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Introduction

Walter Rodney (1972: xi) remarked in How Europe Underdeveloped Africa 
that the ‘phenomenon of neo-colonialism cries out for extensive investiga-
tion in order to formulate the strategy and tactics of African emancipation 
and development’. Unfortunately, in 2017, 60 years after Ghanaian inde-
pendence (the first African state to liberate itself from formal Empire), the 
phenomenon of neo-colonialism still cries out for extensive investigation.

Neo-colonialism—a situation of infringed national sovereignty and 
intrusive influence by external elements—is now often regarded as an 
outmoded concept in International Relations (IR), and in Development 
Studies. Many scholars are decidedly squeamish when the term is invoked.1 
Additionally, many are squeamish about discussions of ‘Africa’ as a 
whole—rather than about individual African states. Of course, there is ana-
lytical danger when speaking bluntly of either ‘neo-colonialism’ or ‘Africa’. 
Equally, however, there is analytical danger when trends affecting a collec-
tion of states are ignored. Brown (2012: 1891), invoking Harrison, states 
that ‘there are at least three senses in which speaking of “Africa” as a whole 
might be justified… as a collective international actor; as a collection of 
states with (in the ‘broadest of sweeps’) a shared history; and as a discur-
sive presence, used by both Africans and outsiders, in international politics 
and policy’. Moreover, from the pan-Africanist perspective of Nkrumah, 
speaking of Africa as a whole is not merely an analytical necessity, but a 
vital discursive move aimed at consciousness building and unity.

CHAPTER 1

Neo-Colonialism and Nkrumah: Recovering 
a Critical Concept

© The Author(s) 2018 
M. Langan, Neo-Colonialism and the Poverty of ‘Development’  
in Africa, Contemporary African Political Economy,  
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58571-0_1
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This book examines whether the concept does help us to analyse cer-
tain problems associated with current ‘development’ interventions by 
foreign actors in Africa. Engaging Kwame Nkrumah who fully developed 
the concept in his treatise Neo-colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism 
(1965), the book argues that Nkrumah’s insights remain valid in many 
respects.2 Several passages of Nkrumah’s (1963, 1965) work appear as 
pertinent today to an understanding of interventions in Africa as they 
were in the 1960s. That is not to say that Nkrumah’s work is beyond 
critique. His relative failure to contend with ideational aspects of external 
influence over African states is something which, for instance, requires 
redress in any modern application of the concept of neo-colonialism. 
From a critical constructivist standpoint concerned with the analysis of 
language and power, it is necessary to assess the interplay between mate-
rial forces and ideas as it relates to donor/corporate power in Africa 
(Fairclough 2009; Van Djik 2009).3 Namely, it is important to examine 
‘development’ discourse and how interventions in the internal affairs of 
African countries by foreign elements is legitimised as a moral endeavour 
for ‘progress’. Many interventions are in fact undertaken on the basis of 
a donor (and at times, corporate) language of altruism, despite the fact 
that the tangible consequences of such action more often than not exac-
erbate conditions of ill-being and poverty.

This chapter examines Nkrumah’s contribution to critical understand-
ings of North–South relations and his focus upon the difficulties facing 
nominally sovereign African countries in attaining industrialisation and 
development. It highlights the neo-Marxist contours of Nkrumah’s work 
before addressing his relative omission of ideational factors in the analysis 
of external influences. It also highlights the work of Fanon (1961) 
among other writers who expressed similar views on the neo-colonial 
situation in alignment with Nkrumah. The chapter then explores paral-
lels between Nkrumah’s contributions (and these wider works on neo-
colonialism) and the dependency school that gained intellectual traction in 
the 1960s and 1970s. It makes clear that there were overlaps in thought 
between the concept of neo-colonialism and the dependency school. 
This is not surprising given their mutual neo-Marxist heritage. The con-
cept of neo-colonialism is seen as distinct, however, in that it places heav-
ier emphasis on political agency, as opposed to the apparent economic 
determinism of many dependency theorists.

The chapter then acknowledges the contemporary influence of 
the neo-patrimonialism school as perhaps the most popular lens for 
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examining Africa’s relations with donors today. It demonstrates how 
neo-patrimonialism has gained both academic and policy credibility in 
explaining the apparent failure of African ‘development’ when compared 
to former colonial states in other regions, particularly those of East Asia. 
The chapter explains that the neo-patrimonialism literature is in some 
ways the obverse of the literature on neo-colonialism, and it is certainly 
more popular in today’s academic circles. It argues, however, that the 
conclusions of the neo-patrimonialism literature are flawed, and fail to 
fully grasp how external forces bring about certain aspects of apparent 
‘neo-patrimonial’ rule. The neo-patrimonialism school, moreover, is seen 
to make essentialist assumptions that sometimes denigrate African cul-
ture and African personhood. Nevertheless, Jean-Francois Bayart (within 
the neo-patrimonial literature) is deemed to hold certain weight in an 
understanding of African elite relations with external parties. Bayart’s 
(2010) concept of extraversion—when stripped of essentialism—is seen 
as a useful device for making sense of certain social relations between 
African elites and their benefactors within the neo-colonial situation. The 
chapter then concludes by reiterating the need to engage the concept of 
neo-colonialism in a modern understanding of African ‘development’.

Following on from this chapter, the book then explores the con-
cept of neo-colonialism in terms of contemporary African relations with 
external ‘development’ actors. Specifically, the ensuing chapters examine 
neo-colonialism in terms of corporate activities (Chap. 2); Western aid pro-
grammes (Chap. 3); ‘new’ development aid actors (Chap. 4); Africa-EU 
free trade agreements (Chap. 5); security and development (Chap. 6); the 
United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Chap. 7); 
and strategies for emancipatory forms of African agency (Chap. 8). In so 
doing, the book seeks to practically demonstrate the on-going utility of the 
concept of neo-colonialism in contemporary studies of Africa’s situation in 
the globalised economy, and within donor aid architectures.

Neo-Colonialism: The Continuing Relevance  
of Kwame Nkrumah

Kwame Nkrumah stands as a potent figurehead in African history, hav-
ing led Ghana to independence in 1957—the first African colony to 
emerge as a ‘sovereign’ state from formal Empire. Nevertheless, his 
intellectual contribution to the analysis of North–South relations via the 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58571-0_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58571-0_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58571-0_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58571-0_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58571-0_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58571-0_7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58571-0_8
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lens of neo-colonialism has lost currency in modern academic circles. As 
mentioned, many scholars are decidedly squeamish about discussions of 
the concept in academic conferences, and in leading journals. For many, 
it is associated with vulgar forms of Marxism, deemed unfashionable in 
the post-Cold War era. For some, it is seen to deny any form of mean-
ingful African agency, reducing Africans to mere ‘victims’ in the global 
arena. For others, it is negatively associated with modern tyrants such 
as Robert Mugabe who have invoked the concept in their political dis-
course. And for many, it is seen as a brash polemical device that unduly 
blames ‘the West’ for the continuing mal-governance of certain African 
elites.

Nevertheless, a modern reading of Nkrumah’s (1965) Neo-colonialism: 
The Last Stage of Imperialism, and his earlier work Africa Must Unite 
(1963), is surprisingly relevant in terms of an analysis of certain aspects of 
development interventions in Africa by external elements, both corporate 
and donor. Whether assessing current donor budget support to African 
treasuries, the activities of the European Investment Bank, the impact of 
free trade arrangements, or the role of mining companies—Nkrumah’s 
analysis appears both relevant and emancipatory. His work, although 
controversial, deserves much closer scrutiny. It is therefore important to 
highlight the contours of Nkrumah’s thought, as well as that of scholars 
who expressed similar concerns about Africa’s external relations, notably 
Fanon (1961). Nkrumah himself defined neo-colonialism as the con-
tinuation of external control over African territories by newer and more 
subtle methods than that exercised under formal Empire. He viewed 
conditions of neo-colonialism as those in which African countries (which 
had attained legal independence) were penetrated by external influences 
to such a degree that they were not genuinely self-governing. Moreover, 
states under the sway of neo-colonialism could not attain meaningful eco-
nomic or social development for their peoples, since policy was directed 
more towards the material interests of foreign elements than towards 
the needs of the local citizenry. African elites who took part in relations 
of neo-colonialism would govern on behalf of foreign benefactors and 
would in effect ‘betray’ the economic interests of their own people. This 
radical perspective is eloquently stated by Nkrumah in several passages of 
Neo-colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism. In his main definition of 
the concept, he highlighted the economic influence of external forces and 
how this in turn diminished the political freedoms of African countries:
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The essence of neo-colonialism is that the state which is subject to it is, 
in theory, independent and has all the outward trappings of international 
sovereignty. In reality its economic system and thus its political policy is 
directed by outside. (Nkrumah 1965: ix)

African countries then might enjoy legal or juridical sovereignty in the 
international system after acceptance of their formal declarations of 
independence. However, they would not enjoy the fruits of a popular, 
empirical sovereignty, in terms of the ability to realise and to enact self-
determination based upon the social and economic needs of the local cit-
izenry (c.f. Ndlouv-Gatsheni 2013: 72).4

In this vein, Nkrumah notably underscored the co-optive role of for-
eign governments as aid donors, as well as the role of foreign corpora-
tions investing capital into African economies. Aid payments made by 
foreign governments (for Nkrumah’s purposes—European countries and 
the USA) were not seen as altruistic endeavours aimed at the wellbeing 
of African societies. Rather, donors’ aid-giving was viewed as a means of 
ensuring the compliance of certain African elites and in lubricating forms 
of corporate economic penetration detrimental to African populations.5 
Aid in this sense was not a ‘gift’ but rather a short-term payment that 
would denude African empirical sovereignty:

Control over government policy in the neo-colonial state may be secured 
by payments towards the costs of running the state, by the provision of 
civil servants in positions where they can dictate policy, and by monetary 
control over foreign exchange through the imposition of a banking system 
controlled by the imperialist power. (1965: ix)

Moreover, aid monies would soon be recouped by the donor, accord-
ing to Nkrumah, in terms of the economic gains that they secured under 
conditions of neo-colonialism:

“Aid” therefore to a neo-colonial state is merely a revolving credit, paid by 
the neo-colonial master, passing through the neo-colonial state and return-
ing to the neo-colonial master in the form of increased profits. (1965: xv)

Thus, for Nkrumah, aid monies would help to reinstall foreign control 
over African territories, even after formal Empire had been dissolved:
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[the] hesitancy [of African states to cut ties to former colonisers] is fos-
tered by the sugared water of aid; which is the stop-gap between avid hun-
ger and the hoped-for greater nourishment that never comes. As a result, 
we find that imperialism, having quickly adapted its outlook to the loss 
of direct political control, has retained and extended its economic grip. 
(1965: 33)

In addition to foreign aid, Nkrumah highlighted—and condemned—for-
eign corporate involvement in Africa where enterprises sought to exploit 
local labour power and natural resources without appropriately contrib-
uting to government revenues, jobs, or industrialisation. Notably, he 
pointed to the role of certain foreign companies in supporting corrupt 
African governments, and in financing alternative political elites when 
those already in power were deemed insufficiently pliable. This situ-
ation was seen to perpetuate colonial patterns of trade and commodity 
exchange between newly ‘sovereign’ African states and the West: ‘[our 
raw materials and produce] goes to feed the industries and factories of 
Europe and America, to the impoverishment of the countries of origin’ 
(1965: 1).

Crucially, Nkrumah also highlighted the decisions and agency  
of African politicians themselves, particularly those who succumbed to 
neo-colonial influences from external corporations and donors. He saw 
that co-opted elites would have little interest in fostering industrialisation 
and genuine development, but would instead direct their efforts to the 
maintenance of the external linkages which kept them in power. African 
leaders—in the neo-colonial situation—would do less to serve the inter-
ests of their own citizenries than to assist foreign patrons in a bid to 
maintain their financial and political support:

The rulers of the neo-colonial states derive their authority to govern… 
from the support which they obtain from their neo-colonialist masters. 
They have therefore little interest in developing education, strengthen-
ing the bargaining power of their workers employed by expatriate firms, 
or indeed of taking any step which would challenge the colonial pattern of 
commerce… [which] is the object of neo-colonialism to preserve. (1965: 1)

Nkrumah’s analysis clearly invoked a two-way relationship between the 
external and the internal forces at play in the perpetuation of neo-colo-
nial systems. He did not merely focus on the role of foreign corporations  
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and donors in a top-down process of power imposition. He instead fully 
recognised the agency of certain African elites and their political preference 
to engage the external as a means of maintaining convenient power struc-
tures.6

Interestingly, Nkrumah also took pains to indicate that the move-
ment against neo-colonialism should not seek to isolate African econo-
mies from the global economy. He explicitly stated that investment from 
Western powers, in particular, could be welcomed if it was directed to 
appropriate sites of industrialisation, and if it was regulated by an African 
government that exercised empirical sovereignty in the pursuit of value-
addition and (thus) greater economic parity between North and South 
(in what we would today describe as a developmental state).7 He did 
not endorse autarky, reject industrialisation or condemn international 
trade. Rather, he sought to ensure that economic forces could be har-
nessed in such a manner as to equally benefit Africans as it did their for-
eign ‘partners’. In order to do this, moreover, he emphasised the need 
for pan-African co-operation. Rather than pursue limited development 
in a ‘Balkanised’ continent, he called for the creation of economies of 
scale through pan-African integration. A federal government of an even-
tual United States of Africa was seen as a necessity to realise the full eco-
nomic potential of the continent and its resource abundance. This would 
also guard against neo-colonial pressures, since a unified federal govern-
ment could negotiate as an equal with donors and foreign corporations. 
No longer would external elements be able to utilise ‘divide and rule’ 
strategies in the maintenance of neo-colonial elites to the detriment of 
pan-Africanist leaders (such as himself) who sought to genuinely build 
developmental structures across the continent.

Neo-Colonialism and African Socialism: Fanon 
and Other Key Contributors

This radical stance adopted by Nkrumah clearly owes an intellectual debt 
to Marxism. The title of his treatise in fact explicitly echoes the work of 
Vladimir Lenin (2010 [1917]) on ‘imperialism as the highest stage of 
capitalism’. However, Nkrumah’s focus on pan-Africanism owes a sepa-
rate intellectual debt to African liberation leaders such as Marcus Garvey 
(1923). This duality—between (neo)Marxism, on the one hand, and 
African liberation ideology, on the other—is found within the wider 
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literature on neo-colonialism. Those who aligned with Nkrumah’s anal-
ysis equally saw the struggle for genuine African liberation as a move-
ment against foreign manipulation, and for African unity. Moreover, 
these authors often advanced African socialism, a form of socialist the-
ory which called for Afrocentric approaches to economic development. 
Specifically, this encouraged the embrace of traditional ‘African values’, 
and resistance against foreign interference in African sovereign affairs. 
Perhaps most notably, Frantz Fanon (1961) articulately expressed this 
African socialist perspective. Fanon concurred with Nkrumah that for-
mer colonial powers would seek to retain economic, and hence politi-
cal, influence over their erstwhile territories in Africa. Writing in the 
aftermath of the Congo Crisis and the murder of President Patrice 
Lumumba, Fanon (1961) stressed that ex-colonial powers would have 
little sympathy towards African states that sought to exercise genuine 
autonomy:

you may see colonialism withdrawing its capital and its technicians and set-
ting up around the young state the apparatus of economic pressure. The 
apotheosis of independence is transformed into the curse of independence, 
and the colonial power through its immense resources of coercion con-
demns the young nation to regression. In plain words, the colonial power 
says ‘Since you want independence, take it and starve’. (1961: 76)

African leaders that sought to exercise genuine economic and political 
autonomy would thus be forced to impose austerity regimes upon their 
peoples in the short term, as the ex-colonial power worked to debilitate 
African polities in their infancy:

the nationalist leaders have no other choice but to turn to their people and 
ask for them a gigantic effort. A regime of austerity is imposed on these 
starving men… an autarkic regime is set up and each state, with the miser-
able resources it has in hand, tries to find an answer to the nation’s great 
hunger and poverty. We see the mobilization of a people which toils to 
exhaustion in front of a suspicious and bloated Europe (ibid.)

Importantly, in terms of neo-colonialism, Fanon also argued that certain 
African elites would pursue the path-of-least-resistance and collaborate 
with (ex)colonial centres. These leaders would maintain asymmetric aid 
and trade networks with the metropole, even at the expense of genuine 
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sovereignty. In fact, Fanon saw the emergence of neo-colonialism as a 
phenomenon which would affect countries throughout the Third World 
even after formal declarations of independence had been achieved:

other countries of the Third World refuse to undergo this ordeal [austerity 
regimes] and agree to get over it by accepting the conditions of the former 
guardian power… The former dominated country becomes an economi-
cally  dependent country. The ex-colonial power, which has kept intact and 
sometimes even reinforced its colonialist trade channels agrees to provision 
the budget of the independent national by small injections (ibid.)

Fanon foresaw that these political—and economic—compromises would 
keep African countries in a position of subordination and ill-being as 
compared to the wealth of Europe and the USA.

While Fanon’s work is arguably less detailed than Nkrumah on the 
practical workings of neo-colonialism, nevertheless, his writings do more 
to highlight the psychological—and ideational—aspects of external influ-
ence. Fanon explained clearly how African citizenries—and their leader-
ships—often imagined themselves as belonging to an inferior civilization. 
Having been subjected to the racialized world views of their erstwhile 
European ‘masters’, African peoples had lost sight of their own cultural 
worth. As a result, certain Africans perceived Europeans as ‘superior’ 
on an ontological level. This ideational barrier to genuine African lib-
erty had material consequences, according to Fanon. Namely, it helped 
to make possible the capitulations of certain African elites to the politi-
cal and economic pressures of neo-colonialism. Having been educated 
in Paris or Oxford, collaborationist African leaders saw European (and 
more broadly Western) culture as evidence of a superior civilizational 
model. Hence, they were more willing to align themselves to external 
forces. Accordingly, Fanon emphasised that African peoples must tackle 
the ideational root of their subordination by consciously rejecting narra-
tives and mental images of European cultural superiority:

Let us waste no time in sterile litanies and nauseating mimicry. Leave this 
Europe where they are never done talking of Man, yet murder men every-
where they find them, at the corner of every one of their own streets, in all 
the corners of the globe. For centuries they have stifled almost the whole 
of humanity in the name of a so-called spiritual existence. Look at them 
today swaying between atomic and spiritual disintegration. (1961: 251)
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For Fanon, therefore, neo-colonialism might be avoided—or  
overcome—through processes of ideational liberation. This would 
inoculate elites, in particular, from collaboration with external elements 
who sought to maintain African polities in economic and political sub-
ordination.

Furthermore, a number of other prominent critics of African relations 
with erstwhile colonial powers allied themselves to an analytical focus on 
neo-colonialism. Julius Nyerere and Sekou Touré (then Presidents of 
Tanzania and Guinea, respectively) concurred with their fellow African 
socialist, Nkrumah, that foreign powers would continue to seek eco-
nomic—and thus political—control over African countries. Nyerere—as 
late as 1978, towards the end of his presidency—argued that neo-coloni-
alism had not yet been thwarted: ‘sooner or later, and for as long as nec-
essary, Africa will fight against neo-colonialism as it had fought against 
colonialism. And eventually it will win’ (1978: 11–12).8 Touré, mean-
while, emphasised the need for a cultural awakening in Africa—echoing 
Fanon on the evils of colonialism upon African self-confidence. He addi-
tionally pointed to the role of foreign corporations in denuding African 
sovereignty even after de jure independence had been obtained:

The direct colonial exploitation of former days is being succeeded by 
international monopolies, and this has a tendency to remain permanent. 
Paradoxically, it is the underdeveloped nations, exporting raw materials 
and crude products, which contribute an important share of the costs and 
social improvements from which workers in the fully developed countries 
benefit. (1962: 148)

Touré (1962) emphasised, moreover, that European powers might 
embroil African countries in trade and aid arrangements that would 
retard genuine development. In particular, he noted the then European 
Economic Community’s (EEC) attempts to form ‘Association’ arrange-
ments entailing free trade between European members and African 
‘Associates’.9 Trade liberalisation on the part of newly independent 
African states, for Touré, would perpetuate economic asymmetries in the 
form of colonial patterns of exchange. He explained that African coun-
tries’ ‘unconditional integration into a multinational market negates the 
possibility of industrial development in advance; it could only be the 
association of the rider and the horse’ (1962: 149). Nkrumah (1965: 19) 
echoed these concerns, warning about the ‘collective neo-colonialism of 
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the European Common Market’ with regards to its emerging trade and 
aid ‘Association’ with Africa. In the words of Segal (1964: 87) writing 
during the early years of EEC-Africa Association:

President Nkrumah’s objections to associated status are both economic 
and ideological. According to him, associated states will perpetuate neo-
colonialism and provide a fundamental obstacle to the achievement of 
African political and economic unity, which is the sole means whereby 
African states can overcome their lack of development.

Interestingly, certain Western writers including Jack Woddis, a promi-
nent British Communist, contributed to the development of the con-
cept of neo-colonialism. In a succinct monograph, Introduction to 
Neo-Colonialism, Woddis critiqued the economic penetration of African 
countries and subsequent foreign pressures on empirical sovereignty. In 
this, he saw a deliberate alliance of Western corporate and political elites 
in the diminution of African countries’ policy autonomy:

At the centre of all the activities of neo-colonialism lies its economic poli-
cies. These are directed to assisting the profit-making functions of the big 
monopolies, to providing the Western powers with the necessary economic 
powers in the new states so as to be able to wield political influence over 
the governments there. (1967: 86)

In a critique of comparative advantage theories promoted by Western 
advocates of free trade between African states and Europe/USA, he also 
emphasised how African leaders were (wrongly) encouraged not to pur-
sue industrialisation:

The [African] peoples are constantly told that they need “Western know-
how”, that they “cannot do without foreign capital”, that they should not 
nationalise foreign enterprises, and that they should base themselves on 
agriculture and tourism rather than industry, which is something dismissed 
as mere “prestige building”. (1967: 84)

In this context of unequal patterns of trade and commodity exchange, 
Woddis (1967: 89) underscored that Western ‘development’ interven-
tions were designed to maintain the economic status quo:
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Western investments, loans, trading policies and “aid” schemes are all 
directed to the aim of keeping these territories as primary-producing hin-
terlands of imperialism which import the bulk of their machinery and man-
ufactured goods from the metropolitan countries.

To illustrate this point, Woddis (1967: 101)—with parallels to both 
Nkrumah and Touré—pointed to EEC Association arrangements with 
African states under the Yaoundé Conventions (1963–1975). Woddis 
(1967: 101) noted EEC tariffs of 5.4% on raw cocoa beans from Africa, 
compared with a tariff of 22% on processed powdered cocoa—as evi-
dence that European powers sought to maintain African states in a sub-
ordinate position as providers of raw materials (rather than as industrial 
competitors).

It is important to note, also, that a number of international confer-
ences also sought to define the concept of neo-colonialism, particularly 
in the 1960s at the zenith of debates surrounding neo-colonial inter-
ventions. The All-African People’s Conference, held in Cairo, Egypt in 
March 1961, notably defined the concept in the following terms:

the survival of the colonial system in spite of formal recognition of political 
independence in emerging countries which become the victims of an indi-
rect and subtle form of domination by political economic, social, military 
or technical means. (cited in Martin 1982: 227)

Similarly to Nkrumah, the Conference viewed that such impositions 
upon Africa could be overcome through pan-African political mobilisa-
tion and consciousness raising. These authors (and conferences) helped 
to delineate neo-colonialism as political concept. They emphasised the 
ways in which external control was maintained in Africa even after the 
formal end of Empire. Imperialism—in the Marxist terminology—con-
tinued in a new guise, facilitated by foreign aid and corporate activities.

Dependency Theories and the Concept  
of Neo-Colonialism

It is important to highlight here that dependency theories, which 
became popular in the 1960s and 1970s in the critique of North-South 
relations, at times overlapped with the claims of African socialists with 
regards to the concept of neo-colonialism. Dependency theorists sought 
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to emphasise the global economic structures and international trading 
dynamics that prevented newly independent countries from attaining 
full industrialisation and economic progress. In particular, dependency 
theorists pointed to the technological advantages of Western countries in 
maintaining their economic hegemony over developing states within the 
world economy (Tausch 2010). In this context, they criticised the dimin-
ishing returns of developing states’ over-reliance on the export of raw 
commodities such as cocoa and timber at the expense of industrialisation. 
As such, many dependency theorists (if they did not avow full autarky) 
emphasised the need for import substitution industrialisation (ISI) in the 
Third World. That is, they underscored the need for developing country 
governments to diversify their economies away from colonial patterns of 
production and exchange, and to instead build an industrial base capa-
ble of generating skilled jobs and prosperity. These industries would be 
fed by the rural and agricultural hinterlands—thus backward linkages 
would be established for the benefit of primary producers too. Notably, 
however, they underscored that industrialisation would not generate 
meaningful development if foreign companies (and interests) remained 
dominant (Dos Santos and Randall 1998: 57). Developing states would 
have to challenge the technological and financial hegemony of Western 
countries in order to carve out sufficient economic space for themselves, 
and to resist dependency.

Moreover, from a neo-Marxist position, the dependency theorists 
underscored how class alliances would hinder this shift to autonomous 
industrialisation on the part of the newly emergent nations in Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America (the last of these being the region in which 
dependency theories originated). Just as inequalities existed at the global 
level between developed and underdeveloped states, so too did class ine-
qualities exist within developing countries. Many dependency theorists 
therefore pointed to the potential function of a ‘comprador class’ within 
developing countries which would align itself to the economic inter-
ests of external capitalist interests. This comprador class would welcome 
skewed forms of foreign direct investment (FDI), and would support 
iniquitous trade frameworks, as long as they personally benefited from 
asymmetric North-South ties. A local bourgeoisie, for instance, involved 
in import businesses would have an incentive to continue dependency 
relations between their own nation (in the ‘Third World’) and a foreign 
nation in the developed West. Andre Gunder Frank, one of the most 
prominent dependency theorists, explained that:
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This colonial and class structure establishes very well defined class interests 
for the dominant sector of the [Third World] bourgeoisie. Using govern-
ment cabinets and other instruments of the state, the bourgeoisie produces 
a policy of underdevelopment. (cited in Brewer 2002: 196)

This class analysis was taken further by Cardoso and Faletto who pointed 
to varieties of distinct class formations in individual developing countries 
(and these classes’ interactions with the metropole) as an explanatory 
variable for degrees of success vis-à-vis ‘development’ (cited in Kapoor 
2002: 649–649). They admitted that certain forms of ‘dependent devel-
opment’ might take place in individual Third World countries. There 
could be the semblance of economic growth and certain sectors might 
prosper, albeit as an adjunct of the needs of the metropole states in the 
West. Structural inequalities would remain at a global level, but certain 
dividends might accrue to poorer nations in Latin America, Asia and 
Africa—albeit within constrained, limited forms of (unequal) develop-
ment (Kapoor 2002: 649).

This admission of the possibility of dependent development signalled 
(for critics of dependency theory) that the school was losing traction 
in the ‘battle of ideas’, particularly as Washington Consensus policies 
prevailed in the 1980s and early 1990s. Cardoso (1977), meanwhile, 
began in the late 1970s to voice disquiet with rigid forms of depend-
ency theory that failed to acknowledge progress within certain develop-
ing countries. He signalled that a progressive reformism might usefully 
prevail along social-democratic lines, and harness economic industriali-
sation for the benefits of poorer peoples even within a capitalist global 
economy (1977: 20). Dependency theorists’ insistence that the eco-
nomic hegemony of the Western metropole ‘doomed’ poorer states to 
a perpetual and unyielding underdevelopment appeared less convincing, 
particularly in light of the successes of the East Asian Tigers in the late 
1970s. Accordingly, dependency theories lost a certain degree of intel-
lectual credibility. Indeed, certain figures such as Cardoso (2009) have 
somewhat repudiated their own earlier work and acknowledged that the 
dependency school (while valuable in stimulating the sociological imagi-
nation) had at times been guilty of a myopic economic reductionism.

It is important to underscore, however, that the concept of neo-colo-
nialism and the dependency school approach should be seen as distinct 
entities. The dependency school—while acknowledging the role of the 
‘comprador’ local bourgeoisie—largely focussed upon economic factors 
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in the explanation of continuing North-South inequalities. The role of 
technology, the unequal exchange value of raw materials versus industrial 
commodities, and the dominance of Western countries in lucrative ter-
tiary services sectors (such as banking and finance) were largely deemed 
as the root cause of on-going dependency relations. While there was a 
partial focus upon internal class configurations and the role of compra-
dor elites, there was relatively little focus upon the political interventions 
of external donor officials and foreign corporate actors in exacerbating 
unequal relationships. By contrast, the literature on neo-colonialism is 
explicitly political and avoids forms of economic determinism—by focus-
sing resolutely on the interplay between local ‘comprador’ elites in devel-
oping countries and elite officials/corporate actors in the Global North. 
Accordingly, it pays much greater attention to the role of aid and ‘devel-
opment’ interventions in maintaining the economic and political struc-
tures that perpetuate poverty. It does not deny the potential for certain 
forms of (limited) growth. Rather it questions whether African states (in 
particular) are able to exercise policy sovereignty, or whether or not their 
state institutions are ‘captured’ to such a degree that they do more to 
serve foreign interests than that of their own citizenries.

The decline of dependency theories as a popular lens within IR and 
Development Studies, therefore, does not necessary signal the irrelevance 
of the concept of neo-colonialism. Nkrumah’s analysis—as illustrated in 
subsequent chapters—appears prescient when we assess contemporary 
‘development’ phenomenon such as EU budget support or ‘pro-poor’ 
trade negotiations. The dependency school did overlap with the litera-
ture on neo-colonialism in terms of highlighting North-South inequali-
ties and the role of comprador elites. Nevertheless, a certain form of 
economic determinism found within dependency approaches is not repli-
cated within the literature on neo-colonialism. The major alleged ‘flaw’, 
therefore, of the dependency school—namely its focus on economic 
forces—is not found within Nkrumah’s own framework. Nkrumah 
memorably noted that African patriots should ‘seek ye first the politi-
cal kingdom and all things shall be added to it’. Moreover, Nkrumah 
(as the main theorist of neo-colonialism) welcomed certain forms of 
North-South trade and FDI—so long as it supported the growth of the 
productive capacity of African economies. What he objected to—and 
critiqued—was the subversion of African state sovereignty by external 
elements since this would retard opportunities for industrialisation and 
social prosperity for African peoples. His analytical contribution therefore 


