
 

 

Shigeru Otsubo, Hirotsune Kimura, Sanae Ito (eds.) 

 

English Translation (Drafts)    DO NOT COPY 
Preface 
Introduction to International Development Studies 
Part I: What are Development and International Development? 
Chapter 1:  From the Viewpoint of Development Economics 
Chapter 2:  From the Viewpoint of Development Politics 
Chapter 3:  From the Viewpoint of Development Sociology 
Part II: Leading Issues in International Development  

(English drafts will not be provided for Part II.) 
Conclusion:  An Interdisciplinary Approach to International Development Studies 



Introduction to International Development Studies: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Development Studies    
Part I:  What are development and international development? 
Chapter 3: From the Viewpoint of Development Sociology  

(Final：2010 年 5 月 11 日) 

1 
 

Chapter 3 
From the Viewpoint of Development Sociology 

 
Sanae ITO 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

International development studies is an interdisciplinary field of research that addresses development 

issues generated from the real world. There are diverse views on how to understand its 

interdisciplinary nature. This chapter tries to show how sociology, along with economics and political 

science, contributes to international development. ‘Development Sociology’ used in this chapter is 

defined broadly to include aspects of both sociology and anthropology which are applied to 

development theory and practice. The terms ‘development sociology’ and ‘social development’ are 

often used interchangeably by different authors. Strictly speaking,  they ought to be differentiated. 

Development sociology is thought to be equipped with theoretical and methodological approaches 

unique to its own, while the job of development sociologists is not confined to analyzing social 

development problems alone. This chapter argues that perspectives held by development sociologists 

should  be mainstreamed in all development theory and practice.   
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1. What is Development? 
 

It is a historical fact that economics has long dominated the field of international 

development studies. What kind of different perspectives do other disciplines offer and how do 

they try to make contributions to international development studies? Let us first examine 

different assumptions characterizing different disciplines.  

The table below shows a simplified depiction of the different assumptions entailed in the 

four disciplines of economics, political science, sociology and social anthropology. The 

contrast is especially clear if we compare economics and social anthropology. Political science 

and sociology are found in-between the two extremes between the two extreme studies. 

Interestingly, the underlying assumptions concerning the relationship between the researcher 

and the ‘researched’ are quite different between economics and the other social science 

disciplines. To put it simply, economists tend to place great faith in the objectivity of the 

researcher. They assume that a universal law exists and that it can be analyzed objectively by 

the researcher.   By contrast, for social anthropologists, ‘reality’ observed by the researcher 

cannot be separated from the researcher’s own cultural, economic, social, and political 

backgrounds. Hence, they take the view that reality is not one and that it is important to 

interpret different meanings and realities embedded in the local context.   

 

Table 3-1 Ideal-type Depiction of Disciplines and Underlying Assumptions on ‘Reality’ and 

‘Knowledge’1

 
 

Economics Politics Sociology Social Anthropology 
What is reality? One reality exists. 

Reality is 
independent of our 
thoughts 
What is observable 

is real 

One reality exists. 
Reality is 
independent of our 
thoughts 

One reality exists. 
Reality is 
independent of our 
thoughts 
Much of reality is 

unobservable 

There are different 
realities associated with 
different standpoints 
and cultures 

What is the goal of 
enquiry 

Acquisition of a 
single ‘truth’ – a 
universal, general 
law 

We can establish 
truths or 
generalizations 
about human beings 

Truth needs to be 
understood in 
terms of practical 
adequacy  

Interpretation of local 
meanings. There is no 
universal truth 

How are the 
researcher and the 
‘researched’ related? 

The researcher is 
objective and is 
independent of the 
‘researched’ 

The researcher is 
subjective and is 
not independent 
of the 
‘researched’ 

The researcher is 
subjective and is 
not independent 
of the 
‘researched’  

The researcher is 
subjective and is not 
independent of the 
‘researched’  

Source: Adapted from Bevan (2006, p.15) by Summer & Tribe (2008, p72) 

Social anthropologists argue further that ‘knowledge’ often reflects the power of the person 

                                                   
1 The table is a simplified summary of the general underlying assumptions. It should be noted that 
there are different positions within each discipline.  
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who decides what is important. They therefore stand on the assumption that the knowledge can 

be manufactured by the researchers who make subjective interpretations of the realities 

experienced by the researched. A growing number of sociologists and anthropologists share 

this assumption amidst the rise of postmodernism and social constructionism that derives from 

it. In the rest of this chapter, I use the word ‘sociology’ to refer to both sociology and social 

anthropology which share the same assumption when they are applied to issues related to 

international development.  

How then does the underlying assumption discussed above reflect the way sociologists 

understand ‘development’? Compared to the economists who have actively engaged with 

development issues from early on, sociologists have long been hesitant to do so. In he past two 

decades, however, a growing number of sociologists has found different ways of engagement. 

Their attitudes are characterized by a certain amount of skepticism towards what appears to be 

dominant and natural processes of development.2

Underlying that skepticism is the belief that development processes are influenced by 

historical, social and cultural contexts, and are hence unpredictable and diverse. Moreover, 

sociologists do not view diversity and unpredictability to be something negative that may 

hinder development. They respect locally-specific patterns of development and embrace the 

notion of diversity.  

  

Likewise, sociologists find diversity and unpredictability at an individual level as well. 

Social actors are thought to possess knowledge and agency3 necessary to make creative and 

diverse decisions, and act upon them within the given opportunities and constraints (Booth 

2003, p.865). The changes created by external forces like state interventions or globalization 

certainly go beyond the control of individuals. Yet, social actors do not always accept such 

changes passively, but attempt to negotiate them in their own life world. James Scott (1985) 

describes the everyday forms of poor farmers’ resistance to the dominance of the rich based on 

fourteen-month fieldwork in a Malaysian village. Scott argues that historically, there are only 

an extremely limited number of instances in which the subordinate classes have been able to 

organize open political struggles against the rich and powerful. The subordinate classes more 

often try to protect their interests by resorting to such simple acts as sabotage, malicious 

gossips, or theft4

                                                   
2 The following discussions on development sociologists are based on David Booth, ed. (1994), 
Rethinking Social Development: Theory, Research & Practice. 

. The important role of a development sociologist is thus to interpret those 

3 According to Rapport and Overing (2000, p.1) agency is “the capacity, the power, to be the source 
and originator of acts”.   
4 James C. Scott (1985) Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance. Scott, a 
political scientist by training, conducted  long-term anthropological fieldwork in a rural community in 
Malaysia to write this book.   
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everyday actions of the people in their own terms and within the local contexts in which they 

occur. This should present a challenge to the view that any society following the top-down 

prescription for development should successfully achieve development.  

  The goal of development arising from the contributions of development sociologists has to 

do with respecting people’s own initiatives and bringing good change in their lives. As the goal 

of development does not have to be defined discipline by discipline, this does not mean that the 

goal described above is unique to development sociology. However, it should be noted that 

development for development sociologists5

  Processes of development in this sense should essentially be initiated by local people 

themselves. Yet, it remains a matter of debate as to what extent development sociologists 

should be involved to work with the local people.  Development sociologists working for aid 

agencies cannot be expected to see things in the same way as local people do. What about 

development sociologists who work as academics? Neither they can be the stakeholder of the 

development processes in the same way as the local people are. There is a critical reflection 

among development sociologists themselves concerning the role many of them take up as the 

voice of the local people. On the other hand, it is possible for development sociologists to 

become more sensitive to their own positionality and to redefine themselves as a different kind 

of stakeholder. This means that they become more conscious of their own backgrounds and 

subjectivity that is conditioned by them. There is a growing number of development 

sociologists who are aware of the ethical issues involved in fulfilling their role as development 

practitioner and/or researcher. 

 is not confined to fulfilling a society’s material 

needs. It involves a broader scope of ensuring human well-being through bringing positive 

social change. Reducing people’s multiple deprivations, ensuring their access to knowledge, 

health care and employment, and realizing an inclusive society are among the more specific 

goals envisioned by development sociologists.  

  How exactly have development sociologists been engaging themselves in development 

theory and practice?6 Firstly, sociologists, whether they are development sociologists or not,  

have long been concerned with the impact of economic change on society and culture. Since its 

establishment in the 19th

Secondly, as development sociologists have begun to play a bigger role in development 

 century, sociology has been attempting to theorize changes in social 

relationships and norms as society experiences profound changes in its economic 

circumstances. 

                                                   
5 To be precise, the view is not limited to development sociologists. It is the view shared by 
development professionals with social perspectives.  
6 For a more thorough discussion, see Gardner and Lewis (1996) Anthropology, Development and the 
Post-Modern Challenge, pp.50-76. 
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practice, they have been busy analyzing the social impact that a particular development project 

may create (or may have created) on the local society. By understanding the prevailing social 

relationships and norms of the locality, development sociologists find themselves in a good 

position to offer advice on the important factors to be considered, for example, in designing a 

project to promote primary education or reproductive health in a particular area. In addition, 

their advice is also sought when a particular project has failed because reasons for the failure 

are often associated with a neglect to understand local values and practices.    

Thirdly, the investigation into the workings of the development industry itself has recently 

become popular among development sociologists. This is particularly true among the 

anthropologists of development. Some of them have formed the post-development school to 

critically examine key notions such as ‘development’ and ‘poverty’ as a discourse.7

                                                   
7 Major works that fall within this category are: A. Escobar (1995) Encountering Development and J. 
Ferguson (1990) The Anti-Politics Machine.  

 Some of 

these people reject development as it is practiced today and try to provide alternatives, which 

are often highly idealistic and difficult to put into practice. Yet their attempt to interpret and 

deconstruct discourses and narratives generated by the development industry has contributed to 

our better understanding of the political nature of development. 
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The three ways in which development sociologists engage in development have been widely 

recognized as important. Yet, time has yet to come to mainstream their approaches without 

confining them to narrowly defined social development issues.  

 

2. A History of Development Sociology and Paradigm Shifts in 
Development Thinking 

 

Sociology, since its formation in the 19th century, has always been concerned with 

understanding social change as society transforms itself from simple to complex structure. It 

Column3-1 Extension of improved cooking stoves 

 

Emma Crewe, a development sociologist, got herself involved in development work to promote 

improved cooking stoves. In the 1970s and 1980s, many development agencies, governments, and 

NGOs were keen to spread the use of the fuel-efficient cooking stoves in Asian and African rural 

communities. According to Crewe, the shared objective was to stop the poor cutting trees, thereby 

preventing deforestation in the developing world.  and environmental destruction. The improved 

stoves were designed by engineers using ‘appropriate technology’. Despite the enthusiasm among 

development practitioners, the use of the stoves did not spread as much as they had expected. It 

was learned that local cooks valued functions other than fuel efficiency. These included the speed 

at which a stove operated and space heating in the mountainous areas of Nepal and Guatemala, 

for example. In the meantime, local as well as international researchers questioned the 

relationship between fuel wood consumption by the poor and deforestation. Development 

agencies largely abandoned the promotion of the improved cooking stoves, citing local people’s 

conservative attitudes as a reason. Ironically, Crewe observed that a number of technical 

improvements made by engineers to reflect local needs were increasing their popularity among 

local cooks, just as donors’ interest waned. If the objective had been redefined as meeting the 

local needs, instead of preventing deforestation by reducing people’s fuel wood consumption, the 

stove programs could have been considered successful.   

 

Source: Summarized by the author. Crewe, E. (1997), “Silent Traditions of Development Cooks”. 
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can therefore be said that sociology is equipped with the theoretical foundation for 

understanding changes brought on by international development. Social theories in the 19th 

century had less normative elements. Theories that perceived social change as a process of 

social evolution through technological innovation was highly influencial. Examples of these 

are the concepts of social progress and social evolutionism supported by Auguste Comte 

(1798-1857) and Herbert Spencer (1820-1903). Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), succeeding 

Comte, analyzed the transition from a traditional to a modernized society in Western Europe. 

He assessed how the changes in social life caused by social change would determine 

individuals’ action, and theorized it as a “social fact”8. With the emergence of Karl Heinrich 

Marx (1818-1883) Marxist sociology gained influence and tried to explain the historical 

evolution of social systems in terms of the changes in the material modes of production. All 

these sociological theories share the view that individual action is conditioned by changes in 

social structures. Contrary to this view, Max Weber (1864-1920) argued that the emergence of 

modern society freed people from traditional norms of behavior and that it was possible to 

reorganize society through individual action based on rationality and efficiency9

In the 20

. 
th century, functionalism reached its prime in North America. This was led by 

Talcott Parsons (1902-79) and Robert King Merton (1910-2003). During the brief period in 

the 1930s the idea of social planning brought forward by William Fielding Ogburn 

(1886-1959) and others became popular. This was based on the idea that social change can be 

engineered by promoting science and technology as well as social innovation. Yet the 

popularity of this line of thinking did not last long under the strong influence of 

functionalism10

Meanwhile, cultural anthropologists

. Functionalism stands on the premise that various elements composing a 

society work interdependently to stabilize and harmonize the society as a whole, hence 

reaching social equilibrium. It follows that  a social system reaches this equilibrium through 

natural functions and without any  external intervention. Sociologists who upheld this view 

at the time were interested to study North American social systems, and there were few 

scholars who showed any interest in newly independent countries in the South.    
11

                                                   
8 See Anthony Giddens (2001) Sociology for a genealogy of sociological theories.  

 such as Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown 

9 Weber (1976) The Protestant Ethics and the Spirit of Capitalism. (1st ed. in 1904-5). 
10 For further explanations, see Hall, A. and J. Midgley, (eds.) (1988), Development Policies: 
Sociological Perspectives, p.17-18.  
11 Generally speaking, anthropology that studies culture and society through empirical observations is 
called cultural anthropology in the US. In Britain and France, on the other hand, the anthropology that 
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(1881-1955) and Bronislaw Kasper Malinowski, (1884-1942) argued that cultural practices 

comprise the functional mechanism to meet the basic human needs and to maintain social 

structure. Their argument derived from fieldwork conducted in the Andaman Islands and 

Trobriand Islands, but the objective of their enquiry was essentially to understand how 

different cultural elements constitute an organic whole. Thus, they were not interested to 

bring changes in non-western societies they studied. There were some anthropologists who 

applied anthropology in the practical area such as the British and French social 

anthropologists who worked with colonical administrations. There were also American 

cultural anthropologists who studied the culture of enemy nations during the World War II. 

These anthropologists later faced severe self-criticism for implicating themselves in political 

regimes12

In summary, it can be said that it is the economists who first discovered ‘development’ as an 

issue, defined it, and made it as an area of research. Sociologists, on the other hand, have 

been confining their efforts to the understanding of human behavior and social conditions as 

explanatory variables which may or may not promote development. It was only in the 1980s 

when they started to actively engage in development. We will examine the changing roles 

they play in chronological order.  

.  

 

2.1 The 1960s-70s 

After the end of World War II, development assistance was intended mainly for postwar 

reconstruction of Europe. With the emergence of the Cold War, it changed its nature and 

became a political tool to fight against communism in the ‘Southern’ nations which gained 

independence from the colonial rule. It is often believed that theories of development which 

emerged during this period derived from economic theories. Yet, they also had linkages to 

some of the sociological theories reviewed earlier. The modernization theory which became 

influential after the War shared some of the theoretical foundations of structural functionalism. 

This is because modernization theory stands on the assumption that a social system is formed 

through a goal-oriented, dynamic process.   

In the 1960s, state-led efforts to realize a modern, Westernized society through a series of 

                                                                                                                                                     
strongly follows the tradition of French sociological theories is often called social anthropology.  
12 Involvement of anthropologists in international development is elaborated in Gardner, K. and D. 
Lewis (1996), Anthropology, Development and the Post-Modern Challenge. 
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five-year plans became a standard pattern among the ‘Third World’ countries. Development 

assistance was directed to eliminate obstacles that would derail modernization efforts. Thus 

strong focus was placed on infrastructure development and technology transfer. Education for 

the workers who would work in modern industries, improvement of time management, and 

family planning for modern nuclear families were also promoted along with infrastructure 

development and technological progress (Corbridge1995, p.2). Modernization theory which 

supported these efforts reflected optimism. It was considered that given a set of essential inputs, 

a society, however backward, would inevitably take-off and follow the path towards 

modernization. The idea resonates with the underlying assumption of functionalism, which 

stresses that different elements comprising a society forms an organic whole, each fulfilling the 

function to serve the interest of the whole. However, criticism of this optimistic vision grew 

stronger as expected progress was not observed in large parts of the developing world. The 

critics pointed out the existence of structural barriers as root cause of underdevelopment. They 

argued that structural subordination characterized the underdeveloped South, and that this was 

fundamentally related to the development of the world capitalist system.  

 

2.2 The 1970s-1980s 

 Strong doubts about modernization theory thus led to the criticism of capitalism, which 

was most strongly advocated by dependency theorists. The critics also questioned the view that 

the benefits of economic development would trickle down from top to bottom and improve the 

conditions of the lower classes of society. Around the same time, the International Labour 

Organization (ILO) and the World Bank started to shift their focus to meeting poor people’s 

basic human needs (BHNs). The BHN approach aims to address human needs directly, often 

through promoting small-scale agricultural development and developing urban informal 

sectors.  

The age of the ‘grand narrative’ was said to be over, and more practical, grass-roots 

activities referred to as ‘bottom-up’ approaches became increasingly popular. This led to the 

recognition of the usefulness of the kind of knowledge possessed by rural sociologists as well 

as applied anthropologists. At the same time, the influence of the neo-liberal economists rose 

sharply in the 1980s, and along with decentralization and privatization, the NGOs emerged as 

an important private-sector actor to put the BHN approach into practice. This trend was 

reinforced by the emphasis placed on ‘local people’ and ‘community’ by rural sociologists and 
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applied anthropologists.  

This was how development sociologists forged ahead in the field of international 

development. In the process, they directed their critical gaze at the way the development 

industry prioritized macro-level economic development. An increasing number of development 

sociologists started to question the structuralist-functionalist assumptions held by both 

modernization theorists and dependency theorists. In other words, fewer development 

sociologists were persuaded by the assumption that underdeveloped society must move from 

one stage to another along a linear path. Neither were they persuaded by the view that the 

world functions as a system consisting of the developed North in the centre and the 

underdeveloped South in the periphery. Development sociologists argued that these views were 

a reflection of determinism and reductionism. They also argued that they ignored the diversity 

of actions taken by individuals and the diverse processes and outcomes such actions would 

generate.   

Michael M. Cernea was the first sociologist to be employed by the World Bank. His 

experiences were complied into a book called Putting People First: Sociological Variables in 

Development (1985), which pioneered the subsequent attempts to introduce participatory 

approaches to development. Robert Chambers likewise published Rural Development: Putting 

the Last First (1983). In this book Chambers challenged the urban-bias common in the 

development profession, and argued that the voice of the rural people who are at the bottom of 

the society should be heard. During this period, David Korten, Norman Uphoff and other 

scholars with strong social perspectives also argued for the capacity building of the people at 

the grass-roots and emphasized the importance of community development.  

The notion of ‘participation’ put forward by these people was supposed to bring about a 

paradigm shift by implying the necessity of reversing the power relations between the 

‘development professionals’ and local people. Disempowerment of
．．．．．．．．．．．．．．．．

 the people who had too 
．．．．．．．．．．．．．．．．．．

much power 
．．．．．．．．．

was supposed to take place simultaneously as local people were empowered. 

However, throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the use of the participatory approaches was limited 

to small-scale projects, often run by NGOs, in rural communities in developing countries. 

Many of the NGOs who played an important role in promoting participatory development in 

this period were strongly influenced by the ideas of Paulo Freire, a Brazilian educator13

                                                   
13 For example, it is a known fact that the largest NGO in Bangladesh, BRAC, was strongly influenced 
by Friere’s philosophy. 

. 
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Freire’s work published in 1970, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, stressed the need to liberate the 

oppressed people through literacy programs. His ideas were not just about the importance of 

literacy education, but were associated with a strong message to bring people out of oppression 

through awakening their critical consciousness. While the message was highly political, its 

political nature was largely ignored as participatory approaches were gaining popularity in the 

development community.  

The idea of ‘participation’ is now widely accepted and is linked to the notions of human 

rights and democratization. Even the international financial institutions advocate the 

integration of participatory approaches in countries’ poverty reduction strategies. While the 

notion of participation has become mainstreamed to a large extent, the criticism is mounting 

that the emphasis on the reversal of power has been significantly watered down.  

 

2.3 The 1980s-1990s 

In the 1980s, just as development sociologists were concerned with diversity of human 

behavior and social processes, neo-liberal ideas were gaining ground. State interventions were 

heavily criticized and the role of the market was strongly pushed forward. In the field of 

international development, this was led by the World Bank and the International Monetary 

Fund, the two institutions which shaped the ‘Washington Consensus’ 14

Although the participatory, people-centered approaches often used to advance social 

. The rise of 

neo-liberalism coincided with the popularity of grass-roots efforts to empower the poor in 

developing countries. During this time, women’s role in development attracted much attention. 

Accordingly, development programs to empower women through education, capacity building, 

microcredit, or microenterprise development proliferated. Some of these program areas were 

viewed as issues related to social development. In parallel with the increased recognition of the 

importance of social development, participatory development continued to be popular. 

Participatory approaches were not intended to serve the Washington Consensus, but they 

happened to be conducive to it in the sense that private individuals, not the governments, were 

supposed to initiate change. The development community thus supported these approaches 

enthusiastically.  

                                                   
14 A consensus formed among the IMF, the World Bank and other Washington-based organizations that 
the role of the governments should be reduced in favor of the markets. Deregulation and trade 
liberalization were thus promoted. See Chapter 1 for more details.  
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development fitted the thinking of development sociologists, not all the issues referred to 

‘social development’ reflected the theories and methods peculiar to development sociology. 

Thus, development professionals employed to work in social development areas were not 

confined to development sociologists. As mentioned earlier, some of the social development 

agendas - for instance, women’s empowerment through microcredit – helped serve the 

neo-liberal agenda of promoting privatization. This gave rise to ambivalent attitudes among 

some development sociologists. 

Skepticism was expressed most strongly among development anthropologists. Some of 

them moved away from development theories rooted in structural-functionalism, and formed 

the ‘post-development’ school under the strong influence of postmodernism. They believed 

that the objective reality and the knowledge about the people who received development 

assistance, which are defined and interpreted by the development professionals, are nothing but 

a social construct, and that different people faced different realities. They argued that 

knowledge established by the development professionals was not independent of the power 

they possessed.  In other words, the kind of knowledge gaining currency within the 

development industry ultimately reflects an interpretation of the reality of the powerless by 

those in a position of power.  

The same idea was supposed to underline ‘participatory development’ as well as ‘gender 

and development (GAD)’. As both became increasingly mainstreamed in development 

paradigms, this fact was often forgotten. The question of who defined what was good for the 

other was supposed to be central to both participatory approaches and GAD perspectives. In 

that sense, both were equipped with the ideological framework for reversing the power 

relations between the development professionals and the powerless, including women, children, 

ethnic minorities, and the poor.  

 

2.4 The 1990s-2000s 

In the 1990s, development policies saw changes of direction in response to the problems of 

the Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) promoted in the 1980s. The release of Human 

Development Report (1990) by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) marked this 

shift. The shift is represented by the notion that human beings are central to development 

processes. It was Amartya K. Sen who provided the theoretical basis for it. Sen won the Nobel 

Prize in Economics in 1998, but his work reflected broad perspectives stretching to philosophy, 
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ethics, sociology, and political science. The notion of human development implies that the 

focus of international development is not the achievement of economic well-being in itself. 

Rather, it should be an expansion of people’s choices and the realization of human freedom. 

Human Development Report developed multiple indicators to measure the level of human 

development, which include the Human Development Index, the Gender-related Development 

Index, the Gender Empowerment Measure, and the Human Poverty Index. To measure a 

country’s level of human development through these indices, economic tools are indispensable. 

However, the quality of life measured through the use of such tools goes beyond an economic 

dimension and is deeply related to the achievement of freedom and rights.  
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Capacity building and empowerment are essential in expanding human choices that are 

emphasized in human development. The concept of ‘empowerment’ originates from 

people-centered approaches to development, and is intended to redistribute power between the 

oppressors and the oppressed (Forsyth 2005, p.199). As discussed already, people’s 

empowerment in general and women's empowerment in particular through participatory 

development captured attention in the 1980s. In the 1990s, the World Bank, UNDP, and other 

aid organizations mainstreamed them. When the World Bank featured ‘poverty’ in its World 

Development Report 2000-2001: Attacking Poverty, it discussed three main pillars of poverty 

reduction strategies. They were ‘empowerment’, expansion of opportunities, and securing 

security. 

The shift of focus by the World Bank away from economic growth towards empowerment, 

opportunities and security can be interpreted as recognition of the importance of social 

perspectives. Definitions of poverty have likewise expanded from an income-based one to 

include non-economic ones15

The World Bank, from the mid 1990s, has stressed the significance of ‘social capital’ as a 

. The broader notion of poverty is widely accepted within the 

development community today.  

                                                   
15 See C-1 (Poverty Cluster) for the discussion of poverty concepts. 

Column 3-2 What is Human Development? 

 

“The basic purpose of development is to enlarge people’s choices. In principle, these 

choices can be infinite and can change over time. People often value achievements that do 

not show up at all, or not immediately, in income or growth figures: greater access to 

knowledge, better nutrition and health services, more secure livelihoods, security against 

crime and physical violence, satisfying leisure hours, political and cultural freedoms and 

sense of participation in community activities. The objective of development is to create an 

enabling environment for people to enjoy long, healthy and creative lives.” 

 

Mahbub ul Haq 

Founder of the Human Development Report 

(http://hdr.undp.org/en/humandev/, 2010/03/18) 

 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/humandev/�
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missing link in development, which can be interpreted as another sign that ‘the social’ is now 

taken more seriously16. The notion of social capital was originally used by Piere Bourdieu, a 

sociologist, in analyzing human network that served the reproduction of social classes17. James 

C. Coleman, another sociologist, later separated the concept from the socially embedded power 

relations in which Bourdieu situated the notion. Coleman emphasized the more functional 

aspects, such as trust and network that could be attributed to social relations. In the 1990s, 

Robert Putnam, a political scientist, employed the concept of social capital in his discussion of 

civic organizations, distinguishable from the formal organizations such as the state, labor 

unions, and political parties 18 . Putnam’s discussion brought hope to the development 

community by emphasizing the role of private individuals’ efforts through ‘communities’ and 

‘groups’19

In contrast to the efforts to mainstream social perspectives in international development, the 

Post-Development School, which strongly reflected the aforementioned postmodernism, 

strengthened their criticism against the workings of the development industry itself. The proponents 

of post-development school compared the development industry to neo-colonialism, and 

problematized ethnocentrism and structural exploitation common in both. Their voices did not win 

much sympathetic hearing because these criticisms were not accompanied by realistic vision of 

policy alternatives.  

.  

  

2.5 The 21st

Given these backgrounds, development sociologists are struggling to find ways of positive 

engagement in development, while accepting their own subjectivity in fulfilling this task. 

Norman Long’s ‘actor-oriented approach’ (2001) is one of those efforts by development 

sociologists to engage positively with international development. Long contends that society is 

formed by a complex web of interactions between individuals with different perceptions and of 

varying power, and that the current development practice must take better account of this. Such 

move within development sociology has certain assumptions in common with new political 

 Century 

                                                   
16 For the rising popularity of the concept of social capital, see Dasgupta, P. and I. Serageldin (eds) 
(1999), Social Capital: A Mutifaceted Perspective, World Bank; Grootaert, C. and T. van Bastelaer (eds) 
(2002), The Role of Social Capital in Development: An Empirical Assessment, Harvard University Press. 
17 Bourdieu, P. (1983), “The Forms of Capital”, in Richardson (ed.) (1986), pp.241-58.  
18 See Putnam, R. (1993), Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, Princeton 
University Press. 
19 Discussions on the social capital concept can be found in Fine, B. (2003), “Social Capital”, in D. A. 
Clark (ed.), pp.559-563. 
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economy discussed in Chapter 1. New political economy attempts to provide economic 

explanations for how political processes and institutions influence society as a sum of 

individual needs. Economics, political science and sociology which together contribute to 

international development studies in the 21st

 

 century address the questions about individuals 

and society, as well as institutions and policy that should regulate the better relations between 

the two.  

3. Relations with Other Academic Fields 
 

Two decades behind the development economists, development sociologists have begun 

contributing social perspectives to international development studies. In early days, it was the 

anthropologists who most forcefully challenged development economists' understanding of 

development issues. A typical example can be found in the work of Poly Hill, an economic 

anthropologist. Hill wrote Development Economics on Trial: The Anthropological Case for a 

Prosecution (1986), and criticized development economists’ amazing ignorance of micro-level 

dynamics of the rural society in developing countries.   

The gap between anthropologists and development economists was somewhat narrowed 

with the establishment of new institutional economics (NIE)20. New institutional economics 

prospered as a dialogue between economists and sociologists deepened 21

Despite the closing gap, there remain unavoidable differences lying between economics and 

. The distance 

between the two has narrowed as economists increasingly applied economic methods to 

analyze social phenomena, while sociologists applied sociological methods to analyze 

economic phenomena. For example, Gary S. Becker used neo-classical economics to analyze 

human behavior, education, discrimination, and crimes – the issues hitherto considered 

non-economic.  Meanwhile, James C. Coleman is known to have applied economic principles 

of ‘methodological individualism’ and the rational choice theory to sociological analysis. As 

mentioned earlier, he is also known to have transformed Bourdieu’s notion of social capital 

into a functional one acceptable to economists (Fine 2006). Furthermore, sociologists such as 

Mark Granovetter and Richard Swedberg used sociological methods such as social network 

analysis to explain economic activities including market transactions and insurance contracts.  

                                                   
20 See Acheson, J. M.,ed. (1994) Anthropology and Institutional Economics.  
21 See Swedberg, R. (1990) Economics and Sociology for the dialogue between the two.  
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sociology. Those differences revolve around the notion of ‘social embeddedness’ proposed by 

Karl Polyani, the founder of economic anthropology. Neoclassical economics is built on the 

assumption that the individual’s economic decision, which is atomized and utilitarian in nature, 

affects the market operations. On the other hand, many of the sociologists and anthropologists 

(including economic anthropologists) assume that individuals’ economic activities are 

‘embedded’ in the non-economic contexts of social relations, history, and culture. Thus, they 

do not believe in analyzing individual action by isolating it from its surrounding contexts. 

Instead, they believe that individual decisions are socially embedded and context-specific, 

producing diverse outcomes.  

There are many common grounds between development politics and development sociology. 

Development sociologists inevitably confront the questions of power, and insights of political 

science often become essential. Participatory development, as explained repeatedly above, 

cannot be isolated from questions of power, democratization, governance, and human rights. 

On the other hand, concepts used by political scientists such as ‘civil society’ and ‘social 

capital’ overlap with those used by sociologists. The notion of ‘institution’ is another concept 

essential in political analysis as well as social analysis.    

Units of analysis tend to be smaller in the case of development sociology. Development 

sociologists look closely at everyday lives of people and community, while political scientists 

often deal with broader units of analysis such as organizations, the state and the international 

community. 

 
4. Major Tasks of Development Sociologists 

 
It was pointed out at the beginning of this chapter that development sociology and social 

development were not synonymous. But it was a historical fact that the social issues related to 

basic human needs that required the involvement of development sociologists in what were 

often categorized as social sectors. In the 1980s when developing country governments 

embarked on the Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs), the role of the market was 

strengthened, and the government’s social services were significantly scaled down. It is 

difficult to draw a final conclusion on the success or the failure of the SAPs, but many have 

reported the negative consequences affecting people’s access to education and health care. The 

fact that the SAPs did not achieve poverty reduction in developing countries is more or less 
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accepted in the development community (Willis 2005:51-4). Given this understanding, 

small-scale projects to address basic human needs became the major task of the development 

community. Issues related to community development, promotion of primary education, 

improvement of public health, and women’s empowerment emerged as important social 

development agenda. During the period, there was no clear agreement on the definitions of 

‘social sectors’ and ‘social development’. Sometimes, construction of the infrastructure for 

social service provision, such as building of schools and hospitals was regarded as social 

development. A number of economists and engineers, along with education specialists and 

medical experts were widely employed. This implies that the social development field is not 

exclusively occupied by development sociologists. Neither is it true that development 

sociologists always work at the grass-roots. As small-scale social development projects have 

become scaled up to form mainstream policy areas, greater opportunities are accorded to 

development sociologists in policymaking processes.  

Katsuma identifies two meanings of ‘social development’ (2007, pp. 228-229). The first is 

the social dimension of development, and the other implies a focus on social sectors which 

should constitute the aim of development not reduced to economic development. The 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which were set forth in 2000, placed social issues at 

the center of the goals, such as achievement of primary/secondary education, gender equality, 

combating disease and healthcare (especially HIV/AIDS and malaria), and improving the 

environment. Apparently, accomplishing these goals is not a means to reduce economic 

poverty. On the contrary, tackling those issues itself can be considered as an important aim of 

development. It should be noted, however, that economic growth and improvements in 

governance are essential in accomplishing the goals set in the MDGs. Hence, meeting the goals 

is not just the question of improving social sectors.   

When the World Bank published the World Development Report 2000/2001: Attacking 

Poverty, re-examination of the government’s role in providing social services went into full 

swing. The publication of the report triggered the mainstreaming of the ideas that the biggest 

challenge in international development is to tackle poverty and that poverty required 

multi-dimensional understanding. The UNDP issued the Human Development Report in the 

same year. As noted in Section 2, this brought about a paradigm shift in development from 

growth-oriented approaches to people-centered approaches. 

 After a series of international conferences, beginning from the UN Conference on 
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Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro) in 1992, International Conference on 

Population and Development (Cairo) in 1994, Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing) 

in 1995, and up to the UN World Social Development Summit (Copenhagen) also held in 1995, 

the significance of social issues in international development has become widely 

acknowledged. The major issues that emerged through these conferences include: poverty, 

gender, participation, education, health, population, employment, labor, environment, 

microfinance, and human rights. However, here again, there was no clear definition of what 

constituted social development. The cultural aspects of development were, from time to time, 

discussed in relation to the minorities and ethnicity issues. However, due to the political nature 

the word ‘culture’ could convey, development sociologists have long avoided referring to 

culture in the context of international development. In the 21st century when ethnic conflicts 

have attracted wide attention, clashes of cultures and civilizations have become the serious 

subject of debate for the first time. The fact that the UNDP set its theme of the Human 

Development Report issued in 2004 as "Cultural Liberty in Today's Diverse World" 

symbolically reflects the new era. 

Apart from highlighting particular social and cultural issues in development, some countries 

have succeeded in mainstreaming social perspectives in all major development issues. This 

means that development sociologists are not simply assigned with the task of analyzing 

particular social issues, they are mobilized in broader policy analysis to provide social 

perspectives for all development issues. This trend was particularly notable in UK. The 

Overseas Development Administration, i.e., the present UK Department for International 

Development (DFID), employed a small number of social anthropologists as ‘social 

development advisors’ at the beginning of 1980s. The number of social development advisors 

increased in the latter half of 1980s22, and their role expanded from providing advice on 

limited issues, such as improvement of the conditions of women and children, to analyzing the 

social impact of macroeconomic policy23

This trend is not unique to Britain alone. Development sociologists have moved on to seek a 

way of offering a comprehensive vision of development rooted in social perspectives. Alberto 

Arce aspires to build a new theory of development that is more closely linked to social 

.  

                                                   
22 In 1997, as many as 40 social development advisors were employed (Eyben 2003, p.886). 
23 Rosalind Eyben is regarded as a pioneer in the UK development administration as a social 
development advisor. See Eyben, R. 2003. “Mainstreaming the Social Dimension into the Overseas 
Development Administration: A Partial History”.  
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movements and science, as a departure from a narrow role of serving the neo-liberal vision of 

development (2003). Expectations for a radical new vision free from the conventional theories 

of development are mounting. Development sociologists’ attempt to develop such vision has 

only just begun, and there is still a lot of uncertainty about it. Yet achieving sustainable society 

that embraces both human beings and the nature - against the background of dramatic changes 

in social and cultural borders due to globalization, urgency of environmental crisis, and the 

rapid advancement of science and technology - will possibly be the important keyword to what 

will emerge as a new development paradigm.
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**Guide for Further Readings** 

 

Some of the early works in Japanese on social development are: 西川潤編 (1997), 『社会開

発：経済成長から人間中心型発展へ』 and 恩田守雄 (2001),『開発社会学：理論と実践』. 

The publication of both of these works was significant in the sense that there had been no work of 

this nature until then. In recent years, there has been an increasing number of books dealing with 

social development. 佐藤寛, アジア経済研究所開発スクール編 (2007), 『テキスト社会開

発：貧困削減への新らしい道筋』日本評論社 and 田中拓男(2006),『開発論―こころの知

性：社会開発と人間開発』中央大学出版部 are among them. 前川啓二 (2000), 『開発の人

類学：文化接合から翻訳的適応へ』and 小国和子(2003),『村落開発支援は誰のためか：イ

ンドネシアの参加型開発協力にみる理論と実践』（明石書店）are the works of anthropologists. 

The latter is based on the author’s involvement in development practice in Indonesia . 

Among the English-language literature, Booth, D. ed. (1994), Rethinking Social Development: 

Theory, Research & Practice provides a clue in re-examining the role of sociologists in the field 

of development. Journal of International Development (2003) Issue 15 is a special edition 

devoted to the discussions on social development. The articles in this issue remind us that social 

development is not necessarily a clearly defined area, but that development sociologists are 

struggling to make contributions to development theory building. Norman Long’s work (2001), 

Development Sociology: Actor Perspectives, are notable in that sense. Arce, A. & N. Long, eds. 

(2000), Anthropology, Development and Modernities: Exploring Discourses, Counter-Tendencies 

and Violence is another work intended to contribute to development theory through case studies. 

Reading Gardner, K. & D. Lewis (1996), Anthropology, Development and the Post-Modern 

Challenge is a must for those interested to understand the involvement of anthropologists in 

development. Grillo, R. D. and R.L. Stirrat, eds. (1997), Discourses of Development: 

Anthropological Perspectives is strongly recommended as well. In addition, Scott, J.C. (1985), 

Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance has made a big impact as mentioned 

in the text of this chapter. The important critiques of the development industry by the 

anthropologists include Ferguson, J. (1994), The Anti-Politics Machine: “Development,” 

Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho and Escobar, A. (1995), Encountering 

Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World are essential. For readers seeking to 

understand the post-development school, M. Rahnema with Victoria Bawtree (1997), The 

Post-Development Reader is recommended.  
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** Internet Resources Guide ** 
 

The following are the recommended Internet resources of international organizations. 

① “Social Development” theme website of the World Bank: 

web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTSOCIALDEVELOPMENT/ 

② United Nations Research Institute for Social Development:  

http://www.unrisd.org/ 

 

One can also check the UN Millennium Project website to learn more about the MDGs. For readers 

wanting to read about the MDGs in Japanese, the website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is 

recommended. 

③ UN Millennium Project: 

http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/ 

④ MDGs website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Japan: 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/gaiko/oda/doukou/mdgs/handbook.html 

 

For information concerning social development and social protection, the readers are advised to 

check the following research institutes’ websites. 

⑤ Governance and Social Development Resource Centre: 

http://www.gsdrc.org/ 

⑥ Centre for Social Protection: 

http://www.ids.ac.uk/index.cfm?objectid=A81E51C3-5056-8171-7BC1347CAF447306 
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