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Development Theory 
  

 

1. COURSE OVERVIEW 

 

This course aims to introduce students to the wide range of theories about 

development that have appeared over the past 60 years and more.  It involves an 

examination of ‘development’ and its various interpretations as well as its theoretical 

and ideological underpinnings.  The course will cover the evolution of ideas about 

development and span a broad range of thinking about development and related 

concepts such as poverty, underdevelopment and inequality.   

 

In dealing with such material, students will be expected to demonstrate an ability to 

read a range of literature both critically and independently and to show, through 

written exposition, an ability to analyse and critique theories of development. 

 

2. COURSE OBJECTIVES 

 

This is a compulsory course for the Master of Development Studies and the 

Postgraduate Diploma in Development Studies but is open to Masters students from 

other programmes. It is designed to provide a wide range of development perspectives 

and approaches used around the world today.  It aims to introduce students to a 

selection of key theories of development that inform issues such as trade and 

education as well as the role of markets, states and civil society.  Its coverage is broad 

and significant debates emerge. The aim is not to suggest a particular set of theories as 

being ‘better’ than others, nor to find an answer for development.  Rather, the 

objective is to develop critical skills to analyse the meanings, assumptions and policy 

implications of different theoretical perspectives. 

 

At the end of the course, you should: 

 

 Have a good grasp of the contestability of development in terms of its 

meanings and assumptions. 

 Have knowledge, based on critical analysis, of the significance of the main 

theories in development studies. 

 Be aware of the how theories and meanings of development inform 

development practice and policy. 

 Have sharpened both your social and individual skills in research, analysis, 

and the presentation of information. 

 

3. COURSE CONTENT 

 

The course focuses on development theory but cannot possibly cover the full range.  

The course involves an examination of ‘development’ and its various interpretations 

as well as its theoretical and ideological underpinnings. This covers the evolution of 

ideas about development and spans a broad range of thinking about development.   

 

We do not try to provide you with answers: we do not want to suggest that one 

development theory is better than another or that there is a magical answer in the 
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theories to the way development should be practiced.  Rather we want you to question 

a number of things: your own starting points on ideas about development, the ideas 

that others have come up with regarding what development and underdevelopment 

are, and the relationships (if any) between these ideas and development policy and 

practice.  Explore new ideas, question what you read and hear, think critically and 

build your own definitions and 'theories' about development.  Some theories you 

might think are very useful and insightful; others may seem to be far removed from 

reality or grounded in totally erroneous world-views and assumptions.  In your 

assignments and the exam you will be tested not on whether you have found some 

magical answer or whether you agree with us; rather we want to see how you are able 

to critically assess different ideas.  

 

The emphasis in this course is on critical reflection and learning.  Discussion, debate, 

reading and thinking are the key elements for this course.  A lot of reading is required, 

some of which may appear to be long and difficult to comprehend.  Some of the 

reading will also appear to be quite dated but, at this level, we need to read material in 

its original form and we also need to appreciate how theories have evolved over time 

and how many supposedly current ideas have long histories. 

 

Topics covered include: 

 Western and non-western perspectives and the historical context of 

development 

 Market-based development theories: modernisation to neoliberalism 

 Radical theories: dependency to world systems 

 Alternative development: participation, gender and sustainability 

 Post development 

 Development theories and development policies 

 

4. CONTRIBUTORS TO THE COURSE 

 

Professor John Overton, Cotton Building, Room 201, extension 5281, email 

john.overton@vuw.ac.nz, will convene the course with contributions from Dr Marcela 

Palomino-Schalscha, Nicki Wrighton, Prof Warwick Murray and other staff.  

 

The success of the course is also dependent on the active participation of students who 

bring with them a very diverse range of development experience. Reflections on these 

experiences and how to engage with communities better have become a central 

feature of the course.  Debate and dissent is encouraged. 

 

5. NOTICE AND ENQUIRIES 

 

Any notices relevant to the course will be announced in class meetings and posted on 

Blackboard.  

  

It is the responsibility of students to ensure that they are aware of the dates on which 

work is to be handed in and keep to the schedule in this Course Outline. The class 

may wish to renegotiate the due dates for class exercises. Please look at these 

carefully to see how they fall in within your overall obligations. 

 

6. COURSE WORK AND CREDIT 
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  Credits: DEVE 511 is a 15-point course and runs in the 

first trimester, from February until June. 

 

  Lectures: Tuesdays 4.10 – 7.00 pm, CO 228. 

 

 

Note: This course has a final examination which will be held in the examination 

period in June.  The date, time and venue will be advised in due course.  You 

must be able to attend this examination in Wellington to complete the course. 

 

 

7. WORKLOAD 

 

With an average of only three contact hours per week it is expected that you will do a 

considerable amount of work on your own. Apart from time spent preparing for the 

final examination, the principal call on your time will focus on your two major tasks, 

the journal and the essay.  You are expected to attend all classes and read widely both 

the texts recommended and readings you find yourself.  Monitor the time you allocate 

to the course, and attempt to evenly spread out your commitments over the trimester. 

If you have major clashes with other courses you are welcome to hand in exercises 

before the due date or negotiate an extension well in advance of the due date. Last 

minute calls for extensions do not carry the same weight as more carefully considered 

requests. 

 

 

8. TEXTS AND OTHER MATERIAL 

 

The book Companion to Development Studies edited by Desai and Potter (2008) 

provides a fairly comprehensive initial coverage of the core subject matter of the 

course.  

 

Readings will be brought to your attention during lectures/seminars. A selection of 

recommended texts is listed below. Assignments will require you to carry out your 

own library work.  At 4/500-level, a high degree of initiative is expected, and the 

ability to identify useful material unaided is a skill that can only be learned by 

practice. Share your readings with other people. Nobody is going to tell you what to 

think; only what they think. Make up your own mind.  In this course your ability to 

think critically and share your opinions with others is a major asset. 
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SELECTION OF RECOMMENDED TEXTS 

 

Chambers, R. (1997) Whose Reality Counts? Putting the First Last. Intermediate 

Technology Publications, London. 

Collier, P. (2007) The Bottom Billion. Oxford University Press, New York. 

Cooke, B. and Kothari, U. (eds) (2001) Participation: The New Tyranny? Zed Books, 

London.  

Cowen, M.P. and Shenton, R.W. (1996) Doctrines of Development. Routledge, 

London and New York. 

Craig, D. & Porter, D. (2006) Development Beyond Neoliberalism? Routledge, 

London & New York. 

Crewe, E. and Harrison, E. (1998) Whose Development? An Ethnography of Aid. Zed 

Books, London. 

Crush, J. (ed) (1995) Power of Development. Routledge, London. 

Desai, V. and Potter, R.B. (eds) (2008) The Companion to Development Studies. 

Arnold, London. 

Easterley, W. (2006) The Whie man’s Burden. Penguin, New York. 

Hickey, S. and Mohan, G. (eds) (2004) Participation: From Tyranny to 

Transformation. Zed Books, London. 

Kothari, U. (ed) (2005) A Radical History of Development Studies. Zed Books, 

London. 

Kothari, U. and Minogue, M. (eds) (2002) Development Theory and Practice. 

Palgrave, Basingstoke. 

Little, D. (2003) The Paradox of Wealth and Poverty. Westview Press, Boulder. 

Martinussen, J. (1997) Society, State and Market. Zed Books, London. 

McMichael, P. (2008) Development and Social Change. Pine Forge, Thousand Oaks. 

Nederveen Pieterse, N. (2010) Development Theory. 2
nd

 ed.  Sage, London. 

Rist, G. (1997) The History of Development. Zed Books, London. 

Sachs, J.D. (2005) The End of Poverty. Penguin, New York. 

Sachs, W. (ed) (1992) The Development Dictionary. Zed Books, London. 

Sen, A. (1999) Development as Freedom. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

Stiglitz, J. (2002) Globalisation and Its Discontents. WW Norton, New York. 

Todaro, M.P. and Smith S.C. (2009) Economic Development (10
th

 ed). Addison 

Wesley, Boston. 

United Nations Human Development Reports (annual) 

World Bank, World Development Reports (annual) 
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ASSESSMENT 

 

Assessment contribution to the final grade will be: 

 

 Essay:   20%  due 21 May  

 Journal:   20%  due 10 June 

 Final examination:  60%  tba (between 10 June – 3 July) 

 Total Assessment:  100% 

 

Final results will be returned to the Faculty of Science using letter grades only: 

 

A+ 

85 – 100% 
A 

80 – 84% 
A- 

75 – 79% 
B+ 

70 – 74% 
B 

65 – 69% 

B- 

60 – 64% 
C+ 

55 – 59% 
C 

50 – 54% 
D 

40 – 49% 
E 

0 – 40% 

 

Penalties: 

Work which is handed in late without a prior extension being granted may be subject 

to a grade penalty of up to five percentage marks for each day late. 
 

1. Essay:  Write an essay on one of the following topics.  (Maximum of 2500 words, 

due 21 May)  Submit your essays electronically as a MSWord document attachment 

to john.overton@vuw.ac.nz  

 

 
1. Examine the contention that the underlying intention of development is as 

much a matter of ensuring social and political order and stability as it is of 

promoting progress and change. 

 

2. Critically examine the view that neoliberalism is merely modernisation theory 

in a different guise. 

 

3. In what ways and to what extent does dependency lead to underdevelopment? 

 

4. ‘The fundamental objective of all development institutions and workers should 

be to put themselves ultimately out of a job.’ Critically examine this 

contention in relation to theories of participatory development. 

 

5. EITHER: Critically examine Sachs’ argument that ‘the idea of development 

stands like a ruin on the intellectual landscape’. 

 

OR: In what ways have some post-development theories pointed to positive 

alternatives to development. 

 

 

2. Journal: You are required to keep a journal throughout the trimester (and you 

should keep it going throughout the year) to reflect on your own ideas about 

development theories and issues.  You should maintain the journal with regular 

mailto:john.overton@vuw.ac.nz
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entries (at least once a week) and use it not only to record things you have learned but, 

most importantly, your own critical thoughts about things you have heard, read about 

or seen.  Draw on your personal experiences and values to assess both material you 

cover directly in this course but also anything about development that you come 

across during the year such as reports in the media, talks you attend, discussions you 

have, material in other courses etc.  Your journal is to be handed in by the 10
th

 June.   

 

3. Final examination: The final examination will be three hours. There will be a 

number of questions relating to material dealt with over the course, of which you will 

be asked to write essays. The examination will count for 60% of your final mark. A 

detailed outline of the examination will be provided in the last weeks of the trimester. 

 

Marking Criteria 

 

The course work and the final examination are intended to assess student’s 

capabilities in terms of: 

 

Originality – Is there evidence of original thinking on the part of the student, in 

addition to merely reporting the views of others? 

 

Depth of analysis – Does the work indicate that the student understands the topic, has 

critically considered various viewpoints, and interpreted the information available? 

 

Coverage of topic – Has the material been covered comprehensively, but with 

discrimination of what is important and relevant? 

 

Use of readings and supplementary materials – Does the work draw on readings 

supplied or recommended by the lecturer, and on other material located by students at 

their own initiative? 

 

Persuasiveness of argument – Is the work logical, coherent, and persuasive – that is, 

does the reader have confidence that the analysis and are the conclusions accurate and 

reliable? 

 

Clarity of expression – Can the student convey ideas and conclusions in a clear way, 

which does not require re-reading and interpretation for the reader to understand? 

 

Technical presentation – Is the student able to write good English, spell correctly, 

present work neatly, and make effective use of graphics and tabulations? 

 

It is expected that all in-course work (assignments) will be presented in a professional 

manner, brief, and to the point. Legible examination scripts also help you to show 

what you know and enhance your ability to state your case. 

 

9. TERM REQUIREMENTS  

 

All students entering the course are expected to: 

 

 Attend at least 75% of lectures 

 Achieve at least a 40% mark in both major assignments 
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LECTURE TIMETABLE 

(TUESDAYS 4 - 7pm) 

 

Week Topic Speaker 

1 

5 March 

Introduction:  

Course administration 

An overview of development theory 

John 

Overton 

2 

12 March 

Indigenous epistemologies 

Industrialisation and development 

John 

Overton 

3 

19 March 
Modernisation theories 

John 

Overton 

4 

26 March 
Dependency and underdevelopment  

John 

Overton  

5 
2 April 

EASTER BREAK – NO CLASS  

6 

9 April 
Economics and development 

Geoff 

Bertram 

7 

16 April 

Structuralism and neo-structuralism:  

The example of Latin America 

Warwick 

Murray 

 

MID-TRIMESTER BREAK, 22-26 APRIL 

No lectures during these dates 

 

 

8 

30 April 

Alternative development 1: 

Participatory development 

John 

Overton 

9 

7 May 

Alternative development 2: 

Sustainability and gender 

John 

Overton 

10 

14 May 
Post development 1 

Nicki 

Wrighton 

11 

21 May 

Post development 2 

Note: ESSAY DUE 

Nicki 

Wrighton  
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12 

28 May 
Post development 3 

Marcela 

Palomino-

Schalsha 

13 

4 June 
Summary 

John 

Overton 
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GENERAL UNIVERSITY POLICIES AND STATUTES 
 

Students should familiarise themselves with the University’s policies and statutes, 

particularly the Assessment Statute, the Personal Courses of Study Statute, the Statute on 

Student Conduct and any statutes relating to the particular qualifications being studied; see 

the Victoria University Calendar or the University’s policy website,  

 http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about/policy 

 

Student and staff conduct 

The Statute on Student Conduct together with the Policy on Staff Conduct ensure that 

members of the University community are able to work, learn, study and participate in the 
academic and social aspects of the University’s life in an atmosphere of safety and respect.  

The Statute on Student Conduct contains information on what conduct is prohibited and what 

steps are to be taken if there is a complaint.  For information about complaint procedures 
under the Statute on Student Conduct, contact the Facilitator and Disputes Advisor or refer to 

the statute on the Victoria policy website at:  

http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about/policy 

The Policy on Staff Conduct can be found at: 

  http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about/policy 

 

Academic grievances 

If you have any academic problems with your course you should talk to the tutor or lecturer 

concerned; class representatives may be able to help you in this.  If you are not satisfied with 
the result of that meeting, see the Head of School or the relevant Associate Dean; The 

VUWSA Student Advocate is available to assist in this process.  If, after trying the above 

channels, you are still unsatisfied, formal grievance procedures can be invoked.  These are set 
out in the Academic Grievance Policy which is published on the Victoria website at:  

 http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about/policy 

There is also a leaflet explaining the grievance process available from the AVC (Academic) 
website at:  

http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about_victoria/avcacademic/Publications.aspx#grievances 

 

Students with Impairments 

Refer to the Meeting the Needs of Students with Impairments Policy, available on the 

University’s policy website http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about/policy  
The University has a policy of reasonable accommodation of the needs of students with 

impairments.  The policy aims to give students with disabilities the same opportunity as other 

students to demonstrate their abilities.  If you have a disability, impairment or chronic 
medical condition (temporary, permanent or recurring) that may impact on your ability to 

participate, learn and/or achieve in lectures and tutorials or in meeting the course 

requirements, please contact the course coordinator as early in the course as possible.  
Alternatively, you may wish to approach a Student Adviser from Disability Support Services 

(DSS) to discuss your individual needs and the available options and support on a 

confidential basis.  DSS are located on Level 1, Robert Stout Building: 

 
 telephone: 463-6070 

http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about/policy
http://policy.vuw.ac.nz/Amphora!~~monster.staff.vuw.ac.nz~POLICY~000000000018.pdf
http://policy.vuw.ac.nz/Amphora!~~monster.staff.vuw.ac.nz~POLICY~000000000015.pdf
http://policy.vuw.ac.nz/Amphora!~~policy.vuw.ac.nz~POLICY~000000000057.pdf
http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about_victoria/avcacademic/Publications.aspx#grievances
http://policy.vuw.ac.nz/Amphora!~~policy.vuw.ac.nz~POLICY~000000001116.pdf
http://policy.vuw.ac.nz/Amphora!~~policy.vuw.ac.nz~POLICY~000000001116.pdf


 11 

 email: disability@vuw.ac.nz 

 
The name of your School’s Disability Liaison Person is in the relevant prospectus or can be 

obtained from the School Office or DSS. 

 

Student Support 

Staff at Victoria want students to have positive learning experiences at the University.  There 
are a number of support services available to help you directly if your academic progress is 

causing concern or if there are elements in your life that are affecting your ability to study. 

These include: 

 Your course coordinator or programme director; 

 Staff in your Faculty Student Administration Office Student Dedicated learning 

support through Student Learning Support Service; Kaiwawao Māori ;Maanaki 
Pihiphipinga; Disability Support Services and Victoria International; 

 Wider holistic support through the Health Service; Counselling Service; Financial 

Support and Advice; Accommodation Service and Career Development and 

Employment. Find out more at www.victoria.ac.nz/st_services/ or email student-
services@vuw.ac.nz; 

 VUWSA employs a Student Advocate who deals with academic problems and 

provides support, advice and advocacy services, as well as training and supporting 

class representatives and faculty delegates.  The Education Office is located on the 
ground floor, Student Union Building. Email education@vuwsa.org.nz or tel. 463-

6716 or 463-6984. 

 

Academic Integrity and Plagiarism  

Academic integrity means that university staff and students, in their teaching and learning are 

expected to treat others honestly, fairly and with respect at all times. It is not acceptable to 

mistreat academic, intellectual or creative work that has been done by other people by 
representing it as your own original work. 

Academic integrity is important because it is the core value on which the University’s 

learning, teaching and research activities are based. Victoria University’s reputation for 
academic integrity adds value to your qualification. 

The University defines plagiarism as presenting someone else’s work as if it were your own, 

whether you mean to or not. ‘Someone else’s work’ means anything that is not your own idea.  

Even if it is presented in your own style, you must acknowledge your sources fully and 
appropriately. This includes: 

Material from books, journals or any other printed source 

The work of other students or staff 

Information from the internet 

Software programs and other electronic material 

Designs and ideas 

The organisation or structuring of any such material 

Find out more about plagiarism, how to avoid it and penalties, on the 

University’s website: www.victoria.ac.nz/home/studying/plagiarism.html  

Use of Turnitin 
Student work provided for assessment in this course may be checked for academic integrity 

by the electronic search engine http:/www.turnitin.com. Turnitin is an online plagiarism 

prevention tool which compares submitted work with a very large database of existing 

mailto:disability@vuw.ac.nz
http://www.victoria.ac.nz/st_services/
mailto:student-services@vuw.ac.nz
mailto:student-services@vuw.ac.nz
mailto:education@vuwsa.org.nz
http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/studying/plagiarism.html
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material. At the discretion of the Head of School, handwritten work may be copy-typed by the 

School and subject to checking by Turnitin. Turnitin will retain a copy of submitted material 
on behalf of the University for detection of future plagiarism, but access to the full text of 

submissions is not made available to any other party. 

 

Communication of additional information 
 

Find key dates, explanations of grades and other useful information at 

www.victoria.ac.nz/home/study.  Find out about academic progress and restricted enrolment at 
www.victoria.ac.nz/home/study/academic-progress.  The University’s statutes and policies are 

available at www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about/policy, except qualification statutes, which are 

available via the Calendar webpage at www.victoria.ac.nz/home/study/calendar (See Section 
C).  Further information about the University’s academic processes can be found on the 

website of the Assistant Vice-Chancellor (Academic) at 

www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about_victoria/avcacademic/default.aspx 

 

 
 

http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/study
http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/study/academic-progress
http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about/policy
http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/study/calendar
http://www.victoria.ac.nz/home/about_victoria/avcacademic/default.aspx

