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Background 
”The ecological question has to do with reaching a new level of globalization, of world 

awareness and conscience, where there is a universal understanding of the importance  of 

the earth as a whole, the welfare of nature and of humankind, the interdependence of all, and 

the apocalyptic catastrophe  menacing creation" (Boff, 1995: 7) 

 
Global concern over the state of the natural environment has been increasing enormously in recent 

years. This concern has materialized within global, national and local policy circles with an array of 

citizen participation in environmental conservation and efforts at the national and local levels as well 

as international initiatives such as the 1992 Earth Summit, 1994 Rio summit, 1997 Kyoto Summit, and 

more recently the Johannesburg Summit on Sustainable Development; all aiming at dealing with the 

environmental "crisis" with poverty deepening and environmental degradation worsening. In much of 

these initiatives, several conclusions have been reached as to the effect and the magnitude of the 

crisis and the solutions that can be adopted in order to alleviate the global situation.  

 

The 1992 Rio summit on global warming recognized a correlation between industrial development and 

the increase of radioactive gases in the atmosphere and suggested that development in terms of 

industrial machinery is one of the major causes of the environmental crisis (Aadrwal and Narain, 

1995). The Rio Summit declaration on the environment and development, for instance, recognizes that 

development in terms of modernization and economic growth has to be sustainable to avoid 

exploitation of humans and the environment. The Rio Summit recognized “the different contributions to 

global environmental degradation in which states have common but differentiated responsibilities in 

view of the pressures their societies place on the global environment and of the technologies and 

financial resources they command” (The Rio Summit Declaration,  p.87). 
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In other words, although the environmental crisis is a global one, different stakeholders (or countries) 

have different responsibilities and concerns in the environmental debate. Equally important in the Rio 

Summit is the impact that capitalism has made on the environment. The global capitalist model of 

development as the remaining dominant economic model in the world exhausted the world natural 

resources in the name of unlimited (or scarcity natural resources in which humans have a right to 

seize). After all, confronted by the intensification of development, globalization and neo-liberal 

economic restructuring policies that have gained popularity after the Cold War and have been adopted 

throughout the world, capitalizing on the environment rather that on humans is seen as legitimate 

method to intensify the process of development. As a result, countries embroil in a web of limitless 

over-consumption which, tend to put absolute priority on short-term profit making at the expense of the 

marginalized and the environment. It is estimated that the rate of consumption of the world natural 

resources is increasing rapidly as countries of the South are encouraged to “privatize” their institutions 

and economies. (Keating, 1997).  

 

Further, the exigencies of global competition and free trade force counties with unequal economic 

power and resources to consume and produce large numbers of products in an attempt to compete. 

For instance, research indicates that the industrialized countries consume about 87 percent of the 

world's natural resources; yet making about 13 percent of the world's population, while the lesser-

developed and developed countries consume the opposite (Boff, 1995, Schainberg and Gould, 1994). 

The over-consumption of goods in the name of development, economic growth, and modernization 

has contributed the largest share to the degradation of the global environment. Even though 

development has had its benefits, (i.e. technology, high standard of living, and monetary wealth) its 

costs have been enormous. From air and water pollution, to the increasing human population, acid 

rain, decrease in bio-diversity, and global warming, the effects of the ideology of development on the 

environment have been disastrous.  

 

A question therefore arises, for whom does “development” benefit? And how? To answer this question 

one has to ask another: What is development? It all depends, I believe, on who (and how one) defines 

and frames the concept of development and for what purpose? The question of situated meanings and 

the framing of realities has been examined extensively in social research in terms of the extent of 

plurality of interests in defining situations or phenomena (Mazama, 1998; Shiva, 1997; and Simbodwe, 

1993). For instance, Mazama (1998: 3-5), in examining Western literary discourse, contents that there 

is a tendency for individuals to engage in systemic self-glorification in which individual knowledge and 

worldviews are legitimized as reliable whereas other's knowledge and worldviews are deemed not. 
Similarly Mohanty’ (1991) contends that within the Western development discourse, there is a 

tendency for individuals to operate on hegemonic and universal assumptions of realities and situations 

in which people find them. This is done by using "vocabularies of motive" to increase their 
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effectiveness in order to convincingly convey their case as relevant in an attempt to frame and 

legitimize their positions" (Krogman, 1996).  

 

This paper focuses on disastrous effects of the ideology of development and its rationalizations. Using 

concepts of "modernization", "development", and "capitalism" as rationalizations to exploit the 

environment and communities, developed countries justified their monopoly and control over the 

world's natural resources at the expense of the poorer countries and the environment. This paper 

discusses the ideology of "development" as it relates to the environmental crisis existing today. The 

Marxist perspective is used to argue that although the concept of development implies the prosperity 

of the West (Western Europe and North America) and a greater co-operation among nation states 

through increased trade, it means opposite to what it suggests. Thus, what "development" really 

means depends on who defines and frames the concept.  

        

Development theorists often argue that the only path to prosperity and growth is for developing 

countries to "modernize" and "civilize" their economies. Development in that worldview involves 

limitless industrialization, capital accumulation, and modernization regardless of the social and 

environmental realities. I argue that the concept of "development" is socially (culturally) constructed 

phenomenon that is relative to different societies and that differs incredibly from one cultural context to 

another. The concept of development in this paper is treated as a process that conveys the unfettered 

power and control of economic interests perpetuated by foreign ideological conceptions that 

transcends cultural boundaries and penetrates national economies, often overriding local authority and 

knowledge.   

 

This paper also argues that as an attempt to "modernize" and "develop" their economies, desperate 

governments in the developing countries take ideological positions that are consistent with foreign 

interests and thus making them ideologically dependent on the West for their own development. As a 

result, they frame or construct their version of reality about their surroundings (in this case the natural 

environment) by delimiting what is important and meaningful for the majority in their own communities. 

These foreign constructs of reality (about the environment and development) are then adopted by 

governments that are eager to develop in their policies while ignoring or even devaluing local input 

and knowledge about development and its relation to the environment.  

 

The paper is divided into four different sections. The first part of this paper defines briefly what the 

terms "ideology" and "dependency" in relation to the concept of "development" mean. Thus, how the 

term "ideology" and "dependency" as defined in the literature relate to the concept of development.  I 

argue that as a result of colonialism and its free-market orientation there has been a dominant 

ideology for environmental management in the special case of South Africa.  
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The second part of the paper discusses the important theoretical frameworks upon which the issue of 

ideological dependency, based on it particular focus as historical frameworks was implemented in 

South African context. The historical context of South Africa and the legacy of colonialism (or 

apartheid) are central to an understanding of the ideological dependency inherent in development 

strategies and the interconnection between environmental degradation and the ideological 

dependency of South Africa. This section will present an account of the development concepts 

adopted in South Africa and its relationship to the environment within the colonial (apartheid) and post-

colonial eras, to demonstrate the way in which the ideology of "development" has profoundly affected 

interactions between people and the environment.  

 

By considering the ideological models of development (i.e. growth and modernization paradigms), this 

paper intends to reveal the evolvement of a dependency, which in the case of South Africa is 

ideological both in the apartheid and perhaps in the post-apartheid era. This ideological dependency, 

the paper contests, has proven increasingly destructive and dis-empowering to South Africa’s social 

and ecological vitality. This section, therefore, will examine ideological dependency at the local level in 

South Africa with a more theoretical questioning of the sustainability of capitalist exploitation and 

degradation of environmental resources in the long term, especially given the historic record in the 

context of South African "separate development" (or apartheid ideology and its linkages to 

environmental deterioration. This analysis will reveal a more in-depth consideration of the ideological 

dependency and control in relation to development ideology in the context of neo-imperialism and 

dependency issues reflected in the education system. I ague that in lines with the dependency on the 

ideology of development and its capitalist focus, the education system (more specifically schooling) 

was often used as an instrument to ensure that "development" occurs.  

 

In fact, education in the context of South Africa was an instrument used by the previous apartheid 

state to ensure that “development” (conceptualized as modernization, progress, and economic growth) 

occurs for some communities and not for others. Thus, because of the nature of the apartheid 

education and its racial and perhaps class basis, development was implemented differently for South 

Africans. As a result different communities in South Africa idealized the concept of development 

establishing some form of dependency in the concept before and after apartheid especially as 

development relates to the environment (Cassim, 1988).  

 

The last section of the paper stems from a consideration of linkages that exist between the ideology of 

development on national and local levels in South Africa to international levels.  This section stresses 

the need for significant reassessment of the capacity of global capitalist economy to provide an 

alternative for South Africa. Given the evidence of ideological dependence and its relationship to 
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environmental degradation within South Africa, the conclusion suggests that massive changes must 

take place globally in the way societies and governments view and construct their relationships with 

their environment. Education as an empowering method of knowledge acquisition about the 

environment and detrimental effects of the concept of development on the environment is briefly 

mentioned in order to raise global awareness about the dangers of the capitalist orientated ideology of 

development.  

 

 The Ideology of Development 
Before explaining the dangers of the capitalist orientated ideology of development and its detrimental 

effects on the environment, I believe it is important to, firstly, describe what I mean by the terms: 

ideology, development and dependency. Meighan (1981) defines an ideology as a:  

         broad interlocked set of ideas and beliefs about the world held by a group  

of people…This system of beliefs is usually an explanation or account of  

'the way things are" and for the group that holds this ideology, it becomes  

the taken-for-granted way of making sense about the world (p. 155). 

 

The fist part of Meighan's definition of the concept of ideology identifies an ideology as a set of 

"interlocked ideas and beliefs" in which a group of people define their world, explains phenomenon 

and guide their activities upon. This set of beliefs and ideas according to Ball and Dagger (1995):  

            explains and evaluates social conditions, helps people understand  

            their place in society, and thus providing a  program for social action 

            and political action (p.9).  

 

In other words, an ideology means the production and representation of ideas, beliefs and values and 

the manner in which they are expressed and lived out by both individuals and groups. Simply put, 

ideology refers to the production of sense of meaning. This production of meaning according to 

Gibbons and Youngman (1996) is:  socially constructed and transmitted…with some significant means 

are of formal articulation, scope, internal consistency, and durability.  As such, it provides both a 

normative frameworks for understanding the political world and a practical guide for political action 

(p.6). 

 

 Thus, through a production of meaning, situations can be described as a way of viewing the world in 

which individuals tend to accept as natural or as common sense. An ideology is the result of the 

intersection of meaning and power in society in which values, beliefs, and ideas often produce 

conceptions about the truth. Ideologies contain ideas and beliefs about reality that is often taken for 

granted, unquestioned, and often passionately embraced by social groups. It provides societies with 
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both the description and explanation of their social reality as they experience it and promotes a shared 

understanding of what their collective lives are all about.  

 

Further, ideologies are inextricably tied to value systems and value judgements which tend to be 

legitimized. All ideologies have social roots and every ideology is a system of ideas that expresses a 

social reality that is independent on the perception, which its cultural bearers may have on it. Hamilton 

(1987) suggests that ideologies can be rational or irrational depending on the class (social position) 

interests and the social reality represented. In other words, ideologies provide a rationale for the global 

unequal distribution of privilege, power, and wealth in society.  In the context of this paper, the 

ideology of development and its capitalist orientation essentially provides a rationale for the global 

abuse of the natural environment.  

 

    For instance, ideology of development and its capitalist orientation proclaimed as essentially rational 

to the capitalist because the economic benefits are being realized. However, by the same token 

capitalist, orientated development might be irrational to the worker and the "oppressed strata" of a 

society because their interests are negated by the same system. Ideology as an "interlocked set of 

ideas and beliefs about the world held by a group of people" and as a "socially constructed and 

transmitted in which people understand their place in society, and thus, providing a program for social 

action and political action", (Gibbons and Youngman, 1996; Ball and Dagger, 1995; and Meighan, 

1981) is both Western in form and content. In most developing countries ideologies of the West such 

as the development ideology dominates enabling other countries to depend on such ideologies for 

legitimacy and existence (Eisenstadt, 1998).  

 

Santos (1970) defines dependency as " a situation in which the economy of certain countries is 

conditioned by the development and expansion of another economy to which the former is subjected" 

(p. 231).  In Santos’ view, the relation of interdependence can only be dialectical, the relation between 

two or more economies or systems must be that one assumes dominance, decides its fate as well as 

the fate of others. Santos distinguished three forms of dependence namely: colonial dependence, 

financial-industrial dependence, and technological dependence (p. 231-234).  

 

According to Santos, export trade, mainly agriculture and mineral products from the colonies; marks 

colonial dependence and the import of manufactured products from the colonizing power. The 

financial/industrial dependency is marked by enclave economies, which later gives birth to "growth 

without development" (Amin, 1976). In addition, the third form of dependence (i.e. technological), is a 

post-World War II development that coincided with the rise of multinational corporations, which have 

capital, and are able to invest in dependent economies but unwilling to surrender decision making 

power. I argue that dependency can also be ideological in nature.  
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Martisussen (1997) identifies several models and conceptions of the ideology of development. These 

include economic growth, sustainable development, dependency, modernization models among 

others. For the purpose of this paper, I use the modernization and economic growth models to 

illustrate ideological dependency in South Africa. Rutherford (1992) offers a classical economic 

definition of the concept of development as “the movement of any economy from agricultural activities 

using simple technology to the production of industrial products and a range of services using modern 

technology” (p.118).  

       

Classical sociologists have been fascinated with the concept of development for centuries without any 

clear definite consensus to its meaning. A common understanding of the concept of development 

refers to contemporary patterns of social life associated with advanced levels of technological 

advancement. Development is often characterized in terms of consciousness of the discontinuity of 

time: a break with tradition or a feeling of novelty in the face of a passing (or linear) moment. Thus, 

being modern lies in adopting a certain attitude with respect to time. For instance, Marx and Engels 

(1977) conceptualize development as an outgrowth of conflict between social classes that would lead 

to the overthrow of capitalist state through a socialist revolution.  

 

In addition, Durkheim (1972) conceptualizes development as a general moral change from organic to 

mechanical solidarity. Durkheim views the concept of development as a process that generally brings 

about change in how individuals ought to behave, yet not destroying the type of solidarity or common 

beliefs that hold communities together. For instance, the change from traditional society (that is 

characterized by beliefs in supernatural explanations of reality) to modern whereby scientific or 

reliable/testable explanation are adopted. Arguing from similar lines, Weber (1958) suggests that 

development is an adoption of rational thinking (especially formal of legal rational authority) in which a 

calculation of the most sufficient means to achieve an end becomes a dominant force for change. 

Thus, development as a concept involves a change in the way of thinking about ones surroundings.   

 

At the core of the ideology of development, according to Martinussen (1997), is to increase production 

and consumption (p.36). Increased production in a sense of increased capital accumulation of goods 

and consumption of those goods. According to Meier (1989), for development to occur the real per 

capita income of a country must increase over a long period of time while simultaneously poverty is 

reduced and the inequality in society is generally diminished" (p. 6). Thus, growth is seen in a sense of 

a cumulative increase in income (per capita) accompanied by structural and institutional changes in 

the economy. Consequently, the aggregate growth in the per capita income becomes a reflection of 

growth.  
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An influential development ideology that can be applied in South Africa is that of Rostow (1960).   In 

his conception of the world economic history, Rostow assigns to the post-traditional societies the 

attitudes of economic underdevelopment. For Rostow, the developing countries are pre-modern or 

traditional because they " developed within limited production functions which put a ceiling on the level 

of attainable output per head" (p. 6). 

 

Rostow conceives economic development, and in fact, modern societal transformation, as beginning in 

Western Europe about the late seventeen century and early eighteenth century when Europeans,  by 

Britain, started to apply regularly and systematically their achievements in science and technology to 

agriculture and industry. Thus, it is through technological innovation and industrial growth that 

development and modernization occurs. Rostow devotes ideological paradigm of development both 

socio-cultural and institutional and if followed correctly results in self-generating development.  

 

Rostow’s transitional societies, which face the preconditions for “take-off” must create their own 

development institutions and infrastructure, generate science-based knowledge and apply this 

knowledge to production. To achieve a "take-off", which will lead to the drive to maturity and the state 

of "high-mass consumption", reinstates to steady growth and development. This requires, according to 

Rostow, the directive force and powers of a politically effective national state.  

In Rostow's words, the "take off" awaits: 

 

...not only the building of social overhead capital and surge of technological 

             development in industry and agriculture, but also the emergence of political  

             power of a group prepared to regard the modernization of the economy serious, 

             higher-order political business (p. 8). 

 

Rostow's conceptualization of the ideology of development adheres that traditional societies worldwide 

will be transformed by industrialization and capitalism to resemble Western countries and the 

convergence will cause all nations to look alike.  The underlying assumption being that because of 

industrialization and technological innovation, Western countries have achieved certain, positively 

evaluated conditions and that changes in the Third World countries towards increasing similarity with 

these industrialized countries is regarded as development. 

 

Ideological Dependency and the fiction of “Development” in South Africa 
"The 'development' currently imposed by the industrial nations 

     on the third world is producing a whole series of interconnected 

      negative impacts on the very people the process purports to help" 

                       (Goldsmith, 1995:68) 
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In order to understand the ideological dependent relationships in South Africa, especially in the 

context of the "free market" economy and its detrimental effects on the environment, theoretical 

considerations of the self-destructive and exploitative dynamics of capitalist systems are essential. 

The work of Marx (1993) provides an important foundation for deconstructing South Africa's 

ideological dependency that is based on capitalist dynamics and tendencies. Many of the 

environmental and development strategies implemented in South Africa have been historically 

dependent upon Western (North American and Western European) ideologies of what development 

ought to be.  

 

In addition, Marx critical analysis of capitalism provides invaluable insights into capitalist dynamics, the 

transformation of (environmental) resources and people into "forms of production" and the self-

destructive consequences of the ideological and socio-economic models of the free market as they are 

played out in South Africa and other developing countries. Equally important is Marx' 

consideration of the reproduction of the capitalist system (i.e. through expanding and intensifying the 

exploitation and appropriation of forms of production to avert crisis situations in the short term, 

contributing to greater, unsolvable crisis situations in the long term) in connection with the exploitation 

of the South African environment during the colonial (apartheid) era. 

  

Furthermore, Marx’s analysis of the profit motive and the inevitable commodification of products and of 

the environment resulting from the capitalist ideology is very important in the context of South Africa's 

environmental degradation. Thus, the imposition of the capitalist ideological and socio-economic 

models upon African peoples and their environment has been inseparably linked with increasing 

ecological deterioration in South Africa. To analyze South Africa’s ideological dependency, we need to 

isolate three conditions, which Rostow (1960) identifies as necessary for economic development and 

modernization to occur.  

        

Firstly, the existence of "preconditions for take off " and the creation of institutions and infrastructure 

and in the case o South Africa a capitalist economic system provides the framework for ideological 

dependency. Because of the hierachical structure of the capitalist economy and its science based 

knowledge production South Africa became dependent on the ideology of development on the onset. 

The first stage of economic development that Rostow advocates was realized when the development 

of an ideology of "separate development" (or apartheid) within the confines of capitalism was adopted.  

Apartheid is an Afrikaans word that means "apartness" or separateness. It refers to policies of racial 

segregation or "baaskap" (meaning white dominance) and "verligte" or “enlightenment” (Comaroff, 

1989:661-666) 
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Fundamentally, the ideology of separate development or apartheid rests on three assumptions: that 

each cultural group should be encouraged to retain its own identity and develop according to its 

"unique" or distinct characteristics; that, with a population of diverse social, racial and class groups, 

the way to ensure peaceful coexistence and progress was through institutional and racial separation; 

and that the only agency capable of exercising overall responsibility for this development was state 

controlled (Cobbe, 1988; Ross, 1967). 

 

The ideology of separate development in South Africa has both complex interaction between the 

nation state, (which is the apartheid state) as well as the ideology of development on the other hand, 

and the aspirations and liberation ideologies developed by African leaders in the struggles against 

colonial rule on the other hand. This makes the ideology of "separate development" in South Africa an 

essentially political and ideological exercise. Separate development implies a dual responsibility of a 

political economy and this requires a balancing of economic resources and political forces. For the 

country whose resources were distributed unevenly due to racial and class background, the inefficient 

use of limited resources has tended to penalize both environmental and economic development.  

 

Secondly, in accordance with Rostow's (1960) conceptualization of economic development, the state 

(apartheid) must create economic and social structures, production and distribution relations through 

which class interests (and I argue race interests) can crystallize and a value system, backed with 

strong economic rewards for the participants in the system. In South Africa, the prevalence of class 

and race interests within the confines of the development milieu was present especially in the 

education system. The preconditions of inequalities in resource distribution and knowledge itself 

created preconditions for "take off".  

 

Thirdly, Rostow suggests that in order for development to "mature", a creation of a bourgeois class of 

capitalists and industrialists, as well as the petty-bourgeois class of professionals, intellectuals, and 

business leaders, whose class interests coincide with those of international monopoly capitalism, must 

occur. Thus, in order for development to occur, a directive force of a state and concerned citizens 

ought to play an important part in ensuring that a state of "high-mass consumption" is realized. 

 

How are business leaders, professionals and intellectuals produced? This can be achieved through 

education or formal schooling. In fact, according to Bowles and Gintis (1976) schooling serves three 

functions namely: social reproduction (selection allocation), whereby students are sorted and allocated 

to tracks on basis of ability and talent; socialization or (cultural transmission), in which ideologies and 

values are learned; and most importantly the legitimization of the capitalist social order. 
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According to Contenta (1993), the legitimization of the capitalist order in which the interests of the 

middle and upper classes are served alienates those without economic power. Thus, schooling as an 

instrument of producing the preconditions for development to take-off and its emphasis on the 

enhancement of personal development and achievement enables people to distinguish themselves in 

terms of achievement, either for themselves, their families, and themselves. (Denton, 1998) This need 

for differentiation becomes an alienating factor through providing a universal expectation for unusual 

accomplishment (and reward) that in no possible way can all members within the society achieve 

uniformity.  

 
       The education system in South Africa was designed and organized so that students absorb 

ideological attitudes that separate development (or apartheid) is the key to prosperity and growth. The 

role of education and formal schooling in South Africa from the beginning was a bit ironic. From the 

onset the question of Black education was at the center of the separate development ideology. Major 

questions were whether to include or exclude blacks in the "modern" sphere of society. Thus were 

they to be part of a common, westernized society, or were they to be segregated? Following from this, 

should the aim of education for Black South Africans be to assist them to adjust successfully to 

Western spheres, or should it be to lay the foundations for separate communities? Thus, should one's 

object be to set free the creative forces in every individual, or to mould individuals to a pattern? 

 

       In South Africa, the historically powerful (the whites) felt impelled to arrest the ideology of 

development and used the education system as the instrument for carrying out their purposes.  The 

purpose of apartheid education was to arrest, hinder, monitor, and control the "development" of the 

African people, recreating for the races a social order belonging the pre-industrial age (Deacon 1991). 

For instance, for most policy makers in the apartheid era, education was a means of artificially 

resuscitating previously existing hierarchies especially class and ethnic differences. In fact, in 

formulating the educational policy of separate development, the then Prime-minister Dr. Hendrik 

Verwoerd wrote:  

      

                there is no place for him (the African) in the European community  

                 above the level of certain forms of labor… Until now he has been 

                  subjected to a school system which drew him away from his  

        own community and misled him by showing him the green  

                  pastures of European society in which he was not allowed to gaze.  

                 (quoted in Horrel, 1963: 7-9) 

 

Further, he suggested that there:  “has to be an acceptance of the fact that separate groups existed 

and in giving each group the opportunity of developing its ambitions and capabilities in its own area, or 
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within its own community, on its own lines, in the service of its own people (quoted in Horrel, 1963: 9-

10).” 

 

The emphasis was that education has to be turned into a general service that will help the 

"development" of the South Africans as a whole. However, what the apartheid authorities did is to 

utilize education as an instrument to maintain their dominant position.  

 

As a result, the implementation of apartheid ideology led to a near-total separation of educational 

facilities based on race (Hamilton, 1987). The white minority, no matter what social class they 

belonged to, enjoyed a high quality of education with good facilities and well trained teachers. While 

the black majority, no matter what social class they belonged to, had "deficient" schools, irrelevant 

knowledge, less teaching equipment, poorly trained teachers, and most importantly, they depended on 

the white standards of what development was.   

 

Consequently, the vast majority of the people remain impoverished.  Although development implies 

improved housing, education, basic needs such as water and food in separate ways was to be 

attained, in the South African context, the African majority did not realize these? After all, the African 

labor feeds the industrial machines and factories of the white minority. Situating some kind of a center/ 

periphery dependency within the state. This dependency relationship presented a picture of a growing 

disparity between blacks and whites as well as the opportunities and life chances.  

 

Environmental Crisis in South Africa 
 There is a link between the ideology of development and the environment especially in developing 

countries (Gottlieb, 1996; Botafogo, 1985; Nyang'oro, 1996; Neale, 1986).  

Gottlieb (1996) argues that development is responsible for environmental degradation.  The "hyper 

growth" of the West and the destruction of nature in the in Southern countries, in Gottlieb's view, is a 

result of Western economic imperialism whereby the ideology of development and its industrial and 

capitalistic emphasis are used to exploit the environment at any cost (environmental or otherwise).   

 

To add, Jarret (1996) argues that the exploitation of Africa's environment and resources" has been 

responsible for Africa's development and 'backwardness' since colonial period; and continues to 

supply the west with resources and labor at the expense of African growth" (p.24).  The apartheid 

government viewed the natural environment as a commodity that must be exploited at any cost. South 

Africa is also seen, as a dumping ground for foreign toxic wastes is not only harmful to humans but 

also to the entire ecosystem (Chenje & Johnson, 1996).  
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The effects of capitalism on the environment are enormous according to Leiss (1972).  In order to 

produce more products, the natural resources are extracted excessively for short-term gain.  This, 

according to Hardin (1968), creates a tragedy of the commons because a natural resource exhausted 

by certain members of society for short-term gain creating a shortage of that resource for other 

members of the same society.   South Africa in this case was used as an instrument for Western 

advancements. 

 

The view of nature as a commodity is based on linear "Western" concepts of the Enlightenment which 

deeply argues that because of human rationality and free will, humans by nature are anti-nature 

beings (par excellence) and must revolt against nature and free themselves from it thereby becoming 

authentically human. (Kant, 1929) The theories of Enlightenment are deeply rooted in the utilitarian, 

Judeo-Christian worldview and beliefs of how cultures relate, know, and define their environment. 

White's (1967) examination of the role of religion (especially Christianity) concluded that the Judeo- 

Christian faith assumed that humans are exempt and above nature.  

 

Christianity, according to White (1967), enabled humans to have a supremacist worldview on their 

relationship with nature.  Thus, because of  God’s divine purpose and "calling" of human’s as stewards 

of the earth, humans must exercise their ultimate power and "dominate", or "subdue" the earth at any 

costs (environmental or otherwise). Human "rationality" and ability to create and design (which is 

unique to humans), enables and legitimizes them to civilize the uncivilized, tame the untamed for it is 

for their own benefit to do as such.  

 

To achieve this task, according to Weber (1958), humans must “abandon their traditional beliefs in the 

magical and supernatural (or natural forces) in favor of the belief in the power of knowledge and 

instrumental rationality in the form of science and technology. In addition to, Horkheimer et al (1972) 

contends that Christianity equips humans must seek mastery of nature in order to control and predict 

uncertainty because "what men want to learn from Nature is how to use it in order wholly to dominate 

it and other man"(p5).  

 

Therefore, using science and technology, as instruments of control, humans must abandon their 

beliefs in the mysterious forces of the natural and be enlightened through science and technology 

because of its reliability and validity. Validity through research, according to Durkheim (1972) ensures 

that knowledge and ways of knowing are validated and adopted as ultimate truths that will guide 

humans in everyday life.  As a result, humans can now construct and transform reality of their natural 

surroundings according to what a particular society commonly accepts as reality. In other words, 

nature as an active, brutal and untamed force disappears from view, and is replaced by nature as a 
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passively constructed and human-mastered force. Thus, improving and adapting nature to their own 

understanding of what nature ought to be.  

 

In summary, nature is characterized by the utilitarian tradition of human mastery over nature.  In this 

tradition, nature is seen as a commodity or property to be exploited and partitioned into commercial 

holdings.  Thus, because nature is vast and free of human development, it is viewed, as an instrument 

to be utilized and used to satisfy humanly wants, not needs.  The instrumental usefulness of nature in 

producing goods is seen as essential for development and progress. Value is measured in terms of 

what contributes to the sustenance of human life.   This cost and benefit analysis of nature in 

Knudston's et al (1995) view reinforces the assumption that nature can be reduced and measured 

quantitatively.    

 

The environment with its complexity is a qualitative entity and its quality is measured through its 

diversity, not dollars. Therefore, the capitalist instrumentalization of nature, which the ideology of 

development is based upon, also justified the notion that something produces a good; it must be 

owned or controlled by someone.  Marx and Engels' (1977) classic examination of human relations to 

nature suggests that the control and ownership of nature are a result of excess materialism and 

individualism reinforced by capitalism, reduces nature to a mere commodity.  In other words, because 

the environment is valued in terms of the amount of goods and services it provides for humans, 

humans as creators of goods are justified in controlling and dominating nature through its private 

ownership.  

 

Rethinking “Development” in South Africa: Post -Apartheid Challenges  
The intensification of the process of homogenization, control, dominance, and commodification is the 

real agenda of development. In the so-called “Third-World countries”, especially in Africa, the 

exigencies of global competition, economic growth and modernization are adopted by African 

governments to enforce policies that put absolute priority on limitless transitional profit making at the 

expense of the local needs and the environment.  These policies shift resources and profit from local 

communities and redistribute income and property to foreign and local elites.  

 

The present structure of the South African economic and social reality is based on a relationship, 

which enables the colonial (apartheid) forces to maintain control of the economic and social 

development in South Africa. In post-apartheid South Africa, for instance, several issues and 

challenges must be tackled before any rush to exploitation of the environment. Firstly, because of the 

legacy of apartheid, the deep economic and social inequalities, especially in terms of resource 

redistribution require addressing. 
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These mutually reinforcing inequalities are severe at several levels. If development based on the 

Western concept is continued, structural inequalities in the economic sector have to be eliminated (or 

reduced). The issues that arise as a result of iniquities in economic sector include poverty, waste, 

water, and air pollution (McGarth, 1996). In most instances social consequences of environmental 

degradation are always ignored.  

 

The second challenge and issue facing the new South African government with regards to the 

environment is diverse perceptions about the environment. In South Africa, with its heterogeneous 

society, both distinct and subtle differences in experiencing the environment can be expected between 

socio-economic and cultural groupings. In addition, the rich respective mixture of Western, Eastern, 

and African ideologies in South Africa is likely to contribute to a mosaic of ways in which people relate 

to the environment. Perceived environmental change in South Africa is somewhat more prominent 

than change perceived in the community and in the world.  

 

The perception that change is occurring primarily in the social environment can be ascribed to the 

recent sociopolitical changes in South Africa. However, due to the historical significance of these 

changes and the intensity with which they are probably experienced, it is almost inevitable that virtually 

any issue (including issues that may be punctuated as environmental elsewhere in the world) are 

perceived through a sociopolitical lens. This implies that in any engagement in 

development/environment issues, cognizance also needs to be taken of the historical context of these 

issues. 

 

Thirdly, there is threat of globalization and neo-liberal restructuring that the new South African 

government must attend.  According to Pannu (1996), in examining the effects of the neo-liberal 

globalization and economic reforms in the educational systems of the developing countries, these 

policies are detrimental to developing countries because they increase political polarization, 

marginalization, and discontent. Equally important, the adoption of such neo-liberal policies will have a 

disastrous effect on the environment. This is evident when examining the widening gap of the "have's 

and have not's" and the diminishing possibility for meaningful democratic regulation and control over 

environmental policies in South Africa 

 

Korten (1995) warns that corporate strength internationally has increasingly lead to a state of 

corporate dominance that promotes profitability and economic growth even when it is at the expense 

of basic human needs. Korten further cautions that the Western-based ideology of development "has 

been about separating people from their traditional means of livelihood and breaking down the bonds 

of security provided by family and community to create dependence on the jobs and products that 

modern corporations produce (p.251).    



 16

 

In addition, according to Lodge (1998), because political corruption is prevalent in South Africa, the 

environment is put on an absolute risk. The challenge lies on the new South African government to 

change some of its policies with regards to the environment. Instead of blaming the West for all their 

failures, taking responsibility for their own ideological dependency for a change might be an answer 

(Scott, 1998).  

 To conclude, the heterogeneous nature of South African society, partly reflected in class and racial 

differences, poses a number of challenges to the issue of environmental sustainability. This is 

especially so if ideology of progress and development is accepted as a legitimate ideology because of 

both its historic significance and also because of limited alternatives to development. In this sense, the 

environment might be viewed as a commodity with no intrinsic value.  

 

As mentioned in the paper, ideologies as sets of beliefs and ideas used to evaluate and explain social 

conditions, provides normative frameworks for understanding the world and they may be used as a 

guide for political action. In this sense, action can also be taken with regards to ideological 

dependence. Education can be a useful tool in ensuring that citizens are empowered. Taking into 

consideration that people have diverse understanding about their surroundings, education as an 

instrument of knowledge acquisition can play an important role in ensuring that citizens are informed 

about the detrimental effects of the ideology of development on the environment.  

 

Certainly, people differ with regard to some aspects of environmental experience and, although the 

influence of ideologies is noted, such differences may have intricate roots in different world-views and 

values. Such world-views and values can be empowered through locally based environmental 

knowledge and ideologies, especially when post-colonial governments such as that in South Africa 

struggle with the ideology of development based on Western form and content. 

 

All in all, the post-apartheid government must break away from the ideological dependency of 

“development” and “progress” and reconnect to African knowledge about the environment, which in 

most cases are rooted in their cultural beliefs or understanding about the environment. Such a 

reconnection, however, must include not only an analysis and problematization by African scholars in 

academic journals, but also that this knowledge become instrumental in post-apartheid environmental 

policy making. The reconnection to African traditional environmental knowledge, therefore, is not a call 

for the revival of romantic views about the environment, but a re-appropriation and implementation of 

past and present manifestations of African knowledge about the environment in government policies. 

 

 

 



 17

References 

Aadrwal, A & Narain,  J. 1995.  "Global Warming in an Unequal World: 

A Case of Environmental Colonialism”, In Conca, K., Alberty, M. & Dabelko, G. (Eds.). Green Planet 

Blues: Environmental Politics from Stockholm to Rio. Westview Press: Stockholm, p. 150-153.  

Samir, Amin 1976. Unequal Development: An Essay on the Social Formations of Peripheral 

Capitalism. Hassocks: Sussex  

Ball, T & Dagger, R.1995. Political Ideologies and the Democratic Ideal. Harper Collins: New York, p. 9 

Boff, Leonardo. 1995.  Ecology and Liberation: A New Paradigm. Orbis Books: Maryknoll, p16-21 

Botafogo, Jose G. 1985. " Development and Environment: A Reply to the Ecologist”. The Ecologist 

15(5/6), 207-219 

Bowles, S. & Gintis, H. 1976. Schooling in Capitalist America. Basic Books: New York  

Cassim Fuad. 1988. "Growth, Crisis and Change in the South African Economy" in After Apartheid: 

Renewal of the South African Economy. Center for Southern African Studies: Africa World Press, p. 1-18 

Chenje, Munyaradzi and Johnson Phyllis. 1996. "The State of the Environment in Southern Africa". 

Third World Quarterly. Vol. 17 (1), p. 181  

Cobbe James.1988. " Economic Policy Issues in the Education Sector" in 

Suckling John & White Landeg (eds) After Apartheid: Renewal of the South African Economy. Center 

for Southern African Studies: Africa World Press, p. 191- 204 

Comaroff, John. 1989. "Images of Empire, Contests of Conscience" Models of  Colonial Domination in 

South Africa". American Ethnologist 16 (4) 661-685 

Contenta, Sandro. 1993. Rituals of Failure: What Schools Really Teach. Between The Lines 

Publishers.: Toronto: Canada,  p. 1-120 

Deacon, R 1991. "Hegemony, Essentialism and Radical History in Southern Africa" South African 

Historical Journal 24 (91): 166-184 

Denton, Trevor. 1998." Social and Structural Differentiation" Cross-cultural Research: The Journal of 

Comparative Social Science. Volume 32 (1) p 37-78   

Devi Laxmi. 1996. “Conceptualization of Social Change” in  Encyclopedia of Social Change. Vol.1. 

Institute of Sustainable Development, Lucknow: ANMOL 

Durkheim, E.1972. The Division of Labor in Society. Macmillan: London. p. 291-293 and p.  217-221 

Eisenstadt S.N. 1998. "Modernity and the Construction of Collective Identities" International Journal of 

Comparative Sociology. Volume xxxix (2) p. 138-157 



 18

Gibbons, R and Youngman, L. 1996. Mindscapes. McGraw-Hill Ryerson: Toronto,  p.6 

Goldsmith, Edward. 1995. "Development Fallacies" in Goldsmith, E; Khor, M; Nooberg-Hodge, H; and 

Shiva, V. (Eds.).   The Future of Progress: Reflections on Environment and Development. Dartington: 

Green Books: Foxhole, p. 68-78 

     Gottlieb, Yosef. 1996. Development, Environment, and Global Dysfunction:  Towards a Sustainable 

Recovery. Delray Beach:  St. Lucie  

Hamilton, M. B. 1987. ‘The Elements of the Concept of Ideology’, Political Studies, Vol. XXXV 18-38. 

Hardin G. 1968.  “The Tragedy of the Commons”. Science Vol. 162 (5364):1243-8. Also accessed at 

http://www.sciencemag.org/cgi/content/full/162/3859/1243 

Horrell, Muriel. 1963. "African Education: Some Origins and Development until 1953" South African 

Institute of Race Relations: Johannesburg. p. 1-34 

Horkheimer, Max & Adorno, T. 1972. Dialectic of Enlightenment. Seabury: New York,  

p.5 

Jarret, A.A. 1996. The Under-development of Africa: Colonialism, Neo Colonialism, and Socialism. 

University Press of America: Lanham, Maryland, p.11 

Kant, I. 1929. Critique of Pure Reason. N. Kemp-Smith: Macmillan: O.U.P. 

Keating, Michael. 1997. Canada and the State of the Planet. Oxford University Press: Toronto.  

Knudston, P. and Suzuki D. 1995.  Wisdom of the Elders  Stodd at Publishing Co.  

Limited, Toronto Canada: p. 13-18. 

Korten, David C. 1995. When Corporations Rule the World. Kumarian Press: West Hartfort, 

Connecticut, p. 251 

Krogman, Naomi. 1996. " Frame Disputes in Environmental Controversies: The Case of Wetland 

Regulations in Louisiana" Sociological Spectrum. 16: 371-400. 

Leiss, William. 1972. "The Domination of Nature" in William, Leiss (Eds.) Technology and Domination. 

George Braziller: New York, p. 145-155 and 161-165. 

Lodge, Tom 1998. "Political Corruption in South Africa" African Affairs 97, 157-187 

Marchak, P.M. 1988.  Ideological Perspectives on Canada. (3rd Edition) McGraw-Ryerson: Toronto, 

p.1-24 

Martinussen, John. 1997a. "Theories of Growth and Modernization" in Society, State and Market: A 

Guide to Competing Theories of Development. Zed: New Jersey: p. 56-72  



 19

Martinussen, John (1997 b)"Development with Limited Natural Resources" in Society, State and 

Market: A Guide to Competing Theories of Development. Zed: London and New Jersey: p. 143-162 

Marx, Karl 1993. "The Two Sides of Society" in Lemert, Charles (Eds.) Social Theory: The Multicultural 

and Classical Readings. Westview Press: Boulder, p. 40-42 

Marx Karl and Engels,  Friedrich. 1977. "Marx and Engels on Ecology" in Howard 

Parsons (Eds.)  Marx and Engels on Ecology. Greenwood Press: Westport, Conn.,  

p.129-185. 

Mazama B. 1998."The Eurocentric Discourse on Writing: An Exercise of Self-Glorification" Journal of 

Black Studies. Volume 29 (1), p. 3-16, September 

McGarth Mike. 1996. "Income Inequality and Poverty in South Africa" in Maasdorp Gavin (Eds.) Can 

South and Southern Africa become Globally Competitive Economies? Macmillan Press LTD: London.  p. 69-78 

Meier, Gerald M. 1989. Leading Issues in Economic Development. Oxford University Press: New York,  p.6 

Meighan, R. 1981. The Sociology of Educating. Holt, Rinehart & Winston: London, p. 155  

Mohanty, Talpade C. 1991. " Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and  Colonial Discourses" in 

Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism. Westview Press: Boulder, Colorado, p.57-79  

Neale Caroline. 1986. "The Idea of Progress in the Revision of African History, 1960-1970" in B. 

Jewsiewicki and D Newbury (Eds.) African Historiographies: What History, for Which Africa? Sage 

Publication: London, p. 120-121 

Nurske, R. (1953) Problems of Capital Formation in Underdeveloped Countries.  Oxford University 

Press: Oxford. 

Nyang'oro, Julius. E. 1996. "Africa's Environmental Problems" in Gordon, A. A and Gordon, D.L. 

Understanding Contemporary Africa (2nd  Edition.) Lynne Rienner Publishers: London,  p 195-219. 

Pannu, Raj S. 1996. "Neo-liberal Project of Globalization: Prospects for Democratization of Education" 

The Alberta Journal of Educational Research  Vol. 42 (2): p. 87-101  

Rodney, Walter. 1981. How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. (2nd Edition). Howard University Press: 

Washington, D.C, pages: 7, 22, 17, and 261 

Ross, J.J. 1967. "Bantu Education in Historical Perspective" in P.A. Duminy (Eds.) Trends and 

Challenges in the Education of a South African Bantu. Fort Hare University Press:  East London   

Rostow, W.W. 1960. The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto. Cambridge 

University Press. Cambridge, p. 4-8 

Rutherford Donald. 1992.  Dictionary of Economics. Routledge: London & New York,  p. 118-119 



 20

Santos, Dos. 1970. "The Structure of Dependence" American Economic Review.  Vol. 60(1), p.231-234  

Schainberg, Allan, and Gould, K.A. 1994.  Environment and Society: The Enduring Conflict. St Martins 

Press: New York,  p. 166-195 

Scott Gerald. 1998. "Who has Failed Africa? IMF Measures or the African Leadership" Journal of 

Asian and African Studies. Volume xxxiii  (3),  p.265-272 

Shiva, Vandana. 1997. " Western Science and its Destruction of Local Knowledge" in Majid Rahnema 

and Bawtree, Victoria (Eds) The Post-Development Reader. Zed Books: London, p.161-165 

Simbotwe, M.P. 1993. "African Realities and Western Expectations" in Lewis, Dale & Carter, N. (Eds) 

Voices from Africa: Local Perspectives in Conservation. World Wildlife Fund: Washington D.C.: P. 15-22  

The Rio Declaration on Environment and Development. 1992.  Principle # 7.  

Accessed at http://www.sdinfo.gc.ca/docs/en/rio/default.cfm  

The World Guide 1997/1998: A View from the South. 1997. Instituto del Tercer  

       Mundo (WG)   

The Dictionary of World Politics: A Reference Guide to Concepts, Ideas, Institutions. 

       Edited by G. Evans and Newham, Jeffrey 1995.. Simon and Schuster. p.17    

Weber, Marx. 1958. From Marx Weber: Essays in Sociology, in H.H. Gerth and 

       C. Wright Mills (Eds). Oxford University Press: New York, p. 139 

White, Lynn. 1967.  "Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis" Science 1: 55, p.  1203-1207 

 


