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From the heart of all matter 

Comes the anguished cry –

‘Wake, wake, great Siva, 

Our body grows weary 

Of its law-fixed path

Give us new form. 

Sing our destruction, 

That we gain new life ...’

From the poem Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva, 
by Rabindranath Tagore (~1915)

The opening up of new markets 
and the organizational 
development from the craft shop 
and factory to such concerns as 
US Steel illustrate the process of 
industrial mutation that 
incessantly revolutionizes the 
economic structure from within, 
incessantly destroying the old 
one, incessantly creating a new 
one ... [The process] must be seen 
in its role in the perennial gale of 
creative destruction; it cannot be 
understood on the hypothesis that 
there is a perennial lull.
Joseph Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism 
and Democracy (1942)



Overview

1. My creative destruction heritage… And perhaps yours.
• Beyond  the danger of ‘single stories’ (Adichie): 

incompleteness…

2. Clarifying key terms
• The beauty of “essentially contested concepts”

3. Four analytical forms of ‘creative destruction’

4. Four stylized facts of development
• The ubiquity of creative destruction in shaping them 

5. Three enduring conundrums

6. Six implications and applications
• The two best meetings I attended in my career…

“And the world won’t stand still”



Van Diemen’s Land 
(Tasmania), 1828



Development before ‘development’…



Increasing incidence of ‘creative destruction’



2. Four* types of ‘creative destruction’
Destructive Creation
An ideology, manifest as policy
“You can't make an omelette without 
breaking eggs” François de Charette, Royalist 
counter-revolutionary, French Revolution

• Van Diemen’s Land Company, 1828; UN, 1951



How we don’t speak any more…

“…rapid economic progress is impossible without 
painful adjustments. Ancient philosophies have to be 
scrapped: old social institutions have to disintegrate; 
bonds of caste, creed and race have to burst; and 
large numbers of people who cannot keep up with 
progress have to have their expectations of a 
comfortable life frustrated. Very few communities are 
willing to pay the full price of economic progress.”

 UN (1951: 15)
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Destructive Creation
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Creative Destruction
An ideology, manifest as policy
“Move quickly, break things” 
Mark Zuckerberg, Founder & CEO of Facebook

• The Grapes of Wrath (widespread social 
destruction/disruption, zero safety net)
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• Social justice campaigns…

Creative Destruction
An ideology, manifest as policy
“Move quickly, break things” 
Mark Zuckerberg, Founder & CEO of Facebook

• The Grapes of Wrath (widespread social 
destruction/disruption, zero safety net)

creative destruction
➢Within prevailing paradigm

• Kodak to i-phone

➢Across prevailing paradigms
• Customary justice to rule of law
• Sacred lands to real estate



Neither here nor there, just ‘decoration’…
Slowly but surely we have become alienated from our own people and our own 
environment. This alienation would have been bearable had it not been that in 
our case the abandonment of our own culture did not at the same time bring 
access to another civilization. Thus we have sacrificed what was ours but have 
not gained in its place anything that might be considered its equivalent; we have 
lost our world, but we have not entered another…

 We have added much new cultural material, the value of which cannot be 
discounted; however, it often fits so ill with our own style or is so far removed 
from it that we can use it at best as a decoration and not as material to build with. 
It is quite understandable why we have been so mistaken in our choice. In the 
first place, much has to be chosen, and there has been so little to choose from. 

Ki Hajar Dewantara, 1935 (Indonesian educator)



Source: Uppsala Conflict Data Program



Contentious development…

From Fragility, Conflict, and Violence in 
Middle-income Countries (World Bank 2022)

“Fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV) in middle income countries is one 
of the major development issues of today. There has been a common 
assumption that poorer countries are more prone to FCV than middle 
incomes ones. Yet, over the past decade, there have been more deaths 
from political violence and homicides in middle income countries than 
low-income ones. Subnational conflicts occur even as countries see 
significant economic growth. National-level growth can also mask deep 
institutional fragility. FCV in middle income countries can play a major 
role in hampering the development agenda, including reducing poverty 
and promoting shared prosperity… 

…the World Bank, and other development partners, are not fully 
equipped to address the drivers and impacts of FCV in middle income 
countries and sometimes have concerns about finding themselves 
engaged on issues outside of their mandate or comparative advantage.”

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/fragilityconflictviolence/publication/fragility-conflict-and-violence-in-middle-income-countries








Other (near-universal) changes…  

• Deals to rules and laws
– as the basis of contracts and 

exchange (with strangers)

• Idiosyncrasy and fluidity to 
standards and categories
– How the world is 

understood, assessed, 
measured, ‘managed’ and 
‘improved’



Vexing experience of change (Vanuatu)
Mechanisms of change

• Rising agricultural productivity > Less farmers needed > Excess must migrate 
to cities > Separated from family and community (babies birthed in the 
village, elders buried in the village, but working adults living in squatter 
settlements) > Increased demands on grandparents > Technology enables 
some migrants to go overseas > Away longer in new country and culture > 
Higher wages, but remittances may or may not be sent > Aging grandparents 
receive less attention > Fewer children born > But more go to school, for 
longer > Shift in life expectations, skills, ‘cosmology’ > Imperative to reconcile 
‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ ways > Stark intergenerational differences > 
General standards of public health and nutrition improve longevity (but also 
obesity, diabetes, etc.) > New health and medical systems needed > Ratio of 
workers to retirees shrinks > Thus increasing demands for migrants from 
elsewhere, but domestic political pushback is frequent > If no in-migration, 
populations steadily, inexorably decline… 



Three enduring conundrums

1. Too many cooks? 
• The price of excessive consultation (‘Abundance’ agenda concerns)

2. Are there any universal ‘red lines’? 
• On what issues might MDBs reasonably override local practice? On 

what should they more readily concede?
3. Is (prevailing) theory too narrow? 

• Assessing and interpreting initiatives that unfold along a non-linear, 
non-uniform trajectory



Six implications and applications
1. Forge greater professional awareness that we (development 

professionals) are not only in the ‘creation’ business
2. How policies are designed, implemented and assessed matters
3. Curate, protect space to navigate complex, contentious issues
4. Governments and public sector officials too can be ‘entrepreneurial’
5. Build state capability for solving increasingly complex policy 

implementation
• But doing so by providing “material to build with, not decoration” (PDIA)

6. Integrate ecologies of evidence and theory; learn from and reconcile 
contending ‘stories’

• The two best meetings I attended in my career…
• The most satisfying operational work to which I’ve contributed



We should treat human beings as something fairly precious and not just 
something you can play upon. You see, if you ever could figure everything 
out, if you could have a social science that really is a science, then we 
would be the first ones to be disappointed. We would be dismayed 
because if we become like that, we could be figured out. And that means 
that we are not worth as much as we think…. Were we ever to succeed, 
then we would have failed!

   Albert Hirschman
   Interview with Richard Swedberg, published in
   Economics and Sociology: Redefining the Boundaries (1990)



Progress is not inevitable, but it is happening.
It is not transparent, but it is visible.
It is not safe, but it is beneficial.
It is not linear, but it is directional.

It is not controllable, but it is us. In fact, it is nothing but us.

Ada Palmer, ‘On Progress and Historical Change’, 2017

https://www.exurbe.com/on-progress-and-historical-change/
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