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Abstract
Globalisation has paved way to a new form of dependency between the 
developed and developing worlds. The power relations between the west 
and non-west has experienced a shift; the power of the developed world over 
the developing world is no longer overtly authoritarian but hegemonic. Just 
as in the case of a global system, there exists a core and a periphery within 
a nation-state itself. The global north and the core of a state share a few 
characters- they are repressive, exercise control over their peripheries and 
their modernity is brought about by exploitation of their peripheries. In this 
paper, I will argue that the repressive relationship between the west and the 
non-west persists even today but has merely taken a different form. Using 
James Scott’s arguments in ‘Seeing like a State’, the role of the state in the 
exploitation of the periphery will be explored. Finally, the paper will also 
attempt to draw parallels between the two kinds of exploitation.

Introduction 
The historical experience of the developed and the developing world has 
been different insofar as the modernisation of the former depended on the 
colonial past of the latter (Frank 1969). Resources extracted from the colonies 
fueled the industrial modernity of the West; this exploitation for the purpose 
of modernity has been a norm. The imperial powers, which can be seen 
as the core of industrialisation and modernisation, exploited the periphery, 
which essentially comprised the colonies. 

Although dependency theory is no longer a part of the current development 
discourse, it makes an important argument—the developed nations were 
never underdeveloped and underdevelopment is an appendage, a very 
active one at that, of capitalism. Underdevelopment is thus an economic state 
that is constructed. Dependency theory argues that a mere transfer of capital 
to the developing world would be of no benefit as the developing world 
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has features unique to itself and structurally different from the developed 
world. A global economy has paved the way for a new dynamics between 
states and within a state, wherein the global economy engages with the most 
isolated regions of the world in a hegemonic relationship. In the context of 
this system, I argue that the repressive relationship between the West and the 
non-West persists even today but has merely taken a different form.

The core and periphery exist not only in relation to nations but also within 
them. Resources are extracted from forests and the population that survives 
within these forests is ousted or denied of resources even for subsistence. 
This is just one of the many ways in which the core within a polity exploits 
its periphery. This article also argues that the state plays an active role in the 
exploitation of the periphery in myriad ways.

North and South in a Global Economy
Globalisation has paved the way to a new form of dependency between 
the developed and developing worlds. There has been a shift in the power 
relations between the West and the non-West, with the power of the developed 
world over the developing world being no longer overtly authoritarian but 
hegemonic in nature. There are two main angles one could explore to 
understand this in greater depth—first, mode of production and, second, the 
nature of international relations. 

Post industrialisation, nations have become deeply interconnected through 
a new mode of production, which is essentially embodied in corporations. 
Multinational corporations facilitate a bridge between the global and the 
local(James 1997). Previously, capital, land, and labour belonged to a country 
and the resources moved from one place to another (from the periphery to 
the core). In today’s world, investments are directly made in the developing 
world where the resources, labour, and land are present. Deindustrialisation 
in the West has allowed capital to pull itself out from there and relocate in 
the Third World where the costs of production are cheaper. At the same 
time, the conditions of work are also poor in the Third World, which is 
connected to cost-cutting measures. There are countless examples of this in 
developing countries such as India, China, and Bangladesh. The pressure 
for developing countries to attract foreign direct investment threatens their 
sovereignty due to the very nature of their relationship with the developed 
world. Their governments are forced to make the cost of production cheaper 
to attract investments. 

In the forests of South Kalimantan in Indonesia, shifting cultivation, on which 
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the people of the region depended for their subsistence, was made illegal. 
However, the government diverted the forest for a logging company, which 
though restricted in its powers by various laws did not adhere to these loggers 
and was never penalised for it. There is a continuity in how resources have 
been viewed from the colonial period to the present times as well as in how 
people on the fringes are always the ones who bear the cost (Tsing 2003).

Another example would be that of the Niger Delta in 2000. The US declared 
that the region was fraught with militant activities; the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) concurred with the US government in saying that the 
impoverished ethnic groups committed acts of terror against foreigners. 
This is a region of high indigeneity and ethno-linguistic complexity, and, at 
the same time, it is economically and politically one of the most neglected 
regions in Nigeria. The corrupt political class has unabashedly sold drilling 
rights in the region to large corporations as a result of which those living in 
the Niger Delta have suffered a blow. One can argue that the crisis in the 
Niger Delta stemmed from a state-led “development” strategy (Watts 2004).

The hegemony of globalisation is mediated by international organisations 
such as World Bank, United Nations Development Programme, International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), and United Nations Environment Programme. 
International aid from World Bank and IMF continues the neoliberal agenda 
of the West. James (1997) argues that dependency is a project of subjection, 
and that it is in no way a passive process. 

One cannot forget the sustainability discourse while discussing the hegemony 
of the developed world. Even though the entire world is integrated into the 
global economic system and irrespective of the deindustrialisation in the 
West, the demand by the developed nations that the developing nations 
should cut down on their emissions is ludicrous. The climate change debate, 
in particular, puts pressure on the developing nations, whereas high emitters 
such as the US and Australia walk away scot-free. Although the debate has 
come a long way since the 1990s, the trend of setting unattainable goals by 
nation-states needs to be kept in check.

There is global inequity in terms of access to resources, and in the context 
of the global market, this access can be improved only through economic 
growth. Economic growth would, however, require industries, which in turn 
would emit more greenhouse gases (GHGs). With this mode of development 
comes the consumerist behaviour that prevails in the West. Thus, Sachs 
argues that inequity can be addressed only if the affluent countries reduce 
their consumption and output (Sachs et al. 1998).
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Thus, developing nations are strongly tied to the global market economically, 
culturally, and politically. While dependency theory is no longer in fashion, 
the structures of inequality and exploitation highlighted by it exist even 
today. Dependency in the global economy is masqueraded as free market, 
movement of capital, and “good will” of international organisations and 
developed nations.

Core and Periphery of a Nation State
As in the case of the global system, there exists a core and a periphery within 
nation states as well. Historically, the modernity of the urban centres of a 
nation was due to the exploitation of the periphery. In a globalised world, this 
difference between the core and the periphery becomes starker. While some 
may argue that this difference is a natural consequence of the development 
process, others argue that this is a difference that has been one of careful 
orchestration. Managing the space of the city in such cases is done in such a 
way that certain classes of people are kept away from the core. At the same 
time, the city attracts migrants from villages who often settle in areas that are 
devoid of sanitation, clean drinking water, or electricity. While these may be 
at the heart of the city and surrounded by high rises, these are by far the most 
neglected regions of the country. Mike Davis argues that this pattern of land 
use resembles imperial control and that the postcolonial elites have replicated 
this imperial method of control to hold on to their class privileges and spatial 
exclusivity (Davis 2006).

Adding to the misery of slum dwellers is the illegal nature of the land they 
settle in, which makes them vulnerable to eviction at any point. Davis 
argues that the poor in core areas find themselves in constant conflict with 
the government. He states the case of Rio de Janeiro where slum clearance 
picked up pace just as the land prices rose (Davis 2006). Presence of slums 
in areas occupied by the affluent also stands in the way of the beautification 
process of the areas and hence slums are cleared from these lands. The irony 
here is that most of slum dwellers need to be in close proximity to the city to 
earn their livelihood. Gregory Davis describes the slums of Mumbai in the 
following way:

It seemed impossible that a modern airport, full of prosperous and purposeful 
travelers, was only kilometres away from those crushed and cindered dreams. 
My first impression was that some catastrophe had taken place, and that the 
slums were refugee camps for the shambling survivors. I learned, months 
later, that they were survivors, of course, those slum-dwellers: the catastrophes 
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that had driven them to the slums from their villages were poverty, famine, 
and bloodshed. And five thousand new survivors arrived in the city every 
week, week after week, year after year (Roberts 2005).

James Scott discusses one of the most gruesome evictions of all times—
Haussmann’s rebuilding of Paris by evicting the urban poor. The poor 
were dispossessed and marginalised with little or no power for forming a 
satellite town (Scott 1998). The urban poor are often forced to relocate to 
these satellite towns that are intentionally created by the state to keep the 
poor from “infiltrating” affluent settlements, all the while attracting more 
population from the countryside (Davis 2006). An example quoted by Scott 
is that of Brasília where the planned centre required the unplanned periphery 
for its sustenance.

Scott also says, “Whether it is a matter of clothing, philosophy, technology, 
or taste, the great city dominates and colonizes the provinces: the lines of 
influence and command are exclusively from the center to the periphery.” A 
case for this would be the forests of India. By keeping enclosures, the state is 
in a better position to control and manage the space of the forests although 
this happens at the cost of the livelihoods of millions of Indians. These 
“protected areas” and other common lands are diverted for large projects. 
Between 1980 and 2011, 830,000 ha of forestland was “diverted” or cleared 
for non-forest use by various projects (Gopalakrishnan 2012).

Thus, the state needs to differentiate between developed and underdeveloped, 
backward and modern. By managing different spaces within its territory, 
the state gains control over these areas, which then allows it to distinguish 
between the two. The core–periphery relationships are, more often than not, 
a direct result of state planning. The distinguishing factors of the core and 
periphery increase the legibility of the space that the state governs. In this 
process of simplification results in the loss of local know-how along with the 
development of the parasitic core.

A Comparison
The global North and the core of a state share a few characteristics—they are 
repressive, they exercise control over their peripheries, and their modernity 
is brought about by the exploitation of their peripheries. In Seeing like a State, 
Scott (1998) argues that the modern state has made complex and illegible 
aspects of the land more simple and legible; it is a method of centralised 
management. One of the most important concepts Scott uses to describe the 
acts of a state is that of social engineering. According to him, one of the first 
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processes involved in social engineering is that of the administrative ordering 
of nature and society. Simplification achieved in this manner is applicable to 
both the North and the core of a nation state. The administrative ordering 
of nature was essentially done in the colonial period wherein the developing 
world was subject to the scientific experimentation of the West. Additionally, 
in many developing countries one can still sense a colonial management of 
forests and urban spaces. Administrative ordering, I believe, was made easier 
in a globalised world where the West exercises significant control over the 
developing world through capitalism and international organisations. 

Similarly, as we have already seen, exercising a centrally controlled 
mechanism is the manner in which the state controls its spaces. While 
the developed world may not “centrally control” the developing world, I 
argue that by integrating each nation into the global economy and by 
making neoliberalism the universal norm, the developed world along with 
international organisations has achieved administrative ordering. A common 
feature of this central management, both national and transnational, is the 
loss of local know-how. 

Relying extensively on science is the next step in social engineering. Western 
science continues to penetrate developing nations, effectively so in a 
globalised world. A key example here is the use of technology and increased 
efficiency. The West, over the years, has used technology to address the 
efficiency problem but has never addressed the question of consumption.

Another way in which the modern state conducts social engineering is by 
means of coercion. Although the West is an advocate of liberal democracy, 
its agendas and ideas are hegemonic. The North is not overtly coercive but 
uses capital and the global economy to exercise control over the South. 
A democratic state can never be overtly coercive but uses hegemony as a 
coercive weapon. We observe this time and again when a nation state justifies 
its acts to its citizens. Nevertheless, a state holds the ultimate power insofar as 
it has internal sovereignty. 

A weak civil society is the final necessity for social engineering. Civil society 
has gained prominence in the world of today. However, I argue that in the face 
of the nexus between the state and large corporations, the extent of impact 
of civil society is simply not enough. Similarly, at a global level, the nexus 
civil society is faced with is between states, corporations, and international 
organisations. Thus the actions of the global North and of the core of nation 
states are comparable in their approach towards their respective peripheries. 
Scott’s idea of social engineering carried out by a state is essentially a manner 
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of simplification—through this lens, one can view the manner in which the 
developed world carries out social engineering in the developing world. 

This article has discussed modernity and the two levels at which exploitation 
occurs in achieving this modernity. Viewing the two kinds of powers and 
their actions through the lens of James Scott is interesting because it allows 
us to draw a parallel between the two. The globalised economy improves the 
stranglehold of the core on its periphery and hence the difference between 
the two becomes starker. The entities discussed here are not independent, 
and concomitantly, the complexity of the system increases. The roles played 
by capital, corporations, and international organisations are all important due 
to the nexus they form with and between nation states. In conclusion, there is 
a great deal of similarity between the ways in which the global North exploits 
the global South and the core of a nation exploits its periphery.
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