged violators of human rights, environmental 
regulations and business ethics – particularly the vertically-
integrated pharmaceutical, chemical and resource 
extraction industries – rehabilitate their reputations 
through cheap association with humanitarian agencies and 
their charitable “good works”.15

Partnership is a negotiated relationship for mutually 
inclusive action toward limited, but – at least on the surface 
– mutually consistent, goals. It implies a division of 
labour, of responsibility, of authority, of ownership and 
reward. Partnership does not challenge existing relations 
or disparities – for example, of power and resources, or 
inf luence. This certainly remains the reality, in spite of 
the belated emphasis on local ownership among the 
donor nations. 

Partnership that is based within disparity is, at least in 
part, exploitation. It can work to maintain and sometimes 
increase the existing disparity and fundamental inequality 
between and among partners – as has been the case 
with the unconscionable debt load that has undermined 
the efforts of scores of countries to improve the lives and 
security of their citizens. 

This is so even when partnership is benign, or even 
benevolent, and when both partners achieve real concrete 
benefits (for example, Canadian NGOs and CIDA, CIDA 
and beneficiary countries, and Canadian NGOs and their 
Southern “partners”).

Partnership is virtually always based on division and 
separation, and on disparity and inequality of labour and 
of gains. Authentic and fundamental relations among 
those working for change with a commitment to promoting 
and defending local ownership will be based within a 
joining and an integration; will be based on fundamentally 
shared goals and interests; and by extension, will be based 
on a commitment to a common and shared future – that 
is, on parity and equality.

Inter Pares Occasional Paper Series, No.6                                                                                                               November, 2004

 “Local ownership” is 
undermined by imposed 
conditionalities and 
sector priorities.



RETHINKING DEVELOPMENT                                                                                                                                                                               13

Authentic and fundamental relations for justice and social 
change are not manifest in mere partnership, but in 
collaboration, as equals, co-operation, as equals, and most 
importantly, on an open and publicly-professed conspiracy, 
among equals (co-spirare = breathing together). We need 
to challenge and change the structures and relations that 
perpetuate the injustice and inequities that separate 
people and peoples, and exploit the labour and lives of the 
many at the service of the few. In building partnerships 
we need to aspire to a higher and more radical form of 
collaboration and offer it to our co-conspirators in our 
effort to create change.

A critical implication for Inter Pares is that we do not see 
our relationship with our own donors and funders, 
including the Canadian government through CIDA, as a 
partnership, but as a collaboration. And similarly, we do 
not see those with whom we work as partners, but as 
co-protagonists and colleagues. To make this distinction 
Inter Pares uses the (still imperfect) term “counterparts”, to 
try to capture the sense of common cause, among equals. 

Coordination among donors

Reference is made above to the existing practices of donor 
coordination and “harmonization”. Coordination in and 
of itself is not a bad thing, and indeed could be extremely 
useful and profoundly transformative. Everywhere we go 
we hear our counterparts yearn for more coordination 
among donors, since they are relentlessly exposed to diverse 
demands, expectations and priorities to which they have to 
respond. These extraneous demands absorb tremendous 
energies and radically skew priorities and activities. 

But by coordination they do not mean a universal, 
coordinated – and therefore even more restrictive – set of 
external demands, expectations and priorities. Such 
coordination only means they become even more the 
implementing agents of the priorities and norms of donors, 
rather than agents of their own aspirations and priorities. 
What they do mean is a coordinated set of mutual and 
reciprocal obligations, agreed upon with the recipient of 
assistance as an equal and leading participant, both in 
the formulation of the reciprocities, and the ongoing 
evaluation of the adherence to agreements. What is most 
important is not whether the donors coordinate and 
harmonize their ODA programs. What is important are 
the actual policies, practices and procedures that they 
implement in their “harmony”. If priorities, policies, 
practices and procedures are imposed and reflect only the 
interests of the donors, then coordination is negative, and 
far worse for the ostensible beneficiary than no coordination 
at all.

The key element in development assistance coordination, 
therefore, has to be a reciprocity and mutuality that 
fundamentally shifts the paradigm of aid from one of giving, 
to one of sharing; from one of charity out of benevolence, 
to one of engaging and sharing out of a sense of justice.

Development assistance is not merely a choice. It is a duty 
flowing from our common humanity. It is a sharing of 
resources globally among all people and groups of people, 
whose collective human right it is to share in global 

resources, and whose 
human obligation is to 
share what they have 
with those who are less 
fortunate. This implies 
going beyond charity to 
share – globally and 
universally – the 
authentic opportunity 
for self-determination, 
health, growth and 
sustainable autonomous 

development. Ultimately, we have to engage with others 
not as beneficiaries, but as equals and as the agents of 
their own futures and that of their communities and the 
wider world. Development assistance is not noblesse 
oblige, but a moral, ethical and political response to the 
inequities that are imbedded in existing global political, 
social and economic structures.

Only when the notion of “donors”, along with its prece-
dence and privilege, has been surrendered, and resources 
are shared in social solidarity and common cause, will 
“coordination” be a substantial advance in development 
assistance.

Good governance, good citizenship

Much of this discourse revolves around governance and 
citizenship. It bears emphasis that two basic notions are 
central to these themes: responsibility and reciprocity. The 
key to good governance is that all forms of governance 
be responsible, and that responsible governance is rooted 
in reciprocity among citizens, among shared rights and 
responsibilities, and among shared privileges and obligations.

Governance in this sense does not refer simply to 
government; in fact, government is not the primary element. 
Rather, good and effective government flows from and is 
a function of broad, active, mature, and responsible 
citizenship. And good governance also applies to 
communities (not only communities of locality, but also 
communities of mutual interest), to associations of all 
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types, as well as to social and economic organizations and 
institutions. 

It is for precisely this reason that citizens, and citizen 
associations and institutions within civil society, have to 
be central to any development strategy and international 
programs to support local development. It is also why the 
development of effective citizens and civil society has 
to be a priority in any development action. This is an area 
where the NGO/CSO sector has a critical and 
indispensable role. 

Citizenship is the key to good governance, and good 
government f lows from good citizenship, just as good 
political leadership f lows from good citizenship. Any 
program that emphasizes good governance, in the sense 
of formal government, must include the development 
of citizens and citizenship as a first priority. 

Our emphasis on the qualities of responsibility and 
reciprocity reflect our conviction that the best governance 
is self-governance, defined as managed self-determination 
with respect for one’s own obligations, and the rights of 
others, as well as the rights we claim for ourselves. It implies 
citizens taking responsibility for their actions in reciprocity 
with others, and together ensuring the satisfaction of 
mutual needs and shared goals. 

Such governance does not necessarily imply the forms and 
values of liberal democracy, which is only one model 
of responsible citizenship and governance. It does imply 
responsibility and accountability governed by appropriate 
processes and norms determined over time by a social group. 

Programs promoting and nurturing good governance and 
good citizenship will focus not only on responsibility and 
reciprocity as values. They will also focus on the formula-
tion and application of norms, skills, processes and 
structures that mitigate disparities of power, arbitrary 
action and impunity, while encouraging and facilitating 
responsibility, reciprocity and public accountability. 

The right to be 

Development action has to be rooted in the principle that 
every person has the “right to be”. This right implies that 
every person and every community not only has a right to 
live, but also has a right to a quality of life that is human 
and humane. Every person and every community has a 
right to live decently and with dignity, and to develop 
their authentic human capacity and qualities. Each person, 
and each community, has a right to develop as they wish, to 
their full creativity and potential. 

This “right to be” includes, at a minimum, the right not to 
be killed by the state, or its military proxies. It means the 

right not to waste away from malnutrition; the right not 
to die from disasters that the simplest precautions could 
prevent, or from wars waged by dictators against their 
own people. It means the right not to die from diseases 
that are easily preventable. 

But the “right to be” goes beyond this right to live with a 
minimal degree of physical security. It is also the right of 
all citizens to be free persons, to be thriving and growing 
individuals, to be full participants in a free and equal 
society, to resist oppression and promote justice. It is the 
right to become – to become what we can, and to seek 
what we dream. Development action should first and fore-
most promote the right of all persons to be fully human 
and achieve their full creative potential to live creatively 
and actively as citizens in their communities, their 
countries and their world. Nurturing citizen action to 
transform structural obstacles to equitable and sustainable 
development therefore has to be a central focus and goal. 

Role of civil society

As described earlier, over the past decades there has 
emerged an incredible amount of sophisticated, effective 
mobilization world-wide within the contested space 
commonly referred to as civil society. Active, intentional 

citizenship is increasing, 
and is increasingly 
effective. And links among 
citizens and citizen’s 
groups – locally, 
nationally, regionally and 
globally – are also 
increasing. In this context, 
the role of the voluntary 

sector in society is to give breath and heart to innovative 
and alternative ideas for developing and conserving 
creative, vibrant, tolerant, caring and dynamic societies. 
It is a role of nurturing mutual support and social 
solidarity, of promoting values of social responsibility and 
reciprocity, of supporting and mobilizing citizenship in the 
interests of the entire community. 

The voluntary sector can be a garden of social innovation 
and change, as well as a locus of organized resistance 
and dissent to the excesses of the market and of privilege 
– whether the privilege of class, of race, or of gender.16 

The world is not the way it must be if it is to nurture and 
protect human health and prosperity. It can be changed 
for the better, and this can happen best through the direct 
participation of citizens collaborating to envision better 
ways, and mobilizing to bring their propositions forward, 
in the diverse theatre of debate we know as civil society. 
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