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Introduction

This foolish belief that the Cold War can be won by courting the weak.
—M a n l io Brosio, 196 0

On 25 June 1975, Samora Moises Machel, the first president of Mozambique, 
celebrated independence at Machava Stadium in the capital, Lourenço 
Marques, soon to be renamed Maputo. A jubilant crowd filled the arena. Hun­
dreds of guests from the various countries and organizations that had sup­
ported FRELIMO, the Mozambique Liberation Front (Frente de Libertação 
de Moçambique), during the armed struggle for independence joined the 
celebrations. Machel had traveled from the Rovuma River in the north down 
to the Maputo River in the south: a triumphal march that lasted over a month. 
He hoped to convince his people to help construct the new state by spreading 
the news of independence and its significance. Machel promised the People’s 
Republic of Mozambique that he would eradicate the remnants of colonial­
ism and forever banish exploitation. He would build a new society, based on 
agriculture and propelled by industrial development, relying on its own forces 
with the support of its natural allies: the socialist countries and its African 
neighbors Tanzania and Zambia. Education, youth, and health were important 
parts of the plan; the emancipation of women was fundamental, along with 
social development within a community framework, the valuing of tradition, 
and the exchange of knowledge.1

Mozambique’s bloody war of liberation from Portuguese colonialism 
lasted ten years (1964–74), during which FRELIMO received support from 
the Soviet Union and its Eastern European allies. They sent weapons, emer­
gency supplies, advisers, and technicians and pledged to help construct the 
new state. Mozambique was ideally situated to become a new front of the 
Cold War, which in 1970s Africa often ran hot. Liberation, whether in Mozam­
bique or elsewhere in Southern Africa, did not imply the end of conflicts, 
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and internal struggles continued, fueled by competing ideologies. President 
Samora Machel was the unchallenged leader of a paternalistic political elite 
anchored to an ethic of socialist development of the country. In 1977 during 
FRELIMO’s Third Congress, the first after independence, the broad-based lib­
eration movement became a vanguard Marxist party, built hierarchically and 
using central planning as its main development strategy. During the congress, 
the plans sketched at the moment of independence acquired a more precise 
shape, with Soviet-style modernization as its paradigm. One infrastructure 
project towered over the rest: the Cahora Bassa Dam, the huge work on the 
Zambezi River originally conceived in the 1930s by Portuguese authorities as 
a symbol of their power.

After complex and extended negotiations, in September 1969 a consor­
tium of firms from Portugal, West Germany, the United Kingdom, and South 
Africa—ZAMCO—had signed a $515 million agreement to build the dam. 
Work was finally completed in 1974. Intended to supply energy to South Africa, 
the hydroelectric power plant symbolized the idealized union of white settler 
communities in Southern Africa. Owned and operated by a Portuguese corpo­
ration, Hidroeléctrica de Cahora Bassa (HCB), and inserted within the colo­
nial development plan by Portuguese authorities, the megadam was associated 
with colonial oppression and had long been in the crossfire of both FRELIMO 
propaganda and warfare.2 After independence, the dam became a challenge 
for the new ruling class: could the new government “tame the white elephant” 
and turn the colonial project into a tool for social revolution and the empower­
ment of the black population, by using the energy produced by Cahora Bassa’s 
turbines in Mozambique? Machel’s words and plans in this direction echoed 
those of earlier icons of national independence: Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt, 
Jawaharlal Nehru in India, Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana. Here, though, the rhet­
oric of liberation was clearly Marxist Leninist, promising a complete overhaul 
of the old socioeconomic order and a new model of a more equitable soci­
ety. Ultimately, the dam did not serve the cause of socialist empowerment. 
Mozambique’s postindependence political elite struggled to convert it into a 
symbol of emancipation within a plan for accelerated national modernization 
of economic and social structures where the state bore the burden of eco­
nomic progress and social development. The imposition of collective forms of 
production and forced settlement into rural communities, often reminiscent 
of colonial methods, alienated big sectors of the population and nourished the 
raging civil war fomented by RENAMO (Resistência Nacional Moçambicana, 
supported by Rhodesia and apartheid South Africa) that transformed large 
areas into battlefields.3 Cahora Bassa is a useful case study of development’s 
entanglement with the colonial legacy and Cold War dynamics in Southern 
Africa. It is one of many examples of how economic decolonization mixed 
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with Cold War interests, with local elites inviting superpowers in to help them 
achieve modernity and economic growth, often with mixed results.

This book is about the history of development as a Cold War global project 
from the late 1940s until the late 1980s, a period when the world’s imagination 
was seduced by a concept that encompassed progress, modernity, economic 
growth, and welfare.4 Development was crucial to colonial administrations, 
as the case of Cahora Bassa suggests. Used to appease both the European set­
tlers and the local population, it strengthened empire. With decolonization, it 
ceased to be domestic policy for empires and became a form of international 
politics for their successors. How and on what terms would newly indepen­
dent countries be integrated into the international system? Development 
became diplomacy’s favored way to keep the emerging countries that Alfred 
Sauvy named the Third World, which could model themselves on either the 
West or the East, from following the wrong trajectory. In both the East and 
West, rich countries sought to help the decolonizing states catch up by offering 
both aid and an example of how a society could and should work. Develop­
ment projects became a feature of international relations, part of the toolbox 
of  both nation-states and international organizations. For the former colonial  
powers, development often meant resuming older commitments. It became de­
velopment aid; once seen as investment at home, it was now a gift abroad, an  
act of generosity or enlightened interest. To the formerly colonized, however, 
foreign aid was a form of reparation, a duty for former colonizers who were 
expected to remedy the wrongs of imperial rule by helping correct global eco­
nomic inequality. Using it effectively for the postcolonial state was a move of 
self-determination that national elites exploited to legitimize their rule. So 
crucial was aid in Asia, Africa, and Latin America that it is impossible to accu­
rately discuss history in the late twentieth century without considering devel­
opment projects, many of which were complex state-building operations that  
touched entire societies.

Narrating the political, intellectual, and economic history of the twentieth 
century through the lens of development means dealing with ideas as much as 
with material transformation, recounting the ways ideas and projects affected 
local realities, transnational interactions, and, eventually, notions of develop­
ment. In describing this trajectory, Global Development makes three main points. 
First, it argues that the Cold War was fundamental in shaping the global aspira­
tions and ideologies of development and modeling the institutional structures 
that still rule foreign aid today. Second, it contends that the role of the state was 
crucial, and that though development projects were articulated in global terms, 
as narratives to frame problems and provide solutions, they actually served 
national purposes. Third, it argues that development institutions tried to create 
a universal and homogeneous concept of development but ultimately failed.
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German historian Reinhart Koselleck has remarked that a concept is both 
a product of its context and a factor shaping it.5 Development was molded by 
the Cold War and, in turn, actively designed some of its structures. It predated 
the end of empires and the Second World War but acquired a special role 
with the globalization of American and Soviet ideological competition and the 
building of the institutions and ideology of an economic Cold War. At the very 
inception of the Cold War, with the Marshall Plan, development and foreign 
aid met, and development became a transnational project with potential global 
reach. It quickly became the preferred way to conquer the hearts and minds 
of poor people in Europe and—with Point Four in 1949—outside it. Postwar 
reconstruction valued cooperation highly, seeing it as the blueprint for dealing 
with backwardness. Even before the Cold War, it was the fear of communism 
that provided incentives for development. Economic aid was devised in the 
interwar years to counter the specter of revolutions fueled by social discontent 
and rising expectations. After the Second World War, anticommunism was 
clearly behind Truman’s Point Four, but it was not until 1956 that aid became 
institutionalized as a tool for Cold War politics. It was then that Nikita Khru­
shchev took up the challenge by arguing that the socialist mode of production, 
with its system of cooperation on an equal base grounded in fraternal solidar­
ity and stressing industrial development, possessed decisive advantages over 
the capitalist one. The combined effect of the collapse of European empires 
and the Cold War opened new space in international politics. To receive aid, 
newly independent countries were forced to choose a social and economic 
development model. This gave their leaders leverage, and as they showcased 
their needs and stressed the moral obligation of redressing colonial exploita­
tion, they systematically threatened to align with the other side in order to 
receive aid for their favorite plans. In the late 1950s, development projects 
were competing against one another in terms of effectiveness and symbolic 
strength, which meant that Cold War politics determined the stakes, timing, 
and distribution of aid.

Development was also a tool of bloc consolidation and solidarity, with two 
rival groups, East and West, engaging in a worldwide tug-of-war for influence  
and clients. In the West, cooperation occurred through the Development  
Assistance Committee (DAC) in the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD); in the East, through the Permanent Commis­
sion for Technical Assistance in the Council for Mutual Economic Assis­
tance (CMEA or Comecon). These cooperative projects functioned both as  
a promotion of cultural values—Western democracy versus socialism—and 
as security ventures. In the West, the security dimension meant achieving 
social peace by granting extensive welfare. In the socialist countries, it meant 
strengthening international solidarity around the promise of an alternative 



I n t r o du c t i o n   5

system: an industrialized society with high levels of welfare and equality. But 
over time, donors on both sides were increasingly baffled by the security par­
adox: instead of enhancing security, aid nourished inefficient and autocratic 
governments that committed blatant violations of human rights and caused 
regional destabilization. The connection between foreign aid and security, 
a pillar of the system, did not hold. Disappointment with both the quantity 
and quality of aid was such that instead of bringing consensus, aid increased 
North-South tensions. In the 1970s, these tensions exploded within the United 
Nations, where the North-South divide inherited from decolonization and 
initially articulated through trade controversies became more prominent than  
the East-West divide. There were always new reasons for rupture on global 
issues such as resources, population, and the environment. And even when 
East-West détente lowered Cold War tensions, they continued at the local level, 
especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, where decolonization struggles persisted.

Global Development claims that notwithstanding their universal aspiration, 
development projects served mainly the national purposes of  both donor and 
recipient countries. Donors wanted to promote their national self-interest, 
whether politically or economically, for instance by expanding markets for 
their products or securing strategic resources at favorable prices. Meanwhile, 
recipients were able to manipulate the interests of the donors to their own 
ends, sometimes national, sometimes for a specific group or even particular 
individuals. They systematically used the threat of moving to the other side 
of the Cold War, often exhibiting indifference to the source of aid in order to 
stress their independence and readiness to defect. In the hands of national 
elites in the “age of development” (1940–1973), economic growth became one 
with the national project, and planning and state investments were key—the 
conditions that created the developmental state.6 All you need to fight pov­
erty is a plan, Gunnar Myrdal bragged in 1956, but the plan was not just about 
economics—it was about constructing a new society. Joseph Schumpeter, 
upon meeting his former student Hans Singer, who was working on devel­
opment for the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, remarked 
sarcastically, “I thought you were an economist.”7 Development, he claimed, 
was a matter for anthropologists, sociologists, or geographers. In the 1950s 
and 1960s, development concepts, however different their details, shared a 
faith in the state as an actor and in planning as a method, making it tempting 
to describe the history of development as a history of planning.

In the modernization era, the state was a powerful engine for develop­
ment. The development field agreed that improving the living standards of 
the common people was a primary duty of governments. This belief, Myrdal 
enthusiastically noted in 1957, was brand-new in history.8 In donor and recip­
ient countries alike, policy makers extolled the virtues of development plans 
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and technology’s ability to promote growth. Big infrastructure projects such 
as dams and power plants were the ultimate symbols of modernity. And all of 
this was compatible across the spectrum of societal organization—it could be 
the product of capitalist ventures or be associated with hardcore planning the 
Socialist Bloc’s way. Either way, it rested on an optimistic view of society and 
its future, on the feasibility of making the world a better place. The faith in the 
state, discourses of self-betterment, and the fundamental role of science and 
rational thought in replacing traditions ended in the late 1960s. And when the 
myth of invincible scientific-technological progress crumbled, development 
entered a long era in which there was a crisis of vision. Poor results also shook 
the optimistic view of economic growth automatically translating to general­
ized well-being. Poverty persisted despite economic growth: fresh tools thus 
had to be devised. New anxieties appeared, particularly resource scarcity, pop­
ulation, and concern for the environment. Trust in progress as linear develop­
ment toward modernity collapsed. Historian Alexander Gerschenkron argued 
that linear development did not accurately describe European history, let alone 
global dynamics.9 Linguist Noam Chomsky demolished the double myth of 
social sciences: political benevolence and scientific omniscience.10 Together 
these destroyed the idea that the poor would eventually converge toward the 
rich. The main divide was not East-West anymore, but North-South, and trust 
in state planning was replaced by faith in the market. The costs of global mod­
ernization exploded, leaving national elites in recipient countries with huge 
debts that they were unable or unwilling to pay. They turned to more radical 
requests that challenged Cold War schemes and premises.

This global history of development shows how institutions promoted an 
unrealistic idea of development as a homogeneous system. The differences 
in interests and perspectives between North and South, East and West, and 
Europe and the rest were simply too great, and while there were temporary 
alignments, a stable consensus was elusive. The development galaxy was better 
described as a patchwork of regional plans with global ambitions than as a  
coherent system. Although cooperation—among allies and international or­
ganizations, between North and South, and among countries of what is now  
called the Global South—was fundamental to how aid was understood, this 
harmonious vision did not reflect reality. As this book reveals, coordination 
among allies was never simple, and it was not what made the system work. 
European countries had their own national interests and disparate visions on 
aid, regardless of whether they were allied with the Americans or the Soviets. 
These countries used the recipes proposed by the superpowers’ experts or 
international organizations instrumentally, adapting them to their own needs. 
This happened in both the West and the East. Sometimes what seemed like 
just a slight difference in approach hid a substantial disagreement, as with Italy 
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and its different ideas on the state’s role in industrialization, or East Germa­
ny’s preference for smaller projects in the processing industry rather than the 
big projects favored by the USSR. At other times, the opposition was more 
explicit, as with West Germany criticizing US program aid or Romania iden­
tifying with the Third World instead of with the Soviet Bloc. Development 
scholars often describe development as a global design with Western—usually 
American—ideas at its center. Indeed, many see it as a regime governed by 
Western concepts of morality and steered by the United States in cooperation 
with like-minded international experts.11 Depending on the scholar’s ideo­
logical view, the United States looms as either a generous patron or a malev­
olent, hegemony-seeking, neocolonial imperial power. However, although 
US-backed modernization theory and the policies it shaped were influential, 
they did not go unchallenged by national interests and alternative visions.12 
This book avoids the hegemony narrative by looking at the tensions and com­
peting interests roiling beneath the even surface created when development 
is described as a single idea.

Typically, the economic Cold War has been explored in the classic bipolar 
framework by discussing the ways that Western and socialist views met and 
diverged.13 However, Cold War development was much more than a compe­
tition between superpowers, and this book delves into national and regional 
archives, both public and private, to broaden this picture. This allows the 
appreciation of similarities and differences between and within the “First” 
and “Second” worlds during the Cold War. It brings in a wide range of actors, 
including state actors such as China, international organizations and their 
agencies, and Third World voices around the project for the New International 
Economic Order. One regional actor that rarely shows up in economic histo­
ries of the Cold War is the European Economic Community (EEC), which 
offered what it called a third way in development. The EEC discussions about 
how to structure a common aid program show the fundamental tension within 
development strategies over whether to take a regional or global approach. 
Regionalism, in this case, was a legacy of empire—the French especially cher­
ished the geopolitical dream of Eurafrica—and this book tells the story of 
how it transformed itself into an alternative to the superpowers, something 
resembling Third World demands for a New International Economic Order.

The history of development shows that this concept underwent multiple 
transformations, yet there were also recurring ideas and models and long-term 
continuities in national strategies. Development was never linear. And while 
debates about aid have shifted from asking outdated questions such as “does 
aid work?” to strengthening aid mechanisms in specific situations, there are 
consistent through lines across decades. There is still a focus on food security 
and rural development, albeit with a stress on democracy in the case of US 
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aid, on project aid with allegedly maximum control in the case of Germany, 
or the centrality of student exchanges in the socialist tradition, which remains 
part of Chinese aid.

On 9 March 2018, newspaper articles reported the “cold war” staged the 
day before at the Sheraton Hotel in Addis Ababa. Then US secretary of state 
Rex Tillerson and Russian foreign minister Sergey Lavrov crossed paths on 
Ethiopian soil, but though they stayed at the same hotel, they did not meet. 
Lavrov had visited Zimbabwe, Angola, Mozambique, and Namibia: traditional 
Soviet trade partners in Southern Africa. Tillerson, who then traveled on to 
Djibouti and Kenya, signed a $100 million loan agreement with the Ethiopian 
government and commented on China’s presence on the continent. American 
aid to Africa focuses on training for military and police forces in peacekeeping 
operations and lessons in good governance and democratic traditions—the 
priority is security, just as during the Cold War. Russia focuses on weapons 
and mining industries, as it used to do in the 1970s, stressing the importance 
of noninterference in domestic affairs and supporting China against US accu­
sations of predatory business methods. China, an important alternative social­
ist modernity described in this book, typically focuses on infrastructure. In 
Addis, for example, the Chinese have financed the new headquarters for the 
African Union and built the metro running from the airport to the city center, 
as well as the railway line connecting Addis Ababa with the port in Djibouti  
on the Gulf of Aden. Tillerson’s and Lavrov’s simultaneous trips to Africa—
which continued geographical priorities established during the Cold War, and 
their interest in the classic intervention sectors—is just one example of how 
development mind-sets and aid dynamics still follow the paths laid out during 
the Cold War. In the history of development in the pages that follow, overrid­
ing trends and patterns are clearly recognizable, but regional and national spec­
ificities consistently complicate the picture, while the Cold War determines 
much—but not everything, and not always in the way that might be expected.
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1
Development as an  
Ideology for Empire

The great work of uplifting mankind.
— T h e odor e Roose v e lt, 1899

The real thing is that this time we are going to get science applied to social 
problems and backed by the whole force of the state.

— C. S .  L e w i s ,  1945

These days development is a common word in everyday vocabulary and 
scientific phraseology. Its origin is recent, around the time of the industrial rev-
olution.1 In the nineteenth century, economic development was often referred 
to as modernization, westernization, or, most commonly, industrialization, 
and it had a prominent national or emancipatory character. Until the 1920s the 
word, filtered through German philosophy, was not widely used in the social 
sciences. To be sure, Joseph A. Schumpeter entitled his fundamental 1911 work 
Theorie der wirtschaftlichen Entwicklung (Theory of economic development), 
but he was very much the exception. As surprising as it may sound, develop-
ment did not enter the technical language of economics until the 1930s and 
was little used prior to the Second World War. Economists largely used the 
language of progress instead. Only after 1945 did economic growth become 
crucial in developed countries and economic development a fundamental 
political goal.

Initially, development was a synonym for growth and was used for indus-
trial economies only. Sun Yat-sen’s book The International Development of 
China, written in English in 1918 and published in 1922, marks the first time 
the word was used in a non-European setting.2 In the 1920s, economists at the 
London School of Economics, the place par excellence for colonial studies in 
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the British Empire, started to systematically use the term “economic devel-
opment” to refer to areas like India, China, and the less industrially advanced 
areas in the empire.3 In the 1920s, colonial administrators started to use the 
active verb “develop” and to speak of developing peoples.

In the view of the internationalists and philanthropists of the early twen-
tieth century, development was a civilizing mission. Conceiving imperialism 
as having a pedagogical side meant that advanced societies were required to 
take colonized peoples by the hand and teach them the rules of a modernity 
they had been excluded from.4 This was a change: at the end of the nineteenth 
century, there were peoples who were thought to be unready for civilization, 
principally in Africa. The cofounder of the International Red Cross Gustave 
Moynier, for example, held that the 1864 Geneva Convention for the Amelio-
ration of the Condition of the Wounded in Armies in the Field did not apply 
to Africans, who, he argued, lived outside civilization.5 But colonial expansion 
meant taking responsibility. Jules Ferry, in the 1885 speech often considered a 
fresh start for French imperialism, described colonization as a political duty: 
the superior races had duties toward inferior ones, particularly in the promotion 
of science and progress.6 Humanitarianism was a special element that started 
with abolishing slavery in all forms and limiting the excesses of colonialism. 
The struggle against slavery and slave practices was often used as a justification 
for intervention, as was the goal of undermining the influence of rival powers.7

This mind-set was also common on the other side of the Atlantic. The idea 
of uplifting colored people from their condition and bringing them civilization 
and Christianity was part of the political discourse. In 1899, President William 
McKinley used the civilizing mission as a pretext for annexing the Philippines.8 
Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The White Man’s Burden,” now seen as a symbol of a 
brutal colonial mentality, was written to convince the public of the necessity of 
colonizing the Philippines. Kipling urged Americans to take up the burden of civ-
ilization, even though this meant being hated by subject peoples. In the United 
States, civilization was perceived as an element that bound Europe and the United 
States together in a global project. History was considered a movement from  
fragmentation to unity, and progress meant evolving toward a system of power
ful nations that used a few rich and precise languages that everyone could under-
stand.9 Everywhere in the West the rhetoric of civilization flourished, albeit  
with different accents. The exception was Germany, where the concept of a civi-
lizing mission was less familiar and the equivalent expression did not yet exist.10

The Civilizing Mission in the Interwar Years
The enlightened paternalistic approaches to development common at the end 
of the nineteenth century shifted in the following decades. Imperial rivalries 
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at the turn of the twentieth century and the resulting First World War inter-
rupted the cooperation and exchange of knowledge on colonial matters that 
had reached an apex with the suppression of the Boxer Uprising in China 
(1899–1902) by the Eight-Nation Alliance. At the First Universal Races Con-
gress, held in London in July 1911, for example, each imperial model was 
celebrated for its uniqueness. The coming of the First World War created a 
different kind of solidarity: colonial powers fought each other, together with 
their colonized territories. In this new era, dissimilarities rather than simi-
larities were highlighted. After the war, this tendency intensified, as the two 
major empires, France and Great Britain, amplified their differences and self-
identified as having divergent styles of colonial government.11

In the war’s aftermath, the French and British Empires divided the 
spoils of the vanquished. Rather than applying Wilsonian principles of self- 
determination to the greater part of territories and peoples outside Europe, 
the powers deemed them culturally and institutionally unprepared for self-
government and formalized rules and tools for colonial government in order 
to reconstruct a world safe for empire.12 One tool was the institutionalization 
of the civilizing mission in international law: for the first time development 
became a juridical principle governing international politics. The Covenant  
of the League of Nations dealt with colonial issues in articles 22 and 23: arti
cle 23 was a charter establishing the duties of member states in issues such as 
the just treatment of natives, while article 22 introduced the mandate, a mode 
of governing whereby a power had a tutelary dominion over territories that 
needed to be prepared for independence.13 The mandate system translated 
the civilizing mission into a written juridical norm, and the idea of stages of 
development entered the language of law. Development had semantic dimen-
sions that were far from obvious. It did not describe the economic dimension 
but was rather a synthesis of noneconomic elements—social, demographic, 
and cultural. Economic issues were dealt with separately, under the expression  
“well-being.”

The sacred trust the great powers placed in civilization reflected the belief 
that colonial authority was vindicated by moral and material well-being and 
social progress—in a word, civilization. Emancipation for colonial territories 
was placed at some indefinite future point, pending political and administra-
tive maturity. It was not conceived as imminent—not even for the former ter
ritories of the Ottoman Empire, which were classed as type A mandates and 
thought to be the most ready for independence. Mark Mazower’s study of  Jan 
Christiaan Smuts, the South African who invented the mandate system, clearly 
shows that the road to self-government did not imply abandoning racist or even 
segregationist policies. Smuts saw the British Empire as the model for world 
government and considered the mandates a tool to accommodate nationalities 
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in Central and Eastern Europe. He did not think self-government was a viable 
prospect for “the barbarians in Africa,” who needed to be under the rule “of 
the white race in South Africa.”14 Like many of his contemporaries, Smuts 
feared a global war between the races like the one vividly described in Lothrop 
Stoddard’s 1922 best-selling book The Rising Tide of Color against White World 
Supremacy.15 In the League of Nations, however, racial discomfort—whether 
the yellow peril or the prospect of losing control of African masses—did not 
take center stage. In its place was the optimistic prospect of the civilizing mis
sion.16 Humanitarian internationalism was oriented toward building the mod
ern human: a standardized creature made on the Western model. The goal was 
to annul cultural differences. Since this mission was impossible to achieve, 
development was a potentially unending project.17

The mandate system and the legitimization of a civilizing mission it implied 
were typical of the climate of colonial revival in the 1920s. At that time, belief  
in the economic value of colonies was widespread, and there were new ideas 
about managing, modernizing, and rationalizing empire. A symbol of the new 
style was Sir Frederick Lugard’s Dual Mandate in Tropical Africa, published in 
1921, which brought together the spirit of mandate with colonialism. By “dual 
mandate” Lugard meant that an efficient use of the resources extracted by a colo-
nial power must be coupled with an administration that promoted a civilizational 
drive. Lugard, then the most authoritative member of the Permanent Mandates 
Commission of the League of Nations, included article 22 of the Covenant as 
an appendix to his book, intending to show that according to modern principles 
of international law, the British Empire was an example of good administration.

Interestingly, several development projects dating back to the interwar 
years look modern today, since they focus on issues now perceived as innova
tive, such as education or the empowerment of women. French colonial min-
ister Albert Sarraut outlined his plans for empire in his 1922 book La mise 
en valeur des colonies françaises. France, he claimed, did not hold old colonial 
mentalities based on racial inequality and the right of the fittest. Empire served 
the interests of the conquered, he argued. Culture was crucial, as were local 
institutions. Health, sanitation, education and training, microcredit, and the 
role of women were all part of his picture. The 1929 Colonial Development Act 
promulgated in the British Empire was similar in some respects.18

The interwar years in both the French and British Empires brought the 
organization of a new colonial bureaucracy charged with collecting revenues 
so that colonial territories could support themselves. Colonial bureaucrats 
were a “thin white line”: a small group of  whites administering an overwhelm-
ing majority of people of color.19 Increasingly the administration absorbed 
locals who mediated between different political cultures, translating and 
modifying the principles of civilization. But civilization was thought to move 
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from the metropole to the colony, so natives, even the highly educated ones 
called évoluées, could not aspire to higher ranks in their careers.20 For white 
administrators, colonial experience, in the same or other areas of the empire, 
constituted an important feedback loop. Economic, political, and social 
modernity was forged through reciprocal influences.21 Europeans in the field 
learned from natives how to deal with specific local problems and brought this 
knowledge back to the metropole. This, in turn, circulated back to other areas 
of the empire. In the 1920s, the model colonial officer was a man who “knew 
his natives,” understood local customs and tradition, spoke the language, and 
could deal with locals and gain their loyalty. He had experience of the colonial 
world and was willing to test and adapt techniques used elsewhere.

In the interwar years, the rhetoric of modernity was used to justify all sorts 
of colonial policies. Modernization could imply violence, and the rhetoric of 
human rights began to accompany modernizing discourses, sometimes par-
adoxically. Forced resettlements, for example, were justified by the goals of 
achieving modernity and preventing civil war.22 Imposing cultural practices, 
forced labor, and population transfers were all part of social engineering for 
economic and structural development. Development plans, presented as a 
technical fix, were in fact political tools for control and coercion.23 Violence 
was a feature of administration in both colonies and mandates.

Since development was a tool for colonial government, for local elites it 
became the way to do politics, which can be seen in the modernization proj-
ects of postcolonial elites. Though they were presented as a break with colo-
nial experiments and linked to local tradition, in many cases they reflected 
the methods of preexisting colonial administrations, ultimately replicating 
their failures. This is the case, for example, with rural development schemes in 
British West Africa, which resumed after national independence and proved 
as unsuccessful as their forerunners.

Modernity and Authoritarian Rule
Making civilization a scientific enterprise became putative commonsense in 
the interwar years. In the period now called high modernism, science and 
rational thinking were the only sources of knowledge: traditions were linked 
to myth and the past and considered useless.24 Taming nature and making it 
functional for human needs was typical of positivist thinking, and massive 
infrastructure works such as the Suez and Panama Canals were symbols of 
humans’ ability to shape nature and make a huge, durable impact on society 
and the environment.

Colonial regimes were key sponsors of experiments in social engineering. 
The ideology of welfare colonialism, combined with the authoritarian power 
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characteristic of empires, encouraged ambitious transformation schemes that 
often involved resettling local populations. Those in advanced nations were 
also affected, ending up as both protagonists and victims of experiments into 
the scientific management of production, or productivism. In the United States  
this translated into Taylorist modes of production. In Europe, this took the 
form of the organic state envisaged by Walther Rathenau and Wichard von 
Moellendorff of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institut für Arbeitspsychologie (1913), 
who hoped to construct an industrial planning pyramid, with representatives 
of workers, industrialists, and the government all working for the common 
good. The vision of a corporate state institutionalized in fascist Italy and prop-
agated as a third way between Marxism and capitalism was reflected in the 
structure of the International Labour Organization (ILO), born in 1919 along 
with the Versailles Treaty. Workers needed to be appeased and involved in 
decision making in order to keep them away from Bolshevism.25 The vision of 
a society in which technology and science were fundamental and growth and 
increased wealth would end conflict appealed to different and potentially com-
peting philosophies; productivism, although basically a tool to promote the 
hegemony of capital, was for a time politically heterogeneous.26 Even Lenin 
flirted with the Taylorist model, despite having initially described it as a scien-
tific way to extract sweat. He lauded the principle of discipline, organization, 
and harmonious cooperation built on modern industry, mechanization, and 
the rigid system of responsibility and control.27

In the 1930s, the Soviet Union epitomized modernization, with planning 
seen as the means of cutting waste and capitalist inefficiencies. Soviet modern-
ization also meant transforming society, sometimes drastically, as with Soviet 
internal colonization policies in Central Asia that planned settlements, fought 
backward traditions, and organized labor and social space in both rural and 
industrial districts.28 Socialist modernization, with its propaganda campaign 
extolling the heroic construction not just of socialism, but of a new human to 
fit the new socialist society and the golden age of communism to come, caught 
the attention of intellectuals and public opinion the world over.

After the market crash, Stalin’s Five-Year Plans captured widespread at
tention. The well-organized propagation of the Soviet myth transcended 
the borders of the communist movement.29 Socialism’s alternative path to 
modernity became credible, fascinating many intellectuals attracted by the 
Manichaean reading of the postwar years, which divided the world between 
a decaying bourgeois society and the prospect of a new communist civiliza-
tion.30 Intourist, the Soviet travel agency, designed visits to the so-called sites 
of communism to showcase the Soviet system: westerners visited exemplary 
sites to see Soviet solutions to social problems like rehabilitating criminals or 
providing for orphans and the homeless. Once socialism was fully realized, the 
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propaganda promised, these model institutions would be the norm. Political 
pilgrims were not shown historical monuments, but rather model factories, 
representing a constructed reality of production in the Soviet Union. These 
sites, including collective farms, were carefully selected from a list of projects 
considered suitable for display. Visitors were taken to research and medical 
facilities, including reform houses for prostitutes (profilaktoriia) and sana-
toriums. When opponents criticized visits to what they called Potemkin vil-
lages and unveiled continuities between tsarist and socialist styles in mounting 
colossal misrepresentations of reality, the Soviets tried to avoid less credible 
situations. Showcasing the successes of socialism remained a formula, but 
there were difficulties in persuading economic commissariats to open facto-
ries and industrial sites to visits. In 1936, the peak year for political tourism in 
the Soviet Union, the Commissariat of Heavy Industry attempted to curtail 
the number of visits per month per factory.31

Western sympathizers invited to the Soviet Union often praised the myth 
of the Soviet experiment, captivated by what George F. Kennan later called 
the romance of economic development.32 This operation included show-
casing a Soviet-style bourgeois culture, as part of an effort to create a Soviet 
consumption model, complete with luxury goods and warehouses.33 Among 
those visitors were politicians like Eduard Herriot, who visited the Ukraine 
in 1933 right after the great famine, and intellectuals like Bernard Shaw, who 
met Stalin in 1931 and praised Soviet achievements. The model also fascinated 
later advocates of the New Deal like Stuart Chase and the intellectual elites in 
the colonial world.34 In 1927, for example, Jawaharlal Nehru visited Moscow 
and was deeply impressed. Like Sidney and Beatrice Webb, he admired Soviet 
economic achievements, seeing glimpses of a new civilization in the Soviet 
model.35

With the success of the Soviet model, development became a weapon in 
the ideological clash. In his work on the “Three New Deals,” Wolfgang Schivel-
busch argues that a number of Western development projects were clearly 
born out of competition with Soviet achievements, with each project show-
casing the goals, methods, and ideals of the political system that generated it.36 
Totalitarian regimes in Europe saw modernity as a technological, economic, 
and social enterprise. Nazi Germany pushed the Autobahn, an esthetic and 
technological revolution that embodied the promise of mass motorization. 
Fascist Italy carried out rural development projects, reclaiming land in the 
Agro Pontino, resettling peasants, and encouraging urban development. The 
plans developed in the Lazio countryside were then exported to the Italian 
colonies, where Le Corbusier’s rational architecture and the theories of cli-
matic axes found fertile ground. Italy extolled cultural and architectural unity 
in the Mediterranean as a means of promoting empire, and in the 1930s it 
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rebuilt Asmara, the capital of the Italian colony of Eritrea, as a showcase for 
Italian modernity. The city’s structure enforced racial separation, with one 
side used for administrative purposes and the other reserved for natives.37 
Other regimes used their colonies as places to try out ideas of economic and 
social development. For example, Japan experimented in Korea and Taiwan 
with implementing new models of urban planning, education, and health care. 
Inspired by Soviet planning, Japan built a Soviet-style industrial district in 
Manchukuo in the 1930s.38

The New Deal in the United States was entirely consonant with the prevail-
ing zeitgeist, and some read it as a response to the success of European author-
itarian regimes, both left and right. Like them, the New Deal had advanced 
technology and a fascination with planning, albeit in its Wilsonian variant.39 
The Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), the regional development agency for 
modernization of the Tennessee River basin through hydroelectric power, was  
meant to prove that it was possible to promote economic development non
autocratically. David Lilienthal, its indefatigable director, never ceased extolling 
the importance of decentralizing decisions and involving civil society.40 He 
embraced the ideas of his predecessor, Arthur E. Morgan, who fought to base 
the project on a system of small self-sufficient towns coupled with strong com-
munitarianism.41 The TVA became a cornerstone in American development 
thinking and practice, a regional development plan that was a model for global 
development, a scheme to repeat elsewhere. This vision was actualized in the 
1950s, when President Harry Truman and Lilienthal discussed a TVA in the 
Yangtze or Danube basins, highlighting the power of development to trans-
form society and promote peace and development.42 A number of Great Dam 
Projects were explicitly inspired by the TVA: the Helmand Valley in Afghani-
stan, the Damodar Valley in India, and the quickly abandoned Danube TVA.43

Recognizing the transnational potential of the New Deal model, economist 
Eugene Staley set up a comprehensive plan for intervention for economic and 
social development in poor areas of the world, seeing such intervention as the 
basis for collective security against totalitarian aggression. Inspired by colonial 
policies introduced in the Philippines by Governor-General William Cam-
eron Forbes, Staley was convinced that technical education could bring global 
change by creating a self-reliant generation. He envisaged laboratories where 
social experiments could be carried out under controlled conditions, first in 
China, then in other countries in Asia, Latin America, and Southern Europe.44

The Second World War
The Second World War saw increased engagement with development at a 
time when planning as a method was spurred on by war logistics. European 
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empires, although militarily and economically weakened by the war, continued 
to invest in their colonies to secure both political support and resources. The 
war economy was centrally directed, and the colonial offices acted on behalf 
of the dependent territories. Public funds were employed to promote colonial 
trade, and state intervention in the economy became the norm, with the state 
controlling wages and prices and allocating resources—both goods and labor. 
Revenue taxes were introduced to control inflation. In the 1920s, the idea had 
prevailed that colonies should support themselves and produce export goods 
to generate financial surpluses. It was now clear that colonies would not be 
able to find resources in financial markets and build infrastructure on their 
own. In 1940, fearing political and social instability, British colonial secretary 
Malcolm MacDonald set up a fund to finance development under the Colonial 
Development and Welfare Act. Facing general strikes, demonstrations, and 
riots, the colonial authority pursued security through development, allocating 
funds to create new jobs for natives and settlers and expand the construction 
of a welfare state in the colonies. The Colonial Development and Welfare Act 
used metropolitan resources to fund infrastructure and address housing, water 
management, education, and welfare for workers to secure higher standards of 
living in the colonies. The war sped up a process that had started in the 1930s 
but was now perceived as more urgent, given growing concern about secur-
ing the political and economic loyalty of subject territories. Things were not 
easy in Asia or Africa, with nationalism being fueled by economic complaints; 
general strikes spreading through the empire, starting in 1935; and conflicts 
erupting in rural areas over invasive colonial intervention.45

British colonial officers in the 1930s were aware of problems of production, 
population, and environment in the colonies. Facing backlash in both rural  
and urban areas, colonial officers looked for ways to stabilize populations 
and contain migration from the countryside. Anthropologists like Bronislaw 
Malinowski at the London School of Economics studied the consequences 
of the loss of a tribal dimension in African societies and the connections 
between health, diet, and food. Community development was devised to pro
mote group well-being through better education and health without break-
ing with local traditions. Experts were employed to study changes on the  
ground, such as ecological or demographic imbalances in areas of India or in 
the Copperbelt in Africa. Colonial experts could see the links between high 
fertility rates, unemployment, and subversion, often related to population 
shifts from areas with a shortage of labor to areas with excess workforce. The 
1920s myth of tropical riches had crumbled, and undernourishment was ram-
pant in the colonies, but during the Great Depression, research focused on 
the betterment of export crops like sugarcane, cotton, rubber, coffee, palm 
oil, and tea and the introduction of high-performance or drought-tolerant 
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varieties. Less attention was devoted to the production of food for local  
consumption.46

During the war, opportunities for colonial export increased, especially 
for white landowners. The war reduced supplies from Europe and boosted 
demand for colonial produce.47 In the metropole, officials began thinking 
about how to apply productivism to the colonial economy. Experts in the 
British Colonial Office were confident that better standards of living in the 
colonies could be reached by enhancing production and yields through chem
ical fertilizers, rural mechanization, and new forms of cooperative organiza
tion. Modern development planning was introduced in the British Empire with 
the famous Caine Memorandum of August 1943. Sidney Caine, an economist 
on the rise in the Colonial Office, held that poverty and population problems  
could be addressed through a dramatic rise in productivity. Caine, who explic-
itly cited the Soviet Union and the TVA as models, had a new idea of the 
state’s role in the British Empire. He saw the state as the engine of industrial 
planning, preferred urban to rural development, and was less interested in wel-
farist measures in education and health.48 This vision collided with one more 
focused on labor approaches, a vision held by a young W. Arthur Lewis, who 
would go on to an influential career in development economics. Although in 
favor of industrialization, Lewis held that industrial centers had to be limited: 
better to concentrate resources than waste them on undifferentiated distribu-
tion to the colonies.49

At the end of the war, Great Britain and France took control of their former 
possessions and tried to create a more rational empire. Financing development 
never quite happened and was now no longer realistic. Struggling to hold on to 
their colonies, European countries had a new rhetoric of colonial partnership 
that tried to balance intensified economic relations with the promise of sur
rendering power. The effort was to selectively transform formal empire into 
informal empire, a system of satellites not in name but in fact. This was a second 
colonial occupation, with increased engagement in development projects that 
would be financed through local resources.50 But conditions were poor. There 
was inflation, shortages of consumer goods, and a dangerously dense popu-
lation in urban areas where poor services and miserable working conditions 
were the norm. Massive strikes were frequent, and when colonial powers used 
forced labor, the workers essentially deserted. Great Britain and France strug-
gled to regenerate or reframe the imperial colonial ideal. William Keith Han-
cock in his Argument of Empire in 1943 gave a democratic-humanitarian raison 
d’être for empire, claiming that empire would preserve local society, especially 
in Africa, after which education via contact with the West could gradually 
take place. Since the colonized countries lacked a national community in the 
European sense, he claimed, a transfer of power would only create a tokenistic 
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parliamentary democracy that benefited small oligarchies of educated people 
and left the masses at their mercy.51

State planning followed a sort of path dependency. In the postwar years, 
colonial administrations kept promoting lines of intervention that had been 
studied and debated in the years when colonial legitimacy was not in question. 
But development offered a new source of legitimacy. In Hitler’s wake, racist 
theories and ideology had lost standing and there was a radical revision of the 
civilizing mission. Classic dichotomies of metropole-colony and civilized-
primitive were reconceptualized. Development, which offered a new civiliza-
tional pair—developed-backward—to replace outmoded language, was the 
handmaiden of this turn.52 With the urgency of countering colonial upheaval,  
the scale and intensity of development interventions rose dramatically. A new 
language entered the discourse not only of experts, but also of local nationa
list elites, whose political speech now used the new terms coined by the colo
nial powers.

After the Second World War, an impoverished Great Britain could not 
regain the role of omnipresent investor and buyer it had designed for itself in 
the early 1930s at the beginning of the Commonwealth. The British Colonial 
Office drew up plans for Africa and Southeast Asia to be carried out by a newly 
minted Colonial Development Corporation. This corporation survived on 
revenues from the marketing boards born from trading colonial crops and 
raw materials, as well as the new income taxes raised in dependent territories.  
It was not able to build a consensus in the colonies where development proj-
ects were to be situated.53 Planning continued, regardless of promises of self-
government and self-determination. Initiatives ranged from pilot projects for 
water management and soil conservation to schemes for land reclamation and 
resettlement, mechanization of cotton or rice production, and improvements 
to infrastructure, health, education, and welfare. Rural cooperatives inspired 
by local traditions were tried in Jamaica and Kenya, with modest results. A 
bitter disappointment was in store for the East Africa Groundnut Scheme in 
Tanganyika, a scheme for the intensive cultivation of peanuts that planned to 
reclaim five million acres in five years and build a harbor and railway. Con-
ceived poorly, then badly operated, the scheme caused costly deforestation 
of areas that proved impossible to farm, and revealed the dangers of misun-
derstanding ecological balance.54 As Gunnar Myrdal prophetically stated, 
colonialism was on the brink of collapse now that the imperial system was 
proving too expensive.55 But the Commonwealth was still considered a viable 
opportunity. The countries in the Sterling area kept their national currency 
and central bank. India retained association with the Commonwealth, as did 
postindependence African countries, turning empire into a series of postco-
lonial relations based on a common past.56
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France followed a similar path, picturing itself as an exporter of the welfare 
state. Postwar France had an unprecedented consensus on imperial policies: 
colonies, all agreed, were fundamental for reestablishing national power. René 
Pleven at the imperial conference in Brazzaville in 1943 grandly announced 
that there were no peoples to free in the French empire and that the only free-
dom that mattered to colonial territories was the freedom of France. At first, 
reconstruction of empire was a shared priority, but colonial enthusiasm soon 
declined. The French public rapidly lost enthusiasm for colonial issues after the 
gruesome events in Algeria in May 1945, when local protests resulted in the kill-
ing of white settlers and subsequent indiscriminate and brutal repression. The 
railway strikes in West Africa and the Malagasy Uprising in 1947 lowered the  
popularity of colonialism even more. By 1946 nobody really supported  
the Union Française, a compromise effort to rebrand empire while providing 
a new progressive constitution for the French Fourth Republic. According to 
a poll of April 1947, half the respondents anticipated its quick collapse.57

The idea of a colonial fund for development had been abandoned in France 
as early as 1937 because of the lack of resources and expert enthusiasm in the 
face of the rather disappointing experiments of the 1920s and 1930s.58 After 
the war, however, everyone still seemed to favor investment in dependent 
territories. A development fund, FIDES (Fonds d’Investissement pour le 
Développement Économique et Social), accompanied the birth of the Union 
Française. In 1947, 15 percent of the French GDP went to the development of 
overseas territories. Financial markets were restructured to meet credit neces-
sities in the former colonies. Though economic advantages and investments 
were offered to overseas territories to keep them in the French orbit, too often 
FIDES looked like a continuation of colonial dependency. More than two-
thirds of the goods exported by France’s former colonies went to the French 
market, where they sold below market price. Between 1947 and 1958, France 
invested three times more in Francophone Africa than it had invested before 
the Second World War, an investment supported by the widespread belief 
that the African colonial market was indispensable. Meanwhile in Indochina, 
where independence was impending, French capital investments, partly from 
the state, partly from a few big companies, dropped by 30 percent in 1947, 
1948, and 1951.59 Leading intellectuals and political figures started claiming that 
colonies did not yield the expected returns, though nobody risked political 
suicide by raising the issue of the human tribute and financial costs imposed 
by colonial wars, especially in Indochina.60

Late colonial development projects were disappointing. They did not solve 
the dilemma of how to stabilize rural communities while promoting global 
imperatives of growth and accumulation. But what was their legacy for post-
war development? Colonial ideas were transferred to the postcolonial elites 
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in the newly independent countries and among international networks. The 
preference for state-centric ideologies and the state’s involvement in develop-
ment planning survived the colonial state. After independence, new national 
governments divorced themselves rhetorically and legally from colonial prec-
edents but held on to their logic. Anticolonialism was a derivative discourse, 
which accepted the premises of modernity on which colonial domination was 
based.61 Postcolonial regimes inherited the trappings of the late colonial state. 
Their redefinition of the state as constructed by the people according to the 
new needs was an extravagant promise.62 They expanded bureaucratic power 
in the name of development and strengthened development machinery. And 
the development professionals now working within international networks 
of experts also inherited the practices and economic discourse typical of late 
colonialism.
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2
Truman’s Dream

W h e n  t h e  C ol d  Wa r  a n d  De v e l op m e n t  M e t

Fourth, we must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of 
our scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement 
and growth of underdeveloped areas.

—H a r r y T ru m a n, 1949

On 20 January 1949, when Harry Truman came onstage at the Capitol and 
took his oath for the second term as the thirty-third president of the United 
States of America, he probably did not anticipate that his words would be 
included on the list of  history’s most influential speeches. As the fourth point 
in his program, he launched a policy of making US scientific advances and 
industrial progress available to underdeveloped areas in order to fight misery, 
malnutrition, and illness.1 Truman’s Point Four, as it soon became known, 
was presented as an absolute novelty. Enthusiastically acclaimed by his con-
temporaries, it is sometimes considered the start of a new era of world history. 
But Truman’s dream did not come from a void. It condensed the experience, 
expectations, and projects of an entire generation of politicians, technocrats, 
and intellectuals, not just Americans, who had worked in reconstruction and 
relief after the war and were convinced of the need to build a Western political 
community at the onset of the Cold War.

Experiments in modernization and development in the 1920s and 1930s, 
colonial or not, had been primarily national. The move from national to trans-
national, from regional to global projection, happened after—and because 
of—the Second World War. This is why historiography identifies 1945 as a 
moment of political cleavage. Understanding the need to bring the interna-
tional community together around a shared development assistance pro-
gram, the United States made economic assistance a major foreign policy 
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tool. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was crucial in shaping this coop-
erative view of foreign aid. He framed his postwar policy and plans in global 
terms—as his letter to the US ambassador in Tokyo in January 1941 put it, “The 
problems we face now are so vast and so interrelated that any attempts even to 
state them compels one to think in terms of five continents and seven seas.”2 In 
his famous State of the Union Address that year, Roosevelt announced a plan 
to restructure the world according to the four freedoms: freedom of speech, 
freedom of worship, freedom from fear, and freedom from want. The latter 
meant that the United States was ready to promote economic growth and 
well-being on a global scale.

Postwar development plans elaborated between 1942 and 1943 by the Ad
visory Committee on Postwar Foreign Policy, headed by Secretary of State 
Cordell Hull and his assistants Benjamin Sumner Welles and Leo Pasvolsky, 
were clear about the main features of the new international order.3 Crucial 
to the project was the organization of the United Nations. Hull and his team 
envisaged a regional structure, with each superpower responsible for an area—
the four policemen in Roosevelt’s formula being the United States, the Soviet 
Union, Great Britain, and China. In the world the committee imagined, colo-
nial empires would be replaced by a new regime of international trusteeship. 
Although this anticolonial radicalism was soon dropped in order not to prej-
udice relations with the British, the United States kept its promises, moving 
forward with independence for the Philippines once it was liberated from 
the Japanese occupation. A conservative anticolonialism, together with self-
determination in the Wilsonian tradition and the fact that the United States 
had been a colony, was enough for other nations to credit it as an anticolo-
nial power on the level of the Soviet Union, which had always claimed anti-
imperialism as a foundational part of its identity.

The global character of Roosevelt’s postwar vision translated into a series 
of interrelated projects. The word used back then was “reconstruction,” which  
was synonymous with “economic, social, and political development or 
progress.”4 Politically, reconstruction was centered on the United Nations; 
economically, it was based on international economic organizations, partic-
ularly the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), born in 1944 at the Bretton 
Woods Conference. Roosevelt, who did not intend to replicate Wilson’s fail-
ures, prioritized US participation in world government to avoid the threat of 
postwar isolationism.5

Using the New Deal as a model for the linkage between modernity and 
American-style participatory democracy was crucial to Roosevelt and his 
associates, who saw New Deal methods as a means of managing demobili-
zation, humanitarian relief, and reconstruction. International aid was also 
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crucial, given the humanitarian crises in all the war theaters, particularly 
Europe and East Asia. Relief activity was placed in the hands of UNRRA, 
the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, which was cre-
ated specifically for this purpose in 1943 and heavily supported—with both 
personnel and resources—by the United States. UNRRA was directed by 
Herbert Lehman, a former Democratic governor of New York State, together 
with the extremely efficient Australian administrator Robert G. A. Jackson, 
former director of Allied Supplies in the Middle East. Between 1943 and 1947, 
UNRRA had twelve thousand employees in Europe and Asia and distributed 
hundreds of millions of dollars in aid. It created experts who went on to work 
for other American assistance plans or on the staffs of international organi
zations. This experts’ community built the framework of important networks 
of knowledge across the globe. Criticized by the US Congress for giving aid 
to the Soviet territories of the Ukraine and Belarus, UNRRA was liquidated in 
1947, when its original mandate expired.6 The UN Economic Commission for 
Europe (ECE) was its natural successor, but the prospect of US funding going 
to the ECE was unacceptable to the US administration, which feared that US 
assistance to Central Europe would benefit the Soviet Union and its allies. 
As deputy secretary of state William Clayton commented, the United States 
“must run this show,” by which he meant that US funds should strengthen the 
Western alliance.7

Soon after the war, the Grand Wartime Alliance (US, UK, USSR) was just 
a memory as the Cold War dominated international relations. During the 
1946 Paris peace negotiations, the United States and the Soviet Union con-
fronted each other vehemently, emphasizing their differences. Anticommu-
nism became explicit in the reasoning of US policy makers. George Kennan, 
the father of containment, the strategy that prescribed continuous surveil-
lance of the Soviets and the vigilant application of counterforce at a series of 
constantly shifting geographical and political points, was appointed assistant 
secretary of state under George Marshall. In May 1947, he suggested that US 
aid to Europe should be directed not to fighting communism as such, but to 
restoring the economic health and spiritual vigor of European society. This 
was the idea behind the Marshall Plan, the grand plan for economic aid to 
Europe announced shortly thereafter. “Our policy,” claimed Marshall in his 
famous speech at Harvard on 5 June 1947, “is directed not against any country 
or doctrine but against hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos.”8

The Marshall Plan, officially known as the European Recovery Program 
(ERP), has been described as the most ambitious aid plan in history. It lasted 
from 1948 until 1952 (ending a few months before its scheduled final date) and 
involved sixteen countries for a total expenditure of $13 billion ($146 billion 
at today’s prices), about 1.5 percent of the US GDP at the time. A huge effort 
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in terms of organization and vision, it had clear, albeit not always explicit, 
goals of containing the communist peril in Europe. Historians almost unan-
imously consider it a watershed and hold it responsible for both the onset 
of the Cold War and European integration.9 In addition, the Marshall Plan 
introduced concepts and methods that were later used in other situations. It 
helped consolidate transnational networks of experts, bringing together the 
most brilliant economists and social scientists on both shores of the Atlantic 
with the most stubborn managers of relief networks, both public and private. 
This multifaceted reconstruction effort extolled the New Deal and its ability 
to bridge modernity and participative democracy; it united different strands 
of modernization thinking and made them tools for global influence.10 Some 
conservatives worried about this New Deal revival. British foreign minister 
Anthony Eden, for example, feared that the United States, filled with mission-
ary fervor, would impose a worldwide New Deal or see the TVA as an infallible 
model for shaping global society.11

While the Marshall Plan dealt with Europe, other areas, now left without 
UNRRA support, jostled for attention. Extending bilateral aid to East Asia  
and Latin America was often discussed, but it was not clear whether the Mar-
shall Plan could be replicated elsewhere.12 Although there was moderate opti-
mism in the form of belief that the New Deal experience could be universalized 
as a blueprint for liberal transformation with economic growth, it was clear 
that Europe’s situation was unique. The challenge there was to restore preex-
isting industry and return a labor force already trained in a modern cultural 
environment to work; the situation was quite different elsewhere. Some places 
seemed to have favorable prospects. In China, for instance, US business saw 
great opportunities, and a mission of the Economic Cooperation Administra-
tion (ECA)—the agency administering Marshall Plan funding—was opened 
in China in 1948 to reach out to active groups, including local communists, 
to promote the United States as a good trading partner. Aid for the industrial 
and rural reconstruction of China was included in title IV of the 1948 Foreign 
Assistance Act, but the mission was closed down in 1949, after the consoli-
dation of communist power and the birth of the People’s Republic of China.

Convinced that the right mix of planning, investment, and technology 
could produce economic growth everywhere, social scientists tended to min-
imize differences among backward countries. There was not yet a clear demar-
cation of development as a concept exclusively or mainly for underdeveloped 
areas outside Europe. The feeling was rather of a certain permeability. Devel-
oped and backward areas naturally cohabited, and development recipes were 
universally applicable and transferable from one setting to the other. Lord 
Hailey, a high official in the British Colonial Office, for example, argued in 
1944 that the same treatment be used for backward areas in the British Isles 
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and the colonies, and that achieving better standards of living in underdevel-
oped areas had to become a priority for reconstruction.13 Reconstruction and 
development became intertwined, so that the World Bank, the international 
organization originally intended to restore the existing economy, inherited 
both tasks.

Point Four
With Point Four, President Truman interpreted the spirit of the times and con-
densed ideas from many places, bringing together humanitarianism, the con-
cept of development, and the Cold War. In slightly more than twenty minutes 
in his inaugural address, he emphasized the “four major courses of action” for 
US foreign policy: “continue to give unfaltering support to the United Nations 
and related agencies . . . continue our programs for world economic recov-
ery . . . strengthen freedom-loving nations against the dangers of aggression,” 
and, as a fourth point, “embark on a bold new program for making the benefits 
of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improve-
ment and growth of underdeveloped areas.” The speech started with a clear 
and resounding indictment of the “false philosophy of Communism,” which, 
he claimed, was “based on the belief that man is so weak and inadequate that 
he is unable to govern himself ” and which decreed “what information he 
shall receive, what art he shall produce, what leaders he shall follow, and what 
thoughts he shall think.”14 Truman explicitly linked the Marshall Plan, the 
plan for aid to Greece and Turkey (the March 1947 Truman Doctrine), and 
Point Four, which he introduced as a natural evolution of American thinking 
on foreign aid and reconstruction, claiming that Point Four had been in his 
mind “and in the minds of the government for the past two or three years, ever 
since the Marshall Plan was inaugurated.”15

This picture, which envisions Point Four as a sort of obsession of his 
administration, is clearly exaggerated, given that—as historian Louis J. Halle 
recounts—it was added to the address on the eve of the speech.16 Neverthe-
less, Point Four was not just a last-minute rhetorical gimmick. It was worked 
out beforehand by some of Truman’s aides, who pledged to construct a posi-
tive picture of American global commitment, starting with the Marshall Plan. 
Among them was the plan’s author, journalist Benjamin H. Hardy. In 1948, 
Hardy had written a report on the use of technology as a weapon against inter
national communism. He believed that the United States had to invest in tech
nological progress in order to capture world public opinion.17 Notwithstanding 
the US State Department’s skepticism, Hardy’s ideas triumphed.

The launch of Point Four was a success. It transmitted the idea of discon-
tinuity, allowing the United States to claim it was new. Newspaper headlines 
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trumpeted Point Four, and the Truman administration immediately began 
turning the slogan into concrete measures. Planning and promoting Point 
Four, including plans to finance it, started straightaway and at an intense pace.  
How should it articulate the relationship between technical assistance and 
capital, between private and public, between American and international 
initiatives, and ensure the protection of investments?18 Truman recalls in his 
memoirs: “I immediately instituted a series of conferences on the subject of 
how best to implement the Point Four program and ordered the Secretary of 
State to direct the planning necessary to translate the program into action.”19 
He insisted that it be made clear that the interests of recipients would prevail 
over the interests of US business, and that recipients would make do with their 
own means, because American experts were there to instruct them on using 
resources efficiently.

In October 1949, at a business lunch to promote Point Four, Truman de
scribed his dream of launching TVA-like programs to transform vast areas in  
the Middle East, Africa’s Zambezi basin, and the South of Brazil, all of which 
would require a massive injection of capital. Opinion within the administra
tion was divided, with some convinced that private capital would flow in and 
others envisioning major state involvement. Among the latter was economic 
adviser Walter Salant, who was convinced that Point Four had to take more inspi-
ration from the Marshall Plan and export capital along with know-how. Major 
investments, he maintained, were indispensable for creating the markets that 
would sustain European and US export ambitions in the long run. Institutionally, 
Point Four needed an ad hoc agency modeled on the ECA, the Economic Coop-
eration Administration of the Marshall Plan, he thought. The State Department 
argued instead for offering mostly training, with local costs of specific projects 
covered by recipients, as the Soviet Union had done in Central Asia.20 In this 
view, aid was mainly education, offering models of community development.21 
The State Department won, and the idea of capital financing was put aside.

Point Four was presented to Congress in July 1949 with an appropriation 
request of $45 million. It took Congress almost a year to pass the Act for In
ternational Development, approving it on 5 June 1950. The $29.9 million 
appropriated for the first year included funding for nationalist China, Pales-
tine, and UNICEF. The Technical Cooperation Administration (TCA) was in 
charge of Point Four technical assistance. It was constituted within the State 
Department and was headed by Henry Garland Bennett, who was assisted by 
a consultative committee, presided over by Nelson Rockefeller, that worked to 
involve civil society. NGOs participated with projects in education, training, 
and public health.

Several projects were started within Point Four: antimalaria campaigns in 
Chimbote (Peru) and Shan (Burma, now Myanmar), and rural development 
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initiatives in Haiti, Mexico, Jordan, and India. Lauchlin Currie, a key New 
Deal figure, criticized Point Four, maintaining that the undertakings were lim-
ited and improvised—for one thing, experts were sent according to recipient 
request, not a general development plan.22 From the very beginning, the Point 
Four administration suffered from excess bureaucracy and did not seem to be 
run effectively; in 1950, the new Mutual Security Agency (MSA) absorbed its 
activities. Point Four did, however, do well as a brand. In 1956, for example, 
the German Krupp company launched a new initiative called the Krupp Plan 
or “Point Four and One Half ”: it invited a consortium of private businesses 
to join it in offering technical assistance for profit-making projects.23 The plan 
never took off.

Point Four has been described as the first case of implanting the Marshall 
Plan outside its original European framework. Both were masterpieces of 
political communication, born as empty shells to be filled with policies. They 
shared the same goals: peace, plenty, freedom, and the hope of keeping com-
munism at bay by offering growth as the cure for social hardship. Technology 
was the key to increasing production and this, in turn, would grant peace and 
prosperity. Both programs were built on cooperation and the goal of strength-
ening regional alliances among countries identified with Western democratic 
values. The similarities between the two plans were also clear to the Soviets. 
Pravda commented that the two were complementary programs for economic 
expansion disguised by the rhetoric of anticommunism. The Soviet Union 
never failed to denounce Point Four as a variety of US imperialism intended 
to “seize the colonies and underdeveloped areas of the world in toto.”24

The differences between the Marshall Plan and Point Four were, however, 
huge. Unlike emergency measures like UNRRA and the Marshall Plan, and 
despite its limited funding, Point Four was meant to carry on for longer. It was 
part of an economic development plan undergirded by “the expectation that 
better economic conditions would be more conducive to democratic insti-
tutions, and to a more peaceful world.”25 It was intended to prove that capi-
talism was better equipped than socialism to ameliorate the lives of the poor 
and underprivileged. ECA economic officer John D. Sumner maintained that 
development policy had to show that democracy was the best route to eco-
nomic progress and political freedom.26 Another key difference was that the  
backward countries were not offered the same conditions as Europe. Since 
resources were expected to come from private sources, the key point was to 
create the right environment for investments by taming nationalist and leftist 
tendencies among peasants and workers. Even though, as Truman pointed 
out, technical assistance was not “against Communism or anything else,” it was 
made to serve as an antidote for communism. In Truman’s words, “the Point 
Four program . . . was a positive plan of self-help for any country that wanted 
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it. It recognized the historic fact that colonialism had run its course and could 
no longer be made to work for a few favored nations.”27

With the escalation of the Cold War after the birth of the People’s Repub-
lic of China and the outbreak of the Korean War, anticommunism became 
increasingly important. In 1950, the United States began intensely publicizing 
Point Four as a way to counter communist threats, with the aim of convincing 
politicians, public opinion, and academics of its usefulness. In March 1950, 
“Aiding Underdeveloped Areas Abroad,” a special edition of the Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science, came out to explain the pro-
gram and its goals. Willard L. Thorp, the economist in charge of Point Four, and  
his working group wrote most of the articles, which covered a series of topics, 
including relations with colonial powers in Europe and the Marshall Plan.28 
The July issue, “Formulating a Point Four Program,” gave further details.29

Studying Backward Areas: Social Scientists, the 
Marshall Plan, and the Limits of the Cold War

An emerging epistemic community came to exist around the issue of develop-
ment. Centered in the United States, it interpreted development as a coopera-
tive task of the international community.30 The language of Point Four seemed 
to be purposely crafted to attract believers, activists, and internationalists of 
various kinds who were likely to be enticed into government service by the 
prospect of a universal mission. This community had been engaged in ear-
lier projects, particularly UNRRA. Samuel Hayes recalls that Point Four was 
“heavily dominated by technical people—educators, agricultural extension 
people, public health people” who focused on their own specialty more than 
the broader picture.31 For anthropologists, in contrast, who did not see devel-
opment as a culturally neutral and universally desired norm, the project was a 
nightmare that would do violence to traditional cultures.32 Point Four enthu-
siasts made no bones about this. Willard L. Thorp, assistant secretary of state 
for economic affairs, insisted on the cultural elements of development: it was 
necessary to change people’s habits and convince them to use new techniques.33  
US experts had to plant their ideas in the minds of their partners, while con-
vincing them that these ideas were their own original aspirations. Allen Griffin, 
former member of the ECA mission in China and then head of a special study 
mission in Indochina, maintained that the United States had to promote dem-
ocratic (read: anticommunist) choices. It needed to provide a modern educa-
tion that would supplant religious traditions that favored submissive attitudes, 
which hindered opposition to authoritarian rule.34 NGOs identified education 
as the key to bringing local cultures into fruitful dialogue with the West.35
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Within this community of social scientists, attention quickly moved from 
topics such as hygiene, health, education, employment, and urban quality of 
life to the economy. Academics had discovered poverty, and this discovery led 
to the gradual sacralization of economics.36 In a talk held in Buenos Aires in 
the late 1950s, Italian top manager Aurelio Peccei, who would become famous 
as a founder of the Club of Rome (a think tank concerned with the predica-
ments of growth), observed that modernity had turned misery, once seen as 
normal, into something morally unacceptable.37 Economists elaborated ad 
hoc tools that were thought to be able to read hunger, poverty, and develop-
ment as comparable and measurable issues.38 Their concepts of poverty built 
on the discovery of per capita income and the progress in comparative statis-
tics. Constructing a universal index for measuring wealth had been a topic for 
cutting-edge research in the interwar years in Central and Eastern Europe, with 
the work of Polish economist Ludwik Landau standing out.39 British econo-
mist Colin Clark was fundamental in further promoting a standard GDP.40  
Thanks to new aggregate tools of measurement, national or regional situations 
could be compared to common standards, bringing a revolution in poverty 
awareness. When in 1948 the World Bank set the threshold for poverty at $100 
in annual GDP per capita, suddenly many were identified as poor and in need 
of assistance. Using economic-statistical language for a definition of well-being 
allowed underdevelopment to be read not as something ontologically different 
from development, but rather as one of its stages and thus a condition that 
could be acted on.

The Marshall Plan was the trait d’union between the tradition of foreign aid 
and development. Technocrats involved in the Marshall Plan had a special role 
in shaping the new discourse of development.41 As Paul Hoffman, head of the 
ECA from 1948, one of the fathers of the UN Special Fund for Development 
in 1958, and later the first director of the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, explained in 1951: “We have learned in Europe what to do in Asia, 
for under the Marshall Plan we have developed the essential instruments of 
a successful policy in the arena of world politics.”42 Point Four used the new 
expert network that the Marshall Plan had put in place. It is intriguing to study 
the links between the Marshall Plan—that is, development and moderniza-
tion through European reconstruction—and the new civilizing mission in 
underdeveloped areas.

The case of Italy shows the limits of the American approach to development. 
In the early years of the Cold War, Italy was a case study for the way regional 
development policies could be turned into global models for use in backward 
countries.43 The Mezzogiorno was a laboratory of the kind envisaged by econ-
omist Eugene Staley in the 1930s, a place to export the “model TVA.” David 
Lilienthal and his Development and Resource Corporation were active on the 
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Italian scene during postwar reconstruction.44 Paul Narcyz Rosenstein-Rodan, 
a prominent economist in the Austrian School, well known for his works on 
marginal utility and the hierarchical structures of wants, saw Italy as the ideal 
laboratory for development. In the 1930s, he moved to Britain and then to the 
United States, where he worked as a consultant for the Marshall Plan.45 In 1947, 
he followed the Italian case at the World Bank and became confident that Italy  
was indeed an ideal place to test comprehensive strategies aimed at turning a 
condition of backwardness into an asset, the perfect bridge between reconstruc-
tion in Europe and development in backward areas.46 In his 1950 report on the 
development program of southern Italy, he was highly appreciative of the Italian 
development plan for the South, including the creation of the Cassa per il Mezzo-
giorno (Fund for the South), designed in May 1950 to promote economic growth 
in southern Italy, judging it the broadest and most attractive regional develop
ment plan in the world.47 Italy thus received additional development funding.

In the 1950s Italy’s southern provinces came into the spotlight because of 
the World Bank’s commitment. For pioneers in development, the case was 
especially attractive.48 Italy had a typical dual economy, of the kind described 
by W. Arthur Lewis during this period.49 It was an ideal place to implement a 
plan that aimed at creating the preconditions for industrial development, start-
ing with infrastructure. Albert O. Hirschmann, then working on the Federal 
Reserve Board, begged for an invitation to Italy in a letter to Italian economist 
and politician Manlio Rossi-Doria.50 In his memoirs, Hollis B. Chenery recalls 
his period in Italy in the early 1950s as crucial. As a chief economist for both the 
State Department and ECA, he worked on input-output models to heighten 
the case for program lending.51 The UN Economic Commission for Europe, 
presided over by Gunnar Myrdal, also devoted special attention to Italy in its 
study of depressed areas and how to promote development in them.52

The Association for the Development of  Industry in Southern Italy (Asso-
ciazione per lo Sviluppo dell’Industria nel Mezzogiorno; Svimez), a think tank 
created in December 1946 for the study of industrial development in back-
ward Italian areas, was especially active. Rosenstein-Rodan was a member of 
its board (1954–1982) and worked with its Center for the Study of Economic 
Development (Centro per gli Studi sullo Sviluppo Economico), which trained 
experts and officials in developing countries.53 The International Study Con-
gress on Backward Areas (Congresso Internazionale di Studio sul Problema 
delle Aree Arretrate), held in Milan in October 1954, is the perfect place to see 
how Italians dealt with the development discourse of the early 1950s.54 Orga-
nized around the discussion of the Italian case and its progress, the congress 
featured a special role for the state as an engine for development.

Point Four and its language were everywhere: the sense of mission, the 
stress on cooperation, the role of technology, the promotion of democracy, 
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and the distance kept from colonial policies—these were all present in Milan. 
But the Milan conference also revealed the differences between Italian plan-
ners and the Americans who wanted to make their country a model for devel-
opment. Italian social scientists preferred the public sector over the private 
sector and paid attention to anthropological elements and cultural specifics. 
They signaled discontent with US expertise and its one-size-fits-all approach 
and were resistant to standardized solutions imposed from above. They made 
it clear that they were not willing to serve as a laboratory for models designed 
abroad, especially not TVA-like policies. David Lilienthal soon abandoned 
the idea of working in Italy and used Italian technicians for his company’s 
projects elsewhere. The ideas discussed at the conference clearly favored in
dustrial development, following the lead of the arguably charismatic and sym
bolic figure of Italian developmentalism, Pasquale Saraceno. The Italian case,  
he contended, proved that developing agriculture and providing infrastruc-
ture were not enough to ignite the big push, the decisive move toward self-
sustained growth theorized by Rosenstein-Rodan.55 Foreign experts at the 
congress wanted to legitimize the Italian political economy just as much as 
they wanted to provoke scientific discussion. Italy’s prospects as a worldwide 
model were severely limited by the lack of any real success story to tell, as Italy 
never fully completed the move from recipient to donor country.56 Good only 
for a certain stage of development, the model was neither applicable to nor 
applied in former Italian colonies or in countries that were significantly poorer 
or less developed than Italy. The only case study on colonial areas offered in 
Milan was a report on Somalia from the Trusteeship Administration (Ammin-
istrazione Fiduciaria Italiana della Somalia, AFIS), which was disconnected 
from the fil rouge of the conference—that is, the state as a key agent for devel-
opment through industrialization. As for the Cold War, the most notable sign 
of tension was the almost complete absence of participants from the Eastern 
Bloc. The only country representing socialist development was Yugoslavia. No 
contribution touched on development in backward areas in the Soviet Union; 
no significant mention was made of the socialist countries. The proceedings 
of the conference clearly show how, notwithstanding the pressure of the bipo-
lar conflict, Cold War rhetoric and development discourse still had separate 
dimensions. In the 1950s, the reference to communism was not yet central  
to the development discourse. The case of Italian social scientists is paradig-
matic of European resistance to fully identifying with US development strate-
gies. The problems the United States encountered later, including the inability 
to fully make development a crucial weapon in the arsenal of the Cold War, 
echo the troubles of these early days.
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3
Socialist Modernity and the  

Birth of the Third World

These countries although they do not belong to the socialist world system 
can draw on its achievements in building an independent national economy 
and raising their people’s living standards. Today they need not go begging to 
their former oppressors for modern equipment. They can get it in the socialist 
countries, free from any political or military obligations.

—N i k i ta K h rus hc h e v, 1956

We cannot tell our peoples that material benefits and growth and modern 
progress are not for them. If we do, they will throw us out and seek other 
leaders who promise more. And they will abandon us too if we do not in 
reasonable measure respond to their hopes. Therefore we have no choice. We 
have to modernize.

—K wa m e N k ru m a h, 1958

“If we get self-government we’ll transform the Gold Coast into a paradise  
in ten years,” Kwame Nkrumah, leader of the Convention People’s Party, fa
mously promised on the eve of the 1949 elections for the Legislative Council of 
Ghana, still under colonial rule.1 Nkrumah, a leading figure of Pan-Africanism 
and a great protagonist of the history of independent Africa, was expressing a 
widespread sentiment in territories aspiring to independence: the belief that 
colonial rule was the origin of all evil, and that “once they became free to 
manage all affairs, all these problems would disappear.”2 If colonialism was the 
cause of backwardness, then independence would logically and automatically 
bring development. In Africa and Asia this attitude was shared by the educated 
middle class, the local elites of the colonies, formed by the generations that 
had been sent to study in Europe in the 1920s and 1930s and had come back 
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fervent nationalists.3 This view shaped what has been called the revolution 
of rising expectations and was part of an emancipatory discourse with global 
dimensions. Nationalism in newly independent countries was axiomatically 
anticapitalist because capitalism was associated with Western imperialism. 
How far did this also imply a natural inclination toward socialism? Several 
leaders in the developing world observed with great interest the Soviet model 
and its promise for redemption and progress—but it was far from obvious 
how and whether, during and after decolonization, socialism would take the 
form of a global project shared by postcolonial elites, and whether this would 
happen under Soviet leadership.

Ideology Put to the Test on the Colonial Question
Marxism was originally ambiguous about the colonial project. Karl Marx, writ-
ing on British rule in India, claimed that the mission of the British bourgeoisie 
there was double: to bring down the old Asian order and prepare the ground 
for building Western society. This was commendable work. In a second stage, 
the fruits of the civilizing mission would be gathered when the working class 
overthrew the dominant classes or when Indians broke free of the British yoke. 
Economic development was the key to evolution, and the working class the 
engine to real civilization. This embrace of the civilizing mission inspired some 
debate in the Second International.4 Some damned colonialism’s violence; 
others justified it in the name of progress.5 Karl Kautsky, for example, the lead-
ing promulgator of orthodox Marxism after the death of Friedrich Engels, was 
skeptical about the civilizing mission, maintaining that backward people could 
rule themselves. He praised cultural variety and self-government as values.6 
Reformist Eduard Bernstein, in contrast, saw socialism as building a future for 
colonies, a future with a higher, more modern, and more advanced culture.7

The Bolshevik Revolution altered things by disproving the assumption that 
capitalist economic development had to be achieved for revolution to succeed. 
In 1913, Lenin was optimistic about the prospects for revolution in Asia. His 
pamphlet Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism (1917) provided the basis 
for communist influence in the colonies and blamed economic oppression and 
colonial exploitation on financial capitalism.8 With their successful revolution, 
the Bolsheviks became an all-around model—of an ideology of liberation, a 
successful revolution, and the construction of a modern state. In the Com-
munist International, a new interest in the fate of peoples under colonial rule 
emerged. The Second Congress of the Communist International, or Comin
tern, held in Moscow in 1920, pondered the communist attitude toward libera-
tion movements. Was nationalism to be considered a transitional stage toward 
socialism, or rejected as reactionary? The agreed-on line was unconditional 
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support for the anticolonial struggle, which became a prerequisite for adhering 
to the Communist International. But this did not mean there was unanimity 
on this point. Mahabhendra Nath Roy, a central figure of “national cosmopol-
itanism,” did not share Lenin’s doubts on the revolutionary potential of the 
colonies. In his Supplementary Theses on the National and Colonial Question, 
Roy defended nationalists in the dependent territories, convinced that they 
could promote a successful revolution even without the complete formation 
of a working class.9

The national question was important for the populations inhabiting the 
former Tsarist Empire. The Muslim communist Mirsaid Sultan-Galiev, who 
preached communism and independence for the Tatar minority, was expelled 
from the party for promoting Islam’s role in national liberation in Asia and 
advocating for a separate anticolonial international movement.10 The First 
Congress of the Peoples of the East was held in Baku, Azerbaijan in Septem-
ber 1920. One topic was anticolonial strategy. The Soviet model was widely 
considered a great success, and many delegates formed a local communist 
party on their return from the congress. In the 1920s, communist parties were 
built in Indochina and Indonesia that promised to link nation building with 
distributive justice. As Nguyên-Aï-Quôc (later Ho Chi Minh) used to say, it 
was patriotism, not communism, that prompted him to believe in Lenin.11 
He officially joined the Communist Party in 1921. His 1925 book Le procès de 
la colonisation condemned French rule severely and promoted resistance and 
revolution as remedies to colonialism. Communists in the colonies were cer-
tainly inspired by social revolution along the lines of the Soviet model, but 
for them the conflict was not between workers and capitalists, but between 
colonized and colonizers.12 The Bolsheviks quickly began working to export 
Soviet expertise—they saw little difference between propagating communism 
at home and abroad. Exporting a model meant exporting everything: forms 
of political organization as well as strategies for economic development. The 
Mongolian Revolution of 1921 offered a perfect opportunity for Bolshevik 
sympathizers, supported by the Soviet government, to experiment with setting 
up a people’s republic in a backward area. Education, culture (including anti-
religious policies), collectivization, and rural development were all elements 
in this picture. The experiment was then exported to other parts of Central 
Asia.13

The Age of  Indifference
After this initial enthusiasm, a long period of apathy followed, coinciding with 
Stalin’s rule. Between 1928 and 1943, national liberation movements ceased to 
be under the spell of the Comintern. The myth of Soviet modernity resisted, 
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filtered through study trips and political pilgrimages organized under Stalin-
ism, but the model was not easily transmitted. Latin American countries were 
not attentive and were geographically distant from the Soviet Union. Repre-
sentatives from colonized territories in Asia and Africa had no opportunities 
to go to the Soviet Union; colonial powers did not invite dangerous political 
activists to the colonies. On the Soviet side, interest in promoting mutual 
knowledge and encounter was limited, and any hesitation in coordinating the 
anticolonial struggle with nationalists was justified by the Shanghai massa-
cre of 1927. Secretary-general of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
(CPSU) Joseph Stalin had insisted on an alliance between the Chinese Com-
munist Party and the nationalists of the Guomindang as a tribute to the Lenin-
ist line on cooperation in overthrowing imperialism. But in April 1927, the 
Guomindang purged members of the Communist Party and started an anti-
communist campaign that culminated in the killing of thousands of people. 
The Soviet leadership then abandoned its promotion of modernity in Asia.  
In 1931, any discussion of China was prohibited, and in the great Soviet purges 
of 1937–1938, most of the people with Asian experience were removed.14

Political thinking also changed. In the 1920s, the key question was what 
relations could exist between socialist and capitalist countries of the West and 
the Orient (the word used to define all non-European areas, capitalist or not). 
The view spread that Asian countries had a special mode of production: a land 
property regime that made it possible to skip the stage of a bourgeois revo-
lution. After the blow at Shanghai, special consideration for the Asian mode 
of production, on which the alliance with the Guomindang was based, was 
banished. Economic development was to be standardized along the path of 
the five historical stages prescribed by official ideology: primitive-communal 
and early slave-holding, slave-holding, early feudalism, capitalism, and finally 
communism. Economist Eugen Varga, an important and controversial figure 
in Soviet intellectual history, refused to relinquish the idea of an Asian mode 
of production. His thoughts remained marginal for quite a long time but were 
resurrected in the late 1960s, as a renewed interest in Asia and Africa grew.15

Although lack of reciprocal knowledge was a problem, in the interwar years 
the Soviet experiment became a model for nationalist elites aspiring to inde-
pendence. After the Second World War, the Soviet miracle of modernization, 
economic growth, industrialization, and full employment was an important 
part of Soviet propaganda, even though Stalin was uninterested in decoloni-
zation and did not seem anxious to identify with the anticolonial struggle. He 
was convinced that after the war colonial peoples would rise against imperial-
ists, but he did not get involved. The revolutionary nature of these movements 
was so self-evident that specific propaganda efforts seemed superfluous.16 No 
communist party from the colonies was invited to the founding conference of 
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the Cominform, in September 1947. The event was reserved for the mainstays 
of European communism. The convener, Soviet delegate Andrey Aleksan-
drovich Zhdanov, mentioned national liberation movements only in passing 
and never cited China. The “two camps” theory introduced there, which saw 
the camp of imperialism and the camp of socialism as being irreconcilably 
opposed, ruled out the possibility of the Soviet Union supporting nationalist 
movements in territories striving for independence. Stalin remained skep
tical about the prospects for communism in China; he did not support the 
Chinese communists until 1948, when victory over the nationalist leader 
Chiang Kai-shek was virtually assured. In 1949, he recommended that the 
Chinese communists not overdo reforms like eliminating private property, 
collectivizing, and nationalizing industrial properties and land: he thought 
China’s fate was democratic-revolutionary government, not communism. 
Even after meeting Mao Zedong and signing the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friend-
ship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance, in February 1950, he had doubts about 
the authenticity of Chinese communism.17

Some scholars assert that Stalin’s caution was due to Europe’s primacy in 
his strategic view: communism’s success in China, Iran, or Southeast Asia 
might have threatened the consolidation of Soviet influence in Central and 
Eastern Europe.18 But the war in Korea (1950–1953) became an opportunity 
to strengthen an alliance between the Soviet Union and China. Unlike Mao, 
though, Stalin did not see a direct link between decolonization and world 
revolution. He doubted the centrality of newly independent countries in inter-
national politics and tended to delegate Asian issues, saying that the Chinese 
Communist Party had to handle the situation in Indonesia, for example, where 
it could count on a large community of Chinese residents. The few suggestions 
delivered to Indonesian communists were delayed or lacked knowledge of the 
local situation and carried no great weight.19

Stalin did not like India, and he especially disliked its prime minister Jawa-
harlal Nehru, the leader of the Congress Party, whom he saw as too close to 
Great Britain and the United States. The aversion was mutual. Nehru preferred 
Fabian socialism to communism. In 1919 he noted poignantly that it was the 
discrediting of President Wilson that had raised the specter of communism 
in Asia.20 The Indian Communist Party had failed to become a significant 
force in Indian politics and was split, with one group singing the praises of the 
Chinese model.21 The Soviet opinion that the Congress Party was bourgeois 
and undeserving of protection did not help relations.22 Nehru’s sister, Vijaya 
Lakshmi Pandit, was appointed ambassador to the Soviet Union, but Stalin 
ignored her. Only in 1950 was the Indian Communist Party instructed to sup-
port Nehru. Two years later, when the Soviet Union sided with India on the 
Kashmir issue, bilateral relations began to improve. In 1953, the new Indian 
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ambassador to Moscow, K. P. S. Menon, met Stalin just days before his death. 
He was struck by Stalin’s vivid world vision, a sharp contrast to the dullness 
of Indian foreign policy. Nehru paid tribute to Stalin in the Indian Parliament; 
bilateral relations became smoother, even idyllic.23

With the launch of Point Four, a new kind of rivalry joined the silent com-
petition between the development models of the interwar years. The Soviet 
Union attacked Point Four as “A Program for Expansion under a Screen of 
Anti-Communism” that was no different from older forms of imperialism.24 
In March 1949 at the United Nations, the Soviet Union accused the United 
States of a lack of clarity about the nature and conditions of the proposed 
aid to underdeveloped countries. It was plain to see that the Soviets were an
noyed by the initiative. In 1948, when the UN Expanded Program of Tech-
nical Assistance, EPTA, was inaugurated, the Soviets had not contributed a 
single ruble. Now, while condemning American assistance, they applauded 
a fair aid policy that supported political independence and invested to pro-
mote national agriculture and industry. This signaled that they were open to 
joining a multilateral program and offering technical assistance and industrial 
machinery to underdeveloped countries, with a stress on equality and open 
criticism of imperialist dynamics.25 But what would the Soviets contribute? 
Western analysts thought of expertise, while critics familiar with the Central 
Asian precedent worried about the repression of minorities. Only in 1954 did 
the Soviet Union respond with a plan for the Virgin Lands, the campaign to 
bring up-to-date farming and irrigation techniques to backward steppe regions 
in Kazakhstan. This became a paradigm for what socialist modernity could 
offer to less developed countries. In the coming years, the Soviet recipe would 
shift its focus to forced industrialization.

The Afterthought
After Stalin’s death, the Soviet leaders’ view of newly independent countries 
willing to cut ties with their former colonial power changed—an attitude that 
has been called an afterthought.26 But this revisionism actually started earlier, 
as the two camps formula came under increasing question. In May 1952, an 
international economic conference in Moscow discussed the possibility of an 
overproduction crisis hitting the Soviet Union and making it necessary to find 
markets for industrial output in exchange for raw materials. M. V. Nesterov, 
president of the Chamber of Commerce, claimed that the Soviet Union could 
send $3 million in machinery within two to three years, in exchange for cotton, 
jute, rubber, leather and nonferrous metals. In the spring of 1952, a new Soviet 
agency for foreign trade would sell machinery to developing countries. No 
action was taken until Stalin’s death, however. An agreement was signed with 
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Afghanistan in 1953 and the Soviet Union started courting newly indepen
dent countries, especially in the United Nations.27

On 15 July 1953, at the sixteenth session of the Economic and Social Coun-
cil of the United Nations (ECOSOC), the Soviet delegation abandoned 
nonparticipation and announced a contribution of four million rubles (then 
equivalent to $1 million) to the EPTA. It also granted bilateral aid, one loan 
at very convenient interest rates to Argentina and one to Afghanistan, and 
signed a long-term cooperation agreement with India. But these agreements 
were seen as strictly commercial, not as aid. Soon, however, the political econ-
omy of Soviet aid absorbed these initiatives, and subsequent ones, in a coher
ent propaganda offensive aimed at convincing underdeveloped countries to 
dissolve their traditional bonds with the West. This signaled an important 
shift in attitudes toward decolonization: a reevaluation of nationalists was 
occurring. A turning point was the 1955 trip of Nikita Khrushchev and Niko-
lai Bulganin, respectively the first secretary of the CPSU and the premier of 
the Soviet Union, to India, Afghanistan, and Burma: a friendly, but highly 
symbolic visit.28 Confirming the new priority, two high officials in the Plan-
ning Commission, M. G. Pervikhin and M. Z. Saburov, were put in charge of 
the aid program.29 At the end of 1955, the Soviets showcased their technol-
ogy in fairs in Indonesia, Syria, Morocco, Argentina, and Uruguay. In India, 
the confrontation acquired new features, with the West held responsible for 
the country’s underdevelopment. India was crucial for exporting the Soviet 
model to the Third World. It was here that the most fundamental element 
of nation building—national economic planning—became an international 
enterprise.30

India’s Second Five-Year Plan took center stage. Drafted between 1954 and 
1956, it was meant to cover the years 1956–1961. Its master was Prasanta Chan-
dra Mahalanobis, longtime director of the Indian Statistical Institute (ISI), 
which served as a transmission line between international and Indian experts. 
Mahalanobis once told a student that while the first plan had been an anthol-
ogy, a patchwork of different projects dating from the 1940s, the second would 
be a drama. It anticipated a growth in GDP of 5 percent per year, fighting 
unemployment with full-speed expansion. Like Nehru, Mahalanobis looked 
at the Soviet Union not as a political champion, but as a model for economic 
success. Although he had worked closely with Soviet experts and was an hon-
orary member of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, he did not fully share their 
ideas. He did not have nationalization in mind, for example, even though he 
saw state enterprises prevailing over private ones in all strategic sectors. While 
working on the plan, Mahalanobis, who had been a member of the UN Eco-
nomic Commission for Asia and the Far East, invited the most celebrated 
development economists to India. Michał Kalecki and Oskar Lange came 
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from the Soviet Bloc; Ragnar Frisch, Jan Tinbergen, Simon Kuznets, Nicholas 
Kaldor, John Kenneth Galbraith, and Milton Friedman came from the West. In 
a 1969 interview, Gunnar Myrdal recalled that the commission had consulted 
all possible economic experts from Europe and the United States. Inviting 
foreign experts was probably a flag of prestige, given that their advice left little 
trace on the final plan.31 Local experts did not accept criticism well: an Indian 
officer, confronted with Kalecki’s criticism, commented indignantly that so 
many changes would in fact amount to rebuilding the whole country. Kalecki 
replied that in order to rebuild a country one should first make a revolution, 
not invite foreign experts.32

The Age of  Neutralism, or the Birth of the Third World
In the early 1950s, the world’s less-developed countries began identifying as  
a homogeneous group. In the UN, and especially in the ECOSOC, the phrase 
used was “underdeveloped countries,” but this was soon replaced by a much 
more evocative concept: the “Third World.” The expression was coined in 1952 
by French demographer Alfred Sauvy, who anticipated a collective awakening 
of the subject peoples previously ignored, exploited, and watched warily: a 
revolution like that of the Third Estate during the French Revolution.33 The 
main reference was to the potentially subversive energy of the newly inde-
pendent countries that were ready to take on a role commensurate with their 
demographic weight. In sum, it was one version of the Malthusian nightmare 
of excess population. Third World countries shared a Cold War political posi-
tioning: they claimed to be neutral. While initially this was not a key identi-
fying element for the group, it became one during the Bandung Conference 
of 18–24 April 1955.

Convened by five Asian countries—Burma (now Myanmar), Ceylon (now 
Sri Lanka), India, Indonesia, and Pakistan—the Bandung Conference was the 
biggest and most influential meeting of Third World leaders ever. It was not 
the first time they had met, having been summoned in 1927 to the Conference 
of the League against Imperialism initiated by the Comintern to discuss the 
Chinese anti-imperialist struggle and the defense of the black race in Africa 
and America. For the first time, though, postcolonial leaders met at home. 
As President Sukarno claimed in the opening speech: “We do not need to 
go to other continents to confer. . . . We are again masters in our house.”34 
The Bandung Conference called for worldwide decolonization. Twenty-
nine countries and nineteen liberation movements were invited; prominent 
attendees included Hadj-Ahmed Messali from Algeria, Zhou Enlai from 
China, and Jawaharlal Nehru from India. Participants were all nonwhite and  
generally anti-imperialist. As Sukarno put it: “We are united by a common 
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detestation of colonialism in whatever form it appears. We are united by a 
common detestation of racism. And we are united by a common determina-
tion to preserve and stabilize peace in the world.”35

Bandung introduced a fundamentally anticolonial discourse.36 Asian elites, 
commented African American writer Richard Wright, were “more Western 
than the West”—more modern, ready to innovate and burn bridges with 
the past.37 In terms of political alignment, however, Bandung participants 
were less united. China and North Vietnam were aligned with the Soviet 
Union; Turkey, Pakistan, Thailand, and the Philippines were with the West; 
and India, Indonesia, and Burma were neutral. Being anticolonialist did not 
necessarily mean being procommunist: Sukarno opened the conference by 
citing the American Revolution. John Kotelawala, Ceylon’s prime minister, 
asserted that countries in Central and Eastern Europe were also subject to 
colonial rule: by the Soviets. The pro-Western head of the Philippines’ dele-
gation, Carlos Romulo, paraded his blatant antipathy for hardcore neutrals, 
especially Jawaharlal Nehru, Gamal Abdel Nasser, and U Nu. He mocked 
India’s condescension to China and was annoyed by the obvious sense of 
cultural superiority shown by Indian representatives.38 Chinese Politburo 
member Deng Xiaoping confessed to Soviet ambassador Chervonenko that 
the struggle with bourgeois figures such as Nehru, Sukarno, and Nasser was 
“one of the most important problems facing the international communist  
movement.”39

A large portion of the conference was spent discussing political issues, but 
economics was also crucial: Bandung rang the bell for economic decoloniza-
tion. Ideas on postcolonial economic development traveled, becoming the 
collective knowledge of the postcolonial elites. Two ideas emerged above  
the rest: the obligation for countries in the developed North to give aid, and 
the reversion of sovereign rights over natural resources. There had been a Mar-
shall Plan for Europe, but little more than chicken feed for Asia, protested 
Carlos Romulo. In the West, some feared the conference would translate 
into an accusation against the West and a collective move toward socialism.  
This did not happen—the call for help was directed at both sides. The final 
communiqué spoke of a deep concern about international tensions in an age 
of atomic weapons and urged “abstention from arrangements of collective 
defense to serve the particular interests of any of the big powers.”40 The for-
mula was general because some countries, for instance China, were formally 
involved with the superpowers. Such ambiguities were dissipated in Belgrade 
in 1961, with the birth of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), in which only 
formally unaligned countries could participate. Non-Aligned Conferences—
there were six in total—helped foster a sense of unity and a common platform 
for the newly independent countries.
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Khrushchev’s Challenge
The apex of Soviet interest in the Third World coincided with the governance 
of the most Third Worldist Politburo member: Nikita Khrushchev. Under 
Khrushchev, the Soviet Union scaled down the two camps theory that had 
inhibited its actions and, after the Bandung Conference, adopted a new dis-
course. The zones of peace theory, although compatible with the two camps 
formula, considered the role of newly independent countries in world pol-
itics. Socialist countries and newly independent ones could cooperate in 
their many areas of common interest: peace, development, anticolonialism, 
anti-imperialism, and disarmament—Bandung’s key points. In 1956, at the 
Twentieth Congress of the CPSU, Khrushchev stated that newly independent 
countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, although not part of the world 
socialist system, could profit from its success. They could receive modern 
machinery and advice from the socialist countries without political or mil-
itary obligations and without having to beg from their former oppressors.41

Khrushchev’s words were a wake-up call for the United States. The Soviet 
Union had accepted the challenge—an aid war was about to break out. Henry 
Kissinger described the feeling on the pages of the journal Foreign Affairs.  
“For several years,” he wrote, “we have been groping for a concept to deal with 
the transformation of the Cold War from an effort to build defensive barriers 
into a contest for the allegiance of humanity.”42 Another prospective guru of 
US foreign policy, Zbigniew Brzezinski, wrote in slightly more alarmed tones 
that nondemocratic forces seemed to have an advantage over the forces of 
democracy in their ability to export their political structures to newly inde-
pendent countries.43 The Soviet interest in aid was interpreted as an offensive, 
and the reaction was immediate. In 1958, two works became available on the 
topic: the State Department published The Sino-Soviet Economic Offensive in 
the Less Developed Countries, and economics professor Joseph S. Berliner wrote 
Soviet Economic Aid.44 The books lumped together Soviet policies with those 
of their allies. In the former, Soviet and Chinese assistance was made one and 
the same thing, while the latter described aid from the entire Socialist Bloc as 
Soviet aid.45

Although Khrushchev’s words stressed technological advancement as the  
way to assist the newly independent countries to modernity, ideology and 
propaganda were still considered crucial means against the imperialist mo
nopoly of the decolonizing world. The ideological resolve of Third World  
leaders needed strengthening whenever possible, with constant reference to 
the struggle against colonialism and imperialism to complement future eco-
nomic investments. In this work East Germany—the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR)—had been a trusted ally for the Soviet Union since the early 
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1950s: it sent emergency aid to the national liberation movement in Algeria 
in 1954, immediately sided with Egypt in the 1956 Suez Crisis, and offered aid 
to Congo in 1960 and to Angola in 1961.46 The division for international rela-
tions of the East German Communist Party, the Sozialistische Einheitspartei 
Deutschlands (SED), managed relations with national liberation movements, 
and the Soviet Union systematically consulted East Germans on the prospects 
of national liberation in Africa. East Germans were active in NGOs sponsored 
by the Soviet Union like the World Federation of Trade Unions, the World 
Federation of Democratic Youth, the International Union of Students, and  
the International Organization of  Journalists.47 The SED had a specific task: to 
make sure that national liberation movements followed Socialist orthodoxy.48

The Soviet Union was soon presented with several opportunities for direct 
competition with the United States. In July 1956, when Dulles withdrew the 
United States from the Aswan Dam project, Moscow made its offer, which was 
predicated on the Egyptians also rejecting Western aid for the project’s next 
stages. In September 1956, the Soviets offered $100 million in aid to Indonesia, 
with the agreement ratified in 1958. In the same year, they signed an agreement 
with Guinea, which the West was boycotting as a punishment for rejecting 
colonial rule. In India, the USSR started a huge steel mill project in Bhilai. 
The Soviets concentrated on just a few recipients: in 1958, Egypt, Ghana, 
Iraq, Syria, Algeria, Indonesia, India, and Afghanistan received 80 percent of  
Soviet aid.49

Features of Socialist Aid: Constructing 
the Ideological Framework

What were the main features of this aid? After 1956, there was an effort to 
clarify its characteristics, to elaborate a totally different rhetoric from the 
West and adapt ideology to the new framework. Decolonization was key:  
Eugen Varga asserted in 1957 that the disintegration of the colonial system 
was shaking imperialism at its foundations. The result of the general crisis of 
capitalism, it could not fail to make it worse.50 As for the specific problems of 
development, the Soviet view was simplistic: underdevelopment was a con-
sequence of colonial rule that persisted thanks to capitalist structures. The 
recipe for economic modernization was therefore equally simple: to cut rela-
tions with the West and introduce planning, nationalization, industrialization, 
and close relations with the Eastern Bloc. In 1958, the State Committee for 
Foreign Economic Relations (Gosudarstvennyi Komitet po Vneshnim Eko-
nomicheskim Svyazyam; GKES) defined “socialist development” using the 
Soviet experience in the Caucasus, the laboratory for socialist modernity, as 
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the model. First came the establishment of modern, mechanized agriculture 
based on collective and state farms. Next came investments in infrastructure 
and industrial plants. Finally, the nascent industry had to be protected by lim-
iting the presence of foreign capital and nationalizing existing enterprises so 
that the state was the only engine of growth.51

The new interest in noncommunist countries and the East meant that old 
Soviet institutions were reenergized and new ones created. In 1958, a special 
conference was organized at the Oriental Institute, the Soviet institution for 
the study of the history of non-European regions. Long forgotten, the institute 
was back on top after the Soviet Union’s opening to the Third World meant 
that expertise was needed. Anastas Mikoyan did much to revitalize the insti-
tute after claiming during the 1956 Party Congress that it was still dozing, not-
withstanding the awakening of the Orient. The study of the classic cultures of 
non-European countries took place in Leningrad (today’s Saint Petersburg), 
while a new seat was opened in Moscow to focus on contemporary issues. In 
1956, the Institute of World Economy and International Relations (IMEMO) 
was resuscitated as well. Shut down in 1947 after the final fracture with the 
West, it now had a new job. Instead of studying the possibility of compromise 
between the two systems, it collected data and analyzed social and economic 
trends. In 1959, a new Institute for Africa was opened, and in 1961, after the 
Cuban Revolution, an Institute for Latin America. The study of the cultures 
of recipients was crucial. Many underdeveloped countries had ancient and 
glorious traditions: well known is Sukarno’s provocative question about why, 
when Europeans thought of undertaking a civilizing mission, they always 
ended up in places whose cultures were far more ancient than theirs.52 The 
Soviets were well aware of the huge knowledge gap they needed to fill—they 
did not have the means to reverse Western influence, especially in Africa, even 
if they wanted to: they knew almost nothing about the continent.53

Soviet funding promoted economic liberation, but the Soviets had to find 
a way to justify supporting noncommunist economies. In the early 1960s, the 
theory of national democracy as applied to the Orient saw a coalition headed 
by noncommunists working to lead countries down the noncapitalist path of 
development, skipping the capitalist stage entirely. With the understanding 
that noncapitalist development was different from socialism, and that African,  
Asian, or Arab socialism was not necessarily scientific socialism, national de
mocracies in developing countries were treated as the early stage of scientific 
socialism—and thus deserving of encouragement and support. In December 
1960, at the Moscow Conference of Communist and Workers Parties, the So
viet Union proposed an alternative to the idea of the vanguard party revolting 
against the bourgeois structure born or strengthened with independence. The 
new model was a transition process whereby progressive forces—communists 
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and progressive nationalists—would cooperate to guide a “national democratic 
state” wholly independent from “feudal and imperialist” bonds. Developing 
industry and a working class was a condition for more expedient passage to 
socialism, with assistance for modernization and industrialization granted 
accordingly. To get aid, national democratic states had to adopt land reform, 
seize foreign-owned properties, and orient economic relations toward socialist 
countries. The concept of national democracy was soon substituted for revo-
lutionary democracy: when the working class was not yet ready to take the 
reins, noncommunist leaders could start the transition toward socialist revo-
lution. This new line justified support for neutrals who opted for the one-party 
formula, even if they threw local communists out of national politics, as Ben 
Bella had done in Algeria, Nasser in Egypt, Ne Win in Burma, Sékou Touré in 
Guinea, and Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana. For the Chinese, nationalism was 
always backward, never revolutionary, and they criticized this policy, worsen-
ing their growing rift with the Soviets. In response, the Soviet Union branded 
the Chinese policy toward the developing countries as imperialistic.54

The Political Economy of Socialist Cooperation
Socialist countries used a different language of assistance, one connected to 
the tradition of solidarity among anti-imperialist forces. Instead of the term 
“aid,” they spoke of cooperation on an equal basis, or solidarity—a concept 
that became synonymous with socialist development aid.55 Solidarity implied 
a variety of aid that helped both national liberation movements and indepen-
dent countries cover essential needs in times of crisis. Credits for industrial 
or infrastructural projects were offered in nonconvertible rubles and were 
therefore de facto tied to purchases in the Soviet Union. Typically, the cred-
its were offered in connection with the signing of long-term governmental 
agreements: complete plants in exchange for raw materials or manufactured 
products, with payment based on a clearing system that did not involve actual 
exchange of currency. The export of complete plants became significant in the 
USSR’s trade with the Third World, especially after 1961. Although the USSR 
was preoccupied with aid to the industrial sector, most Soviet aid was actu-
ally concentrated in multipurpose projects involving transportation, electric 
power, irrigation, and communications. The Soviets insisted that their credits 
were loans to be paid back in local currency or exports. The extracting indus
try and the processing of raw materials were financed through credits. The  
preferred formula was a production-cooperation agreement, in which the So
viet Union acquired significant control of the production cycle of the enter-
prise, while the recipient country would retain sole ownership without being 
able to keep the profits until full repayment—in quotas of production.56
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Khrushchev did not miss a chance to declare that, commercially speaking, 
economic and technical assistance to less developed countries was not in the 
Soviet Union’s favor.57 He also said that given the higher interest rates and the 
requirement of siding with the imperialists, Western aid was an economic and 
political burden. Soviet aid, in contrast, claimed to grant equality in entitle-
ment (ravnopravie) and reciprocal advantage (vzaimnaya vigoda). The model, 
based on long-term trade agreements, was hugely successful at the UN with 
the many newly independent countries. In 1961, resolution 1707 of the UN 
General Assembly declared that international trade would be the main instru-
ment of promoting economic development; in 1962, resolution 917 sanctified 
the principle of “trade, not aid.”58

The Soviet recipe encouraged nationalization because only by controlling 
the means of production could the central government exert a guiding role in 
a country’s economy. Establishing relations with the Soviet Bloc was seen as an 
infallible method of promoting development in the state-controlled sector of 
the national economy. It promised fast growth by emphasizing heavy industry 
and agricultural collectivization. The Soviet Union heralded a high socialist 
modernity that it hoped would allow it to realize the tsarists’ failed project—
equality with the West. The achievement of rapid growth in just one gener-
ation, the emphasis on heavy industrialization, and the prominence of state 
planning appealed to nationalist leaders yearning for development and hoping 
to cast off the burdens of the colonial legacy. The Soviets promoted their image 
with these countries, hoping to seduce their elites by stressing quasi equal-
ity, a position of primus inter pares. More than touting its role as a socialist 
vanguard, the Soviet Union promoted itself as a modern and pacific state, 
advanced in the sciences and arts.59 The ultimate victory of communism over 
capitalism would be achieved through the demonstration that the socialist 
mode of production possessed decisive advantages over the capitalist mode.60

Modernization in Central Asia and the Caucasus was showcased for aspir-
ing modernizers, politicians, and intellectuals in the Third World.61 The idea of 
turning Central Asia into one of the most advanced areas of the Soviet Union 
was a legacy of the 1920s and 1930s, one that Khrushchev expanded. It was 
not just about rural development through infrastructure, but about turning 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan from cotton producers into real industrial centers. 
The success of this operation was linked to an immense project, the Nurek 
Dam, which would produce electricity for building chemical plants, smelt-
ing aluminum, and producing electric components. These projects, which 
appeased local leaders who wanted to promote the region as a new industrial 
area and trigger urban development, went on until the 1970s and were the 
glue that held Khrushchev’s political base in Central Asia together.62 South 
African writer Alex La Guma, a leading representative of the African National 
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Congress who wrote for the elite, noted Soviet progress in Central Asia. He 
saw it as a model for the future South Africa, with railways, land reclamation, 
electricity, and the liberation of Muslim women all elements of Soviet moder-
nity that could be transferred into African reality.63

As soon as Moscow adopted a more assertive line toward the Third World, 
it began aiding Afghanistan to counterbalance the alliance between the United 
States and Pakistan. Afghanistan had been the only example of the export 
of the socialist model in Stalin’s years, and good relations between the two 
countries were deeply rooted: the Soviet Union had been the first to recog-
nize Afghan independence, and it had immediately offered assistance. The first 
treaty, however, dated back to only 1953, and actual aid disbursement began 
two years later. An agreement was signed for the training of military personnel 
and the construction of factories and infrastructure, especially in the capital 
and the north. Sugar beets and even opium were considered cash crops. As 
for dam construction, the Soviets were competing with the United States, 
which had one in Helmand Valley, and with West Germany, which had a rural 
development project in Paktia. The Soviets had their own land reclamation 
and electrification project, the Darunta Dam, near Jalalabad. In addition, they 
set up infrastructure, building roads and tunnels to create connections to the 
north—Salang Tunnel in 1964 and the highway that connected Kushka, in 
Turkmenistan, with Kandahar via Herat in 1965. When natural gas was dis-
covered in Sheberghan, in the northwest, it became an important source of 
revenue, triggering new investments, including the introduction of a social 
security system. In the 1960s and 1970s, Moscow did not plan to annex or 
Sovietize Afghanistan, but to secure its economic independence so that the 
United States could not establish a military base so close to Soviet borders.64

Several studies have documented the strengths and weaknesses of Soviet 
aid. Indonesia is a telling case. In 1954, as bilateral relations were initiated, 
the new Indonesian ambassador to Moscow, Subandrio, welcomed the 
Soviet Union as a development model for all Asia and claimed that economic 
growth was a precondition for ideological progress.65 A large Communist 
Party supported the possibility of a political return for the Soviets, but Presi-
dent Sukarno did not take sides, submitting aid requests to other donors, too. 
Soon the Soviets, the Chinese, and the West were competing for influence. 
American modernizers, inspired by anthropologist Clifford Geertz, suggested 
mechanization of agriculture to overcome the legacy of Dutch colonial agri-
cultural practices and the accompanying cultural backwardness.66 Indonesian 
development planners, instead, believed in agricultural self-sufficiency and 
turned to the Soviet Union for better advice on industrial development. In 
1956, Sukarno secured a significant credit agreement from the USSR. The aid 
protocol was signed in January 1959. According to Gosplan data, Indonesia 
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received 789 million rubles in those years—21 percent of the amount given to  
all the nonsocialist countries combined. Much of it (701 million) was mili-
tary aid. The Soviet-funded Senayan sports complex, near Jakarta, was quickly 
inaugurated and seen as a symbol of Indonesia’s new international stature, 
which was boosted during the fourth Asian Games, held in late summer 1962. 
A hospital built with Soviet funding was also completed. But only a few proj-
ects were finished, and often not the most economically promising ones: in 
1967, of the twenty-three projects funded, only three reached completion.67 
Much of the aid was used for military buildup, to support Sukarno and the 
central government during and after the 1958 civil war with Sumatra.

At the beginning of the 1960s, recipients were unhappy with the quality 
of communist aid, complaining about delays, low quality, and insufficient 
technical standards. Guinea featured prominently in the list of disappointed 
partners. After opting for immediate independence in September 1958—in 
what Western countries called a nationalist excess—France immediately ter-
minated all assistance and withdrew all its personnel. New Guinean minister 
of economics Louis Lansana Beavogui invited the socialist countries to build 
the economic system of independent Guinea from scratch. The Eastern Bloc 
immediately mobilized huge resources, offering schools, hospitals and doc-
tors, economists to change the economic and foreign trade system, agrono-
mists to assist production of export crops, and aid for infrastructure (roads 
and railways) and communications. Trade and credit agreements were signed 
with the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, and the GDR.68 
Guinea was the archetype of what would happen to newly independent coun-
tries once they cut off relations with the imperialist West, and the Bloc saw 
it as a place to showcase communism in Africa. East Germany was especially 
active, in the hope that Guinea would become the first African country to 
officially recognize the GDR government. The two countries signed a trade 
agreement in November 1958—the first international agreement concluded 
by independent Guinea. East German experts elaborated an ambitious aid 
plan. Mechanization of agriculture was to be introduced in the Kindia region 
and around Kankan, supported by GDR-sent agronomists, biologists, and 
other experts who would initiate irrigation and land reclamation schemes, 
provide diggers and tractors, and introduce electrification. Projects to be fi
nanced closer to Conakry, the capital, included wheat and palm oil mills, milk  
processing plants, slaughterhouses, and refrigeration plants. Paper mills and 
a government press completed the package.69 This was all to be financed with 
governmental credits. Negotiations for the first East German five-year credit 
started in March 1959. Within the agreement, the GDR would build the prom-
ised government press and provide optical and photographic materials, chem-
ical products, books, and consumer goods. It would be paid back in bananas 
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imported by the GDR at a price substantially higher than the world market 
price.70 Investments in extraction of mineral ores (bauxite) and in the com-
munication system were also in view but required cooperation with the other 
socialist countries.71

Despite a socialist-looking national three-year plan (1960–1962), which 
promised political mobilization, socialization of the means of production, the 
creation of cooperatives, the mechanization of agriculture, and the nationaliza-
tion of foreign trade, the Eastern Bloc was not Guinea’s sole economic partner. 
From the very beginning, President Sékou Touré had declared that his country 
would take aid from all sides—and it did. Unhappy with the quantity and 
quality of socialist aid, Touré complained about military deliveries (Czecho-
slovak tanks were inadequate) and Soviet projects. A polytechnic, an open-air 
theater, a hotel, an airport, and a rice farm had been built, but more important 
works, for railroad development, the extraction of mineral ores and diamonds, 
and the introduction of a modern radio transmission system, were still under 
evaluation by Soviet authorities.72 Trying to force a more effective engagement 
on the Soviet side, Touré expelled the Soviet ambassador in December 1961, 
and although he did not cut ties, he seemed ready to leap across the Iron Cur-
tain. From then on, the Soviet Union took a more cautious approach toward 
investing heavily in dubious African allies, an attitude that came to be known 
as the “Guinean syndrome.”73

Other privileged partners of the Soviet Union (Egypt, Mali, Indonesia) 
also complained about socialist aid. Self-criticism, however, was not a strength 
of the Soviets, and they attributed all problems to the recipients or to less 
than credible capitalist, bourgeois infiltrations. After 1965, they blamed less 
ideological factors like bureaucratic excesses, corruption, and overwhelming  
deficits. Influenced by the Western economic theories used in the United 
Nations, the new generation of Soviet economists started to question industri-
alization as a model. Georgi Mirsky, for example, one of the brilliant minds in  
IMEMO, the Institute of  World Economy and International Relations, argued 
that heavy industry was good only for the bigger countries, not for all. He also 
said that nationalization could have drawbacks. Many social scientists held on 
to Soviet tradition, but some now began to claim that multiple roads could 
lead to industrialization.74
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4
Western Alternatives for Development 

in the Global Cold War

As military policy is too important a matter to be left to the generals, so is 
foreign aid too important a matter to be left to the economists.

—H a ns J.  Morg e n t h au, 1962

Economic aid should be the principal means by which the West maintains its 
political and economic dynamic in the underdeveloped world.

—E ug e n e Bl ac k , 196 0

With Point Four, the United States had launched a development assistance 
policy imbued with Cold War tones. The response from the European allies, 
preoccupied mainly with reconstruction at home and the role of the state in 
regulating society and managing the economy, was mixed. European countries 
still saw themselves as empires, using first Marshall Plan and later Point Four 
funding to advance their dependent territories. Despite the imminent loss of 
empire, no major European country appeared to have abandoned a belief in 
its role as a global power. It was the effective decolonization of China after 
the Chinese Revolution in 1949 that “ultimately pulled the rug from under 
the colonial order in the Far East.”1 It also fueled the Cold War in Asia and 
drew the superpowers into the region. More concerned by the implications 
of rapid decolonization for Europe and Japan than by the anticolonial lead-
ers’ demands for independence, the United States backed the French effort at 
reconquest in Indochina, supported continued British control over Malaya, 
and acquiesced to Dutch efforts to reestablish control over Indonesia.2 From 
Southeast Asia to Southern Africa, American alliances with current or former 
European colonial powers made winning the support of postcolonial elites 
more difficult. It required some intellectual acrobatics to criticize the legacy 



W e s t e r n  A lt e r n a t i v e s   51

of European colonialism while financing development plans that continued 
colonial trade structures.

European empires were confronting decolonization their own way, still 
thinking within an imperial context. France, Great Britain, and the Netherlands 
all promoted the restoration of empire as a weapon against communism. They 
relaunched empire in a revised federal form such as the 1946 Union Française 
(later Communauté), the Commonwealth, or the 1949 Republic of the United 
States of Indonesia, imagining the continuation of informal empire in the 
framework of a united Europe.3 The concept of Eurafrica, little known today, 
circulated widely in continental Europe in the years before decolonization. The 
political myth of a homogeneous bloc encompassing Europe and Africa that 
would restore Europe as a geopolitical third force had flourished in the 1920s 
and 1930s among intellectuals in France, Germany, and Italy and was at the 
center of Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi’s 1923 manifesto for a United Europe, 
Paneuropa.4 After the Second World War, Eurafrica was brought into postwar 
negotiations by British foreign minister Ernest Bevin, who hoped to link Euro-
pean forces in order to balance the resource gap with the United States.5 In the 
discussion of the creation of a united Europe—referred to as European integra-
tion—an argument for including the colonies was that it would keep them out 
of the Soviet sphere. Newly independent countries were considered a European 
hunting reserve, even though at independence it became apparent that they 
could opt for other loyalties. In 1957, the former French overseas minister Pierre-
Henri Teitgen, one of the politicians most cautious about Eurafrican relations, 
addressed the Council of Europe, the intergovernmental organization born 
in 1949 to promote political, economic, and cultural cooperation in postwar 
Europe. At independence, he said, African countries had several options: the 
American bloc, the Soviet world, the Bandung coalition, the Afro-Asian group, 
or Free Europe (Eurafrica).6 The world he pictured was multipolar, not bipo-
lar. Eurafrica was a project per se, manifestly different from neutralism or Pan-
Africanism, but also distinct from the American idea of a Western-Atlantic bloc. 
The reference European leaders made to the Cold War was mostly instrumental 
to promoting the continuation of empire. European countries welcomed the 
fact that anticommunism took precedence over anticolonialism in US foreign 
policy and insisted on the role of empire in the expansion of containment, the 
US strategy to resist and prevent the global spread of communism.

Meanwhile, social scientists in the United States gave shape to their views 
of a process by which non-Western societies were transformed along West-
ern lines. Known as modernization theories, these would soon become the 
basis for a much more interventionist foreign policy. This chapter explains 
how modernization worked its way into Cold War politics, how it influenced 
public discourse and foreign policy in the United States during the second half 
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of the 1950s, and how, with the presidency of John Fitzgerald Kennedy (1961–
1963), it became the representative Western ideology for waging the Cold War, 
even as other coexisting traditions of imperial origin offered rival methods of 
using development aid as a tool of foreign policy to face radicalization in the 
decolonizing world.

The Inevitability of Foreign Aid as a Cold War Tool?
Foreign aid was already in the chromosomes of US foreign policy, but how 
this would be institutionalized was articulated more clearly during the 1950s, 
starting with Point Four. While Harry Truman saw development assistance as 
a way to increase security in the changing decolonizing world and as a tool in 
the Cold War, his successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, did not share his enthu-
siasm. It was during Eisenhower’s administration, though, between 1953 and 
1961, that the Soviet challenge in the Third World became palpable and a dis-
cussion about foreign aid moved to center stage. Unable to reconcile antico-
lonialism with its overriding determination to contain communism, preserve 
ties with the European allies, and promote a liberal capitalist international 
economy, the Eisenhower administration endorsed conservative elites in the 
Third World, backed repressive regimes, and resorted to covert operations 
to prevent a communist seizure of power. As a result, it nourished the kind 
of revolutionary violence the Americans most feared. At the start, though, 
in an effort to curtail public spending and expand trade, the newly installed 
US government downgraded development assistance.7 Aid was to be used in 
emergencies, not to cure the chronic malady of poverty and backwardness. For 
that, private investments worked more efficiently. The nexus between devel-
opment and security was interpreted narrowly, and aid policies occasionally 
accompanied military aid—with the goal of stopping the spread of commu-
nism.8 Aid in kind was also linked to military purposes. In the 1954 program 
Food for Peace, which dumped excess American food production into poor 
countries, proceeds were to be reinvested in either development projects or 
military sales in the recipient country.9

The Korean War (1951–1953) confirmed the impression of a larger strat-
egy of communist expansion in Asia, and the 1954 Viet Minh victory against 
the French at Dien Bien Phu made erecting a barrier against upcoming com-
munist movements an urgent priority. President Eisenhower often referred 
to the domino theory: once the first tile fell, the rest would follow. Seeing a 
communist revolution behind every corner, including in nationalist leaders, 
the United States accelerated aid plans that were already under way. It went 
to support the colonial powers, seen as the bulwark against communism. By 
1954, the United States was paying most of France’s war bill in Indochina; after 
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the 1954 Geneva Accords ending French colonial rule, it stepped in.10 A debate 
about foreign aid opened up immediately. In October 1954, at a meeting of the 
Colombo Plan (the cooperative venture for the economic and social advance-
ment of the peoples of South and Southeast Asia within the Commonwealth, 
launched in July 1951), Harold Stassen, head of the short-lived (1953–1955) 
Foreign Operations Administration, pledged increased economic aid as an 
anticommunist measure and called for a Marshall Plan for Asia. Secretary 
of State John Foster Dulles, who held anticolonialism and neutralism to be 
immoral and myopic, also favored foreign aid, provided it was directed to the 
colonial empires to help them resist communist infiltration—he feared aid 
cuts would tip the Cold War balance.11

Powerful voices in governmental circles were at odds about offering for-
eign aid to newly independent countries. Some argued against economic assis-
tance to nations not militarily allied with the United States, saying that since 
many of the so-called uncommitted nations were functionally socialist, or at 
least talked like socialists, there was no reason to promote their well-being.12 
Others saw Third World nationalists as worthy of cultivation. In November 
1954, C. D. Jackson, a former Eisenhower aide, called for a “new world eco-
nomic policy” and brought the president a report by MIT social scientists 
Max F. Millikan and Walt W. Rostow that recommended providing economic 
assistance to decolonizing nationalists. It was the only way, the authors said, to 
show that the Western way of life offered better chances than the communist. 
Modernization ideas were still in their formative stage. Another outspoken 
supporter of foreign aid was Henry Cabot Lodge, the US representative at 
the United Nations. He was often at odds with Dulles, who feared alienating 
NATO allies.13 Lodge said that hallmark Cold War initiatives like Atoms for 
Peace in 1953, which promised states access to peaceful nuclear technologies 
in exchange for their relinquishing nuclear weapons, had earned the United 
States international acknowledgment. It was now time to impact people and 
countries more directly, with a “bold initiative in the field of economic devel-
opment” that financed dams, roads, agricultural improvements, and water 
transport systems, outpacing the Soviets.14

By the spring of 1955, the Eisenhower administration had begun reconsid-
ering a role for aid with trade. If aid was to become a constant feature of the 
international system, a permanent authority was needed. The International 
Cooperation Administration was created in 1955, and in 1957 it acquired a 
branch to deal with financial issues, the Development Loan Fund (DLF). 
Aid was given through grants and, preferably, loans. The EXIM Bank, offer-
ing export credits to developing countries, flanked the DLF. Eisenhower 
was never fully on board—between 1957 and 1960 there was only a modest 
increase in aid: a reflection of the idea that Third Word hostility resulted from 
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Soviet propaganda and that economic aid would not radically turn the tables.15 
The troubles in the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America, Dulles insisted, 
resulted from communist efforts to foment hatred against the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and France, not from nationalism, colonialism, or poverty. 
Confronted with mounting evidence of the Soviets’ use of economic policy to 
extend their power and influence in underdeveloped areas like India, Indone-
sia, and Afghanistan, the United States resorted to propaganda to show that 
the alleged success of the Soviet precedent was being used as bait.16 The Soviet 
Union promised development, it argued, but in fact offered “civil strife, political 
oppression and enslavement, material privations and exploitation, spiritual tor-
ture, and forced labor.”17 Having concluded that propaganda was important in 
determining the choices of Third World countries, the United States expanded 
psychological operations in Asia. After the Geneva Accords, the United States 
Information Agency (USIA) flooded South Vietnam with propaganda sup-
porting the staunchly anticommunist Ngo Dinh Diem and trumpeting his 
government’s social and economic development efforts. The “aggressive mil-
itary, political, and psychological program” included spreading rumors about 
communist atrocities and exaggerating the rigors of life in North Vietnam.18

When facing a communist seizure of power from within—that is, when 
nationalist leaders opted to strengthen their ties to socialist countries—the 
first choice of the United States was covert operations. Emblematic were the 
interventions in Iran in 1953 against Mohammad Mosaddegh, the prime min-
ister who worked for the nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, 
and in Guatemala in 1954 against President Jacobo Arbenz, who threatened 
the interests of the United Fruit Company. Convinced it would work again, 
American officials encouraged a similar operation in Indonesia. When it failed, 
they fell back on cementing ties through programs of military, technical, and 
economic assistance. Civilian and military leaders, though, wanted to accept 
aid without taking sides in the Cold War.19 In the Middle East, where the over-
arching objective of the US national security strategy was keeping the region’s 
oil resources from falling under communist control, the greatest threat was 
Gamal Abdel Nasser. All attempts at undermining Nasser’s prestige in the Arab 
world failed. His defiance of the 1955 Baghdad Pact, the defensive organization 
promoted by the British in order to secure Western interests in the Middle 
East; the September 1955 Czech arms deal to purchase $200 million worth of 
advanced Soviet-made military equipment; and the 1956 Suez Crisis with the 
ensuing conflict all paved the way to Soviet influence in the region. The massive 
Aswan High Dam, originally intended to be financed by the World Bank with 
all the Western powers participating, became a symbol of Cold War politics—
and Western defeat—when the Soviet Union stepped in to help build the most 
impressive high modernist development project in the Middle East.20
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Between 1957 and 1958, several events prompted the US to shift toward a 
more active foreign aid policy: Khrushchev’s renewed bid for competition 
between socialist and capitalist states in a speech before the Supreme Soviet 
in November 1957; the discontent voiced in Latin America during Vice Presi-
dent Richard Nixon’s trip in May 1958; and the success of the Cuban Revolu-
tion in 1959. These events brought a consensus that a more vigorous approach 
to promoting economic growth and development as a way to contain com-
munist influence was needed.21 The question of improved coordination of 
development assistance among the Atlantic nations was also a factor. Most 
of Western Europe shared America’s concern about Soviet penetration, and 
several members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) insisted 
on activating economic collaboration according to article 2 of the North Atlan-
tic Treaty, using it to provide aid cooperatively.22 Both France and Germany 
hoped that NATO would take care of security threats in Africa.23 In 1958, the 
Federal Republic of Germany insisted on discussing the communist threat to 
the less developed countries. It argued that cultural exchanges, scholarships, 
and technical and financial assistance should be used to promote Western-
style democracy in the Third World.24 US undersecretary of state C. Douglas 
Dillon insisted that Europe had to provide more aid—and that the Organi-
sation for European Economic Co-operation (OEEC) established with the 
Marshall Plan should coordinate that aid. He set up a group of eight leading 
capital-exporting countries within the OEEC to serve as a forum where major 
donor countries could consider particular problems and techniques of devel-
opment aid while designing and monitoring procedures for assisting undevel-
oped countries. The Development Assistance Group (DAG), also called the 
Dillon Group, held its first meeting in Washington during 9–11 March 1960. 
Another option for coordination was the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA), born out of Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace proposal.25 Since 1958, the 
IAEA had administered several nuclear assistance projects under its technical 
cooperation program, including training and facilities to promote civil use of 
nuclear materials in health and agriculture. Early ventures were small scale and 
time limited, but still they raised concerns in the Soviet Union, which, in the 
summer of 1961, on the eve of the Cuban crisis, presented the IAEA safeguard 
policies as designed to throttle the nuclear progress of developing countries.26

Plans for Eurafrica
Busy with the collapse of empire, European countries were less preoccupied 
with Cold War dynamics. French and British intervention in the Suez Crisis 
in 1956 and the liberation war in Algeria (1954–1961) destroyed any remnants 
of political and moral authority for empire in North Africa.27 Nevertheless, 
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after the Treaties of Rome were signed in March 1957 to create the European 
Economic Community (EEC), all its members—France, Belgium, and the 
Netherlands, as well as Luxembourg, West Germany, and Italy—still believed 
in the resilience of the colonial system in Africa and thought of the EEC as an 
aid-sharing tool. European integration was a venture for joint imperial man-
agement. France intended to have Germany pay for empire in exchange for 
the possibility of joint exploitation of African riches. Dutch foreign minister 
Joseph Luns claimed that the EEC was the opportunity for “the continua-
tion of [Europe’s] grand and global civilizing mission.”28 Belgian Paul Henri 
Spaak, head of the committee that worked out the common market, believed 
that the project was the path toward “fulfilling the Eurafrica dream.” For most 
European leaders, including West German chancellor Konrad Adenauer and 
his foreign minister Heinrich von Brentano, the inclusion of the colonies was 
a geopolitical imperative related to Cold War tensions, a particular concern 
for divided Germany.29 The European idea, wrote German economist and 
naturalized British citizen Uwe Kitzinger, could bridge historical cleavages 
of all kinds: empire and the European community were one and the same, 
he claimed, and the EEC was “a Eurafrican as much as a European scheme.”30

With the EEC, the “association” so typical of the French imperial tradition 
entered a second life. Eurafrica was to be constructed by granting complemen-
tarity between metropolitan areas and dependencies.31 With the association 
of colonies included as part four of the EEC Treaty, European countries built a 
regional system they imagined would last, the looming end of colonial empires 
notwithstanding. The system had two elements: preferential trade between 
members and associated territories, and the European Development Fund 
(EDF), which was designated for the development of the associated regions. 
France had requested both elements in exchange for opening its overseas mar-
kets to other European countries. The Dutch and Germans were against the 
Development Fund, whereas the Italians complained because the colonial 
goods competed with the products of their own backward area, the Mezzo-
giorno. The decision, however, went as the French wished, with French prime 
minister Guy Mollet declaring in 1957 that “all of Europe will be called upon to 
help in the development of Africa.”32 According to Alexandre Kojève, a Hege-
lian philosopher and high-level official in the French Ministry of Economics, 
the way to transform European influence after the inevitable decolonization 
was a “colonialism of giving” (gebender Kolonialismus) focused on building 
infrastructure in the most promising area for development—the shores of the 
Mediterranean.33 Grudgingly accepted by the other members, the EDF was 
not even submitted to African legislative assemblies. Although some leaders, 
including Félix Houphouët-Boigny, went to Brussels during the negotiations 
to support the project, no African representative participated in decisions on 
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the EDF. The Senegalese politician and later president Léopold Senghor was 
utterly disappointed to discover that Eurafrica was not a tool to extend social 
democracy in Africa. He described the final European project as a “marriage 
of convenience.” Africans, he said, might agree to be “the servants who carried 
the veil of the bride,” but they certainly would not enter a bargain where they 
were the wedding present.34 Pan-African leaders like Sékou Touré and Kwame 
Nkrumah and Third World–friendly intellectuals like Franz Fanon and Jean-
Paul Sartre always spoke against a Eurafrican project.

In the Treaties of Rome, development aid had a significant role, and the 
introduction of the EDF was called “a new deal for the Dark Continent.”35 
In the context of the patronizing rhetoric of the 1950s, the former colonists 
promised “real independence” for Africans. The EDF was modeled on the 
French development fund for the colonies, the Fonds d’Investissement pour 
le Développement Économique et Social (FIDES) and endowed with 581 mil-
lion EUA (European Unit of Account) over five years. Of this, France and Ger-
many were to pay the greatest part, 200 million each. When the EDF became 
operational in 1959, it did not follow rigid budget rules, like FIDES. Amounts 
were established on a five-year basis, and there was no strict financial control.36 
Recipients had to indicate their needs by submitting projects for funding; the 
European Commission controlled the apportionment of resources, following 
rules according to the geographical area and the project characteristics—that 
is, whether it was for economic or social development.

A large EEC bureaucracy was established, the Directorate-General of 
Overseas Development (DG Development). Its institutional architecture was 
shaped mainly by France: DG Development was a French enclave.37 The first 
development commissioner, Robert Lemaignen, was a French businessman 
with long experience in African matters: former president of the Societé Com-
merciale des Ports Africains (1941–1958), vice president of the International 
Chamber of Commerce (1942–1958), and member of the board of directors  
of the East Africa Company (Compagnie de l’Afrique Orientale) and of the 
West African Bank (Banque d’Afrique Occidentale). He hired “the best ele-
ments available in France” for his team and asked them to separate themselves 
from a national vision and adopt the point of view of European Community 
institutions. The course of action he suggested, however, was imbued with 
a colonial mentality. Solving political or economic controversies in African 
countries, he condescendingly contended, depended more on the trust you 
inspired in your interlocutor than on the logic of your reasoning.38 This sug-
gested that patron-client relationships would weigh as heavily in EEC decision 
making as they had in the colonial era. In 1958, Lemaignen chose Jacques Fer-
randi, a former colonial officer who had managed FIDES as director-general 
of economic affairs in Dakar, as his head of cabinet. Ferrandi was responsible 
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for the EDF and established a system based on the indirect rule that former 
colonial officers had learned in colonial schools. A flexible governance based 
on personal relationships, trust, loyalty, and mutual obligation, the system was 
grounded on the principle that to deal effectively with the local population 
required adapting to their customs, even at the cost of violating the rules. This 
meant favoring specific groups and their interests—and presumably could 
lead to accepting bribery. Ferrandi, the éminence grise of EEC development 
aid, had the unconditional backing of Lemaignen and successors, Henri 
Rochereau (1962–67) and Jean-François Deniau (1967–73), operating with 
full autonomy for years.39

EEC development policies became a French fiefdom, but in the beginning 
their destiny was still open. There were two contending visions: the regionalist 
vision supported by France, reinforcing traditional trade and aid links with old 
colonies, and the world vision backed by Germany, EDF’s other main donor. 
The global view was supported by Great Britain and the United States. The 
antagonism was reflected in the conflict within DG Development between 
Lemaignen and his director-general, former West German ambassador to 
Indonesia Helmut Allardt. Allardt made no bones about the gap between his 
views and the commissioner’s.40 He called for opening to a global perspective 
and general planning instead of diverting funds into “dozens of small pointless 
projects.”41 Within two years, he was forced to resign, allegedly because of his 
past as a Nazi Party member and Third Reich diplomat.42 The more malleable 
Heinrich Hendus, formerly the German representative in Algeria, replaced 
him. The victory of the French approach meant that until the British entered 
the EEC, development policies were essentially French.

The empires hoped to keep decolonization from constituting a clear break 
with the past. The EEC was one of the options open to them to continue 
imperial structures and networks. Bilateral aid relations with former colonies 
were still pursued. In France, the architect of a decolonization process under 
the French umbrella was Jacques Foccart, known as “Mr. Africa.” In 1960, 
Charles de Gaulle made Foccart the secretary of state in charge of African 
and Malagasy affairs with one mission: to anticipate and flank decolonization 
to avoid losing Sub-Saharan Africa the way France had lost Indochina and 
North Africa. Cameroon and Togo became anticommunist laboratories, while 
Congo-Brazzaville under Fulbert Youlou was considered the ideal outpost to 
keep the Cold War out of the Congo.43 Technical assistance to accompany 
state building in Africa was crucial, and France signed agreements of aid and 
cooperation with each former colony.44 The aid sector was entrusted to Foc-
cart. Under his personal watch, it became the barometer of political relations 
with the former colonies in Africa, in a system that, according to the French, 
worked better with bilateral aid. The guiding principle was independence 
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through interdependence: successful development initiatives were in the best 
interest of both partners, contended the French authorities. Continuity with 
late colonial traditions was assured by continuity in staff. “Envoye moi un colo-
nial” (Send me a former colonial officer), replied the president of Gabon, Léon 
M’Ba, when consulted about the appointment of a new French ambassador 
in 1964.45

The United Kingdom also disliked multilateral aid, feeling that it weak-
ened links with the Commonwealth. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, at least  
80 percent of British aid was channeled bilaterally to Commonwealth countries, 
with the UK seen as a banker to and a private investor in the Commonwealth 
countries. Financial aid was still provided through the Colonial Development 
and Welfare Act and, along with the 1951 Colombo Plan, had the goal of devel-
oping resources for the future independent countries. The legacy of empire 
was a double-edged sword. “Colonies and ex colonies regarded aid as a right,” 
lamented British officials, while other (noncolonial) donors could claim that 
their aid was an act of generosity. The Commonwealth was both key to claim-
ing a role as a world power, and burdensome because of the many responsibil-
ities and limitations it implied. For example, entry into the EEC was unlikely 
because it was perceived as a betrayal of the Commonwealth. As in France, 
British aid programs had many continuities in people, projects, and institu-
tions. Former colonial bureaucrats were systematically seconded to indepen-
dent countries. However, British contributions risked being quickly eclipsed, 
lamented British officers, given that postcolonial states were eager to choose 
other donors and other models as soon as they achieved independence.46

Although decolonization was not perceived as imminent when the EEC 
treaties were signed, it was a pressing concern a mere three years later. The EEC 
structure for securing relations with African countries threatened to crumble, 
along with the idea of association. Independence meant that former colonies 
plummeted into a legal void, a no-man’s-land. In June 1960, the German news-
paper Die Welt revealed its fear that Europe would lose its influence on the 
African continent in its editorial “Läuft Afrika der EWG davon?” (Is Africa 
getting away from Europe?) and pressed for immediate action.47 With inde-
pendence, development aid, once considered domestic welfare policy, became 
foreign policy. The EEC still seemed to be an efficient way to externalize devel-
opment and its costs, secure important structural continuities in people and 
projects, and give former empires a noncolonial identity. Links to the colonial 
past and ideology were underplayed accordingly in EEC discourse. The newly 
independent states in Africa, however, did not have a consensus about how 
to deal with the EEC. One group saw Pan-Africanism as a political project 
capable of countering colonial legacies and thus resisted cooperation with 
the EEC. Another, bigger group, fully aware of their dependence on former 
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colonial structures, wanted to maintain existing links and preferential access 
to European markets. In July 1963, when eighteen independent countries in 
Africa decided to continue association by adhering to the Yaoundé Conven-
tion, which retained preferential trade with the Associated African and Mala-
gasy States on a bilateral basis with reciprocal obligation, Eurafrica supporters 
cheered. The convention also guaranteed nondiscrimination and the contin-
uation of the aid regime.48

An Ideology for the Global Cold War: 
The Rise of Modernization Theory

With the collapse of European empires, the United States began to reassess the 
question of how to balance support for European allies against growing anti-
colonial demands. Needing new tools, the United States adopted an approach 
centered on concepts of development and resorted to modernization theory. 
This theory came from sociologists’ and political scientists’ efforts in the late 
1950s to respond to an idea of development that had been viewed too exclu-
sively in economic terms, and it generated great interest. “No economic sub-
ject more quickly captured the attention of so many as the rescue of the people 
of the poor countries from their poverty,” recalled economist John Kenneth 
Galbraith.49 Modernization theory was based on a set of cultural assumptions 
characteristic of the postcolonial transition: belief in industrial modernity and 
science as a common destiny, faith in capitalism supported by state regula-
tion, and welfare provision to govern social conflicts.50 There was a universally 
valid and historically defined trajectory of progress that required the spread 
of  Western liberal capitalist democracy. It was the United States, of course, 
that would steer less developed countries along this path.

Modernization theory, inspired by the work of Talcott Parsons, Gabriel 
Almond, and Lucian Pye, was formulated by social scientists working at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and it found its bible in 
Walt Whitman Rostow’s The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist 
Manifesto, published in 1960.51 Originally a series of lectures Rostow gave in 
Cambridge in 1958, The Stages of Economic Growth argued that modernization 
always entailed five stages, from traditional society to high mass consumption. 
Once a country entered the fundamental takeoff stage, technological improve-
ment would lead to industrial modernity, provided there were no distortions 
like communism. Rostow became a key reference for modernization theo-
rists.52 A former Rhodes Scholar at Oxford and a PhD student in economic 
history at Yale, he had worked on the UN Economic Commission for Europe 
in 1947, promoting European unity through economic cooperation in a global 
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framework articulated at a regional level. He saw his intellectual mission as 
finding an alternative to a Marxian understanding of history. In the article 
“Marx Was a City Boy, or, Why Communism May Fail,” he made a case for 
development anchored in the countryside.53 His model called for improving 
agriculture and promised infrastructure at a later stage, along with urban devel-
opment and the import of consumer goods within a global capitalist market. 
In 1950, he and Charles Kindleberger and Max Millikan founded CENIS, the 
Center for International Studies at MIT, a formidable think tank intended to 
convince the US government that aid was fundamental to winning the Cold 
War. A Proposal: Key to an Effective Foreign Policy, written with Max Millikan in 
1957 and based on the concepts and ideas submitted earlier to the Eisenhower 
administration, became the most influential plan for turning modernization 
theory into political action. It claimed that aid to underdeveloped countries 
could promote growth and economic stability in the United States and argued 
that aid planning should be separate from military assistance. Unconcerned 
with distributive issues or social justice, it postulated that growth alone could 
create anticommunism, stability, and democracy. In the long run, aid was what 
would win the Cold War.54

Meanwhile, the East-West competition in foreign aid was being discussed 
in the public realm.55 In 1958, the same year Rostow spoke at Cambridge Uni-
versity, an important piece of historical fiction was published. It jumped to 
the top of the sales charts, surpassing Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, and spent 
seventy-seven weeks on the best-seller list, selling five million copies. The Ugly 
American, by Eugene Burdick and William Lederer, told of a US administra-
tion unable to interact with local communities abroad and unaware of the 
potential of its own nationals, underequipped compared to Soviet represen-
tatives, and incapable of dealing with the impending communist upheaval in 
Sarkhan, an imaginary Asian country.56 According to the introduction, The 
Ugly American was “not just an angry dream, but rather the rendering of fact 
into fiction.” It was both a mirror of the times and an anticipation of change.57 
The authors supported the use of development aid to wage a war on commu-
nism in Indochina, but they criticized the incompetency of the US administra-
tion. In the book, engineer Homer Atkins was the eponymous ugly American, 
a lay missionary who epitomized American values, solidarity with local pop-
ulations, and genuine empathy. He and his wife assisted the peasants, solv-
ing problems with simple technologies like a cunning bicycle-powered water 
pump. The film adaptation was released in 1963 and focused on the book’s 
military implications, but even with Marlon Brando as Atkins, it received a 
poor reception compared to the book. Aid momentum had already slowed. 
In 1965, Burdick and Lederer published a sequel, equally pessimistic but less 
successful, called Sarkhan. Written during the troop buildup for the Vietnam 
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War, the book described military operations and told how good Americans 
had gotten trapped by a conspiracy between American security forces and 
prospective dictators.

The Ugly American was a product of its time. A number of people, mostly 
within the Democratic Party, were working to make US involvement in the 
Third World more rewarding for both recipient and donor. In June 1957, while 
campaigning for the Democratic candidacy for president, Hubert Humphrey 
launched the idea of an American Peace Corps, “a genuine people to people 
program.” He pitched it as the opposite of the grand development schemes 
and gigantic infrastructure projects beloved by donors (West and East) and 
recipients.58 His inspiration came from community development, from 
visions of “development without modernization.” Large-scale industrialization 
and state-centered processes of social transformation could cause disruptions, 
but alternative strategies could ease the way for modernization. Local popula-
tions could be mobilized through discussion groups, as with the TVA; these 
groups would also help assess community needs, in a decentralized form of 
participatory planning. Communitarian ideas were nourished by racial biases, 
an Orientalism sympathetic to the nonwhite peoples that associated them 
with tradition, community, and locality. “Gemeinschaft for them, Gesellschaft 
for us” (Community for them, society for us) was the patronizing principle 
underpinning community development.59

Around that same time, US representative Henry S. Reuss from Wiscon-
sin was promoting similar ideas. He wanted the United States to stop allying 
itself with corrupt leaders and focus on the population instead by promot-
ing primary education and teaching agricultural techniques and the crafting 
of simple objects.60 In 1959, he submitted the idea of the “Point Four Youth 
Corps” to Congress. John Fitzgerald Kennedy picked it up in his presiden-
tial campaign, proposing a group that would counter the “hundreds of men 
and women, scientists, physicists, teachers, engineers, doctors, and nurses” 
from the Eastern Bloc prepared to spend their lives abroad in the service of 
world communism.61 This picture, like the one in The Ugly American showing 
the Soviet ambassador having an enviable knowledge of the local language, 
geography, and customs, was a myth. A report to the Central Committee of 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) written on 4 March 1959 
described a very different situation, with only 48 Soviet specialists abroad, 
none with any knowledge of the local language. American experts numbered 
924, British 1,143, and French 683.62

The Peace Corps went on to become a fundamental tool that the Kennedy 
administration used to reject the legacy of imperialism and defend the credi-
bility of the United States amid challenges from communist rivals. The ideal 
supplement to the scarce skilled workforce in newly independent countries, 
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US volunteers could help underdeveloped nations overcome whatever kept 
their economies from further growth and delayed their arrival at the takeoff 
stage. President Kennedy put his brother-in-law, Sargent Shriver, in charge of 
the Peace Corps, which was kept separate from the State Department and the 
US establishment. Many countries, especially in Africa, received Peace Corps 
volunteers enthusiastically. Among them were Ghana and Guinea, which were 
close to the Soviet Bloc, leading President Kennedy to speculate that the Peace 
Corps could lead communist-oriented countries to turn to the West.63 Pop-
ularized as the way to correct the shortcomings of US policy making in the 
Third World while helping new nations overcome colonial legacies, the Peace 
Corps is generally considered a great success.64 That judgement is not unani-
mous, however: historian Julius Amin, for example, offers a more nuanced pic-
ture of the Peace Corps in Cameroon. He describes the training—480 hours 
in eight weeks, with much time spent on political education—as focused on 
the communist threat and representing American democracy abroad, with 
no time devoted to instruction in the local language. However, since most 

figure 1. President John F. Kennedy meets first Peace Corps volunteers,  
August 1961. Photo by Abbie Rowe, White House Photographs,  

John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston. Record: AR6760-B.
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recipients were accustomed to rougher colonial policies, the volunteers were 
well received, except for a few cases in which Peace Corps volunteers were 
sabotaged or expelled.65 Their success is further confirmed by the fact that 
communist countries soon adopted similar formats—the most famous case 
being the friendship brigades, Freundschaftsbrigaden, that the German Dem-
ocratic Republic (GDR) sent to Africa.66

The Kennedy Administration: A Turning Point?
John F. Kennedy took the developing world seriously. While campaigning 
for president, he promised that the doctrine of massive retaliation that had 
characterized Eisenhower’s last years would be replaced by a more engaged, 
committed approach that, he claimed, would make the world safer.67 By sup-
porting failing colonial states, he contended, America had ended up defending 
the status quo, leaving the Soviet Union to take the initiative for change.68 
This needed to be reversed. The most threatening security crises that Ken-
nedy experienced in his tenure as president originated in the Third World: 
the Congo, Indonesia, Egypt, and Ghana were examples of countries at risk 
of falling under the influence of the Soviet Union.69 Like his predecessors, 
Kennedy considered every setback a danger to US credibility and read interna-
tional conflicts through the lens of the bipolar confrontation. However, he and 
his administration believed that military aid should go along with programs 
targeting politics and economics.

With Kennedy, modernization theorists, who had started to make their 
way into policy making during the Eisenhower administration, entered the 
control room. The revolution of rising expectations had to be steered toward 
Western- or American-inspired models. Many social scientists, especially 
economists, were associated with the Kennedy administration, including the 
putative father of modernization, Walt Rostow, who became special assistant 
of state, in charge of US policies in Southeast Asia. John Kenneth Galbraith 
was the US ambassador in India, Lincoln Gordon was the ambassador in 
Brazil, David E. Bell became administrator of the Agency for International 
Development (AID), Eugene Staley was a special adviser in South Vietnam, 
and Samuel Hayes worked in the Peace Corps. This was not just the ad hoc 
involvement of individual intellectuals—modernization theory succeeded in 
Cold War America because it crystallized widely shared ideas about the com-
petition with the Soviet Union in the developing world: this was not a matter 
of Cold War skirmishes, but a fundamental clash of values and world visions. 
Kennedy believed that widespread poverty and chaos threatened US security, 
and that economic growth and democracy could and should develop hand 
in hand. In his aid message of 22 March 1961, he put forward his plan, which 
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unified all food aid, technical assistance, and other scattered activities under a  
common umbrella; concentrated on national development plans with the aim 
of reaching self-sustaining growth; and used a multilateral approach to draw 
in other industrialized states on a larger scale. This reorganization was accom-
panied by a funding increase of one-third: $800 million more than the prior 
year’s budget. The additional funding went to new programs for South Asia  
and Latin America and a somewhat enlarged effort for Africa. Addressing 
the international community at the General Assembly of the United Nations  
in September 1961, Kennedy underscored his commitment, calling for a “De
cade of Development.”70

This aid machinery was based on new theoretical underpinnings that 
pointed to the importance of significant investments in triggering self-sustained  
growth. With the exception of Food for Peace and the EXIM Bank, all US 
aid agencies were merged under USAID, the newly established Agency for 
International Development. The new resources invested in aid were a quan-
tum leap compared to the efforts of previous years. Point Four had financed 
research, often partnering with private foundations like the Ford Foundation. 
In India, it had supported studies on urban planning, community develop-
ment, land reform, and the peasants’ response to economic incentives.71 
In Somalia, it had sponsored preinvestment studies and the drawing up of 
seven-year development plans.72 Such technical assistance, however, was 
not enough to meet expectations for change or trigger the movement from 
backwardness to self-sustained economic growth. A big push like the one 
envisaged by Paul Rosenstein-Rodan required a focus on capital goods and 
infrastructure: roads, bridges, harbors, dams, and great reclamation and elec-
trification schemes, which were also the projects developing countries wanted. 
Massive infrastructure became a symbol for modernization in the 1960s. Ken-
nedy stressed the importance of rural development as the key to worldwide 
democracy, and dam building accompanied by huge land reclamation projects 
was for the United States what land reform was to the Socialist Bloc.73 The 
United States was never alone in these megaprojects, sometimes partnering 
with private business, more often working in wide consortia supported by  
the World Bank.

USAID provided both project aid and more general program aid, but it pre-
ferred the latter, as program aid made it easier to impose conditions like fiscal 
reform, the opening of markets, and the promotion of private business and 
democratic and participatory institutions. American capital, both government 
and private, often went to energy projects, the extracting industry, transport, 
and agriculture. Technical assistance focused on human resources: education, 
training, and health. After an initial period in the 1960s when the United States 
offered generous loans, the debt problem led to a general increase in interest 
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rates and a switch from local currency to dollars. Credit was increasingly 
linked to political alliances, and no aid went to countries that sold strategic 
supplies to Cuba. The recipients’ best interests were not always paramount, 
and countries sometimes had to adopt principles of efficiency and rational 
funding usage linked to clauses favoring US interests.74

The use of aid as a security tool was tried in Latin America, where the prior-
ity was to avoid another Cuba. Communist inroads, Kennedy administration 
experts held, could be contained only with a program that would fundamen-
tally alter the region’s developmental course, one that combined political 
reform, economic prosperity, and the creation of new cultural values, within 
the framework of what was optimistically planned as a decade-long initiative. 
In December 1960, Kennedy summoned the influential academics Albert O. 
Hirschman, Paul N. Rosenstein-Rodan, Federico G. Gil, and Walt W. Rostow 
to get their opinion. The result came in 1961 in the Alliance for Progress: A 
Program of Inter-American Partnership, a ten-year, $20 billion foreign aid pro-
gram for Latin America intended to promote economic growth and political 
reform in recipient countries. Kennedy described it as “a cooperative effort, 
unparalleled in magnitude and nobility of purpose.”75 In the months preceding 
the founding event, the Punta del Este meeting of Latin American leaders in 
August 1961, Kennedy received input from Latin American personalities like 
Felipe Herrera, the president of the new Inter-American Development Bank, 
and Raúl Prebisch, longtime principal intellectual at the United Nations Eco-
nomic Commission for Latin America (ECLA).

The Alliance for Progress was based on the idea that poverty was a state 
of mind that could be addressed with the right guidance. As Rostow told a 
Mexican Chamber of Commerce meeting in 1963, with typical paternalistic 
tones, states stuck in the childhood that was premodernization could learn 
a great deal from more advanced countries—especially the United States.76 
With the new program, the United States would allocate capital and provide 
social scientists. American advisers would analyze the entire society as an inte-
grated unit and identify the preconditions for rapid advancement. Although 
the Alliance for Progress was a regional scheme, funds were allocated on a 
country-by-country basis, with little connection between level of poverty 
and aid distribution. Regional AID project officers in the applicant country 
received projects and reviewed them in light of expected impact and relation to 
the nation’s overall development plan.77 Chile, Brazil, the Dominican Repub-
lic, and Colombia received almost 60 percent of all US funding. The alliance 
failed, and weaknesses in its administrative structure are usually blamed.78 At 
the core, however, stood the flawed assumption (held for the whole develop-
ing world, not just Latin America) that foreign aid would convince leaders to 
change their policies and accept US ideas about development.
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Foreign aid was also the ideal companion for a comprehensive counter-
insurgency program for South Vietnam that integrated military action with 
social engineering. Peasant resettlement and village-level modernization pro-
grams were included early on as integral parts of the American counterinsur-
gency strategy under Eisenhower, when the United States replaced the French 
militarily, politically, and economically. The United States built facilities of all 
kinds in an effort resembling an American inflection of earlier colonial poli-
cies.79 The Kennedy administration inherited these plans, with modernization 
theorists in the metropole tending toward a top-down approach, while in the 
periphery, experts in community development tended to prefer empowerment 
and local traditions to promote growth.80 Lacking the area experts available in 
France and the United Kingdom, the United States relied on colonial expertise 
on the ground. One of the key consultants was Robert G. K. Thompson, head 
of the British Advisory Mission to Vietnam and a veteran of the successful 
attempt to fight Chinese insurgents in British Malaya. Thompson suggested 
measures to restore government authority and win the rural population, giving 
peasants “a stake in stability and hope for the future.”81 This view fit perfectly 
with modernization ideas, and it constituted the bulk of Operation Sunrise, 
launched in March 1962. Paradoxically, although Kennedy strategists thought 
of their altruistic, nation-building efforts as anything but colonial, they were 
influenced by colonial practices like the French agrovilles and British coun-
terinsurgency plans, and they adopted colonial language: the idea of a moral 
mission based on generosity, benevolence, and protection.82

Modernization had become central to US policy making. The key was to 
get validation of the ideal and its specific projects from the recipients, but from 
the very beginning it was clear that many local leaders wanted aid but did not 
subscribe to the underlying logic of modernization—that is, the adoption of 
the American model. Another issue was how to get other Western countries to 
validate and share the model. That modernization could become the ideology 
of the West and the way it waged the Cold War was not a given. Integrating 
Europeans into the US plans for world development meant that they had to 
be convinced not just to share burdens, but also that this was the way to win 
the Cold War. This was difficult when the allies still believed in their old ideas 
of imperial management. These discussions happened in the Development 
Assistance Group, soon to be renamed the Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD), officially launched in December 1960.
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5
The Limits of  Bipolarity in the  
Golden Age of  Modernization

The trick here, at least for Africa, is to get the Europeans interested and, 
frankly, I don’t know how to do it.

—De a n e R . H i n ton, 1965

We fear that the experts would be too technocratic. The weak point of our 
current experts is neither their skills, nor their technologies, but their excess 
of skills and technologies, their inability to adapt these technologies to the 
country in which they are applied.

—Jacqu e s F e r r a n di, 1964

In the 1950s, with the Soviet Union and its allies entering the development 
business, aid became a full-fledged weapon in the Cold War arsenal. Until 
then, talking about development meant singling out problems and suggesting 
solutions. Development plans extolled the virtues of modernity and moder-
nity was conceived in the singular: there were several ways to solve the same 
problem, and experts had differentiated approaches, but they did not diverge 
drastically. With the entry of the Soviet Union as a potential donor rather 
than a distant model, development turned competitive. Models were now 
pitted against one another in a competition about effectiveness and symbolic 
strength. Technology was not neutral anymore, explained anthropologist 
Louis Dupree, referring to Afghanistan. Machinery and dams were products 
of a culture, and the choice of technology implied a choice of social organiza-
tion, labor relations, and structures of production: it was a political choice.1 
Countries had to take sides in the Cold War, because the decision was a final 
and irreversible one between irreconcilable proposals.
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Both the United States and the Soviet Union required loyalty from recip-
ients. In exchange for being the sole partner, the superpowers offered the 
showcase projects and prestige buildings that leaders in newly independent 
countries, hungry to link their names to large symbols, cherished. Each side 
identified with an ideology that aimed to transform the world by creating 
progress that fit with its social and economic system—liberal democracy and 
socialism, respectively.2 Meanwhile, recipients used the competition for their 
own ends. Development suited the ambitions of nationalist leaders who saw 
independence as a means to achieve rapid economic growth, welfare, health, 
and education. New elites needed to prove they were better than old colonial 
powers at improving their citizens’ lives. Development got mixed up with na
tional politics and its conflicts, and domestic ideological tensions meant that 
new elites often used development in an authoritarian way, ending up more 
intrusive and exploitative than the colonial authorities whose precedents they 
built on.3 As for the Cold War competition, not only did recipients accept aid  
without taking sides, but under cover of neutrality, they played off their funders 
one against the other, threatening to rely on the other side in case of any rejec-
tion of their requests. This mechanism worked on both superpowers and their 
allies, especially in the 1960s. Divided Germany was often played this way.4

The history of development, or modernization as it was called in the United 
States between the mid-1950s and mid-1960s, makes a strong case for the exis-
tence of parallel histories during the Cold War. Coordination was essential on 
both sides of the Iron Curtain, and aid was one arena in which the superpow-
ers had hoped to achieve unity. Instead, it was a source of tension. This chap-
ter deals with differentiated priorities in the West and East as they emerged 
during the institutionalization of development structures and procedures. A 
special focus is the organs charged with coordinating aid: the Development  
Assistance Committee (DAC) of the OECD and the Permanent Commission  
for Technical Assistance of Comecon illustrate the differences in the paths to
ward modernity offered by the superpowers and their allies.

The Cooperation Imperative in the West
The Marshall Plan was the official model for how Western countries could 
structure development assistance to backward countries. In 1955, Guido Col
onna di Paliano, deputy secretary-general of the European Productivity 
Agency in the Organisation for European Economic Co-operation (OEEC), 
offered to use Marshall Plan experience to aid member countries in backward 
areas like Italy, Greece, and Turkey that would serve as laboratories, testing 
methods that could then be extended globally.5 In the successor organization 
to the OEEC, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
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(OECD), the United States asked for a Development Assistance Group that 
would cooperate on aid matters, starting with an exchange of information on 
aid.6 Soon renamed the Development Assistance Committee or DAC, the 
working group, officially born on 31 January 1960, included Belgium, Canada, 
France, Germany, Italy, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States, 
plus the European Economic Community (EEC). During the decade that fol-
lowed, others were invited: Japan (1961), Norway (1962), Denmark (1963), 
Sweden and Austria (1965), Australia (1967), and Switzerland (1968).

The first chair of the DAC, Willard L. Thorp, had had a long career in eco-
nomic diplomacy. He started working as an economic adviser in the State 
Department in 1944, helping to set up the Marshall Plan and Point Four. He 
represented the United States in the Economic and Social Council of the 
United Nations (ECOSOC). He had good contacts with European leaders 
and detailed knowledge of several European economic and bureaucratic sys-
tems, and because he had negotiated interim aid, Marshall Plan, and Point  
Four aid, he was familiar with American politics. No one could have been 
better suited for the job. Nevertheless, he encountered insurmountable prob-
lems in turning the DAC into a shaper of common rules and standards—the 
role the United States envisaged for the organization, according to Frank M. 
Coffin, deputy administrator of USAID and US representative to the DAC 
in 1964–1965. In his memories of the formative years of the DAC (he was 
chair from 1962 until 1967), Thorp calls his tenure a “learning process in the 
developed countries.”7

Building a body of shared rules was not easy, even though the architects 
of what has been called the DAC’s aid regime allegedly shared a culture. The 
DAC was a closed group, almost a club, and was meant to remain so.8 No re
cipient country was admitted: the assumption was that no matter how differ
ent donor countries ideas about development aid were, they still had more in 
common with each other than with recipients. The question of how to pro-
mote a specifically Western political culture of democratic and liberal values 
through aid was discussed in NATO, too. A secret NATO working paper of 
August 1958 mentioned “propaganda for democracy”: technical assistance that 
exposed communism’s authoritarianism and promoted the Western model of 
“democratic humanitarianism.”9 However, a coordinated plan of this kind was 
never put in place in either NATO or the DAC.

In the 1960s, even within the mainstream believers in modernization theory 
there were differences. One early topic was the definition of aid, called Offi
cial Development Assistance, or ODA. The definition used today stems from 
a compromise reached in the DAC in 1969 (and slightly revised in 1972) 
after more than a decade of negotiations. Aid qualifies as ODA on the basis 
of three criteria: “it has to be undertaken by official agencies; it has to have 
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the promotion of economic development and welfare as its main objectives;  
and it has to have a grant element of 25 percent or more.”10 An earlier defini-
tion, arrived at in 1962, included grants and long-term credit (over five years), 
but also export credits and reparations. From the very beginning, one bone 
of contention was tied aid, that is, money that had to be spent on goods and 
services from the donor country. Each donor had its own way of masking this 
habit. In the agreement finally signed in 1963, there was just a mere declara-
tion of intent about limiting tied aid.11 DAC members also cooperated via 
the two consortia set up in the OECD. The most well known is the consor-
tium for Aid to Turkey, set up in mid-1962 to coordinate funding for Turkey’s 
Five-Year Plan. It was governed by the West German diplomat Hans-Joachim 
Mangold—although why he accepted the position is a mystery, since he was 
not convinced of the plan’s feasibility.12 Although often described as success-
ful because it attracted significant funding from all DAC countries, the con-
sortium was hardly a bright example of efficiency: due to the complicated 
operation and supply mechanism, only 40 percent of the funds allocated on a 
specific project (project aid) could be spent. In contrast, almost all program 
aid—that is, funds allocated to the general development plan—was used. 
According to experts, the difference came at least partly from the lack of skill 
in project preparation.13 Moreover, important projects that were fundamental 
to Turkey’s development strategies were left out of the consortium. The Keban 
Dam project, for example, conceived in 1936 and carried out by the French-
Italian group SCI-Impregilo between 1966 and 1974, was financed by an ad hoc 
international syndicate.14

Disappointments: The United States 
and Bickering in the DAC

Despite “constant acrimonious debates about its foreign aid program,” the 
United States managed to give a strong institutional structure to the DAC, 
quickly introducing an Annual Aid Review, a peer review process in which 
three members were picked in rotation to submit an annual report.15 The aim 
was to improve the quality and quantity of aid. The Kennedy administration’s 
idea was that the DAC would share the aid burden and redistribute its costs. 
According to the 1963 Clay Report, “There is evidence the American public 
feels strongly too that other prosperous industrial nations, having recovered 
their economic strength since the war with our assistance should assume 
much more of the foreign aid burden than they are now carrying.”16

Instructions to US diplomats confirmed the perceived need to respond to 
these concerns. The first US representative to the DAC, George W. Ball, was 
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specifically directed to press Germany and Japan. In 1961, on the eve of the  
first high-level DAC meeting, Ball toured Bonn, Paris, and London, hoping to 
“nail down” German foreign minister Heinrich von Brentano’s commitment 
for a “continuing aid program at appropriate levels.” Ball was aware that Euro-
pean allies were not yet ready, and he noted “too much too fast” on the margins 
of his instructions.17 A 1962 draft paper argued that getting Europeans to share 
the burden of maintaining the Western system was “probably more successful 
in regard to expenditures for economic aid to LDCs (Less Developed Coun-
tries)” than military aid. It added that “the US should attempt to capitalise on 
desires for increased cooperation in order to persuade the European coun-
tries to make more resources available to the less-developed countries than 
would otherwise be the case.”18 It was soon clear, however, that this would not  
be easy.

America preferred to reorganize the world with Germany than with the UK 
or France, which were still identified with colonialism. It saw Germany as an 
ideal partner to involve in a binary strategy because, as Ambassador McGhee 
claimed, it could use its Marshall Plan experience to help young nations in 
Asia and Africa.19 It had no colonies, and, like the United States, its policy did 
not have a regional bias, and its anticommunism was not in question. From 
October 1961 on, the two countries regularly exchanged opinions on what 
they called “the economic offensive of the Eastern Bloc.”20 These perceived 
similarities, however, were a colossal misjudgment: the US-German strategic 
disagreement was like no other.

From the very beginning, relations were difficult. The Kennedy adminis
tration quickly launched the idea of cooperating in technical and financial as
sistance, but early study missions met with a distinct lack of enthusiasm from 
both sides.21 The meetings that followed reached no agreement on important 
principles, including the very definition of aid. A memorandum of conversa-
tion at a meeting at the Foreign Ministry on 21 March 1961 during undersecre-
tary Ball’s visit to Europe, for example, shows that the West Germans did not 
like what they saw as the overstrict American definition of aid.22 The German 
undersecretary of economics, Fritz Stedtfeld, who chaired the meeting, pro-
tested that he “failed to understand” why the US administration brought up 
burden sharing—something that had already been settled in NATO. Turning 
to the qualitative aspects of foreign aid, Stedtfeld wondered why the United 
States “proposed to leave out of consideration certain types of development 
assistance.” Surely commercial credits and private investment had an impor
tant role to play in economic development and should be counted in any tab-
ulation of the level of assistance. As Stedtfeld saw it, an important principle 
was at stake: the primacy of private investments. Placing too much emphasis 
on the public sector could contribute to the LDCs’ “move towards collective 
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economies.” Germany would never agree not to count private investments and 
credits on commercial terms in the definition of aid.23 The biggest disagree-
ment, though, was about program aid versus project aid. The United States 
preferred program aid on a country basis because it allowed for an analysis 
of the recipient’s overall prospects. The Germans resisted this approach—
nonproject assistance, they argued, left the donor with inadequate control 
over funds. Germany thought it was better to select sound projects, implement 
them efficiently, and judge aid effectiveness by the time needed to complete 
the projects. Only 8.5 percent of German bilateral commitments in fiscal years 
1962 and 1963 went to nonproject aid.24 Germans were also opposed to soft 
lending.25

A few years later, in 1965, the prospects for bilateral cooperation with West 
Germany looked better. The United States and West Germany agreed on a 
set of principles, including self-help and noncooperation with Comecon.26 
But efforts to convince the West Germans to loosen the purse strings were in 
vain.27 President Lyndon Johnson had no better luck in his talks with Chan-
cellor Ludwig Erhard: he could not get any increase in the volume of German 
aid. The problem, US analysts said, was that the Federal Republic had “an 
economic philosophy which limits its generosity at home and abroad.”28 The 
disillusionment with aid as a political lever lessened their enthusiasm for for-
eign assistance, regardless of the public concern about economic relations be
tween rich and poor countries.

Rostow and the Idea of Binding Rules
Walt Rostow’s aid plans were always ambitious. He saw aid as the key to 
world dynamics and wanted it established as a fixed feature of the system. 
Newly appointed as a special assistant of state in 1961, he launched a plan for 
increasing aid by 50–75 percent and securing an international agreement on 
the fixed share of GDP each country should devote to aid. This would prevent 
national parliaments from cutting commitments that their governments had 
pledged. The proposal included a commission to assist developing countries 
in submitting coherent development plans so that aid distribution would be 
more rational and repayments more likely.29 His project was rejected by the 
other donors. Unable to impose automatic mechanisms, Rostow thought up 
the great powers club, an idea inspired by the DAC. In the DAC, the rule was 
unanimity, but any proposal backed by the United States, United Kingdom, 
France, and Germany was accepted. A separate consultative group of these 
powers, Rostow reasoned, would facilitate effective leadership and promote 
better agreements.30 The Germans, however, fearing a tight bond like the one 
the 1963 Élysée Treaty enforced between them and France, declined the offer.31 
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Rostow insisted that President Johnson was considering “a quantum jump in 
scale and in conception” of aid to generate increased momentum in economic 
and social development in Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America, 
but he did not receive the hoped-for reaction, and discussions never began.32 
Deane R. Hinton, US ambassador to the Congo, candidly admitted: “The trick 
here, at least for Africa, is to get the Europeans interested and, frankly, I don’t 
know how to do it.”33

In January 1965, a disillusioned Rostow wrote to David Bell, the adminis-
trator of USAID: “Whatever the outcome of our own appropriation request 
this year, foreign aid is heading for slack times. The Germans lost no time in 
recommending a lower aid budget, the French are cutting down, the Italians 
plead poverty and instability and the Japanese say they can’t keep up the little 
they do. A pall seems to be gradually descending over the enterprise. We all 
mean to become more ‘hard headed’—as we grow richer.”34

Rostow still thought that the United States, together with West Germany, 
could propose a “Wise Men’s Group” of  leading figures from the United States, 
United Kingdom, France, West Germany, and Japan, together with one or two 
World Bank representatives. This group would discuss long-term issues like 
the future of aid in North-South relations, forms of aid (multilateral or bilat-
eral, regional or country based), and overall development strategy (rural vs. 
urban development, population policy, external vs. internal trade, trade and 
aid, incentives for private investments). In February 1965, AID administrator 
Ball left for Paris, Bonn, and London; during this visit, he advanced a proposal 
to create a new bilateral US-FRG aid relationship by inaugurating “policy level 
discussions on conceptual and longer-range questions of mutual interest.” The 
rationale was explained in the background paper: to secure a larger German 
aid contribution and persuade the FRG to move from a project-by-project 
approach to a country program approach.35 The US scheme addressed the 
organization of annual ministerial meetings in which general policy issues but 
also urgent country problems could be discussed. Ministerial meetings would 
alternate with periodic staff-level meetings of senior regional officials respon-
sible for strategy review of performance in specific geographic areas. Other 
coordination activities included consultation between permanent representa-
tives in the DAC and exchange of documents and information. The proposal 
also mentioned specific multidonor activities for the Kainji Dam in Nigeria 
and the Keban Dam in Turkey. Again, it was rejected.

Differences among the Western countries exploded in the United Nations, 
especially in the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD), founded in 1964, and worsened with the stalemate in the Ken-
nedy Round, the negotiations for curtailing tariffs in the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).36 Although increasingly unrealistic, the idea of 
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making the DAC work as an institution for policy coordination still featured  
in official US documents: “DAC should be used more intensively for policy 
coordination. The US, Germany and other major donors should consult 
closely on a bilateral basis and through permanent DAC representatives to 
provide more leadership for reaching full consensus in DAC on general aid 
issues and on particular LDC programs.”37

Notwithstanding these hopes, after 1965 the DAC increasingly became a 
discussion forum for crucial choices and a tool for collecting and comparing 
data, not a coordinating body. One issue that required a common resolve was 
the debt issue. A report on the growth of the external liabilities of LDCs was 
submitted for consideration at the high-level DAC meeting scheduled for 22– 
23 July 1965.38 Delegations were staffed with the highest-ranking representa-
tives for the occasion—overseas development ministers, where available, such 
as in Germany or the UK. Thorp delivered a lengthy statement on enhanc-
ing aid effectiveness. He favored a move toward interest-free loans sponsored 
by international economic organizations.39 His approach resonated with the 
ideas of  World Bank president George D. Woods, who asked for an interna-
tional agreement to provide more favorable concession terms.40 Thorp was 
backed by the UK Labour government, with minister Barbara Castle assisted 
by development economist Dudley Seers as a member of the British delega-
tion. West Germany, in contrast, opposed interest-free loans and expressed 
doubts about a multilateral agreement on untying aid. France’s point of view, 
represented by Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, was the most categorical: softening 
the terms was just a palliative, while aid tying was perfectly reasonable because 
it made aid more acceptable to the public and thus was a prerequisite to aid 
increases. Aid was a national activity, he continued, and multilateralization was 
not even remotely in the plans of the French government.41 The prospects for 
Western cooperation were discouraging: in a 1968 special issue of International 
Organization on development, economist Göran Ohlin claimed that the very 
notion of burden sharing had failed.42

In the mid-1960s, the Johnson administration was increasingly concerned 
with the growing competition in offering loans on better terms (the so-called 
credits race) introduced by East-West rivalry in the developing world. By 
1966, several American politicians, including the president, were toying with 
the idea of involving Eastern Bloc countries in a joint strategy to develop the 
South. Recalling the 1965 Comecon hint about possible cooperation in aid 
matters (which had not originally been well received), the Americans offered 
to turn previous consultations on the red danger into a discussion about 
cooperating with socialist countries in aiding Africa.43 Reluctantly, the new 
West German minister of economic cooperation Hans-Jürgen Wischnewski 
agreed that it would be unwise not to share the burden of aid—and the 
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responsibility for failure—with the East. Under the new coalition government 
of Kurt Georg Kiesinger with Willy Brandt’s Social Democrats as a driving 
force, West Germany consistently followed the path toward joint economic 
aid. In 1966, the West German government systematically pursued bilateral 
contacts with Eastern European countries to work on common projects in the 
developing world, especially Africa. If development aid was to be made more 
effective, Brandt claimed in 1969, cooperation between East and West in the 
Third World was necessary. In his Ostpolitik, such links could then evolve into 
a broader economic cooperation and eventually acquire enough strength to 
disentangle Eastern European countries from their economic links with the 
Soviet Union.44

The European Economic Community Way
The European Economic Community, which counted France, Germany, Italy, 
Belgium, and the Netherlands—all DAC countries—as members, was also 
represented in the DAC. Its performance was submitted to evaluation just like 
that of the national donors. European Community circles, especially officials 
in the Directorate-General of Overseas Development (DG Development), 
mistrusted, even abhorred, the technocratic ideas that circulated in the DAC. 
They considered them as part of a distant Anglo-Saxon culture. They were no 
fans of modernization theory. Instead, they followed the teachings of Robert 
Delavignette, one of the most well-known French colonial officers in Africa 
(he served in Cameroon, Niger, and Upper Volta—now Burkina Faso), a long-
time director of the École Nationale de la France d’Outremer, and director of 
political affairs in the French Overseas Ministry from 1947 to 1951. Delavignette 
praised traditional rural African societies and despised planners who “played 
with statistics,” had no interest in local cultures, and were guided by what he 
saw as a blind faith in technology—a fanatic intolerance they considered prog-
ress.45 The idea that local knowledge was crucial to designing effective aid 
plans became DG Development’s guiding principle. Decision making on aid 
allocation was firmly in the hands of the head of the EDF, Jacques Ferrandi, 
and a small group that included his deputy Jean Chapperon and press officer 
Pierre Cros. This did not mean that ideas on aid performance were ignored: 
the EEC bureaucracy worked with feasibility studies and elaborated proce-
dures granting publicity and transparency. It also claimed to have adopted 
objective criteria for its decisions.46

Development commissioner Henri Rochereau, who served between 1962 
and 1970, made it clear that the Directorate-General was not a think tank, 
insisting that “we are no theoreticians of development, we are men of action 
and of good will.” Associated countries, he contended, did not need to adopt 
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a European way of life or European political conceptions. They would achieve 
progress “in their own way.”47 In his role as director of the EDF, Ferrandi was 
critical of ready-made recipes for development; he did not think that devel-
opment was about “applying a solution developed in a lab onto a specific 
situation.”48 This hostility toward scientific modernization was sometimes 
expressed as a rebuttal of perfectionism, of the “perfectly tailored technical 
solution” that might fit Europe but did not match African requirements. Fer-
randi also rejected development doctrines that predicted a project’s success 
without considering its economic and social context. The thinking of DG 
Development was not so removed from what was called the Latin thought on 
development typical of people like Giorgio Ceriani Sebregondi or some of the 
ideas of 1950s-era Social Catholicism.49 As it disdained industrial planning, 
this interpretation was a sharp departure from the doctrines then prevailing 
in the international system.

The peculiarities of the EEC aid system emerged very clearly in the detailed 
annual aid review of 1964, when the regime of the first convention with not-
yet-independent associated territories was replaced by the Yaoundé Conven-
tion, signed in 1963 by the now-independent countries. The director-general 
of DG Development, Heinrich Hendus, stressed the novelties, conveying the 
message that the EEC was conforming to mainstream ideas on development 
prevailing in the DAC and intended to increase aid volume and diversify 
financing methods. Aid programming criteria were also changing: investments 
in infrastructure that had largely prevailed under the first scheme would be 
replaced by “directly productive operations in agriculture and industry,” in 
cooperation with the private sector. Similarly, while the first convention pro-
vided only grants, Yaoundé provided loans, too. Hendus had to admit that 
EEC aid still lagged because of the shortage of qualified personnel in recipient 
countries after the departure of Europeans at independence. Local bureaucra-
cies were not able to prepare plans and submit them for funding, so the EDF 
had to make allocation decisions centrally.50

What kinds of projects were funded with EEC aid? Jean Durieux, adjunct 
director-general of DG Development in 1964, claimed that Africa was not yet 
ready for industrial development, and much aid went to create the necessary 
preconditions.51 Many Ferrandi-era EDF projects went toward improving 
rural production and the living conditions of rural populations. The review 
presented to the DAC in 1964 focused on investments in the rural sector in 
Upper Volta (Burkina Faso), where EEC aid amounted to $26 million for 
drilling wells and small dams, plus another $3 million available for a school. 
Another case mentioned in the review was Somalia. Here, natural conditions 
made it difficult to think of diversification purely in terms of rural develop-
ment. Emphasis was laid instead on processing agricultural produce for local 
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consumption and export, with a view to modifying the economic structure. 
This industrial development was to include canning plants, flour mills, sugar 
refineries, and textile plants for the processing of cotton. An interesting view 
of aid to Somalia “from the outside” that allows a comparison of EEC aid with  
that from bilateral donors is offered by a remarkable 1969 report by the British 
Embassy in Mogadishu. The report ruthlessly points out Somali lack of commit-
ment to development that enraged all donors, from the West Germans, disillu-
sioned by the lack of progress in their projects, especially the Gelib-Kisimayu 
road, to the Russians, firmly in control of the armed forces but reluctant to 
embark on new initiatives. The EEC was as a “medium league” donor to Somalia 
($20 million to $30 million)—the “big league” included former colonial power 
Italy, the United States, and the USSR. The EEC built and staffed the hospital 
in Mogadishu and funded various roads that required continuing foreign aid 
for their maintenance. According to estimates of the United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP), total EEC grants amounted to nearly $27.5 mil-
lion.52 Rural diversification projects are well documented in the EEC archives, 
and the Alaotra project in Madagascar, intended to improve rice cultivation 
for export, stands out.53 The reports describe wells, dikes, small dams, bridges, 
canals, and small irrigation projects, accompanied by the provision of simple 
technology and the introduction of pesticides.54 Facing indifference from the 
local population, development experts involved in Madagascar were skeptical 
about sustainability. What strategy should the EEC adopt? Should it force prog-
ress on the recipient countries against their will, or should it let them get on with 
their own ideas? In order to apply efficient farming methods, even simple ones,  
European assistance, they could see, would be needed for a very long time.55

Along with rural diversification funding, the EEC provided aid for the 
preparation of five-year plans. In 1964, Cameroon, Chad, Dahomey, the Cen-
tral African Republic, and Mali managed to file their programs, thanks to the 
assistance of the local EEC missions. Planning was expected to ensure that aid  
allocation was based on the quality of the projects, but distribution would 
still be biased, given that it was easier to find sound projects in the wealthier  
seaboard countries than in the interior. Geographical criteria, introduced with 
Yaoundé, were thus merely indicative, and action was required for some coun-
tries to bridge the gap. This margin of discretion made the activities of the  
EDF opaque. Existing networks of clients and patronage could continue: Fer
randi was especially criticized for his reliance on political connections—he 
responded that politics was made of relationships, and that he did not have 
a policy, he had partners. There were requests for more objective criteria in 
EEC aid distribution—bigger and more advanced countries such as Senegal 
and Ivory Coast, for example, objected to the amount of aid provided to small 
countries like Gabon.56
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figure 2. Project Alaotra, hydroagricultural development map, 1970. Historical Archives 
European Union (HAEU), CEE/CEEA Commissions—Fonds BAC, 25/1980 783.

A summary of the discussions following the 1964 EEC aid review is essen-
tial to understand how much the EEC intended to represent a different way 
to deal with aid. In Cold War terms, the remarks about the political side of aid 
were revealing. The US representative asked whether the commission could 
“use the weight of its financial contribution to guide the policy of the states 



80  C h a p t e r  5

which were aided” and whether “an analysis of the policies of the associated 
states” was “used as a frame of reference for the grant of aid.” Essentially, the 
United States wanted to know whether the recipients’ political orientation 
influenced allocation decisions. The EEC representative responded that “the 
Commission is less subject to psychological and political pressure than a bilat-
eral donor; it had therefore laid down the rule that it would not undertake any 
action which might be motivated by consideration of this kind.”57 The prin-
cipled position of the delegation, though, failed to mention that criteria for 
granting aid under Ferrandi were remarkably variable and that they included 
preventing African leaders from seeking funds from the Soviet Bloc.58 To the 
US request about whether EEC aid could finance a general development pro-
gram, for example by granting loans for the import of raw materials or semi-
finished products, the EEC representative answered in the negative: under its 
statute, the EEC commission could not.59

How to assess the efficiency of aid remained an open question. Studies on 
effectiveness were introduced in the 1960s in Rwanda and Burundi, Congo (in 
the Equator province), Mali, Ivory Coast, Somaliland, and the Central Afri-
can Republic.60 The EEC Commission had technical controllers in all asso-
ciated countries who were charged with reporting on the progress of funded 
projects—however, the system needed reform to ensure that controllers did 

figure 3. Project Alaotra, hydroagricultural development, canalization works. Historical 
Archives European Union (HAEU), CEE/CEEA Commissions—Fonds BAC, 25/1980 783.
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not act solely as paymasters but could suggest how to adapt projects to emerg-
ing necessities. In 1970, the controllers acquired increased responsibilities. 
Director-General Hans-Broder Krohn introduced a system whereby external 
technical personnel, balanced by national origin, were made project supervi-
sors. Called contrôleurs délégués, these supervisors gradually became a network 
of diplomatic representatives of the Community. Recruiting procedures and 
a system of rotating assignments were introduced. The supervisors became 
prefects who took care of a particular territory and promoted Community 
action.61

One of the main issues of EEC aid as a whole was the pipeline problem; 
that is, resources were allocated but were not spent. This phenomenon was a 
generic flaw of project aid, where resources got stuck because of the lack of 
good projects that met financing criteria. All systems where project aid was 
important (the German system, for example) had huge pipeline problems. In 
the case of EEC aid, the issue was acute. In 1966, during the high-level DAC 
meeting devoted to food and agricultural questions, Jean Durieux explained 
the solution devised to “shorten the pipeline”: the introduction of an interme-
diate step, an “operational program” to detail how individual projects would 
work within the bigger plan.62 Programming became the new buzzword for 
the EEC as well as for other international organizations. Notwithstanding the 
many uncertainties in a system that was constantly under construction during 
the 1960s, European aid practices are believed to have positively influenced 
development. Historian Martin Rempe, for example, makes a convincing case 
for the positive impact of EEC projects on diversification in Senegal.63

Coordination among Socialist Countries: The Permanent 
Commission for Technical Assistance in Comecon

In the 1950s, the Eastern Bloc thought of the international economic system as 
two world markets. Socialists assigned newly independent countries to one of 
the two sides—usually the capitalist, albeit of a special kind. The Eastern Bloc 
was a clear alternative to the West, and its aid was intended to be qualitatively 
different from that of the West. Socialist countries did not use the term “aid”: 
they did not have to give aid, because they were not imperialists repenting for 
colonial legacies. They also rejected the distinction between donors and recip-
ients, using the word “solidarity.” Policies toward the newly independent coun-
tries were discussed both at a bilateral level and in multilateral settings: in the 
Advisory Committee on Foreign Policy in the Warsaw Pact, in meetings of the 
International Departments in the Communist Parties, and especially in Com-
econ, the organization established in 1949 to encourage economic cooperation 



82  C h a p t e r  5

and integration among the socialist countries of Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, Poland, Romania, the Soviet Union, Albania (since 1949), and East 
Germany (since 1950).64 Soon it included others as observers and poten-
tial members: Yugoslavia, Mongolia, the People’s Republic of China, North 
Korea, and North Vietnam. Mongolia got membership in 1962, and Yugosla-
via became an associate in 1964. This inclusiveness was stressed in the 1960s, 
and the formula “integration through equality” was presented as a possibility 
for newly independent countries. In a world divided into two economic and 
social systems, choosing scientific socialism would open Comecon doors for 
developing countries—Cuba joined in 1972, Vietnam in 1978.65

In 1957, a year after Khrushchev offered to aid newly independent countries, 
a working group was formed in the Permanent Commission of  Foreign Trade 
in Comecon to deal with them by forging new trade channels and offering eco-
nomic assistance. It was not a coincidence that the group was established just 
a few weeks after the European Economic Community was born, with its pro-
gram of technical assistance for former colonies, now connected through the 
association system. The working group changed its name several times before 
being formalized as the Permanent Commission for Technical Assistance in 
June 1961. And given the Cold War’s parallel history, it was no coincidence that 
the DAC was institutionalized in the OECD just one month later.

The commission’s original plan was to harmonize long-term agreements 
for importing food and raw materials and exporting complete plants, with 
the hope of eventually signing multilateral trade agreements.66 For socialist 
countries, it was impossible to offer credits to support the national develop-
ment of a country or projects where the donor’s participation was not part of 
the deal. Ideally, participation meant following a project throughout its life
span, as in the offer of complete plants with technical assistance and experts 
to help start production.67 In the 1960s, the socialist countries increasingly 
offered turnkey plants, covering all construction costs, assembly, and starting 
operations. Included in the deal, and typical of cooperation among Comecon 
countries themselves, was technology transfer and patent exchange. This could 
include the transmission of technical documents, training of experts, and spe-
cific operating advice, but also—as in the scientific and technical cooperation 
agreements (WTZ: Wissenschaftlich-Technische Zusammenarbeit) granted 
by the GDR—organization of vocational training and education or commit-
ment to joint research projects.68

Socialist countries never managed to structure full multilateral cooperation 
centered on Comecon.69 At the first meeting, in June 1961, each delegation 
was supposed to present ideas, but most members left the floor to the Soviet 
Union, assuming that the Soviets already had a plan. Guidelines for the GDR’s 
delegates put it quite bluntly: “In the interest of good relations with the Soviet 
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Union, it is not expedient to express any critical observation on this point,” 
referring to the plans for the commission.70 This deferential attitude, how-
ever, should not be misread. East Germany, like other Eastern Bloc members, 
was not always malleable in Comecon: cooperation was limited to members’ 
common interests and based on mutual agreement.71 Made up of experts in 
economics and international trade, the commission met once in the spring 
and once in the fall. In 1963, high-level meetings of deputy ministers were 
introduced.72 Comecon’s commitment was fostering relations with newly 
independent countries by promoting trade and securing supplies of strategic 
raw materials to Comecon countries. The developing countries’ needs hardly 
figured in the equation.

The documents of the commission are puzzling to those familiar with the 
discourse of anti-imperialist solidarity and the Eastern Bloc’s public discourse. 
The word “solidarity” is absent, revealing the marginalization of a dimension 
that was otherwise heavily publicized. The topics discussed were technical 
issues connected to trade or, occasionally, the supply of machinery or great 
infrastructural works. The Socialist Bloc did not share the definition of needy 
countries based on per capita income, as its members identified with progress 
and modernity and did not accept the label of underdeveloped. Nevertheless, 
some members, especially Romania and Bulgaria, tended to identify with the 
developing world. They rejected the Soviet Union’s idea of an international 
division of labor that meant they would continue producing low-added-value 
supplies and thus remain relatively backward.73 Friction emerged when the 
Soviet Union discussed such a division of tasks as a way to avoid duplications.

Comecon members, especially the Soviet Union, devised coordination 
schemes to avoid being played by developing countries, which tended to 
submit wish lists to several potential donors and accept aid from different 
sources for the same project.74 In 1962, Khrushchev advanced a proposal 
based on comparative advantages called the “Basic Principles of the Social 
International Division of Labor.” The focus, however, was not on promoting 
Comecon as a means of fostering multilateral cooperation but on confirm-
ing the strength of bilateral links tying each Eastern European country to the 
Soviet Union. In the commission, a division of labor emerged quite neatly: 
Czechoslovakia offered projects for the energy sector, the steel industry, and 
light industries (leather, shoes, textiles, sugar); Hungary specialized in light 
machinery, hydroelectric power, and pharmaceuticals; East Germany in tele-
communication and electronics; Poland in mining, naval construction, and 
wood processing; Romania in oil processing technology and petrochemical 
production. The specialization made it harder for recipients to play one coun-
try off another. In 1965, Eastern European credits financed mainly the follow-
ing sectors: steel mills (26 percent), electric power (26 percent), metallurgy 
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(11 percent), and chemistry (5 percent). India, Afghanistan, and Egypt, the 
countries where several Comecon members worked jointly on infrastructure 
projects, received 70 percent of bloc aid.75 The Comprehensive Program for 
Socialist Economic Integration of August 1971, also known as the Bucharest 
Plan, retraced the “Basic Principles,” with explicit reference to the desirabil-
ity of equal development levels and thus to favoring less developed member 
countries in accessing advanced technologies and credits.

The debt problem burdened relations with developing countries from the 
very beginning. The commission had long discussions about how to avoid the 
risk of insolvency. The 1950s rule of sticking to the principle of balanced trade 
had proved ineffective, as poor countries rarely managed to export goods of 
sufficient quality and quantity to keep trade balanced. In October 1963, at the 
fifth meeting of the commission, the Soviet mandate was unambiguous: devel-
oping countries had to make clear how they intended to pay their debts to be 
granted new credits. Several Eastern European partners argued that a strategy 
focused on the promotion of small business could facilitate loan repayment. 
General rules for credits were set forth. Governmental credits were connected 
to the sale of complete plants—the term used for any bigger industrial struc-
ture, whether for producing energy, extracting or processing raw materials, or 
manufacturing. Governmental credits lasted ten to twelve years and carried 
an interest rate of 2.5 percent, while commercial credits generally lasted five 
years, with an interest rate between 2.5 and 6 percent. In special cases, they 
could be extended to eight or ten years. Favorable conditions were reserved  
for countries with friendly relations with the Eastern Bloc.76 Keen to coor-
dinate actions for building bigger plants, the Soviet Union required mem-
bers to agree to full disclosure of information on agreements for exporting 
plants. Eastern European allies were often skeptical about big projects, favor-
ing smaller ones with simpler technology that responded to local requests.77 
East Germany argued for cooperation on smaller productions where it could 
compete in terms of quality—for example, optical products. Eastern Bloc 
technology, contended Walter Ulbricht, secretary-general of the Sozialistische 
Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED), was at once too backward to compete 
with Western technology and too advanced to meet the needs of backward 
societies—Comecon countries should offer simpler material to African 
countries.78

Unlike the West, socialist countries did not often formalize consortia be
fore the 1970s. In 1966, a mere 3.7 percent of the complete plants exported to 
developing countries by Comecon countries were the product of coopera-
tion between two or more Bloc members.79 In the construction of the Aswan 
High Dam, for example, described by historian Elizabeth Bishop as a failed 
attempt to transfer the Soviet planning culture to Egypt, no other Eastern 
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European countries were officially involved.80 Elite Soviet technicians were 
carefully selected for this showcase project run by Ivan Komzin, the Soviet 
hero who had built the Kremenchuk Dam on the Dnieper, in Ukraine. In 
1962, however, Egyptians complained about the construction, demanding 
Western European technicians and machinery. In 1963, Soviet personnel were 
ousted, reappearing only when Khrushchev visited in 1964. The credit line 
stayed open, but Soviet technology was replaced with Swedish drills and 
British motors, while the West Germans of Hochtief Aktiengesellschaft and 
Rheinstahl Union Beckenbau sent turbines and hydraulic structures made  
of steel.81

Responding to External Challenges
Comecon was also the place where socialist countries decided how to react 
to the challenges posed by changes in the international economic system. 
The confrontation with Western models, especially the European Economic 
Community, was raised in all coordination arenas of Socialist Bloc countries, 
including bilateral talks. East Germany was especially sensitive on the topic, 
given that EEC aid was conditioned on an acceptance of the West German 
view of the German question—that is, nonrecognition of East Germany as a 
legitimate member of the international community. Its attitude vis-à-vis the 
EEC was contradictory. On the one hand, East Germany constantly attacked 
the EEC as a form of collective colonialism, using the terms circulated at the 
Pan-African conference in Cairo (March 1961).82 On the other hand, East Ger-
mans argued that the EEC was worth imitating, because developing countries 
wanted the socialist countries to provide a unitary policy like that of the EEC. 
The undersecretary of foreign affairs, Otto Winzer, coming back from a 1963 
tour of Ghana, Mali, Guinea, Morocco, and Algeria, insisted that Comecon 
should adopt a trade and aid policy similar to that of the EEC.83 Another 
reason the East Germans admired the EEC was because it focused on agricul-
tural cooperation. Agriculture had to turn socialist too, with state farms and 
rural cooperatives that used modern technology, fertilizers, and pesticides 
to increase productivity. East Germans were not comfortable with offering 
rural development: until 1975, they financed just thirty-seven rural develop-
ment projects, model farms, or irrigation schemes, generally paying instead for 
projects in the processing industry.84 In September 1967, East German trade 
representative Hartmann pressed for urgent consultation within Comecon to 
provide joint support to rural development plans in Tanzania.85 The urgency, 
shared by the GDR and Yugoslavia, came from the feeling that Tanzania had 
been neglected and pushed into the arms of China and the imperialists. Com-
econ should intervene and grant at least the teachers requested by Tanzanian 
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president Julius Nyerere. The GDR sent seventeen out of fifty—other coun-
tries should now deliver the rest.86

In the 1960s, cultural policies and education were not at home in the Com-
mission for Technical Assistance, despite East German and Czechoslovak 
efforts to bring them up. Discussion of common educational policies took place 
in Moscow in 1963, with Romania objecting to expanding the commission’s 
portfolio. Nonetheless, educational aid such as sending teachers, hosting stu-
dents, instructing journalists, educating trade union or party personnel, send-
ing books and films, and organizing exhibitions eventually took off, because it 
was considered a reasonably inexpensive way to influence developing countries. 
Higher education of a technical-scientific character and for medical doctors, in 
addition to experts in planning and foreign trade, was preferred over primary 
schooling.87 Only in 1966 was a specific coordination plan launched—one 
with the somewhat overstated goal of burying Western cultural influence.88 
Once a neglected area, in the 1970s education became a preferred means to 
counter imperialist influence, extolled in the propaganda materials that intro-
duced Comecon. Nongovernmental (so-called social) organizations were also 
involved in education in the Third World.

In the GDR, the SED with its international relations department super-
intended political cooperation with like-minded (progressive) parties in 
developing countries, including regular consultations, study delegations and 
exchanges, and education for cadres in the Party schools of the GDR. Other 
organizations were active, including the Journalists’ Union, Verband der  
Journalisten der DDR (VDJ), with its well-known “Solidarity school” for jour
nalists from Asia and Africa. In 1963, the Council of Ministers of the GDR 
approved the plan for a socialist version of the Peace Corps, the Freundschafts-
brigaden, made up of young East Germans, most highly skilled technicians. 
They were sent to newly independent countries with the aim of “developing 
friendly relations and instructing personnel for future bilateral relations.”89 
Depending on the agreement with the host country, the Freundschaftsbrigaden 
took part in pilot projects and vocational training camps, helped with harvest-
ing, or offered maintenance support for GDR machinery. They were seen as 
ambassadors for East Germany and were expected to propagate socialism. The 
first brigades were sent to Ghana, Guinea, Mali, and Algeria in 1964; by the 1970s 
they also went to the Central African Republic, Guinea-Bissau, Angola, and 
Mozambique.90 Medical aid was equally crucial, although often the language,  
which was cast in terms of civilizational differences, limited its appeal.91

In 1964, governmental credits were stepped up throughout the Soviet 
Bloc, a response to UNCTAD and the increase in aid by the United States. 
UNCTAD posed a real challenge to socialist countries. How to react to the 
requests of the G77 (the seventy-seven countries constituted in 1963 to act as 
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a pressure group within the United Nations for the developing world) was 
discussed in several arenas, especially Comecon.92 The G77 requested that 
developed countries in both the West and East import processed or semipro-
cessed goods. East Germany advanced the point in the Commission for Tech-
nical Assistance—a common line was needed, it argued, to face the threat of 
overpriced or poor-quality products flooding the market as a consequence of 
the opening. The issue became thorny in 1966, when other problems, related to 
export licenses and the quality of products, were discussed.93 Despite Roma-
nia’s resistance, the commission decided to meet the G77 demands. The main 
interest was ensuring the Eastern Bloc’s import of essential raw materials, start-
ing with copper, nickel, cotton, and rubber. Mixed companies, involving one 
socialist country and one developing country, could produce and trade goods 
that were needed by the socialist countries.94

In the mid-1960s, the Comecon opinion of coordination was essentially 
positive. It remained active in the following years with a new axiom: mutual 
advantage. Great projects were preferred.95 With limited strong currencies, 
Eastern European countries cooperated to import raw materials that the 
Soviet Union no longer provided at subsidized rates. In return, they offered 
weapons, complete plants, technicians, and experts.96 Increasingly, however, 
it was clear that the socialist countries could not offer enough economic assis-
tance to cover the huge requests coming from the less developed countries, 
which perceived trade with Comecon as a mere enlargement of their market, 
able to grant a welcome stability on the demand side.97 Recipients were often 
dissatisfied with the Eastern Bloc’s aid performance; not surprising, consider-
ing how little attention the socialist countries paid to recipients. In the Com-
mission for Technical Assistance, for example, discussions revolved around 
donor concerns, and the commission rarely discussed specific aid features. It 
was left to the mixed economic committees established at the bilateral level 
in the 1970s to collect complaints—the most common were about the lack 
of spare parts, slow provision of supplies, and low technological standards.98 
These issues eventually undermined East-South relations. In the global Cold 
War of the 1960s, neither side was really able to achieve serious, permanent 
success using aid as a political tool. Both East and West worried about mount-
ing debts, and between 1964 and 1968 this occasionally led to fleeting ideas of 
limited East-West cooperation in aid giving. Neither East nor West had many 
political gains to point to. Recipients did not show gratitude: they expected 
aid as a form of restitution for colonial plundering and requested more and 
more from the rich North, hardly differentiating between the different social 
and economic systems. LDCs choosing the Eastern path of development was 
a remote possibility, and the overthrow of “socialist” Kwame Nkrumah in 
Ghana in 1966 proved that socialist development paths were reversible. For 
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that matter, Guinea and Tanzania, which professed a socialist orientation, still 
partnered with the West.

Modernization theory did not seem to work, nor was it unanimously 
shared, as suggested by the frequent disagreements in the DAC and, even 
more clearly, by EEC development policy, which was based on different as
sumptions, distant from the ideological pillars of modernization. Criticism 
was directed against both the policies and the theory, including the implicit 
idea that progress implied convergence. French sociologist Raymond Aron 
first criticized this point in his lecture series at the Sorbonne, published in 
1962 under the title Dix-huit leçons sur la société industrielle. He criticized the 
idea of the universally valid stages of growth and its corollary, that similar 
industrial societies could be spread all over the world. In 1964, Zbigniew 
Brzezinski and Samuel Huntington addressed the lack of historical awareness 
in the discourses of convergence.99 The debate received new impetus with 
the 1968 publication of John K. Galbraith’s The New Industrial State, which 
opened by stating, “Capitalistic or communistic, all states tend to converge 
in character under the imperatives of technology.” Galbraith applauded mod-
ernization, seeing a brilliant outlook for planning in the industrial state in the 
West and the East alike.100 This idea of convergence was anathema to socialist 
orthodoxy, which rejected convergence as an intolerable misunderstanding 
of the socialist system. Economists like Gunnar Myrdal, Jan Tinbergen, and 
François Perroux, all of whom somewhat endorsed convergence, were called 
propagators of ideological mistakes by the Eastern Bloc and accused of advo-
cating imperialism disguised as humanitarianism.101 In contrast, nationalist 
leaders in the South, such as Léopold Senghor, saw convergence as a useful 
analytical tool because it brought the rich countries of the North under the 
same umbrella and allowed a different understanding of world politics, less as 
an East-West, Cold War confrontation and more as a global struggle between 
the “have” nations (including the Soviet Union) and the “have-not” proletar-
ian nations.102
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6
International Organizations and 

Development as a Global Mission

It’s more like sending missionaries than sending goods, somehow.
—W i l l a r d L .  T hor p, 1971

For many years I have looked for the brain which guides the policies and 
operations of the UN development system. . . . The search has been in vain.

—Robe r t G. A .  Jac k son, 196 9

“Welcome to the new United Nations, with a large developing country 
majority,” American ambassador Richard Gardner commented ironically, 
recalling the moment when Nigeria first took its seat at the United Nations in 
1960. The American delegation was shocked by the nasty words of Ambassador 
Jaja Wachuku, Nigeria’s permanent representative in the General Assembly. 
Reacting to the welcome speech of US representative Adlai Stevenson, who 
reiterated the US commitment to helping African countries, the ambassador 
responded with what Gardner called a terrible statement: “Well, the West will 
have to pay for its decades of colonialism, and we are not here with our hand 
out asking for your charity, Ambassador Stevenson. We want a whole new 
world economic order based on justice. We want higher prices for our exports, 
and different terms of trade. We want control over multinational corporations.” 
The clash between the superpowers and newly independent countries exposes 
some fundamental characteristics of General Assembly discussions in this 
period. Sometimes they harmonized with external events and sometimes they 
ran counter to them, but they always reflected Cold War dynamics. Gardner 
later recalled that “by this time the Russians were working not only behind 
the scenes, but very overtly, to form an alliance with the most radical part of 
the Afro-Asian group against the United States.”1
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Nigeria’s speech came as a shock because the new administration supported 
the creation of an international aid system. US president John Fitzgerald Ken-
nedy, addressing the UN General Assembly on 25 September 1961, called for 
a strong international commitment: “Self-determination is but a slogan if the 
future holds no hope. That is why my nation, which has freely shared its capi-
tal and its technology to help others help themselves, now proposes officially 
designating this decade of the 1960s as the United Nations Decade of Devel-
opment.”2 Economist Hans Singer recalled that Kennedy’s determination 
surprised the audience.3 The Decade of Development became the setting for 
expanding and coordinating UN development programs. The hope was that 
research, technical assistance, and pilot projects would transform develop-
ment into a cooperative venture involving the whole international community.

The UN was the ideal place for East and West to meet. In General Assem-
bly sessions, political confrontation was the rule, but in the more technical 
institutions, dialogue often prevailed. The growing awareness of the global di
mensions of development had made international organizations, especially 
the United Nations, crucial to development thinking and practice. The word 
“underdeveloped”—or more precisely, the word as applied to a country—was 
first used in an international organization, the International Labour Organiza-
tion (ILO), before the Second World War. Wilfred Benson, a former British 
colonial officer linked to Fabian socialism, employed the term in his report 
Social Policy in Dependent Territories, where he called for the adoption of supra-
national welfare policies.4 International organizations’ involvement in devel-
opment proceeded in stages, converging toward “one size fits all,” universal 
technocratic knowledge, and solutions unconnected to cultural specificities, 
even if distinctive in their ideological orientation. In the 1990s, the naturalized 
French diplomat Stéphane Hessel wrote that development was a concept that 
informed the whole structure of the United Nations and gave it meaning.5 He 
claimed it took forty years to move from the black-and-white reasoning of the 
1950s toward a more nuanced view. The story of this transformation is told 
here. International organizations that had acted as agencies of civilization in 
late colonial times became arenas in which different ideas of modernity were 
articulated. Some, like the World Bank, were clearly the expression of a West-
ern capitalist mind-set, whereas others, like the United Nations, provided a 
home for both technocratic thinking and anti-imperialist ideas that differed 
from the prevailing modernization theory.6

Precedents: The League of  Nations
In 1945, Belgian law scholar Maurice Bourquin, longtime diplomat and pro-
fessor of international law at the Institut Universitaire des Hautes Études 
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Internationales and Geneva University, witnessed the first General Assembly 
of the United Nations as a member of the Belgian delegation. Thinking back 
to the League of Nations, he wrote that the League’s greatest success was as  
an incubator for international technical organizations that created a new way 
of doing international politics: as technocratic work.7 The technical role of the 
League of Nations was often praised. Stanley Bruce, together with the Special 
Committee on the Development of International Cooperation in Economic 
and Social Affairs, of which Bourquin was a member, wrote the famous Bruce 
Report, published 22 August 1939. In it, he argued for a clear separation of 
political and technical activities in the organization. His ideas were later used 
to form ECOSOC, the UN Economic and Social Council.8

In the interwar years, it was widely thought that economic crisis was a pri-
mary cause of instability and that growth and humanitarian measures were 
the tools to mitigate its impact. Intervention in the economic and social realm 
was thus seen as a preventive measure. Rooted in nineteenth-century philan-
thropic internationalism, this view survived the crises of the 1930s and 1940s, 
motivating the League of  Nations to engage with economic and social security 
and making it the ideal place to deal with emerging development policies. 
Jamie Martin has recently studied how in the 1930s, the League’s economic and 
financial department and its head, Arthur Salter, thought of implanting cor-
poratist models of economic management in India and China by introducing 
National Economic Councils where colonial experts and international officers 
could work together on development policies. These were early examples of 
international cooperation of a new kind, sometimes called a civilizing mission 
without empire.9 Asia was the first site of these global networks, and several 
Americans prophesied that it would soon turn into the world’s factory.10

The first project sponsored by the League of Nations, a technical assis-
tance program centered on rural cooperatives, was requested by the nation-
alist government of China. Sun Yat-sen’s The Economic Development of China 
had appeared in English in 1922; in it he suggested that technocratic man-
agement of development could counter imperialism. He advocated that “the 
vast resources of China” could “be developed internationally under a Socialist 
scheme” in a sort of “great trust owned by the Chinese people.”11 After years 
of foreign domination under unequal treaties, Sun Yat-sen considered bilateral 
aid unacceptable. The League of Nations, however, did not intend to offer 
multifaceted and expensive reconstruction plans. Salter and Chiang Kai-shek 
created an economic planning committee that elaborated a three-year devel-
opment plan modeled on the Soviet five-year plan and used experts familiar 
with Soviet planning. Under the technical assistance agreement that Chinese 
finance minister Song Ziwen signed with the League of  Nations in 1931, China 
would receive technology and financial support for nation building. Because 
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of natural catastrophes, work did not start until 1933, when the League sent 
twenty-six experts, including doctors, engineers, and agronomists, who dealt 
with public health, education, water management, transportation, and agri
culture. The general principles guiding the League of  Nations were promoting 
free trade and increasing industrial production; however, it did not have a 
unitary idea of modernity. The agricultural development experts sent to China 
in 1933, Briton William Kenneth Hunter Campbell, Italian Mario Dragoni, and 
German Max Brauer, were influenced by different intervention approaches—
“liberal” colonialism, fascist corporatism, and a moderate strand of European 
socialism—and held different ideas about developing rural cooperatives.12 
Local elites and experts ended up choosing what suited their political agenda.

In the 1930s, particularly between 1936 and 1939, Chiang Kai-shek did not 
rely exclusively on the League of Nations. He also had a personal consultant, 
H. D. Fong, an economist and Yale graduate who wanted to develop heavy 
industry under state control, as in Germany or the Soviet Union.13 His ideas 
contrasted sharply with those of the League of Nations’ expert, John Bell Con-
dliffe. Previously at the Rockefeller Foundation, by 1932 Condliffe was working 
on a World Economic Survey for the League of Nations. He contended that 
promoting the natural evolution of the economy was key to development, 
while economic nationalism blocked growth. In his view, individual rights 
should prevail over the nation-state. Technological innovation should be 
encouraged only if it took root autonomously. Condliffe doubted that China 
could industrialize in a short time. A few years later, the Rockefeller Founda-
tion, still working on its fantasy of constructing a Free China, hired Fong as its 
leading expert. In 1944, Fong returned to China to submit his plan to Chiang 
Kai-shek, and the Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East, founded 
in 1946 by ECOSOC, took up his plans for reconstruction and development.

Development as Profession after the Second World War
China illuminates the continuities between the interwar and postwar years. 
It also reveals the strong connections between governmental and nongovern-
mental international organizations, whose staff and ideas frequently moved 
back and forth. While in the colonial tradition experts had specialized in a  
place and its culture, in the League of Nations the model officer was a theorist of  
the laws of economic development, an ambassador of progress, a specialist in 
regions considered underdeveloped by Western modernity. This professional 
could eradicate malaria, organize a school system, teach new farming tech-
niques, or deal with workplace litigation.14

Whether in the imperial system or international organizations, the classic 
technocratic move still occurred: a political and moral issue was transformed 
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into a technical one.15 As described by anthropologist James Ferguson, this 
reflected the idea of development as an “anti-politics machine” based on the 
objectivity of scientific-technological thinking.16 Development became a spe-
cial area. Economist and US ambassador to India John Kenneth Galbraith was 
an eyewitness to this transition. He explains how in 1949 development eco-
nomics hardly existed, but within fifteen years, with contributions from private 
foundations such as Ford, Rockefeller, and Carnegie, attention to poverty and 
its conundrums had increased exponentially.17 The language of development 
traveled through conferences, study programs, and specific experience. Often 
people who had participated in US-funded postwar reconstruction ended up 
working in development. Development officials were the product of a homo-
geneous cultural and intellectual climate dominated by trust in a modernizing 
revolution that would create a future in which all societies had high levels 
of industrialization, urbanization, mechanization of agriculture, rising living 
standards, and common (Western) values.

International networks of experts became powerful conduits for the dis-
semination of a potentially global project.18 Meanwhile, international organi-
zations became the place where Truman’s dream—as described in chapter 2— 
could be achieved. Poverty, like peace, work, and health, was now a global issue 
to be resolved by international organizations applying international principles. 
At the director level, experts with strong colonial backgrounds were involved 
in the new internationalist project. John Boyd Orr, for example, the biologist 
who became the first director-general of the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion (FAO), worked with colonial administrations in South Africa, Kenya, and 
Palestine in the 1920s.19 Julian Huxley, who headed the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) after the Second World 
War, had been a consultant in the British colonial administration in West Africa. 
Scientists and technicians specializing in colonial issues ended up working for 
international organizations or, sometimes, newly independent countries.20

An international class of supposedly apolitical specialists emerged, with a 
strong sense of mission and a reliance on applied science for problem solving. 
Trust in the social sciences was widespread, though those afraid of a dehu-
manized international society created in the name of technical knowledge had 
reservations. Alva Myrdal, the director of the social sciences department at 
UNESCO between 1951 and 1955, worried about what she called the philoso-
phy of technical assistance. She was disturbed by the nightmare of automatic 
perfection, represented in literature by George Orwell and Aldous Huxley, and 
warned about the dream of a mechanized society. She saw in industrialization 
the looming threat of the enslavement of entire peoples: economic and cultural 
development, as well as the promotion of human rights, needed to be carefully 
synchronized.21 Before planting the seed of economic development, one must 
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prepare the cultural terrain, Myrdal claimed. Convinced that education was cru-
cial for successful development, she feared that progress could be suffocated 
or, worse, retarded, by uprooting cultural traditions: not all problems could be 
solved uniformly by one international standard.22 The role of the United Nations 
was to digest knowledge produced by experts, international philanthropists  
(she expressly mentioned the Rockefeller Foundation), and missionaries, and 
to turn it into expertise accessible to the scientists of the future.23 One of  Myr
dal’s main worries was population control, which she wanted to promote, and 
which was both a factor and a product of this cultural work. A better education 
for women was one of the key elements for change.24 Her ideas were ignored.

By the end of the 1940s, international organizations were creating projects 
in the hundreds. Some organizations were specifically devoted to develop-
ment, like the World Health Organization (WHO), the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), the FAO, and the World Bank.25 Typically, these orga-
nizations started first in Latin America and then moved into Asia and Africa. 
Assuming that modernity required the uprooting of tradition to raise standards 
of living and solve the perceived problems of backwardness, they ignored the 
warnings of anthropologists.26 Development projects often implied a great 
deal of social engineering, and official documents did not hide the fact that 
adjustments could be painful. A 1951 UN Department of Social and Economic 
Affairs report, Measures for the Economic Development of Underdeveloped Coun-
tries, for example, claimed that “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 persons who cannot keep up with progress have 
to have their expectations of a comfortable life frustrated.”27 It felt that very 
few communities would be ready to pay the full price of economic progress, 
but they would have to, as this was the road to modernity.

The World Bank
The institution that statutorily interprets development as a global project 
is the World Bank. Born as the International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (IBRD), its twofold mission was reconstruction and develop-
ment. The World Bank, however, was and is a bank, not a development agency. 
From its beginning, many were suspicious of it. Investors saw it as a place for 
dreamers, not one that would prioritize revenue-generating investments.28 To 
encourage private capital investments, Eugene Mayer, president of the bank 
in 1946, insisted on profitability as the first criterion for loans. His succes-
sor, John McCloy, tried to win Wall Street’s trust by stressing the outstand-
ing professionalism of the bank’s personnel, highly trained cadres who saw 
past their national identity. They aligned with McCloy when he insisted that 
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criteria for loans be economic, not political. The president’s view, however, 
contrasted with that of executive directors in the bank, who were required 
to prioritize politics. The East-West conflict was mixed up in decisions right 
from the start. At the end of the 1940s, Poland requested a loan to reconstruct 
its mining industry. That industry should have sold its produce to Western 
Europe in exchange for dollars or gold that would have let it repay the loan. 
The project was viable, but by Cold War logic it was not permissible to offer 
Western resources to a communist country. As a consequence, Poland was 
judged unable to pay it back and the loan was not granted at all.

When the Marshall Plan started operating in Western Europe, the World 
Bank could focus more clearly on the other element in its name: development. 
John McCloy made this explicit in a meeting with the executive directors in 1947: 
“I think we are going to be driven into a very different field sooner than I thought, 
into the development field.”29 At least initially, reconstruction and development 
did not seem so separate. Italy, a recipient of World Bank aid for the Mezzo-
giorno, for instance, received Marshall Plan aid both for reconstruction and for 
development of its backward regions.30 The move from reconstruction in Europe 
to development in backward areas outside it occurred when Eugene Black was 
bank president (1949–1963). Black was eager to think in Cold War terms, and he 
often urged Western countries to join forces against the Soviet Bloc. The Aid-
India Consortium, for example, an international scheme to support the eco-
nomic development of India and Pakistan, was introduced to German chancellor 
Konrad Adenauer in July 1959 as a tool to act against the Soviets.31

The first study mission in a developing country was in Colombia between 
11 July and 5 November 1949.32 Called the General Survey Mission, it had the 
goal of formulating “a development plan designed to raise the standard of 
living of the Colombian people,” and it was intended to serve as a model of 
good practice and a pattern for future missions. It was motivated by the belief, 
typical at that time, that growth, once ignited, would become self-sustainable. 
The commission, made up of eleven international experts, started work under 
the direction of Lauchlin Currie, a Keynesian economist close to Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt and D. H. White, the creator of the Bretton Woods system. 
The commission’s report revealed its faith in self-sustained growth: “Only 
through a generalized attack throughout the whole economy on education, 
health, housing, food, and productivity can the vicious cycle of poverty, igno-
rance, ill health and low productivity be decisively broken. But once the break 
is made, the process of economic development can become self-generating,” it  
claimed.33 The plan was never fully put into practice.

The hope of promoting economic growth through low-cost operations 
quickly faded. Teaching techniques, sharing models, and spreading entrepre-
neurial and technological strategies were not enough to spark self-sustaining 
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growth. What was needed was capital, which was to be secured by introducing 
a guarantee scheme. To this end, in 1956 the International Finance Corpora-
tion was born. Although its director was autonomous, it shared staff, struc-
ture, and experts with the bank. In the same year, an Economic Development 
Institute was built to educate recipients on the methods, ideas, and language 
of the World Bank and to increase its planning capacity. Educating recipient 
government staffs from the Third World helped replicate the bank’s ideol-
ogy and promote the capitalist system in opposition to the Soviet challenge.  
The Economic Development Institute, which availed itself of the assistance of 
the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations, emphasized US planning, especially the  
TVA, in its educational programs. In the minds of World Bank experts, the 
system of dams, hydroelectric plants, and irrigation schemes was an ideal 
model thanks to the great injection of capital under government control.34

The World Bank promoted an idea of efficiency based on the theory of 
comparative advantage. It encouraged solutions in which poor countries 
exported raw materials while advanced countries produced and exported 
technology, and it did not approve development plans that contravened this 
logic. For example, it rejected financing for Juan Domingo Perón’s Argentina. 
Not because of outrage at his dictatorship, but because the policies envisaged 
in his plans—nationalization, import substitution, regional integration—were 
considered ineffective and bad for the health of the economy. Political issues, 
including evaluations of the democratic character of the recipients or their 
respect for human rights, were not considered in the loan-making process; the 
environment or the rights of local communities still less. This approach was 
occasionally criticized; Sir Robert G. A. Jackson, former deputy director of 
the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), was 
particularly harsh. He bluntly denounced the decision to withdraw support 
for the Aswan Dam in Egypt and the rejection of Tazara (a railway project 
to connect Tanzania and Zambia) as political blindness. Both projects, he 
contended, were rejected because fierce neutralist governments promoted 
them, while loans were accorded to the colonels’ regime in Greece. For years 
the World Bank had forgotten the goal of promoting democracy, wrote Jack-
son in 1971 in a letter to Margaret Joan Anstee, his partner in both life and 
development.35

The United Nations and Development: 
The Place for an Alternative?

Development, like anticolonialism, was not the original mission of the 
United Nations. That role was given to economic organizations. However, the 
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Economic and Social Council of the UN (ECOSOC) soon became a place 
to discuss development ideas via the studies of the regional economic com-
missions ECOSOC instituted. Unlike international economic organizations, 
UN commissions included socialist countries. In 1946, a Sub-Commission for 
Economic Development was constituted, with the United States, the Soviet 
Union, China, India, Brazil, Mexico, and Czechoslovakia as members. The sub-
commission discussed strategies for capital financing, land reform, income 
redistribution at the national level, and technical assistance. Its goals were 
better living standards, full employment, social progress, and development, as 
well as full use of natural resources, energy, and capital. This would be achieved 
by Western-style industrialization: diversifying the economy, introducing key 
industries and advanced technology, and pursuing rural development.

After 1945, humanitarian intervention through the United Nations was 
about structuring large-scale assistance networks, a project that culminated in 
the creation of UNRRA, which handled emergency relief. UNRRA’s mandate 
ended in 1947: Cold War warriors disapproved of the relief it provided to the 
socialist countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Isolationist senator Robert 
Taft said that for the United States to finance United Nations programs was 
insane, since these programs supported socialism.36 Although UNRRA ended, 
some of its operations were carried on by specialized agencies. FAO resumed the 
projects against rinderpest in China, WHO continued the antimalaria program, 
and UNESCO worked on universal primary education. And later international 
development organizations were often staffed by UNRRA alumni, often Amer-
icans who had been active in the New Deal and served in Europe during the war.

UNRRA had another important legacy: the idea that technical assistance 
was crucial to postwar reconstruction.37 The vision of expanding and coordi-
nating actions for development through the United Nations had been around 
since the League of Nations, and it fitted within the tradition of  Western phil-
anthropic thought that considered aid the key to a better future. The first step 
was a program of technical assistance in line with the spirit of Point Four. In 
1950, as part of a Twenty-Year Peace Program based on the idea that technical 
assistance promoted peace, UN secretary-general Trygve Lie launched the 
Expanded Program of Technical Assistance (EPTA) for the economic devel-
opment of underdeveloped countries. Freedom from want promised increased 
social peace and security.38 In the wake of Point Four, the UN began making 
plans: full employment, capital investments in underdeveloped areas, and reg-
ulation of international markets and prices. The idea was a managed system 
that could redistribute wealth on a world scale, a vision distant from economic 
liberalism and the views promoted by the US administration.39

From its foundation, ideas on development played an important role in the 
United Nations. Its economists and social scientists believed that development 
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had to be financed by loans at subsidized rates and that international trade 
was the key to growth. Polish economist Ignacy Sachs later recalled that the 
first generation in the UN, coming from a career in military administration or 
the League of Nations or UNRRA, was committed, politically involved, and 
animated by trust in full employment, planning, the priority of social ques-
tions, and anticolonialism.40 Three reports commissioned by ECOSOC and 
published between 1949 and 1951 reveal how these views shaped the UN: these 
were National and International Measures for Full Employment (1949), Mea-
sures for the Economic Development of Under-Developed Countries (1951), and 
Measures for International Economic Stability (1951). The key expert involved 
was the West Indian economist W. Arthur Lewis. His work The Principles of 
Economic Planning (1949) came with an appendix, “On Planning in Backward 
Countries,” that became compulsory reading for UN officials. In it, Lewis 
stressed the necessity of devising planning instruments for poor countries 
and keeping development plans commensurate with administrative capacity: 
overambitious schemes would engulf poor countries’ weak administrative 
structures. He also claimed that both the rural economy and the processing 
industry had to be promoted in order to produce for export.41 His Economic 
Development with Unlimited Supplies of Labor (1954), about the concept of the 
dual economy, became a milestone of development economics and earned 
him the Nobel Prize for economics.42 Lewis was a professor in Manchester 
but also worked in the early 1950s as a consultant for the UN on technical 
assistance. He was brought in by David Owen, a British diplomat who had a 
crucial role in setting up the UN structure for technical assistance.43

At the core of UN actions was the principle of balanced development. This 
meant encouraging growth by transferring labor from low-productivity to 
high-productivity areas, from rural to urbanized zones. In 1953, an ECOSOC 
report on the choice between agriculture and industry, written with the par-
ticipation of Arthur Lewis, Jan Tinbergen, Simon Kuznets, and Barbara Ward, 
concluded that it did not matter whether agriculture or industry was priori-
tized. What was important was promoting a balanced growth of all sectors, 
and raising living standards by constantly improving the effective use of all 
factors of production.44

The UN’s other focus was the role of trade in development. Here the studies 
of Hans W. Singer, an economist in the UN’s statistical office, were key. In his 
1949 UN Report on Relative Prices of Exports and Imports of Underdeveloped 
Countries, Singer identified the problems of trade in underdeveloped coun-
tries: the price volatility of the goods they produced and the worsening of the 
terms of trade. When his study on the terms of trade was published in 1950 in 
the American Economic Review, it had a major impact.45 The data he used—
collected by the League of Nations and covering the period 1876–1948—did 
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not confirm the predictions of classical theory.46 What should have happened, 
the theory said, was that prices of raw materials, primary products, and metals 
would increase relative to other manufactured goods. Singer’s data showed 
different dynamics: the terms of trade for goods exported by poor countries 
tended to worsen, while the terms of trade for manufactured goods tended 
to improve. These conclusions, which showed that underdeveloped areas 
contributed to growth without receiving the same advantages as developed 
countries, shocked economists. In the UN Economic Commission for Latin 
America (ECLA), Argentine economist Raúl Prebisch’s The Economic Devel-
opment of Latin America and Its Principal Problems pointed out the political 
consequences of Singer’s work.47 The ECLA report was presented in 1951 
in Havana, together with The Economic Survey of Latin America, a survey of 
production trends that drew on a huge set of newly available data, including 
regional data on population, transportation, foreign trade, inflation, and the 
balance of payments.48 In his presentation of the report and survey, Prebisch 
provided the context and offered ideas for a UN action plan. The Prebisch-
Singer doctrine, as it became known, was born. The doctrine argued that 
technical progress in manufacturing increased profits, whereas progress in 
the production of food and raw materials led to lower prices. Industrialized 
countries thus got the best of both worlds—high prices for the goods they sold 
and low prices for those they bought—while underdeveloped countries lost 
on both counts. The theory immediately influenced economic policies in Latin 
America and India, since the idea of worsening terms of trade could be used 
by those in developing countries looking to diversify their exports.49 Although 
it was produced within the UN, the ECLA report was never fully owned by 
it. Secretary-general Trygve Lie wrote the introduction to the document, but 
he failed to endorse it.50

Underdeveloped countries were (and are) chronically short of capital, a 
key factor for economic development. Where to find the needed capital? This 
crucial question was discussed at the outset of the ECOSOC. For industri-
alized countries, the rationale for contributing capital was that improving 
standards of living in poor countries would awaken a new demand for the 
import of manufactured goods, thus helping rich countries solve their unem-
ployment problems. The EPTA, the UN’s technical assistance program, had 
provided mostly training and tutorials, but Hans Singer and Paul G. Hoffman, 
the former administrator of Marshall Plan aid and indefatigable supporter of 
development initiatives, worked to expand its investments. “If we do our job 
well, we will be out of business in 25 years,” Hoffman liked to say.51 But the 
drive to create a fund for economic development encountered huge problems. 
In 1952, ECOSOC retrieved an early 1949 plan and transformed it, hoping 
to overcome the hostility of many developed countries.52 The proposal for 
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the UN Fund for Economic Development (UNFED)—the name was soon 
changed to Special UN Fund for Economic Development (SUNFED), to 
avoid the unpleasant acronym—landed in the General Assembly in 1953. It 
proposed a base of $250 million, plus additional voluntary payments, to be 
used for financing the development plans of participant countries. As soon as 
the Soviet Union endorsed it, SUNFED became a symbol of East-West com-
petition and the object of a Cold War propaganda campaign. The Eisenhower 
administration was not interested in multilateral cooperation on development, 
nor could it countenance investing in a program co-managed by the USSR. 
Even less palatable for the United States was the prospect that SUNFED might 
legitimize the Soviet rhetoric of moving resources out of the arms race and 
into development.

Discussions over SUNFED intertwined with the McCarthyite anticom-
munist obsession and political tensions around the war in Korea.53 McCar
thy’s committee had an office in the UN building, checking for communist 
influences there, and from 1950 to 1953, during Trygve Lie’s weak secretariat,  
he scared off or fired many excellent specialists. Hans Singer was accused 
of plotting with the communists because of his support of planning and 
SUNFED.54 After the first version of SUNFED was abandoned because of the 
West’s communist phobia, discussions turned to smaller projects: for example, 
the funding of surveys or feasibility studies to alert less developed countries to 
available natural resources, or the construction of research centers to apply 
modern technologies to development and instruct the local workforce. In 1955, 
new energy was injected into UN development when Hoffman turned down 
the post of US ambassador to India to take charge of the US mission to the 
United Nations. SUNFED returned to the agenda, and while Hoffman reiter-
ated US objections, he also pushed the United States to announce a “bold new 
development program” of participation in multilateral initiatives other than 
SUNFED.55 In mid-1956, another brutal press campaign hit SUNFED and 
its supporters. The plan was described as a UN socialist plot to bankrupt the 
United States.56 Nonetheless, a draft was passed by ECOSOC in 1957, which 
the United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada voted against. The rift 
was mended via a compromise that involved a new agency of the World Bank 
group, the International Development Association (IDA), that would offer 
long-term credits at subsidized rates payable in local currencies to be used to 
build infrastructure. The idea of a far-reaching development fund financed 
within and run by the UN was dropped.

Singer argued that the UN should offer credits on favorable terms (soft 
lending) in partnership with the World Bank, but the bank claimed that 
donors would not entrust their money to the UN, which they saw as radi-
cal, utopian, and politically naive. Only by operating on its own could the 
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World Bank ensure its credibility. In 1956, the bank promoted the International 
Finance Corporation to attract private capital into development projects.57 As 
for the UN, in 1958 it created a more modestly endowed Special Fund, directed 
by Paul Hoffman, with W. Arthur Lewis as his deputy. To differentiate itself 
from the World Bank, the fund, at Singer’s suggestion, was described as an 
organ to finance preinvestment studies and research.58 Hoffman was a com-
mitted supporter of aid as enlightened interest, believing that without aid, the 
so-called revolution of rising expectations would end in violence, war, and 
chaos.59 Anticommunism and anti-authoritarianism were part of his rhetoric, 
and he got more funds through his program than any other UN agency deal
ing with social and economic issues.

Histories of development at the United Nations tend to downplay the role 
of planning and industrialization in its programs, but a close analysis proves 
the opposite. W. Arthur Lewis, for example, a leader of UN development 
thought, was especially keen on industrialization as the engine for growth. 
Voicing the impatience of the leaders of newly independent countries, Lewis 
proposed that labor-intensive industries be financed through foreign capital 
attracted by favorable fiscal conditions: a sort of industrialization by invita-
tion.60 UN-sponsored initiatives often included education policies, city plan-
ning, or projects modeled on the TVA, like the development of the Mekong 
River basin promoted by Hoffman. The plan had been studied by the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East (ECAFE) in 1957, 
and ECAFE’s report Development of Water Resources in the Lower Mekong Basin 
recommended a huge system of five dams that would irrigate 90,000 square 
kilometers and produce 13.7 gigawatts of electricity. It was conceived as the first 
in a series of similar Asian projects. The UN controlled works through one of 
its field officers.61 It then naturally fell prey to Indochina’s Cold War dynamics, 
so that historiography typically describes the Mekong River Project as the 
schoolbook example of American-style modernization, ideal for illustrating 
US policies in the 1960s, including the Peace Corps, and devising new counter-
insurgency strategies. However, the project originally resulted from a network  
of international organizations, both governmental and nongovernmental, and 
national development agencies, which shared ideas and people. To be sure,  
the United States jumped on board with enthusiasm; it sent so many TVA ex
perts to UN headquarters and to the field that the Johnson administration even
tually appropriated the project entirely.62

UNCTAD
The best-known aspect of the UN action for development, and the most 
innovative, was the creation of the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
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Development (UNCTAD), which became the site for coordinating Third 
World political action and offered a neutralist alternative to the system cen-
tered on the World Bank. UNCTAD resulted from the less developed coun-
tries’ disappointment with the failure to endow UN programs with significant 
capital. UNCTAD came in the wake of the Bandung Conference, when a 
group of newly independent countries reunited around the cause of economic 
decolonization. Formalized in 1963 with the Joint Declaration of the Seventy-
Seven Developing Countries, the G77 group requested changes in the struc-
ture of international trade, especially the prices of raw materials.63 Just as the 
OECD coordinated the actions of the Western developed countries, the G77 
was meant to coordinate those of the underdeveloped countries. However, it 
lacked research and organizational capacities. “Trade, not aid” was the princi-
ple put forward by the G77 and agreed to by ECOSOC in 1962 with resolution 
917 (XXXIV) for convening a Conference on Trade and Development before 
mid-1964: UNCTAD.64

UNCTAD’s success in becoming the place for devising political strategies 
for the Third World is directly linked to its first general secretary, Raúl Pre-
bisch. After the first ECLA report, Prebisch established headquarters in Chile’s 
capital, Santiago de Chile. ECLA became the think tank of a new approach 
to development. Prebisch was a celebrity who enchanted masses as he toured 
Latin America with his ideas. His 1964 document “Towards a New Trade 
Policy for Development,” in which he described his vision of North-South 
relations and proposed ways to improve them, was widely circulated.65 Facing 
a widening of the trade gap between less developed and developed countries, 
Prebisch offered strategies, and, before UNCTAD, a place to discuss them. 
Trade was positive, but it needed adjustment through compensatory finance 
that stabilized the price of raw materials and promoted export of manufac-
tured products, with a preference system to avoid custom duties. As Singer 
recalls, this idea revived Keynes’s old design for world currencies based on 
primary commodities. Jan Tinbergen, Nicholas Kaldor, and Albert G. Hart 
produced a memorandum for Prebisch based on this idea of a commodity-
based currency, but after a long debate stabilization was left to future agree-
ments on individual commodities.66

Placed at the bottom of the UN’s priorities, the opening of UNCTAD in 
Geneva was expected to be a flop. Instead, held between 23 March and 16 June 
1964, with two thousand delegates from 121 countries, it captured public opin-
ion and became a major event. Three groups coordinated their policies: West-
ern countries in the OECD, the Socialist Bloc, and the G77. Socialist countries 
hoped to use UNCTAD as a propaganda opportunity. As early as 1956, the 
Soviet Union had requested the institution of an economic conference within 
the United Nations, but the Economic and Financial Commission blocked 
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the proposal in the General Assembly. The socialist countries agreed with the 
demands of newly independent countries; they lamented discrimination in 
East-West trade, protested quantitative restrictions and the embargo on strategic 
materials, and attacked reciprocal tariff reductions in European free-trade areas. 
The G77 was not in principle against including East-West trade on the agenda. 
However, facing the strong opposition of the West, Prebisch tried to keep the 
Cold War out of proceedings.67 UNCTAD thus remained relatively impervious 
to Cold War ideological battles and served mainly as an arena for North-South 
confrontation in which compromise resolutions could be reached.68

It was not clear what UNCTAD would be. Was it to be a permanent organ, or  
just a periodic meeting, as its original architect, Polish economist Wladek R. 
Malinowski, had envisaged? Malinowski, a representative of regional commis-
sions and then secretary of ECOSOC, was convinced that the key to North-
South relations was political, not economic.69 It was Prebisch who pictured a 
permanent UNCTAD secretariat, able to encourage South-focused activities 
while maintaining its intellectual independence. But what did this mean in this 
context: independence from the United Nations or from the Anglo-American 
academic establishment? Originally, UNCTAD was devised as a research 
organ of the G77. But the G77 was large, and it was almost impossible to come 
to full agreement when members had such different needs. Self-sufficiency 
was good for India or Brazil, but not for smaller countries.70 In the end, a per-
manent South Center was created, headed by Manmohan Singh, later prime 
minister of India. However, the center had very limited resources—limited 
financing came from the Scandinavians and the Dutch—and ended up being 
a podium for charismatic politicians from the Global South, such as Julius 
Nyerere.

In the first UNCTAD (1964–1968), negotiations on commodity agree-
ments stalled immediately, and many G77 members became impatient and 
pressed for an agreement on a generalized system of preferences. In 1968, 
everyone agreed that UNCTAD’s achievements had fallen far short of origi-
nal expectations, which were too great. Although successful as a forum, it was 
not effective in terms of accomplishments. The final declaration disappointed 
Prebisch, who had hoped for more.71 He resigned, officially for health reasons. 
His departure was perceived as the end of a way of understanding North-
South relations. On 13 December 1968, the Economist ran an article titled “The 
End of an Era?”

Assessing Aid at the End of the First Development Decade
At the end of the 1960s, two reports were published in quick succession: the 
Pearson Report of the World Bank and the Capacity Study on UN technical 
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assistance.72 They were intended to raise public awareness of development  
and encourage financing from national parliaments.

The development community within the United Nations had grown during 
the First Development Decade, as had the resources devoted to development. 
In 1965, technical assistance (EPTA) and capital assistance (the Special Fund) 
joined forces and created the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP). In 1967, synergies between the United Nations and the World Bank 
looked promising. World Bank president George Woods, together with famous 
journalist and indefatigable promoter of development initiatives Barbara Ward, 
called for a grand assize to evaluate the results of development policies and 
overcome the allegations of financial mismanagement that surrounded this 
whole field. A Commission on International Development was charged with 
writing a report for the World Bank. Canadian Lester B. Pearson, Nobel Peace 
Prize winner and a founder of FAO, headed it.73 He had no direct experience of 
North-South issues, but other members did. Douglas C. Dillon, the early archi-
tect of the DAC, was the US representative in Kennedy Round negotiations at 
the GATT; Robert E. Marjolin had served as the commissioner for economics 
in the European Community; Saburo Okita had long headed the Commission  
for Economic Planning in Japan; Wilfried Guth had spent a career at the 
World Bank and was now working for the Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau, a 
West German development agency; and former British minister of education  
Sir Edward Boyle was well known for his antiapartheid stance. Two members, 
W. Arthur Lewis and Brazilian economist Roberto Campos, could be consid-
ered representatives of the Southern view. The Pearson Report, Partners in 
Development, was both a diagnosis and an agenda. Since its goal was to increase 
support for development, its intended audience was the general public, not 
governments. As a result, it received widespread publicity.74 It is probably the 
document that best describes social democratic humanitarianism as a global 
project, a moral imperative to fight poverty. It set astronomical growth rates 
for poor countries, 6 percent a year—a real boom. It also introduced the well-
known minimum figure of 0.7 percent of GDP as the required amount of aid 
for each donor: a target destined to stay constant in the following decades.75

In February 1970, the UNESCO Courier devoted an entire issue to the 
Pearson Report.76 In the same month, Barbara Ward organized a conference 
at Columbia University to promote it.77 W. Arthur Lewis opened the con-
ference by elaborating the report’s methodology and goals, insisting on the 
merits of development. Pearson gave the closing remarks. Some of the speak-
ers, especially in the section on “The Aid Relationship,” were famous: Albert 
Hirschmann, Mahbub ul Haq, Richard Jolly, I. G. Patel, and Samir Amin. Many 
were critical, arguing that the partnership between developed and underde-
veloped countries was an illusion, and that the document did not deal with 
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real problems like poverty, inequality, and unemployment, not to mention 
the environmental consequences of development projects, the evils of uncon-
trolled urbanization, and the conundrums of poor public health systems. The 
report did succeed in shifting the focus from the Cold War bickering that had 
held public discourse on development captive. Even President Richard Nixon 
began reasoning on the basis of needs instead of East-West conflict, claiming 
that aid was about morality and that a great nation like the United States could 
not “close [its] eyes to the want in this world.”78 Pearson fervently defended 
development from its critics, describing aid as the missing link in the evolution 
of a society from poverty to well-being, and proclaiming that developed and 
developing countries had no choice “but to face together with honesty and 
energy the difficult, frustrating, but vitally important problems that are caused 
by the grossly uneven pattern of world growth.”79

A Study of the Capacity of the United Nations Development System was com-
missioned by Paul Hoffman to Robert G. A. Jackson. Jackson was a controver-
sial personality in the history of development. Former architect of the Middle 
East Supply Center during the Second World War and an illustrious UNRRA 
administrator, he represented the grand view of development, the faith that 
megaprojects could improve thousands of lives. Contrary to Arthur Lewis, 
who criticized Nkrumah’s Volta River Dam plan for being too grand, too 
expensive, and unresponsive to the needs of the African population, Jackson 
supported both the plan and Nkrumah.80 Entrusted with the management of 
Ghana’s Development Commission, with his wife, Barbara Ward, he encour-
aged Nkrumah’s view that the dam was an act of liberation, proof that Africans 
could handle big TVA-style projects on their own.81 Jackson also promoted 
an International Development Authority to coordinate development efforts at 
a global level. In a talk at Syracuse University in 1959, he held that developing 
newly independent countries was a necessity for the developed world, too. A 
change in mentality was needed in order to understand that the Earth’s well-
being required better living conditions for all.82 Hoffman shared Jackson’s view 
on the priority of improving the living conditions of people worldwide, and 
to that effect he put Jackson in charge of rationalizing the UNDP. Jackson had 
a talent for firing the inefficient—which made him one of the most detested 
people in the UN and kept him from maintaining a career there.83 In charge of 
surveying the jungle of UNDP projects and suggesting ways to trim them, he 
set up a huge structure of consultants, high-level officers in international orga-
nizations (UN, UNDP, World Bank, WHO, ILO, FAO, UNESCO, UNIDO), 
and representatives of both developed and less developed countries, from 
both sides of the Iron Curtain. European Economic Community officers like 
the powerful Jacques Ferrandi and high-profile UN hands such as Prebisch 
and Tinbergen were also consulted.84
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The result of his analysis was a tome of more than five hundred pages, plus 
tables; the report itself was only the first chapter. Sometimes called the Jack-
son Report or Capacity Study, it appeared in 1968 and has been described as 
the most disruptive document in UN history, possibly because it mocked the 
system as a gigantic brainless machine, as big and stupid as the dinosaurs—
and destined for the same end. “The UN development system,” it claimed, “has 
tried to wage a war on want for many years with very little organized ‘brain’ 
to guide it.”85 Given Jackson’s background as a supporter of development, his 
indictment of the system was even more damning. Jackson was very critical of 
organizational flaws that made the UN system a nightmare. The main problem 
he identified was balancing the interest in grand development strategy with 
smaller local development projects. He proposed a stronger center that would 
direct diverse regional articulations with a view of simplifying a huge, compli-
cated, expensive, and slow system. The study emphasized fieldwork as the way 
to resurrect the development mission and suggested a special school to train 
personnel in development management, plus the use of a corps of volunteers. 
Offended by the report, Hoffman locked it in a drawer. The 1970s would soon 
spur further a different line of discussion.
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7
Multiple Modernities and Socialist 

Alternatives in the 1970s

We are all planners today, although very different in character.
—M ic h a ł K a l e c k i,  1976

“We ar e not Marxist-Leninists, and most of us have never read a single 
line of Das Kapital. So what interest do you have in our participating in your 
doctrinal quarrels? I have had enough, when I am eating a sandwich, of being 
accosted by someone who asks me what I think of the Soviet position, and, 
when I am drinking coffee, by someone who questions me about the Chinese 
arguments.”1 This remark from a Kenyan delegate to the 1964 Afro-Asian Peo-
ple’s Solidarity Organization meeting in Algiers summed up the feelings of 
many Africans. In the 1960s, Africans did not hesitate to defy the large commu-
nist powers and were often involved in intermural disputes. In the West, Soviet 
and Chinese actions were often depicted as part of a single plan, but the reality 
was rather different.2 During the Cold War era, multiple, often incompati-
ble modernities were on offer.3 In the 1970s, development assistance models 
offered an array of radical alternatives to the capitalist system. Three different 
models stand out: the Second World around the Soviet Union, the Chinese 
model of self-reliance, and Third Worldism with its project of a New Interna-
tional Economic Order.

The Soviet Union Reinterprets the Two Worlds Theory
By the end of the 1960s, the Soviet Union and its allies were disappointed with 
the prospects for socialism in newly independent countries. The discontent 
was mutual, since the developing world did not appreciate either the Soviets’ 
aid provisions or their political stance, which was perceived as too conservative. 
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Facing increasing aid requests, Leonid Brezhnev, Khrushchev’s successor, 
sought to rationalize Soviet economic assistance plans. His use of cost-sharing 
provoked bitter frustration in recipients who received less money and more 
advice on topics such as nationalization, planning, redistribution, mobiliza-
tion of domestic resources, and balanced development.4 Scholars have often 
stressed the shift in the 1970s when the Soviet Bloc moved away from ideology 
and toward realism, pragmatism, and caution.5 During the Khrushchev years, 
aid to the Third World had been costly and yielded little: revision was required. 
Political instability meant more constrained investment options. Political 
reversals like that of Ghana, where Kwame Nkrumah, the Pan-African leader 
who had famously opted for African socialism, was overthrown in 1966, sug-
gested that the support of individual personalities did not always pay. The new 
guidelines implied institutional development and societal transformation.6

According to official ideology, Comecon and its formula of “integration 
through equality” was the future of North-South relations: the admission  
of developing countries to Comecon—Mongolia in 1962, Cuba in 1972—was 
offered as proof that the world would eventually be divided into two social 
systems. Comecon’s Permanent Commission for Technical Assistance was 
the setting for discussions on aid. Developing countries were treated as a 
special form of capitalist countries that did not necessarily deserve the anti-
imperialist solidarity given to socialist allies.7 In the international division of 
labor, poor countries were still mainly suppliers of raw materials—in the 1950s 
and 1960s exchanges revolved around cash crops like cocoa from Ghana and 
bananas from Guinea, while in the 1970s there was a turn to minerals and fuel. 
After 1967, the Soviet Union made it clear that the Eastern Bloc was expected 
to obtain raw materials from the Third World rather than to rely solely on the 
USSR. Details on how to get better conditions for the import of fuel and other 
raw materials were discussed in meetings of the Commission for Technical 
Assistance and of the deputy ministers for foreign trade, held annually under 
the Comecon umbrella. The USSR was willing to sign agreements with the 
producers and then provide subcontracts to other socialist countries. Weap-
ons and turnkey plants with technicians able to teach locals how to operate 
them proved to be the ideal bargaining chips. In April 1971, at the Moscow 
meeting of the deputy ministers for foreign trade, the expectation was even 
clearer: the Soviet Union declared itself unable to satisfy its partners’ demands 
for oil, offering to mediate oil purchases from other sources instead.8 From 
then on, capital investments had to be profitable and grant the supply of fuel, 
raw materials, and metals from outside the Eastern Bloc. The industrial mod-
ernization of the developing world was now secondary.9

As for the exploration of new sources of strategic raw materials, the predica-
ment of Eastern European countries is well documented in Comecon sources: 
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unable to finance huge projects on an individual basis, they had no alterna-
tive but to join bigger projects financed by the Soviet Union.10 In turn, the 
Soviet Union was keen to embark on cooperative and multilateral initiatives. 
Its experts contended that “great opportunities reside in multilateral coop-
eration,” which meant building joint-export enterprises, mutually providing 
technical assistance, and pooling resources in training personnel. Indeed, com-
mission meetings from 1971 to 1974 focused exclusively on the joint import of 
raw materials. Africa and the Arab countries were seen as especially promis-
ing new sources of oil and phosphates needed for the production of fertiliz-
ers. Discussion focused on specific projects, for example, oil in the deserts of 
Libya, phosphates in Egypt’s Western Desert (Abu-Tartur), and the Kindia 
project to extract bauxite in Guinea.11 Other interests in Sub-Saharan Africa 
included oil from Nigeria, chrome from Sudan, and copper from Zambia.12 As 
for financial relations with Third World countries, the economic integration 
plan of August 1971 foresaw the gradual adoption of the convertible ruble to 
settle accounts among Comecon countries and with developing countries. A 
socialist countries’ development bank, funded with one billion transferable 
rubles, was implemented in January 1974 to promote economic and technical 
assistance to developing countries. This, the Socialist Bloc maintained, was a 
great opportunity for developing countries to finance projects in the extractive 
industries. Once again, the hunger for raw materials drove aid offers.13

Fearing that the data could be used to discredit the socialist system by 
showing low growth rates, socialist countries opposed having their develop-
ment level evaluated by Western statistical tools.14 They insisted that irrec-
oncilable differences separated them from Western notions of modernity: 
rather than copy the stages of growth in the capitalist system, they would,  
as their motto said, surpass without imitating.15 Besides, development was 
an imperial legacy: colonial exploitation had caused both underdevelopment 
and the political pressure on colonists to clear their conscience by providing 
aid. Only Romania abstained from this view.16 In the early 1970s, First Secre-
tary of the Romanian Communist Party Nicolae Ceaușescu called his country 
a Socialist Developing Country. Relations with countries “at the same level 
of development,” he contended, were preferable to Comecon’s international 
division of labor.17

Developing countries were important trade partners for Comecon, and 
official publications stressed this, focusing on the increase in trade with the 
Third World—in 1975, for instance, the volume of trade was seventeen times 
higher than the 1950 figure. Highlighting the rise in manufactured products, 
they pointed out that they were meeting UNCTAD’s requests on structural 
changes in economic relations. They hailed the expansion of multilateral coop-
eration, the introduction of scholarships, and the opening of credit lines in 
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Comecon’s international bank.18 At the end of the 1970s, Comecon discussed 
the admission of non-European members, especially Vietnam (1978). Some 
countries that had adopted scientific socialism were accepted as observers: 
Afghanistan, Angola, Ethiopia, the Democratic Republic of Yemen, Laos, 
Mozambique, and Nicaragua. Could they all be admitted irrespective of their 
stage of development? Many European members doubted it.19

Convergence and Interdependence
“If you cannot beat them, join them,” said Aroon K. Basak, deputy director 
of the World Bank responsible for the United Nations Industrial Develop-
ment Organization (UNIDO) cooperative program, about the 1970s Socialist 
Bloc strategy, especially the move toward Tripartite Industrial Cooperation 
(TIC).20 By the end of the decade, interstate agreements for cooperative ac
tivities and joint East-West companies in Third World markets experienced 
a steady growth. Typically, tripartite projects started from tenders from the 
developing country. Western firms provided management and the most ad
vanced technology and equipment; the Eastern Bloc provided the interme-
diate level of machinery and know-how; developing countries supplied labor 
and raw materials. Oil-producing countries, hoping to expand their influence, 
paid the bill.

One of the developing countries most active in negotiating trilateral co
operation was Libya. Interested in promoting its influence in Africa and the 
Middle East, Muammar Gaddafi chose the German Democratic Republic 
(GDR) as a partner. He was fascinated by the new activism of Werner Lam-
berz, the architect of the East German Africa Policy, or Afrikapolitik, in the 
early 1970s. A prominent member of the Politbüro of the Sozialistische Ein-
heitspartei Deutschlands (SED) and a longtime leading figure of its Commis-
sion for Agitation and Propaganda, Lamberz was a key personality in Erich 
Honecker’s government. He was convinced that trade with developing coun-
tries needed to be integrated into the GDR economy as a way to overcome 
the economic crisis of the early 1970s. At the turn of the decade, the GDR 
became a crucial economic partner for African countries—ranked second 
after the Soviet Union among Eastern European donors.21 In June 1977, 
Lamberz visited Yemen, Ethiopia, Angola, Zambia, Nigeria, and the Congo, 
hoping to sign agreements on raw materials in exchange for rural or industrial 
development projects or state building. On 20 December 1977, the SED Polit-
büro endorsed Lamberz’s view and decided to form a special commission for 
developing countries, headed by party secretary for economic affairs Günter 
Mittag and named the Mittag-Kommission. The commission began study-
ing the prospects for mixed enterprises, starting with Libya.22 An agreement 
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for oil in exchange for development projects in Syria, Ethiopia, Angola, and 
Mozambique was discussed but never signed, as Libya did not like the GDR’s 
conditions, which were less attractive than those the Italians were offering. 
Lamberz’s death in a plane crash over Libya in March 1978 blocked further 
developments, but the model was applied by the GDR elsewhere.

More often it was the Soviet Union that cooperated in developing projects 
for industrial plants in exchange for raw materials. Trilateral projects were 
common in the energy and oil sector, increasing dramatically after 1975, but the 
reality was that trilateral cooperation was more “cooperation in” rather than 
“cooperation with” developing countries.23 This encouraged those who talked 
of convergence and claimed that the West and the socialist countries were no 
different from each other. While in the 1960s the Eastern Bloc abhorred the 
idea of convergence, in the 1970s in the new climate of détente, it essentially 
rehabilitated it via the related concept of interdependence, which was the pre-
cursor of globalization. Soviet intellectuals and party officials who networked 
with the West admitted that capitalism reacted well to the crisis and was 
successful in attracting developing countries. Karen Brutents, an important 
member of the Department of International Relations in the Central Commit-
tee of the CPSU and a top expert on Africa and Asia, wrote in Pravda in 1978 
that capitalism adapted to decolonization by enacting new and more sophisti-
cated forms of exploitation.24 Comecon also changed its mind about exclusive 
relations with newly independent countries. By then, not many believed in 
complementarity between socialist and developing countries, as the economic 
systems of both were based more on the supply side than on the demand side. 
Both were hungry for investments, and they often competed with one another. 
In the mid-1970s, one top economist in Central and Eastern Europe, Michał 
Kalecki, suggested that the West was the better match for both.25 Margarita 
Maximova, head of the Soviet Scientific Council of Philosophy and Global 
Problems, remarked that “despite all the differences and contradictions,” the 
two world markets found themselves “in a definite mutual interaction,” with 
common tendencies that operated in the world economy as a whole.26

This change in approach did not fail to influence East-South relations. 
Among Eastern European and Soviet economists, the issue was promoting 
in developing countries a mixed economy with a role for both domestic and 
foreign private capital.27 The growth in international cooperation suggested 
that there might be mutually agreeable solutions for problems connected with 
the backwardness of developing countries.28 Leon Zalmanovich Zevin, direc-
tor of the Division for Relations with Developing Countries at the Institute 
for the Socialist World Economic System of the Academy of Science, insisted 
that developing countries needed to cooperate with developed countries, 
“including those with different social systems,” to succeed.29 He suggested 
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that tripartite cooperation including both socialist and Western countries 
could help developing nations rid themselves of their one-sided attachment 
to the world capitalist economy. Radically, integrating LDCs in Comecon 
was no longer the favored strategy. The most striking manifestation of this 
change came in 1981, when Mozambique was refused entry, an event signaling 
the collapse of rhetoric of a special East-South solidarity: not all Third World 
countries were equal or had the right level of development to integrate with 
the socialist system. Radical leaders in the Third World perceived this new 
line as a betrayal.

Third World Visions
Relations between socialism and Third Worldism were always ambiguous.30 
Socialist countries considered the Third World unity a myth. In 1979, Karen 
Brutents wrote authoritatively in The Newly Free Countries in the Seventies (an 
English edition came out in 1983) that groupings of newly independent coun-
tries were huge conglomerates of countries that had important differences. 
Therefore, he concluded, Marxism-Leninism rejected any concept of the 
Third World as a single unit and saw attempts to group newly independent 
countries into a special theory or development mode as scientifically flawed.31 
Soviet scholars argued that national liberation movements did not share a 
common platform and that nonalignment did not, strictly speaking, exist: 
newly independent countries maintained strong links with former colonial 
powers and were therefore tout court on the side of the West. After the meet-
ing of the Non-Aligned Movement in Lusaka in 1970, when the Third World 
upheld its differences from the socialist countries, the Soviet Union pointed 
out the ambiguity in the different social and economic orientations within 
nonalignment.32

The Soviets thought they could profit from the discomfort poor countries 
felt in the capitalist system.33 They did so with Cuban support. During the 
1960s, Cuba had often confronted the Soviet Union, but relations improved in 
the early 1970s, when CPSU general secretary Brezhnev repeatedly stated that 
Cuba’s approach to international relations had matured.34 The two countries 
carved out separate spheres of influence and adopted different strategies but 
consulted on the prospects of nonalignment in multilateral settings. Cuban 
aid programs had a stronger emphasis on solidarity and did not really involve 
transportation or strategic resources, focusing instead on the exchange of 
medical school students, schoolteachers, doctors, and others.35 In Angola, the 
country in which Cuba was most involved, Cubans replaced Portuguese per-
sonnel, and in 1977, 3,350 Cubans were sent there.36 Through the good offices 
of Salvador Allende’s Chile, Cuba joined the G77 in 1971 and sided with the 



M u lt i p l e  M o d e r n i t i e s   113

Soviet Union, holding that capitalist and socialist countries clearly expressed 
radically different visions of international relations.37 It made the same point 
in gatherings of the Non-Aligned Movement, UNCTAD, UNESCO, and the 
UN General Assembly. In exchange, Cuba received weapons and aid from 
the Soviet Union and achieved greater visibility and a position as mediator 
between Southern African liberation movements, especially in Angola and 
Mozambique, and the Soviets.38

In the 1970s, Soviet social scientists claimed that only those countries close 
to scientific socialism should be considered nonaligned. If nonalignment was 
equal to anti-imperialism, countries calling themselves nonaligned should not 
accept capital from international economic organizations or host Western mil-
itary bases. They needed to have an active antiapartheid stance and a consis-
tently favorable attitude toward détente.39 A collective work published in 1985 
studied specifically whether nonaligned countries met those conditions.40 
Socialist orthodoxy maintained that antagonist classes could not be neutral. 
Therefore, nonalignment did not mean forming a third bloc.

The Soviets also rejected the North-South divide and the idea of a racial-
ized color line to classify countries, as they felt that accepting the color line 
would imply that the Soviet Union was like the capitalist countries. Any idea of  
a Third World outside the two economic-social systems was dubbed a “false 
Maoist notion.”41 In September 1975 Jacob Malik, the USSR’s representative 
at the UN General Assembly, officially rejected any definition of a North-
South conflict that put the Soviet Union on the same side as the capitalist 
North. The Soviets took a harsh view of dependency theorists, particularly 
Samir Amin, seeing him as a personification of the theoretical radicalism of the 
Third World establishment that grouped socialist countries with the capitalist 
North.42 Although Soviet members of government and academics began rec-
ognizing that establishing an alternative, worldwide economic order patterned 
on integration agreements set up in Comecon was unrealistic, the view that 
“the practice of international division of labour and cooperation within the 
Comecon” offered a “just solution” to many of the problems of the developing 
world coexisted along with views that saw potential for cooperation with the 
West.43 International organizations did not buy Comecon’s view. UNCTAD, 
for example, did not accept the principle that political orientation trumped 
economic development, and it included Cuba, Vietnam, and Mongolia in the 
group of developing countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.44

China’s Development Alternative
Both an aid recipient and a donor, China had a special role in development. 
A huge laboratory for the development strategies of US and international 
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organizations in the interwar years, it became the main recipient of Soviet aid 
after the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance  
of February 1950.45 After Bandung, it also became a donor, aiding the African 
continent and contending with the Soviet Union for Third World influence. 
Development aid was crucial to promoting the picture of China as a power 
capable of entering the donors’ club and deserving the prestige that went with 
it.46 The link to Africa was essentially political, rather than cultural or eco-
nomic, and grounded in the Bandung legacy of shared involvement in the 
Afro-Asian group. In his 1963–64 trip to Asia and Africa, Zhou Enlai and his 
deputy Chen Yi visited thirteen countries.47 During the trip, Zhou recalled 
a past of Chinese contacts across the Indian Ocean dating back to ancient 
Chinese travelers. Recalling Bandung, he mentioned the principles of coop-
eration that China’s policies were founded on. Along with equality and mutual 
benefit came others: China never attached conditions or asked for privileges; 
it tried to lighten the burden of recipient countries as much as possible; it 
helped recipient countries gradually achieve self-reliance; it strove to develop 
aid projects that required less investment and yielded faster results; it pro-
vided the best-quality equipment and materials of its own manufacture; it 
saw to it that the personnel of the recipient country fully mastered necessary 
techniques; and it did not allow its experts to make special demands or enjoy 
special amenities. China promoted its experience as a model, described in 1965 
by Yong Longgun in an article titled “Afro-Asian People’s Path to Achieving 
Complete Economic Independence.” The goal was to inculcate self-reliance so 
that developing countries achieved economic autonomy and stopped relying 
on foreign aid. The steps to be followed included eliminating all foreign privi-
leges; promoting social democratic reforms to increase productivity; granting 
the bare necessities such as food and clothing; increasing productivity to earn 
foreign exchange; training national cadres; and developing domestic science 
and industry so as not to rely on foreign powers.48

China inaugurated a policy of aid on concessional terms, lending at a zero 
interest rate. It was a move that the Soviet Union criticized immediately as 
a tool for discrediting Comecon aid. The Sino-Soviet rift was devastating to 
the Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Organization, AAPSO. Begun in Cairo in 
December 1957, AAPSO was sponsored by the World Peace Council, and its 
original members included the European countries of the Socialist Bloc. By 
the 1960s, only the Soviet Union retained its membership, but at the third 
AAPSO meeting, in 1963 in Moshi, Tanzania, China and a pro-Chinese group 
requested the Soviet Union’s expulsion on the grounds that it was too white a 
country to be considered Afro-Asian. As Marxist George Padmore once said, 
whatever their ideology, the Russians could not fulfill the African desire to be 
mentally free from Europeans.49 The Soviets reacted by stressing their Asian 
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dimension. They cited the Soviet victory over economic and cultural back-
wardness, recalling the Virgin Lands Campaign in Central Asia and Soviet 
industrial development in Baku, Alma Ata, Frunze, and Tashkent. They also 
offered military support for national liberation movements to dispel doubts 
instilled by Chinese propaganda, which labeled peaceful coexistence as a 
counterrevolutionary strategy contrary to the interests of national indepen-
dence movements.50

China became very active in Africa beginning in 1963–1964 with propa-
ganda materials of various kinds, including more than seven hundred hours 
of radio broadcasting in twenty-five languages reaching as far as Latin Amer-
ica—an effort surpassing that of the BBC.51 It planned to set an example for 
African countries. Initially, the political dimension prevailed. The success 
of the revolution in 1949 led several Asian and African leaders to promote 
China as a model. Mao’s guerrilla techniques from the late 1940s were espe-
cially popular, though they did not work optimally because of differences in 
the field and because the discipline required by Chinese guerrilla warfare was 
more demanding than what most Africans were willing to embrace. However, 
leaders of African liberation movements such as Julius Nyerere and Samora 
Machel praised their effectiveness. The Chinese planned to gain influence in 
the Congo area. To this effect, they offered their military and economic assis-
tance to Congo-Brazzaville, Burundi, and the Central African Republic. In 
1966, Fulbert Youlou, the overthrown first president of Congo-Brazzaville, 
wrote J’accuse la Chine, which blamed the Chinese for planning to turn Africa 
into a gigantic rice paddy.52

With the Cultural Revolution (1966–69), China set aside both old struc-
tures and the traditional values linked to them. Experts in planning and for-
eign policy were ousted, leaving little in terms of contacts or knowledge of 
international relations.53 The Cultural Revolution interrupted China’s efforts 
in Africa, but in the early 1970s, China was back, albeit with policy changes. 
Political motives were still crucial, particularly the quest for support for its 
bid to take over Taiwan’s seat at the United Nations. Competition with the 
Soviet Union, which had gained new momentum in Africa, was also impor
tant in orienting China’s political choices.54 Mao launched the Three Worlds 
theory. Each world was defined in terms of economic development, wealth, 
and possession of atomic weapons. The United States and the Soviet Union 
were in the First World; Japan, Europe, Australia, and Canada belonged to 
the Second; and all other countries occupied the Third World. The language 
Mao used was that of class conflict, because he identified the First World with 
exploitation and oppression.55 He shared his theory with Zambian president 
Kenneth Kaunda in February 1974 and shortly thereafter with the president 
of the Non-Aligned Movement, Algerian Houari Boumedienne. On 10 April 
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1974, Deng Xiaoping, the Chinese vice premier, illustrated the theory of the 
Three Worlds and the Four Modernizations in the General Assembly of the 
United Nations. Development took center stage.

In the 1970s, China reoriented its priorities. Geographically, it focused on 
Southeast Africa. Tanzania and Zambia received aid, while requests from West 
Africa, like the railway between Guinea and Mali or the potentially profitable 
Manantali Dam in the Senegal River basin, were systematically rejected, even 
if they came from politically friendly governments. Countries that severed 
relations with the Soviet Union also received Chinese aid: in 1977, for example, 
China took over the Soviet role in Somalia and financed the Fanoole Dam, 
completing an unfinished Soviet work in four years. The dam was meant to 
produce electricity and irrigate rice fields, but civil war soon made it unusable.

No longer did China offer unconditional aid to national liberation move-
ments.56 Sponsorship of Maoist groups was replaced by a less ideological 
approach that targeted governments in power, including military regimes.57 
This strategy, justified by the application of noninterference, tarnished the 
Chinese among left-oriented African governments.58 The backing of revo-
lutionary regimes was supplanted by a totally different discourse based on 
productivity. Economic rationales had more weight, and China often asked 
recipient countries for financial contributions to support experts’ living costs  
or pay for spare parts.59 In the 1970s, China suggested that African gov-
ernments privatize their economic structures or look west to gain further 
assistance. Economic growth, more than revolution, was the key to success, 
stressed Deng Xiaoping in 1974. In 1979, he bluntly claimed that a strategy of 
economic openness, which included accepting aid from the United States, was 
more likely to achieve economic growth.60 In 1988, he advised Joaquim Chis-
sano (Mozambique) and Mengistu Haile Mariam (Ethiopia) against adopting 
scientific socialism.61 Development aid became the focus of China’s external 
relations and the key to instituting a new global political and economic order, 
not necessarily based on the ideological adoption of socialism.62

Self-Reliance? Tanzania between the 
Tazara Railway and Ujamaa

For at least a decade, Julius Nyerere’s Tanzania was the ideal African laboratory 
to test the Chinese model. Nyerere was an intellectual leading a country with 
several ministers who had experienced colonial government, and China’s Tan-
zania projects began with the coming of independence: Urafiki, the Friend-
ship Textile Mill in Dar es Salaam, started in 1964.63 After 1965, China offered 
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military aid in the form of advisers and weapons. Tanzania became the place to 
test the idea of self-reliance, and the place where the Chinese promoted mod-
ernization without imposing burdensome political or economic conditions.

On 5 February 1967, Nyerere and his party, the Tanganyika African National 
Union (TANU), promoted their new strategy for African development in the 
Arusha Declaration. Ujamaa, a revolution in politics and culture, was intended 
to recover tradition and create self-reliance. Its goal was autonomous develop-
ment, independent from the international economic system and built on an 
artificial idea of premodern autarchy. Nyerere’s African socialism was based on 
collective property, not on centralized economic control, planning, or indus-
trial development. China helped turn the Arusha Declaration into a concrete 
plan, offering aid in a different kind of South-South solidarity.64

Nyerere visited China thirteen times, and he claimed he modeled Ujamaa 
on China’s experience.65 The point was to assemble the population in rural 
areas and initiate cash-crop production: for it to work, peasants had to be 
convinced to cooperate, which meant they would be involved in the process 
of modernization and state building.66 Nyerere hoped that rural cooperatives 
that operated on a voluntary basis could prevent the so-called kulakization of 
Tanzanian agriculture—that is, the birth of a class of rich peasants who hired 
other peasants as laborers.67 Organization of Ujamaa happened in stages, the 
first suggesting minimal time working in common plots, with more significant 
communitarian organization concentrated in Ujamaa villages that farmed in 
common at least three days a week, with profits shared among the commu-
nity.68 According to a 1961 World Bank report on planning in Tanganyika, agri-
cultural strategies based on mechanization, like the ones Nyerere devised, had 
been failures.69 Nonetheless, Ujamaa villages adopted colonial ideas of mod-
ernization, including scientific agriculture, mechanization, bureaucratic cen-
tralism, and modern education. The villages were built next to communication 
routes, but in places that were not traditionally inhabited and were therefore 
unlikely to turn a profit. From a structural point of view, the model for the 
Ujamaa village was the Ruvuma Development Association, an organization 
that united fifteen villages in the Songea District in the southwest part of the 
country. It was a blow for the whole project when in 1968 this community, 
the incarnation of the Ujamaa ideal, with local control and nonauthoritarian 
organization, refused to adapt to the centralized scheme.70

Facing popular resistance, Nyerere turned to coercion. In December 1973, 
organization within villages became compulsory, and the expression “Ujamaa 
villages” was replaced by “operation planned villages.” Ujamaa moved from a 
democratic policy inspired by tradition into a more classic mode of planning, 
one that figured prominently as a case study in conferences of the 1970s that 
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discussed the viability of planning.71 Expectations for the Tanzania experiment 
varied. Nyerere’s original plans were widely endorsed: the Catholic Church, 
for instance, praised the role of education, particularly the fact that Nye
rere did not intend to dismantle the country’s missionary-based educational 
structures.72 But skepticism came quickly: “violence, forcing, injustice, and 
failure” were the words the Episcopal Conference used to describe the early 
experience of those in Ujamaa villages.73 The concentration of power in local 
authorities who abused that power by favoring client networks was a problem, 
as was the authorities’ violent response to local resistance.74 The villagization 
campaign produced economically unproductive communities that refused to 
cooperate with the state. The strict surveillance was too similar to the repres-
sive policies of colonial times, and forced population movements recalled the 
campaigns against sleeping sickness, which had moved large masses. Belief in 
the mechanization of agriculture and, more generally, in farming with modern 
techniques was also associated with colonialism.75 Ujamaa villages did not 
meet Nyerere’s expectations. In 1979, he said that although 60 percent of the 
people were now living in socialist villages, they did not live as socialists.76 
Overall, the plan was economically counterproductive and disrupted the eco-
logical balance of the traditional rural economy.

The project that served as the symbol of China’s ability to offer an alternative 
to the superpowers and traditional European donors was the 1,060-mile-long 
Tazara Railway, also known as Africa’s Freedom Railway. Built between 1968 
and 1975, it cost $400 million: China offered a long-term loan at zero percent 
after the Soviet Union and Western donors rejected the project as economi-
cally unviable. The railway would allow Zambia to export its copper without 
depending on the railways and ports still under white minority rule in Rho-
desia, Angola, and South Africa, and despite being an old colonial enterprise, 
it was now reinterpreted as a project for national identity.77 The refusal of sup-
port by other donors made it the ideal showcase for Chinese aid, courage, and 
skill. The cooperation between Zambia and Tanzania—two former colonies 
uniting against white imperial rule—added ideological meaning. The railway 
was completed before the original deadline, which was considered a testimo-
nial to Chinese and African labor efficiency. Acceleration of the schedule was a 
typical Chinese approach, and because of the project’s great international vis-
ibility, only the most qualified workers had been chosen.78 Since the workers 
came from Zambia and Tanzania and represented several ethnic groups, the 
project was also a way to build solidarity. The workers learned technical skills 
through example on-site, a necessity that was soon translated into pedagogical 
and ideological principle. Although socialization between the Chinese and 
Africans was complicated, the local population loved the Chinese medicine 
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that came along with the railway work. They thought it was more advanced 
than Western medicine, just as socialism was more progressive than capital-
ism.79 While there was and is much propaganda extolling the project’s virtues, 
China was not wholly satisfied, and the hugely expensive project diminished 
Chinese enthusiasm for aid.

Tazara Railway stations were incorporated into Ujamaa villages, thus unit-
ing the two big projects and symbols of Chinese aid. The first resettlements 
started in 1973 and were to be completed by 1977. Later, communities were 
expected to provide security to the new infrastructure. Workers who had built 
the railway were to serve as settlers, an avant-garde of modernizers who would 
catalyze settlement.80 This did not happen. Locals saw the population transfers 
as utter violence.

Third Worldism and the New International  
Economic Order

“For a long time prior to their independence, the developing countries had 
been seduced by the idea of the class struggle; but today they realized that the 
essential problem for them was the elimination not so much of the proletariat 

Figure 4. Building the Tazara Railway, 1967. From Beijing Review,  
http://www.bjreview.com.cn/special/2014-04/24/content_615209.htm.

http://www.bjreview.com.cn/special/2014-04/24/content_615209.htm
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classes as of the proletarian nations.”81 This was how Doudou Thiam, the for-
eign minister of Senegal, summed up the Third World’s view in 1967. Aid was 
not about begging for charity, nor was it solely a moral issue. It was a juridical 
obligation, he argued, and as such needed to be codified into a legal right. 
Talking to the United Nations General Assembly one year earlier, he had in
sisted on the right to development and imagined an “Economic Bandung” that 
would draft a new charter for the world economy.

The demand for a profound change in the international economic order 
grew stronger in the 1970s. The crisis and obsolescence of the Bretton Woods 
system after 1971 helped Third World claims, which also enjoyed the support 
of the rebellious youth movements in the West.82 Third Worldism had a huge 
influence on large sectors of the political left, which were captivated by cham-
pions such as Frantz Fanon, the psychologist and leading anticolonial thinker 
who called for the use of violence in the decolonization process—an author 
who was rather alien to orthodox Marxism.83 In its list of assets, the Third 
World could count on the crucial strategic alliance with the oil producers 
united in the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), 
who were reclaiming sovereignty over natural resources. In the 1960s, oil-
producing countries had successfully demanded their share in oil concessions, 
which—argued Fouad Rouhani, the first secretary-general of OPEC—was 
not only anachronistic, but immoral in a postcolonial world. In 1965, Saudi 
oil minister Abdullah al-Tariki, cofounder of OPEC along with Venezuelan 
minister Juan Pablo Pérez Alfonso, had denounced petroleum colonization. 
His appeal to nationalization found enthusiastic followers in the revolutionary 
regimes that came to power in the Mediterranean at the turn of the decade. 
Libya, under Colonel Muammar Gaddafi, was the front-runner: it nationalized 
all the holdings of British Petroleum in November 1971. Algeria and Iraq soon 
followed. The ability to acquire control over means, technology, and levels of 
production was crucial to economic development and industrialization, the 
insurrectionist oil elites argued.84 They were supported by the Soviet Bloc, 
which was eager to offer technology and acquire Arab raw materials through 
long-term agreements. In the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, the Arabs used oil as a 
weapon, with oil producers cutting production and imposing an embargo in 
concert with non-Arab OPEC members, causing a dramatic rise in prices. 
OPEC backing gave the Global South a new contractual power, putting it in an 
ideal position to promote an ambitious scheme for economic decolonization: 
the New International Economic Order (NIEO).85

The NIEO monopolized public discourse between 1973 and 1974. It was 
exactly what Thiam had called for in 1966: the completion of the work started 
at Bandung. Rich countries conceded political self-determination to the 
South only after securing the continuation of economic dependence, Houari 
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Boumedienne claimed: it was time now to complete the work of indepen-
dence. The Third World elaborated a political economy agenda based on rapid 
growth and global redistribution of wealth.86 The focus of Cold War neutrality 
became economic; it was about alternative models of development, with the 
Global South supporting its own project to redress global economic inequal-
ity.87 In the 1970 Lusaka Declaration on Non-Alignment and Economic Prog-
ress, the crucial point was how to use international mechanisms to rapidly 
transform the economic world system. The nonaligned summit in Algiers in 
September 1973 adopted the economic platform of the G77 and called for 
reducing military expenditures and investing the savings in development. Led 
by Houari Boumedienne, the platform, known as the Charter of Algiers, was 
radical, demanding a new foundation of international economic relations, a 
new and more equitable division of labor, and a new international monetary 
system. Nonalignment, announced Boumedienne, would no longer be defined 
in the negative, as a mere denial of Cold War logic: it would become an active 
politics reclaiming the rights of the emerging world.88

When it arrived at the United Nations within the Special Session of the 
General Assembly, the NIEO project was articulated in the following instru-
ments, all approved in 1974: the declaration of the New International Eco-
nomic Order, a Program of Action, and the Charter of the Economic Rights 
and Duties of States. It was on the agenda at the Sixth and Seventh Special 
Sessions of the General Assembly in New York in 1974 and 1975, the fourth 
session of UNCTAD in Nairobi 1976, and the Paris Conference on Interna-
tional Economic Co-operation (CIEC), more widely known as the North-
South Dialogue. The discussion then called Global Negotiations on Raw 
Materials lasted until 1980. Requests included a long list of rights: sovereignty 
over natural resources, controls on foreign investments, better trade terms, 
easier access to the markets of developed countries, reduction in technol-
ogy costs, more aid, a moratorium on debt and its eventual reduction, and 
the redistribution of power within the World Bank and the IMF. The tools 
devised to meet these goals included the promotion of producer cartels on 
the OPEC model, the abolition of trade and nontrade barriers, the creation 
of buffer stocks to limit the market volatility of raw materials, and the promo-
tion of stable currency exchange rates through compensatory finance.89 Alas, 
this long list did not appeal to the Western industrialized countries, which 
saw the NIEO as an attack on the establishment. They saw any revolution in 
international economic relations as a problem of public order within a wor-
risome systemic upheaval.90 The Soviet Union was no more supportive—no 
surprise, since the NIEO’s spokesperson attacked the Soviet Union regularly. 
In the United Nations, however, socialist countries were broadly supportive 
but complained that they lacked opportunities to consult with the G77.91 The 
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Chinese, in contrast, fully supported the Third World countries, agreeing to 
sponsor whatever language they wanted, and approving “their sacred desire  
to safeguard national sovereignty [and] their struggles against control and 
plunder by imperialism and the superpowers.”92

In front of the General Assembly, Soviet representative Andrei Gromyko 
repeated the Soviet ideological refrain of anti-imperialistic solidarity between 
socialist and newly independent countries. “These states,” he said, “ever more 
comprehend their responsibilities in the struggle against foreign monopolies 
in rebuilding international economic relations on the basis of equality and 
justice.” He pointed out that peace was inseparable from social and economic 
progress and that peace and security were a prerequisite for development. 
Only by strengthening their ties with the Eastern Bloc could poor coun-
tries oppose foreign monopolies and make their economies independent.93 
Free from historical responsibility for colonial exploitation and not part of 
the Western economic and monetary system, the Soviet Union did not feel 
it ought to be attacked by the poor countries. According to Gromyko, the 
developing countries were not thinking creatively. The NIEO aimed to cor-
rect capitalism, not wipe it out; a mistake, as only momentous changes in 
social structure would develop productive forces in Afro-Asian countries.94 
The “amorphous ideology of development” was not universal, given the fun-
damental division between socialism and imperialism—only Comecon could 
provide a real alternative to capitalist servitude.95 The Soviet Union rejected 
the world seen through the lens of the North-South divide, not surprisingly, 
since an automatic redistribution of income in favor of poor countries and 
the foregrounding of North-South trade over East-West trade was especially 
inopportune for the Soviets.96 In the early 1980s, Soviet hostility waned, and 
Comecon offered support to the nonaligned countries’ program.

The Soviets criticized Third World intellectuals because of the concep-
tual weaknesses in their ideas, particularly the paradox of rejecting Western 
models while hoping for Western support and the way that Third Worldist 
ideas remained fundamentally connected to Western thought, a tendency that 
Gilbert Rist has called a generalized ethnocentrism.97 The NIEO was not so 
new: it was clearly connected with the progress narratives of positivist think-
ing, the idea of history repeating itself, of poor countries catching up with the 
rich ones. Its language was universalist and shaped by internationalism—it 
was not Marxist, and its most representative intellectuals were not Marxists.98 
The NIEO made some of UNCTAD’s requests its own and shared with the 
Singer and Prebisch theses the fundamental tenet that trade was the main 
engine of development. It saw a correlation between the growth of the world 
economy and that of poor countries: the expansion of world trade within a 
capitalist market was considered progress. It viewed technology as crucial to 



M u lt i p l e  M o d e r n i t i e s   123

development and demanded better and easier transfer procedures to access 
it—but only one technology, the West’s. In sum, the NIEO’s goal was inte-
gration within the capitalist system, for which it was attacked not only by the 
Soviets, but by radical critics including Andre Gunder Frank and Immanuel 
Wallerstein.99
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8
Resources, Environment, and 

Development
T h e  Di f f ic u lt  N e x u s

I do not wish to seem overdramatic, but I can only conclude from the 
information that is available to me as Secretary General, that the members of 
the United Nations have perhaps ten years left in which to subordinate their 
ancient quarrels and launch a global partnership to curb the arms race, to 
improve the human environment, to defuse the population explosion, and to 
supply the required momentum to development efforts.

—U T h a n t, 196 9

“I have no apologies to make to anyone that we do things in a big way. Why 
shouldn’t we be proud that America . . . accounts for more than half the con-
sumption of energy on this planet?”1 Unremarkable as these words were when 
David Lilienthal said them in 1949, as a new environmental awareness emerged 
some thirty years later, they sounded out of place. The linkage between state 
power and large-scale projects that ruled during the modernization years 
entered a crisis in the 1970s, when modernity ceased to be an end in itself and 
new sensibilities replaced what in 1958 Nehru—otherwise known for call-
ing dams the temples of modern India—called the “disease of giganticism.”2 
While development struggled to keep its promise to quickly grant underde-
veloped countries wealth and well-being, problems related to industrializa-
tion appeared in the form of ecological imbalances. At the turn of the decade, 
development was considered a failure as a Cold War weapon, and there was 
widespread doubt about planning.3 Though ideology was still unyielding in 
the periphery, where international crises and civil wars stemming from decol-
onization and the failure of new states continued to fuel Cold War dynamics, 
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in international organizations the East-West conflict rarely challenged the fun-
damental underlying agreement on global issues. Instead, a major cleavage ran 
along the old color line, between a rich, white, developed North and a colored, 
poor, underdeveloped South.

The End of Technological Optimism?
In the modernization years, technological optimism prevailed. Technology 
solved problems. In France, for example, in the early 1960s, René Dumont, for-
merly a colonial agronomist and later the French Green Party presidential can-
didate, defended the Green Revolution and the intensive methods imported 
from the United States. In 1961, Louis Armand, longtime head of Euratom, 
wrote Plaidoyer pour l’avenir, an elegy for technical progress, big machinery, 
and humanity’s conquest of nature.4 Armand saw technology as key to well-
being. Only a few people questioned the usefulness of science and technology 
or worried about the consequences of technological innovation and scientific 
experiments. One prominent skeptic was US president Dwight Eisenhower, 
who in 1961 alerted the world to the threat of a scientific-technological elite.5

Pollution and overpopulation were not yet part of this scenario. The obses-
sion with population growth, common among social scientists in the first half 
of the twentieth century, was not yet dominant. The UN Population Division, 
for instance, was more worried about European demographic decline than 
population growth elsewhere. In 1954, Eugene Black commissioned a World 
Bank study on the consequences of population growth in less developed coun-
tries. Ansley Coale, a demographer at Princeton, and Edgar M. Hoover, an 
economist at Berkeley, envisioned three scenarios, all negative, and called for 
birth control in the South.6 No action was taken, however. Throughout the 
1950s, modernity was seen as the key to changes in values and reproductive 
patterns that would result in population control. Population imbalances were 
considered a temporary feature of demographic transition, although the move 
to lower fertility was slowed both by progress in medicine and by traditional 
cultural values that promoted high fertility and rejected family planning.7 A 
galaxy of opposed interests grew around the population issue: committees and 
pressure groups, private foundations large and small, international organiza-
tions, and governments, mainly oriented against population control.8

In the late 1950s, British zoologist Charles Elton wrote an influential work  
on ecological explosions showing how the enormous increase in some organ-
isms threatened the ecological balance. He argued that overreliance on 
chemicals had not made food supplies more secure; in fact, because of the 
indiscriminate use of pesticides—an “astonishing rain of death upon so much 
of the world’s surface”—supplies were actually more vulnerable.9 His ideas 



126  C h a p t e r  8

influenced others, most notably biologist Rachel Carson, whose 1962 Silent 
Spring, now seen as the spark that ignited the 1970s ecological movement, con-
demned the overuse of DDT in farming.10 Increased pollution also contrib-
uted to the environmental revolution, as did a series of toxic incidents. There 
was the 1952 Great Smog in London and the nuclear fallout after thermonu-
clear tests at Bikini Atoll in 1954, which inspired both Godzilla (1954) and the 
documentary Daigo Fukuryū Maru (1959). In the 1960s, there were acid rains 
in northern Europe, and severe mercury poisoning in Niigata, Japan. Other 
disasters, including the Torrey Canyon oil spill in 1967, which contaminated 
miles of Cornish and French shores, and the devastation caused by chemical 
weapons in Vietnam, were featured regularly on television. In the 1960s, a vast 
literature on technology’s unwanted consequences flourished. Scientists tried 
to predict the effects of a total war, nuclear or otherwise. They studied biolog-
ical warfare, then called bacteriological warfare, by conducting experiments 
on pests, chemical weapons, and epidemic disease. They considered the social 
responsibility of science and warned against the unchecked rise in popula-
tion, wild industrialization, and vulnerability to infectious disease. The issues, 
data, and people involved in this new awareness became the protagonists of 
environmentalism.11

By the 1970s, the utopia of technological modernization had given way to 
pessimism focused on the limits of growth and development, an attitude seen 
earlier in futurology journals of the late 1950s that focused on resource scar-
city.12 Although ecology had a long history, it gradually became less descrip-
tive, focusing instead on elaborating predictive models and raising concerns 
about the environment, resources, and population growth.13 As it migrated 
from biology departments into public opinion, it combined with the protest 
movements of the late 1960s in an almost explosive mix.14 On 10 November 
1967, Science, the journal of the American Association for the Advancement 
of Science (AAAS), published an influential article: “Population Policy: Will 
Current Programs Succeed?” by Kingsley Davis. Davis criticized population 
policy, arguing that overcoming resistance to family planning required govern-
ments and agencies “to develop attractive substitutes for family interests, so as 
to avoid having to turn to hardship as a corrective.”15 He was clear that cutting 
population growth required either cultural change or, failing that, coercive 
state intervention.

His ideas sparked multiple responses, including Garrett Hardin’s “The 
Tragedy of the Commons” in Science, and Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb, 
both published in 1968, the two best-known examples of catastrophic envi-
ronmentalism in the tradition of Malthus.16 Both saw population growth as 
an urgent problem that had to be addressed immediately to save humanity. 
Zero-growth options that allowed only the births necessary to replace deaths 
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was the part of the argument that many found morally shocking. Hardin, 
however, reversed concepts of morality, arguing that “freedom in a commons 
brings ruin to all” and that the freedom to breed was itself immoral. His rea-
soning turned parenthood from a right into a privilege. Ehrlich was equally 
dramatic, defining population increase as a cancer requiring immediate action. 
Connecting demography and ecology, Ehrlich saw zero population growth 
as the best path toward environmental protection. He founded the organiza-
tion Zero Population Growth in December 1968, hoping to influence govern-
ments. The demographic challenge of the 1970s, he claimed, was how to reduce 
fertility worldwide.17 In December 1970, in Chicago at the annual meeting 
of the AAAS, the link between excess population and the environmental  
threat became a fixed principle, with two symposia out of four focused on 
the issue—“Reducing the Environmental Impact of a Growing Population” 
and “Is Population Growth Responsible for the Environmental Crisis in the 
United States.” Key Neo-Malthusians appeared on the second panel: George 
Wald, Ansley Coale, Barry Commoner, Paul Ehrlich, and Garrett Hardin.18 
Ecologists were divided mainly into two groups: those like Commoner who 
blamed technology for environmental distress, and those like Ehrlich who 
leaned toward demography. For the journal The Ecologist, founded to imme-
diate popularity in 1970 by Edward Goldsmith, the problem was the combi-
nation of the two.

In 1970, British biologist John Maddox published The Doomsday Syndrome, 
an explicit attack on Ehrlich. Ecologists, he argued, were both exaggerating 
the problem and underestimating the transformative power of technology. 
His argument was contradictory, however. On one hand, he considered the 
impact of human activity negligible in comparison with natural cycles; on the 
other, he thought technology was powerful enough to produce nourishment 
and energy for all and to fight pollution.19 Another optimist was microbiol-
ogist René Dubos. In his Reason Awake, he acknowledged that pollution and 
the invention of weapons of mass destruction were threats. Nonetheless, he 
insisted that science and technology were tools that could solve ecological 
problems. What was missing, he argued, was a positive utopia, a vision for 
the future.20

The most influential Neo-Malthusian document was The Limits to Growth, 
a report published in February 1972. It originated in the initiative of the Italian 
industrialist Aurelio Peccei.21 Peccei’s biography reflects the shift from the 
optimism of modernization to the demographic pessimism of 1970s environ-
mental thinking. After years at Italconsult, a state group that exported tech-
nology to the Third World, in 1969 he penned The Chasm Ahead, in which 
he criticized what he called a technological hurricane that forced developing 
countries to move ahead recklessly. Aid in the form of technology, he argued, 
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just assuaged advanced countries’ guilt and let them cover a history of abuse 
and dispossession.22 Though he still believed in Western supremacy and a 
civilizing mission, Peccei thought global problems had to be solved via an all-
embracing outlook, in cooperation with the Eastern Bloc. In September 1967, 
in Akademgorodok—the Siberian “City of Science”—speaking to scientists 
from various disciplines, he underscored the necessity of “universal programs” 
to deal with global challenges such as the population explosion, megalopolises, 
intergenerational conflict caused by longer life expectancies, the plundering 
of natural resources, the waste and abuse of the planet’s riches, and air and 
water pollution.23

In 1968, together with the Scottish scientist Alexander King, head of the 
Scientific Affairs Directorate in the OECD, Peccei founded the Club of Rome, 
an independent think tank to deal with the “World Problematique,” as it came 
to be known: the question of how to secure humankind’s survival in the face of 
population growth, resource depletion, increasing pollution, and the growing 
technological chasm between advanced industrialized countries and Third 
World countries. This “Predicament of Mankind” had to be dealt with through 
a global planning approach, Peccei and other club members, including Turkish 
systems thinker and cyberneticist Hasan Özbekhan, maintained.24 The club 
commissioned a study of the implications of world growth that was carried 
out at MIT under the direction of Dennis Meadows, who used a computer-
aided analysis developed by pioneering systems scientist Jay Forrester to study 
complex systems with multiple factors—in this case, population, agricultural 
production, natural resources, industrial production, and pollution. The ensu-
ing report was meant to showcase development trends rather than to offer 
scientifically accurate data. It was titled The Limits to Growth and published 
as a book that concluded that the world should abandon the idea of steady 
economic growth.

In “The Computer That Printed Out W*O*L*F*,” a long review for Foreign 
Affairs, Carl Kaysen objected to both the methodology and the content, mock-
ing the work and its alarmist tone.25 The New York Times Book Review called 
the report empty and misleading, worse than pseudoscience.26 Robert Solow 
in Newsweek called it a piece of irresponsible nonsense.27 The German weekly 
Die Zeit, in contrast, was more worried about the psychological consequences 
and called it “a bomb in a paperback format.”28 Academics questioned the proj-
ect’s scientific validity. Others were less critical. World Bank president Robert 
McNamara, for example, established a task force drawn from the bank’s Cen-
tral Economic Staff and chaired by economist Mahbub ul Haq to perform 
a comprehensive review of the document.29 Ul Haq, a believer in regional 
models rather than global schemes, judged that it was necessary to think of 
the North and the South as two distinct systems.30 Others at the World Bank 
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were more supportive. Senior adviser on development policy Ernest Stern, for 
example, admired the report because it raised “precisely the kind of questions 
about the relationships between the rich and the poor that we have struggled 
with within the development community.”31 McNamara was aware of eco-
logical issues and of the need to factor the environment in the bank’s strategy 
for development. In January 1970, referring to the Murchison Falls project 
in Uganda, he claimed that the bank should undertake systematic reviews of 
projects in which ecological problems were likely to arise.32

Recasting the Problems of Modern Society
At the turn of the decade, uncertainty over the future of the world economy led  
to a multifaceted malaise.33 Notwithstanding high growth rates and low unem-
ployment and inflation, there was a feeling that poor economic performance 
had caused political radicalization in both the Third World and developed 
countries. Global containment of communism as envisioned in the years of 
Kennedy and Johnson was not considered viable or desirable anymore. Mod-
ernization theories based on the acceleration of history and rapid transition 
to modernity lost their following. A pervasive sense of Western cultural and 
economic decline infected development thinking, throwing it into disorder.34 
Development, claimed British economist Dudley Seers in November 1969, 
had been identified with its economic dimension only, with growth. But it 
was simplistic to think that economic growth would solve social problems; in 
fact, growth could introduce new problems. If the GDP went up but poverty, 
unemployment, and inequality went up as well, growth was not real.35 Even 
the United States conceded that development was not just economic growth 
and that widespread participation in the labor market and equitable income 
distribution were as important as increases in total productive capacity.36 In 
early 1971, OECD secretary-general Emiel van Lennep declared that well-being 
and growth did not necessarily coincide: all told, the concept of growth was 
facing a crisis of doubt. The OECD studied the problems of modern society 
and concluded that qualitative factors mattered—but it took until 1977 for the 
DAC to point out the advantages of fewer social imbalances.37

US president Richard Nixon (1969–1974) and his assistant for national 
security Henry Kissinger shifted foreign policy priorities and opted for a new 
“realism” based on easing Cold War tensions. The first step was a recognition 
of the status quo in Central and Eastern Europe, together with an opening to 
Communist China in hopes of disengaging from the war in Vietnam, which 
had become politically and economically burdensome. As détente made eco-
nomic Cold War less urgent, aid as a political tool lost momentum. “At present 
our foreign assistance program is dead,” the Nixon administration claimed as it 
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set up a task force to study reforms to an aid system it considered unsuited to 
the times.38 In March 1970, a task force of prominent private citizens chaired 
by Rudolph Peterson, former head of the Bank of America, published U.S. 
Foreign Assistance in the 1970s: A New Approach; Report to the President from the 
Task Force on International Development. The Peterson Report laid the foun-
dations for future planning. It stressed the “profound national interest of the 
United States in cooperation with developing countries” and the need to make 
development “a truly cooperative venture.” The report continued:

This country should not look for gratitude or votes, or any specific short-
term foreign policy gains from our participation in international develop-
ment. Nor should it expect to influence others to adopt U.S. cultural values 
or institutions. Neither can it assume that development will necessarily 
bring political stability. Development implies change—political and social, 
as well as economic—and such change, for a time may be disruptive. What 
the United States should expect from participation in international devel-
opment is steady progress toward its long-term goals: the building of self-
reliant and healthy societies in developing countries, an expanding world 
economy from which all benefit, an improved prospect for world peace.39

These words reveal the disappointment with the results of earlier develop-
ment policies.

In the same year, Edward M. Korry, the US ambassador to Chile, criti-
cized the Marshall Plan legacy. That early success in Europe, he argued, was 
the original sin of development assistance, as it led to the belief that foreign 
aid produced political stability. By the 1960s, he continued, this mistake had 
become the rule, and progressively “the principle of assisting others in their 
economic development was elevated to the level of an end in itself.” The reality 
was that providing development assistance did not ensure political support 
in return, he contended, and even though the 1970s saw “a growing congru-
ence of international political interest between the US and the USSR,” other 
issues were emerging like the explosive increase in world population, with 
the connected problems of food sufficiency and qualitative and quantitative 
environmental changes.40

In earlier years, large private foundations like Rockefeller and Ford had 
studied farming, seeing food as a technological issue.41 Research on new seeds 
and fertilizers, pesticides, and weed killers paved the way for what would be 
known as the Green Revolution—a term coined by USAID director William 
Gaud in March 1968 when he saw that year’s extraordinary harvest. Seemingly 
the solution to all problems, progress in agriculture appeared likely to solve 
the problem of hunger. Just behind the corner, however, lurked an unsettling 
reality: good harvests did not translate to food security, the elimination of 
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poverty, or social peace. Instead they revealed failures in distribution.42 “There 
are problems of race, of the dispossessed, and of the disadvantaged,” Korry 
said, “that are global, endemic, and amenable to resolution only by persistent 
effort over a long period of time.”43 The answer he envisaged was to move 
toward making US aid more multilateral to maximize depoliticization—but 
was this a viable solution?

President Richard Nixon revised US priorities by recasting the problems 
that needed to be addressed. Instead of focusing on world development, the 
mission of the United States should be to care for the environment and world 
resources. The United States could become the locomotive of global environ-
mentalism, starting off with projects on air quality and ocean pollution.44 He 
was so convincing that the French minister of the environment, Robert Pou-
jade, called America “the Mecca of environmentalism.”45 The United States 
brought the issue to NATO, making the case that environmental matters had 
a clear security dimension. Inspired by the OECD’s Committee on Science 
and Technology Policy, NATO requested a Committee on the Challenges of 
Modern Society (CCMS). The former was begun in 1967 and placed within 
the Scientific Affairs Directorate headed by Alexander King in the working 
group on “Economic Growth and the Allocation of National Resources.”46 
Nixon thought that replicating this structure in NATO would force members 
to promote research, share information, and use the knowledge as a basis for 
political action. The committee was constituted in July 1969 and headed by 
Italian ambassador Manlio Brosio; Daniel Patrick Moynihan, an expert on 
urban affairs, represented the United States.47 Historians have tried to explain 
Nixon’s romance with the environment. At the time, some commentators saw 
it as an effort to distract public opinion from the Vietnam War. If this was 
the goal, it was a double-edged sword, since Vietnam, the prototype of war 
as environmental catastrophe, was itself a classic reference in environmen-
tal criticism. Others saw it as a way to extoll the role of the United States in 
the Western Alliance and of the West in international organizations, promot-
ing the image of a cohesive group that cared about the world’s well-being. 
Some believed the United States thought it would be easier to prevail against 
the Socialist Bloc or the Third World in the environmental sphere.48 Others 
thought it was a way to keep allies busy while the superpowers discussed more 
important security issues.49

In his 1960 electoral campaign, Willy Brandt warned that the environment 
was bound to become an obsession, much as unemployment had been in the 
1930s.50 By 1970, his prophecy was realized, with doomsday scenarios feeding 
a feeling that has been defined as collective hysteria. Some unlikely personali-
ties shared a sense of ecological urgency, including George Kennan, the father 
of containment and a key US Cold War strategist, who published an article 
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titled “To Prevent World Wasteland” in Foreign Affairs.51 Under media pres-
sure, Western European countries followed the lead of the United States. In 
1970, environmental protection became central in the press on both sides of the 
Atlantic, with German and Italian investigative journalists doing exceptional 
work.52 In Italy, Antonio Cederna reported on the landscape and the excesses 
of rampant urbanization.53 In Germany, the environment made the front page 
in 1969, when millions of fish killed by pesticides turned up in the poisoned 
waters of the Rhine.54 First Great Britain, then Germany and France instituted 
a Ministry for the Environment.55 On 22 April 1970, the first Earth Day was 
celebrated worldwide and the Council of Europe, which in 1968 had promul-
gated a European Water Charter, made 1970 the European Conservation Year.56

The European Economic Community joined the environmental surge in 
1971. Altiero Spinelli, the European commissioner for industry, led a work-
ing group on the environment. On 18 April 1972, the European Parliament 
discussed environmental protection. Sicco Mansholt, European commis-
sioner for agriculture, was under the spell of the 1972 Club of Rome Report. 
He was against pesticides and for taxing pollutants, and he warned against 
automation, pollution, and environmental degradation. On 9 February 1972, 
he wrote to Malfatti, president of the European Commission, to call Europe 
to action. Mansholt claimed that inflation and unemployment were minor 
problems compared to population growth or the consumption of energy and 
raw materials in developed countries.57 He immediately became the target 
of left-wing critics who accused him of representing technocracy and serv-
ing forces of social regression because he was not prioritizing labor issues. 
Attacks on a perceived collusion between ecology and big business became 
a common leftist critique. Giovanni Berlinguer wrote “Ecology and Politics” 
for the Italian Communist Party journal Rinascita (Rebirth). He mocked what 
he called the new ecological business and described the Club of Rome as a 
camouflaged polluters’ society.58 It was true that big polluters took care to 
exhibit environmental concern. One of the most blatant episodes involved 
ENI—the Italian state-owned Hydrocarbon Corporation—and its subsidiary 
Tecneco, which specialized in water cleanup. In the early 1970s, ENI financed 
two important reports: an ENI-ISVET study on the economic costs of pol-
lution in June 1970 (translated into English as Economic Costs and Benefits of 
an Antipollution Project in Italy: Summary Report of a Preliminary Evaluation), 
which tried to convince developing countries that their cleanup technologies 
were effective,59 and a Tecneco study on public intervention against pollution 
in 1973.60 Believing that technology could clean what it had fouled, and keen to 
safeguard the interests of the ministry of industry and public works, the Italian 
government tended to devolve responsibility onto semiprivate consultancies 
working at a local level.61



R e s ou r c e s ,  E n v i r o n m e n t   133

The Emergence of Global 
Environmentalism: Stockholm, 1972

Held in Stockholm on 6–15 June 1972, the UN Conference on the Human 
Environment had such a huge impact that it is identified with the birth of 
global environmentalism. It called for incorporating environmental issues into 
development thinking, thus setting the stage for the concept of sustainable 
development. Institutionally, its most remarkable result was the birth of the 
United Nations Environment Programme, or UNEP. The conference came 
out of an earlier one, the UNESCO-sponsored Biosphere Conference held in 
Paris in September 1968. That conference’s conclusions were summed up in 
twenty points: number 19 explicitly referred to the ecological consequences of 
big development projects. The Biosphere Conference dealt with science: polit-
ical issues were left for the UN arena. In 1969, the General Assembly adopted 
resolution 2581 (XXIV), convening the Human Environment conference, 
presented as a way to help developing countries prevent environmental prob-
lems.62 But tensions between development and environmental protection still 
lurked in the political and scientific communities.

The secretary-general for the Stockholm Conference was Maurice Strong. 
He had a puzzling record—a rapid rise in the oil business combined with a 
calling for international service.63 Formerly president of the Canadian Interna-
tional Development Agency, Strong was an ideal choice: keen on compromise 
and open to requests from developing countries, he stressed compatibility 
between business, development, and environmental protection. He saw envi-
ronmentalism as an issue for both East-South and North-South relations, 
of interest to all, and helped pressure the United Nations to adopt the envi-
ronmental cause. The conference’s goal was to produce a report on environ-
mental conditions, a declaration on the human environment, and an action 
plan.64 Three commissions worked on this. The second dealt specifically with 
resources and the environment-development nexus.65 A crucial meeting to 
prepare for the conference took place in Founex, Switzerland, on 4–12 June 
1971. Also headed by Strong, it involved experts on issues related to the envi-
ronmental consequences of big development projects, especially dams.66 By 
now it was obvious that big projects—Aswan was a much-cited case—had tre-
mendous adverse effects on the ecology of developing countries and that these 
effects had been underestimated and had aggravated social unrest. Megadams 
and large irrigation schemes had been evaluated according to political, eco-
nomic, and engineering parameters, not by the environmental disruption they 
caused or their social and medical consequences.67

The fundamental idea in Founex was that the environment was crucial to 
securing the success of a development plan. Every country needed to establish 
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minimum environmental standards that would take into account its stage of 
development and social and cultural goals. The Founex report suggested ways 
to avoid mistakes and distortions typical of old ways of doing development 
and stressed the problems of poverty and underdevelopment rather than 
industrialization. These problems included traditional agriculture, given pop-
ulation increases and the decay of cultivated land; the problems of modern 
farming, including the chemical war against weeds and pests, soil salinization, 
soil erosion, flooding induced by irrigation, river basin development and the 
resulting resettlement and endangered wildlife; and pollution caused by indus-
trialization.68 The report was discussed at a regional level in summer 1971 by 
the UN Economic Commissions: for Asia (Bangkok, 17–23 August), Africa 
(Addis Ababa, 23–28 August), and Latin America (Mexico City, 6–11 Sep-
tember); and by the Social and Economic Office in Beirut (27 September–2 
October). Scientists were also involved: the working group constituted by the 
Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment (SCOPE) discussed 
the report in Canberra (24 August–3 September 1971).69

The Stockholm conference was accompanied by efforts to target public 
opinion, particularly youth, via exhibitions, radio, and TV. The primary edu-
cational document was Only One Earth: The Care and Maintenance of a Small 
Planet, written by Barbara Ward and René Dubos, experts on environment 
and development.70 Commissioned by Maurice Strong for the Stockholm del-
egates, the book contained the collected views of intellectuals and scientists 
with a range of opinions about the ecosystem’s adaptability; humanity’s role 
in the natural environment; and technology, including nuclear energy, which 
some considered a useful option and others “absolutely out of place” in the 
biosphere.71 The book conveyed both urgency and optimism.

One hundred and twelve national delegations came to Stockholm, along with 
UN specialized agencies, forty-four international NGOs, and more than fifteen 
hundred accredited press representatives. The Environmental Forum, a counter-
conference organized by environmentalists, hosted the liveliest debates. A key 
speaker was Barry Commoner, whose “Motherhood in Stockholm” appeared 
in Harper’s Magazine on the eve of the conference and became a critical mani-
festo for it. Commoner argued that proceedings in Stockholm were threatened 
by long-standing political conflicts: atomic war was the worst-case scenario 
for human survival, but it could not be discussed in Stockholm because it was 
reserved for superpowers’ summit diplomacy. At the conference, the potentially 
disruptive clash was the conflict between rich and poor, between whites and 
nonwhites. For the poor, remarked Commoner, “the world’s most dangerous 
issue” was a matter of social justice, of distribution among nations and races.72

Intended to deal with global issues in a climate of détente, the conference 
ended up amplifying both East-West and North-South tensions. Eastern 
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Bloc countries, with the exception of Romania and Yugoslavia, boycotted the 
meeting in protest against the exclusion of East Germany—the still unsettled 
German question was interfering once more with international politics. One 
novel aspect of the conference was the participation of the People’s Repub-
lic of China—soon to be admitted to the United Nations—which used the 
conference to regain a significant role as a representative, along with India 
and Brazil, for the developing countries. Deep political divisions threatened 
to render the whole project meaningless, and international crises, especially 
the Vietnam War, cast a pall over the proceedings. In opening the conference, 
Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim and Swedish prime minister Olof Palme 
explicitly condemned war, Waldheim referring to it as the most detestable 
form of pollution, and Palme specifically referring to Vietnam as an ecological 
war, given the destructive herbicidal warfare program of the US military.

Eager to get to the main issues, Maurice Strong began where he had left off 
at Founex. He argued that the no-growth paradigm aimed at limiting growth 
and influencing population policies was unacceptable, and stressed the im
portance of  harmonizing environmental and developmental needs. Develop-
ment was a priority for poor countries, and thus a prerequisite for dealing with 
environmental problems. Three results were expected from the conference: a 
move from unalloyed development toward more cautious resource use, some 
restraint on population growth, and a way to facilitate the gradual catching up 
of developing countries. Only economic growth got attention, however, as 
the environment-development nexus was always the center of discussions.73 
The secretary’s indirect approach, intended to defuse tensions, was reflected 
in the forum as well, with both economist Barbara Ward and anthropologist 
Margaret Mead highlighting the rapacity of consumerism and overpopulation 
without identifying a culprit.74 After Stockholm, key forum speeches were 
collected in the volume Who Speaks for Earth?75 In it, Barbara Ward, René 
Dubos, Thor Heyerdahl, Gunnar Myrdal, Carmen Mirò, Solly Zuckerman, and 
Aurelio Peccei discussed the ecological predicament of humankind. Although 
the authors offered a warning, like the conference itself they adopted a mild 
tone, clearly hoping to have both development and environmental protection.

Developing countries, however, were not willing to reconcile the two. They 
saw environmentalism as a pretext for escaping obligations on the aid front— 
a distraction from the problem of poverty. In their minds, the environment 
was an issue solely for the rich. Developed countries had caused environmen-
tal decay, and they should pay the price. In a speech delivered on 14 June 1972, 
Indira Gandhi put it this way: “The inherent conflict is not between conser-
vation and development, but between environment and reckless exploitation 
of man and earth in the name of efficiency.” Pollution, she argued, was not a 
technical problem: it was a political one. Science and technology were not at 



136  C h a p t e r  8

fault; rather, it was shortsightedness and a willingness to ignore the rights of 
others.76 Pollution and other environmental issues were the inevitable result 
of developed countries’ reckless use of the world’s resources.

One of the most controversial questions was population control. Accord-
ing to critics of unchecked demographic growth, strategies for development 
and environment would fail without population control. But the population 
question was pushed to the margins and the final conference document did 
not refer to it. The Third World opposed any reference to population growth 
as a factor in maintaining ecological balance, as did the Vatican delegation. 
Ever since Pope Paul VI’s March 1967 encyclical Populorum progressio on “the 
development of peoples,” the Catholic Church had acquired an important role 
in these discussions. The principles of Catholic social teaching listed in the 
encyclical—such as the right to a just wage, employment security, fair and 
reasonable working conditions, and, especially, the universal accessibility of 
resources and goods—resonated with the requests of developing countries. 
In his message at Stockholm, the pope warned against the excesses of progress 
and called for a radical change in mentality. He urged the international com-
munity to pursue “not only ecological equilibrium but also a just balance of 
prosperity between the centers of the industrialized world and their immense 
periphery.”77 Excluded from the official conference, demography entered the 
forum, where the Club of Rome report, with its recipe for saving resources 
and protecting the environment by limiting population growth, was harshly 
contested. Demography and pollution were labeled problems of rich Northern 
countries, whereas the problems of the South were war, the arms trade, and 
colonialism.78

Given these tensions and the fact that some delegations were distracted 
by issues they considered more urgent than the environment, some observ-
ers doubted that the conference would produce meaningful results. In the 
final days, Chinese delegate Tung Ke insisted on a complete overhaul of the 
Declaration on the Human Environment, also known as the Stockholm Dec-
laration, the product of eight months of work by an ad hoc committee. Not-
withstanding opposition from some members, including the United States, 
the declaration was discussed again and amended. The most radical change 
was in the ranking of priorities: development was now first, although a healthy 
environment was also a goal. The key, though, was dynamic economic and so
cial development.79 The burden of creating ecologically viable solutions was  
not to fall on developing countries. This was reflected in the principles of ad-
ditionality and compensation included in the final draft of the declaration, a 
novelty of Stockholm. Additionality meant that additional aid was to cover  
the costs of environmental protection, and compensatory aid was to be paid for 
environmental damage caused beyond the polluter country’s jurisdiction.80 



R e s ou r c e s ,  E n v i r o n m e n t   137

The Stockholm conference had broadened the environmentalists’ agenda 
beyond conservation and pollution to include development plans and strate-
gies as well as issues of North-South trade.

Environment and Development as Seen from the East
Given the absence of most socialist countries, the Conference on the Human 
Environment did not function as a site for détente. Anticipating the possibil-
ity of a boycott, the Soviet Union had tried, unsuccessfully, to depoliticize 
the conference by turning it into an experts’ meeting. The Soviets considered 
disarmament a prerequisite for investing in both development and the envi-
ronment; without them, disarmament was little discussed in Stockholm.81 The 
connection between development and security was addressed by the United 
Nations, however. In 1955, France requested that resources saved from a gradual 
reduction in armaments be collected into an international fund, 25 percent of 
which would go to development. Other, similar proposals followed—a Soviet 
initiative in 1956, a Brazilian project in 1964—but in the Cold War climate they 
were not credible. The General Assembly discussed the issue in 1973. That 
year’s Nobel Prize for Economics went to Wassily Leontief, who in 1961 had 
published an influential essay for Scientific American on the relations between 
disarmament and development.82 Using input-output analysis to examine dis-
armament, “The Economic Effects of Disarmament” claimed that reallocating 
resources from military expenditures would benefit both consumption and 
employment. Leontief was chosen to elaborate the UN response to the Club 
of Rome’s Limits to Growth. His report The Future of the World Economy was 
published by the UN in 1976. It used a comprehensive input-output framework 
to study the relationships between development, resource use, and pollution. 
It concluded that in most scenarios there would be a substantial shift in the 
terms of trade leading to a redistribution of income favoring the less developed 
countries.83 Another expert group on disarmament was constituted by the UN 
General Assembly in 1978, and its head, Inga Thorsson, picked up Leontief ’s 
point. The Relationship between Disarmament and Development was completed 
in 1981.84 The notion of using military industry to civil ends was technically 
termed “conversion.”85 Many recommended disarmament as an environmen-
tal priority, including Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, whose Entropy Law and the 
Economic Process—a fascinating study of thermodynamic principles applied 
to the economy—advocated a stationary state, a stable condition in which 
economic processes merely reproduced themselves and both consumption 
and population growth were limited. The prerequisite of such a state would 
be the prohibition of war and all instruments of war, which depleted energy 
and matter.86
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Environmental security landed at the Conference for Security and Cooper-
ation in Europe (CSCE), held between July 1973 and August 1975, with a spot 
in the so-called second basket, devoted to cooperation in the fields of eco-
nomics, of science and technology, and of the environment. The ideal place to 
discuss cooperation on environmental issues was, however, the International 
Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA), founded in Vienna in 1972. 
The institute came from an agreement signed in 1967 by President Lyndon 
Johnson’s special envoy, McGeorge Bundy, and Dzhermen Gvishiani, vice 
chair of the State Committee for Science and Technology of the Council of 
Ministers of the USSR.87 Gvishiani was a philosopher and sociologist, as well 
as the son-in-law of Soviet premier Kosygin, and the head of the Laboratory 
for Research into Complex Problems of Management of the Institute for Con-
crete Social Research in the Soviet Union. He worked on the analysis of com-
plex systems, which he thought was the future of planning.88 He was in touch 
with Peccei and the Club of  Rome, and though he did not share the pessimistic 
conclusions of the Limits to Growth, in November 1972 he prodded the Soviet 
Academy of Science to organize a conference to discuss the club’s report.89

Twelve countries participated in the IIASA: England, France, Italy, West 
Germany, East Germany, Poland, Bulgaria, Canada, Czechoslovakia, and Japan 
joined the United States and the Soviet Union. Scientists from participating 
countries worked on three-year multidisciplinary projects. IIASA also engaged 
in data collection—its research groups covered biomedicine, ecology and the 
environment, energy systems, industrial systems, urban and regional systems, 
and hydropower.90 At this moment, the height of the energy crisis, IIASA’s 
primary focus was the global aspects of energy systems over a fifteen- to fifty-
year time frame. The first energy study was the Energy Systems Program. It 
started in May 1973 and included a working group sponsored by UNEP, the 
World Meteorological Organization, and SCOPE. It dealt with “energy and 
climate,” or how nuclear, solar, and fossil energy affected the environment. 
There was minimal faith in solar energy, but atomic energy was seen as highly 
promising: no surprise, given that the adjunct director of the institute was a 
West German nuclear physicist, Wolf Häfele.

The first general IIASA conference was held in 1976 to report on its first 
three years of research. Opened by Austria’s chancellor Bruno Kreisky, it was 
managed by Gvishiani in a spirit of technological optimism: wisely employed, 
science and technology would greatly benefit humanity.91 Gvishiani trusted 
system analysis, informatics technology, and modern management and their 
ability to predict, evaluate, and manage the social repercussions of scientific 
and technological advancement. One case study discussed at the conference 
was the social and economic reorganization required after constructing big 
dams, based on a comparison of the TVA and the Bratsk-Ilimsk Complex in 
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the Soviet Union, both described as successful.92 The last IIASA conference 
on global models was held in 1981: later in the decade, both the belief in system 
analysis and the willingness to share information that it required were dragged 
down by new East-West tensions.

The Legacy of Stockholm and the Invention 
of Sustainable Development

With the energy crisis in the fall of 1973, caused by the OPEC oil embargo, a 
new security discourse that included resources, the environment, and popu-
lation emerged. In late 1973 the German weekly Der Spiegel, which had pre-
viously given huge space to environmental issues such as water and ocean 
pollution, devoted every front page of its November issues to what was called 
“the oil shock.” In a special edition published on 19 November 1973, the edi-
tors asked whether the oil crisis meant the end of consumer society. In his  
column, director Rudolf Augstein did not fail to cite the nightmare of over-
population, arguing that the crisis was an opportunity to rethink the future 
of humankind.93 The general discourse moved from the environment to the 
energy shortage to reflections on pollution as a way to reconsider consumer-
ism. Malaise had turned into crisis. With currencies floating free after the 1971 
collapse of the Bretton Woods system and the specter of increasing raw mate-
rial prices, rich countries in the North felt vulnerable. They were hit hard by the  
phenomenon of stagflation, a combination of  low growth and high inflation, 
and its social consequences, especially unemployment. This could not fail to 
alter long-term goals. The question now was not about how to make growth 
better, but how to get growth at all. In December 1973, prominent European 
social democratic leaders Willy Brandt, Olof Palme, and Bruno Kreisky met 
in Schlangenbad and Vienna to envision a postcrisis future. What were the 
prospects for social democratization on a global scale in a time of crisis?94 
According to them, rethinking consumer society and envisaging a more effec-
tive role for the state in the economy looked like an important agenda for a 
Third World split in two, with one side rich in oil and the other, the so-called 
Fourth World, prone to deaths from hunger. Social issues had now acquired 
global dimensions on a scale that could hardly have been imagined earlier, or 
so Palme and the others said.

In the year of the energy crisis, a discourse connecting austerity with en
vironmental necessity emerged, used in many European countries as an ar
gument for the reduction of oil consumption. However, this was not a surefire 
argument, as President Jimmy Carter (1977–1981) discovered when he ad-
mitted being skeptical about the future and doubting prospects for growth. 



140  C h a p t e r  8

His infamous 1979 “Malaise” speech was so ill conceived that many think it 
cost him reelection.95 Environmental concerns seemed unable to survive or 
outweigh economic hardship: environmentalism was indeed the product of 
wealth.96

The tension between environmental protection and development persisted 
up to the early 1980s.97 The Club of Rome embraced the view of the develop-
ing countries on the primacy of development over environmental issues, also 
picking up some of the refrains of the NIEO and the criticism of the West-
ern model of consumer society. In February 1974 Peccei organized a meeting 
in Salzburg, hoping to involve Third World elites in his plans. Luis Echever-
ría Álvarez from Mexico and Léopold Senghor from Senegal joined Bruno 
Kreisky and Olof Palme as speakers. In March 1974, Peccei commissioned Jan 
Tinbergen to write a new report. The team of experts was meant to include the 
Eastern Bloc, but the Soviets, represented by Gvishiani, were skeptical. The 
final document, Reshaping the International Order (the RIO Report), was pre-
sented in Algiers in October 1976. Its title echoed that of the New International 
Economic Order; this, along with the decision to present the report in a capital 
with great symbolic value for the Third World, heralded a new age for the 
Club of Rome.98 Gvishiani and the Soviets still supported the club, convinced 
that détente would help solve significant world problems like ecology, energy, 
and food. Their attitude on environmental issues was inconclusive, however, 
since their enthusiasm for global models went hand in hand with inadequate 
environmental protections in their own territory.99 The real key to saving the 
planet, the Soviets claimed, was complete and generalized disarmament.100

At the end of the 1970s, the Club of Rome was a shadow of its former self, 
producing reports with ever more vague technocratic accents. Disappointed 
by the low level of discussion, Strong excoriated the first meeting he took part 
in, in Stockholm in September 1977. He asked rhetorically whether the Club 
of Rome had exhausted its mission and now had just a vague global agenda 
and outdated concepts.101 Still the soul of the club, Peccei wrote alarmist intro-
ductions to the reports, filled with words like disorder, disaster, ignorance, 
and indifference. Proposals were much less radical and increasingly resorted 
to a language of participation, respect for religion and values, and global soli-
darity. Pollution, so crucial in the first report, virtually disappeared. The con-
cern with population growth remained, but the focus shifted to resources and 
restructuring international relations politically and institutionally. One key 
point was that development could be funded by the money saved by ending 
the arms race. Eventually, the club’s 1988 report Beyond the Limits to Growth, 
written by Eduard Pestel, broke with the past. It reversed the club’s views on a 
zero-growth-oriented policy, which it now considered a disaster. Technology 
should meet the needs of the South and be ecologically acceptable, though 
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it was not clear what this meant beyond the gradual abandonment of fos
sil fuels.102

The idea of sustainable development, meaning development that respected 
the ecosystem, was launched in an UN-sponsored seminar. The term was first 
used in a 1980 study titled World Conservation Strategy: Living Resources Con-
servation for Sustainable Development, promoted by the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN). It became a 
development mantra in the 1990s and remains one today. Used by the Brandt 
Commission in North-South: A Programme for Survival and Common Crisis 
North-South, and by the Palme Commission in Common Security: A Blueprint 
for Survival, after the 1987 Brundtland Commission Report, Our Common 
Future, the term became the most famous oxymoron in the history of inter-
national relations.103
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9
Responding to the Challenges  

from the Global South
Nor t h- S ou t h  Di a l o g u e s

Human beings have basic needs: food, shelter, clothing, health and 
education . . . any process of growth that does not lead to their fulfilment— 
or even worse, disrupts them—is a travesty of the idea of development.

—B a r b a r a Wa r d, 1974

“Here we stand after two decades of development trying to pick up the 
pieces, and we simply do not know whether problems associated with dire 
poverty have increased or decreased or what real impact the growth of GDP 
has made on them,” World Bank economist Mahbub ul Haq commented bit-
terly at the World Conference of the Society for International Development 
in Ottawa on 17 May 1971. In 1968, the Pearson Report had unveiled the limits 
of past achievements and pronounced aid a moral duty, pressing for more 
commitments. But did growth, when achieved, result in reduction of the worst 
forms of poverty? Evaluation of past experience suggested that it rarely did. 
Did this mean that the challenge of the age—scaling up the welfare state to 
the world stage—could not be achieved?

The financial cataclysm of the early 1970s was a symptom of a global reshap-
ing, and the West was concerned about the international economic system’s 
durability. The Global South responded to the crisis with a proposal for global 
economic justice, the New International Economic Order (NIEO). Their chal-
lenge was supported by a strategic alliance with the oil-producing countries 
united in the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). In 
the rich North, the financial crisis implied a general retreat from state financ-
ing of development: major donors became unwilling to sustain earlier levels 
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of state-to-state aid, let alone to make greater structural concessions. How 
would they respond to the challenges from the developing world? New con-
cepts and strategies had to be devised to face the new North-South divide that 
seemed to be replacing the classic Cold War conflict. By the 1970s, the United 
States and the Soviet Union were conservative status quo powers that had 
more in common with each other than with the Global South. The Cold War 
was embedded in the international system and worked at much lower levels of 
tension than in earlier years.1 Would an East-West cooperation to deal with the 
Global South be viable? The Soviet Bloc did not appear to be keen on discuss-
ing a joint path out of the global economic turmoil, which it interpreted as the 
long-awaited crisis of capitalism. It was the European Economic Community 
(EEC), instead, that stood up as a distinctive actor, claiming to be distant from 
its members’ imperial past and to offer a third way for the Third World, with 
goals that were not those of the Cold War superpowers.

The Birth of Basic Needs in the Second 
Development Decade

“It is amazing how two such innocent, five-letters words could mean so many 
different things to so many different people,” commented ul Haq in 1971 about 
the phrase “basic needs.”2 Development should consist of a “selective attack on  
the worst forms of poverty,” he claimed—malnutrition, disease, illiteracy,  
squalor, unemployment, and inequalities. In Cocoyoc, Mexico, the great pop
ularizer of development Barbara Ward was categorical: “Human beings have  
basic needs: food, shelter, clothing, health and education,” she said, and “any 
process of growth that does not lead to their fulfilment—or even worse, dis-
rupts them—is a travesty of the idea of development.”3 Almost overnight, this  
new approach became the focus of development thinking.4 International or
ganizations took up the challenge of meeting basic needs. The aims of the 
Second Development Decade were set out in a series of proposals prepared by a  
committee of the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 
under the leadership of  Jan Tinbergen.5 The Tinbergen report called on the de-
veloped countries, including the central planned economies, to help stabilize  
commodity prices, remove trade protection on manufactures, and intensify 
technical assistance efforts, with a goal of 1 percent of GDP in resource flows. 
Along with an average annual rate of growth of 6–7 percent for the less devel-
oped countries, it made specific reference to housing, health, education, and 
employment and included better distribution of income and wealth as a spe-
cific development objective. The basic needs revolution—as this new devel-
opment trend came to be called—was discussed in the International Labour 
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Organization (ILO), too, which had received the Nobel Peace Prize for its 
work on social justice in 1969. In September 1970, ILO director David Morse 
announced that satisfying the minimum needs of a country’s citizens was the 
new standard by which to measure the country’s success.6 Despite criticism 
from both the right, which saw basic needs as dangerously close to Chinese or 
Cuban communism, and the left, which saw the concept as a capitalist conspir-
acy to deny industrialization and modernization, basic needs became the focus 
of the 1976 World Employment Conference. The conference’s final report set 
out a minimum standard of living that addressed food, housing, clothing, and 
essential services, including access to drinking water, transportation, health 
care, and education.7

The basic needs strategy conquered American foreign aid, too. In 1970, the 
Peterson Report had recommended a shift of US development aid to multi-
lateral channels, recommending that capital development aid should be pro-
vided through the World Bank group and the regional development banks 
(Asian Development Bank, Inter-American Development Bank, and African 
Development Bank). It also recommended that the US bilateral program be 
primarily technical assistance, redesigned to experiment with new forms of 
development cooperation such as the financing of rural development banks. 
Military assistance should be totally separate from aid.8 The report’s recom-
mendations were never adopted because of objections to the move toward 
multilateralism—but that rejection was just a preview of the much more 
aggressive attack by US conservatives on foreign aid, which torpedoed the 
foreign aid bill in 1971–73. Only in 1973 was the deadlock broken, with the 
move toward basic needs. Founded on a reorganization of AID from an agency 
defined by geographical categories to one based on three functions—food 
and nutrition, population planning and health, and education and human 
resources—the strategy was intended to “increase substantially the participa-
tion of the poor in the [recipient] country’s development.”9

In the mid-1970s, the World Bank—influenced by ul Haq—took owner-
ship of the basic needs paradigm, which became the buzzword during Robert 
McNamara’s long presidency (1968–1981).10 Under his tenure, the bank seemed 
to change course, with a new interest in promoting development worldwide 
and the conviction that poverty threatened security. McNamara brought the 
modernization spirit that had characterized the US foreign aid program in 
the 1960s to the World Bank. In the 1970s, when the US administration gave 
up on aid and moved away from North-South aid relations, the World Bank 
adapted some of the methods of the previous decade for the new one. Reject-
ing arguments that foreign aid was money down the drain, McNamara stressed 
that development was morally, economically, and strategically important. A 
Marshall Plan for the world was necessary because political instability meant 
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“less markets for our products,” as he explained on TV in 1971.11 Influenced as 
well by Barbara Ward, McNamara elevated poverty to the top of his agenda, 
in the form of an effort to identify and eliminate whatever stopped economic 
growth from reaching the poor. Growth focused on industrialization without 
redistribution could cause poverty instead of eliminating it. Poverty alleviation 
was introduced not simply as a second-best solution but as the key to tackling 
the real problems of developing countries: aid was to provide the minimum 
resources for long-term physical well-being.

Not only did the World Bank become the fulcrum of a reorientation of aid 
toward antipoverty programs, it also increased the function of study and anal-
ysis begun in the late 1960s with the Pearson Report. In a meeting hosted by 
West German development minister Erhard Eppler in Heidelberg on 19 June 
1970, major personalities in politics and development discussed the oppor-
tunity for a world economic report. Among them were secretary-general of 
UNCTAD Manuel Pérez-Guerrero; his predecessor Raúl Prebisch; Emiel van 
Lennep of the OECD; the secretary of the forthcoming UN Conference on 
the Human Environment, Maurice Strong; the head of UNDP, Paul Hoffman; 
the author of the UN proposals for the Second Development Decade, Jan 
Tinbergen; and the director-general for economic cooperation in the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of  Japan, Masao Sawaki.12 The World Development Report 
had its origins in this initiative: begun in 1978, it would become the flagship 
publication of the bank.

The Lomé Revolution
While the United States was dismantling its aid program, the EEC took a 
different path. Europe, contended the early activist of European integration 
François Duchêne, was “a civilian power,” a dispenser of civic and democratic 
standards worldwide, promoting social justice and fighting poverty in the 
Global South.13 The 1972 Paris Summit, remembered as the starting point of 
a European foreign policy, listed cooperation with the Third World as its top 
priority.14 With Great Britain finally admitted as a new member in 1973 and the 
association of Commonwealth countries with the EEC system, did a Eurafri-
can dimension still make sense, or was a radically different framework needed? 
Claude Cheysson was the man charged with turning the old structure into 
something new that would accommodate these changes. A diplomat in the 
French foreign service after the war, he was removed in the mid-1950s because 
he supported Algerian independence. He then became secretary-general of 
the Commission for Technical Co-operation in Africa South of the Sahara 
(CCTA), revolutionizing its composition and function. Under his lead, the 
discussion chamber for white colonizers became a political body governed by 
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black Africans. In 1962, Cheysson chaired the Organisme Saharien, the Franco-
Algerian cooperation body for management of subsoil resources, where he 
strove to involve Algerians in decision making. He was French ambassador 
to Indonesia (1966–1970), then president of Entreprise Minière et Chimique 
(EMC) and the Compagnie des Potasses du Congo (1970–1973).15 Appointed 
development commissioner in 1973, he ruled European aid until 1989, with a 
parenthesis as François Mitterand’s foreign minister (1981–1984).16 With an 
expertise that brought him tremendous credibility among African countries, 
Cheysson reshaped Euro-African relations. “Tomorrow’s Europe has its exten-
sion in the Third World,” he contended, trying to win African support for a 
new agreement to replace Yaoundé.17 But Third World voices still considered 
the EEC policy to be disguised imperialism, fully continuous with Eurafrican 
ideas of the interwar years.18 That initial African skepticism, however, was 
overcome during negotiations, largely because the draft agreement embraced 
several requests advanced in UNCTAD by the G77.

The resulting Lomé Convention of 28 February 1975 extended association 
with the EEC to forty-six countries.19 The bulk of these countries were part of 
Eurafrica, but the terminology changed significantly: association was replaced 
by partnership, and associated countries became ACP countries (Africa, Carib
bean, and Pacific). As in the Yaoundé agreement, there were two kinds of pol-
icies: trade and technical assistance. The main novelty was the abolition of  
reverse preferences, or systematic mutual reductions of customs duties. The 
United States had long asked for the termination of this legacy of colonial 
trade, especially in the GATT. Agricultural and mining products would now 
enter Europe free of duties, without any reciprocity clause. Commodities that 
competed with European products were governed by quota systems negoti-
ated separately. The most lauded innovation was Stabex (short for Système 
de Stabilisation des Recettes d’Exportation), a mechanism for price stabiliza-
tion of raw materials. Requested by Third World countries, Stabex protected 
against price volatility by stabilizing revenues from trade in primary commod-
ities. In the event of imbalances, it would provide emergency funds. As for the 
aid provisions, Lomé introduced a new industrial cooperation and funding for 
technical assistance amounting to three billion ECUs or European Currency 
Units, the new unit of account. The British asked for a change in the Euro-
pean Development Fund (EDF), the organization responsible for planning 
and managing the EEC’s technical assistance projects, starting with a switch 
from project to program aid, so that consistent development plans rather than 
single projects could be evaluated and financed. The French position, whereby 
France contributed 30 percent to the budget but its former colonies received 
80 percent of the funding, was adjusted.20 The new agreement was welcomed 
on all sides, including by its former detractors. Félix Houphouët-Boigny, 
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initially critical, described Lomé as a starting point for a new era, “one of the 
greatest adventures in the Century.”21

The next big shakeup came with the departure of Jacques Ferrandi, the 
technocrat who had long ruled the EDF and embodied the French idea of 
Eurafrica. Ferrandi resigned just after Lomé: “Le patron du FED s’en va” (The 
EDF boss is leaving), blared the headline of the Dakar, Senegal, newspaper 
Le Soleil on 10 December 1975.22 With his departure, EEC development assis-
tance policy became more European. With the contribution of British officer 
Maurice Foley, a harsh critic of the previous mode of operating, DG Devel-
opment began rationalizing procedures and embracing international stan-
dards on development aid. “Ferrandi style” rules gave way to new criteria for 
resource allocation, more in line with international practice. A key factor was 
the move to measuring poverty by per capita parameters that favored overpop-
ulated Asian countries over Africa.23 Country programming and evaluation, as 
requested by the British, entered the EEC system.24 However, procedures did 
not change that much: the commission still relied on ad hoc political choices, 
insisting that funding decisions were political matters that could not be wholly 
based on automatic, computational methods.25 Only in the 1980s did new 
development commissioner Edgar Pisani consistently stress programming 
over the project approach. The key intervention areas in the 1970s were rural 
development and transportation. Projects were not radically different, with 
an idealized vision of African reality that saw traditional agriculture as the 
sector in need of investments still in effect. This commitment was endorsed 
in The Courier, the in-house organ of DG Development that published several 
special issues on rural development and infrastructure.26 Rural cooperatives 
were considered the structural basis for community projects, and while par-
ticipation was voluntary, surveillance was prevalent enough to recall coercive 
colonial methods. These features persisted into the 1980s, when innovations 
like the introduction of microcredit appeared. Although commissioner Pisani 
extolled the novelties, the projects of the 1980s, like those of the Ferrandi era, 
were based on soil conservation, rotation of traditional crops, and distrust of 
modern technology: responding to the need for development did not neces-
sarily mean transferring the most advanced technologies, but rather finding 
an adequate solution to local problems.27

Development commissioner Cheysson saw Lomé as a model of political 
economic cooperation that could be replicated at a global level.28 Since he did 
not believe in universalism, he planned to promote multiple regional agree-
ments resembling Lomé.29 The ACP policy of general preferences, agreements 
on commodity prices, and more and better aid including industrial coopera-
tion would be tried elsewhere.30 Traditionally, regional and world approaches 
had clashed, but the EEC managed some remarkably inventive thinking in 
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the early 1970s, claiming that it was wrong to see regionalism and globalism 
as conflicting; they could, in fact, reinforce each other. Cheysson fashioned 
European policies as an affirmative answer to the demands of the NIEO and 
presented the European strategy as complementary with nonalignment, which 
explicitly competed with socialist discourse.31 The Europe of tomorrow, he 
claimed, would describe its relations to the Third World in terms of inter-
dependence and offer a policy different from the nation-states’—bolder and 
less connected to the past.32 Europe and the Third World needed each other: 
prosperity and growth would come from building deeper and more integrated 
ties. Cheysson saw the developing countries as waging an international class 
struggle against the rich North. The Third World was the world’s proletarian 
class and as such it was entitled to the benefits claimed by the European work-
ing class in the nineteenth century: rights, security, and a fair share of wealth.33 
“It is not excessive to state that we will be saved by the poor,” he maintained.34 
He also directly attacked the Soviet Union, claiming in a 1978 interview, for 
example, that the USSR was not a good development partner, and that its 
history proved the inadequacy of Soviet technical capacity. The Soviets were 
excellent support in a war of liberation, but with peace their aid went back to 
risible levels.35

Socialist countries fought back. UNCTAD offered a perfect stage for 
denunciation: in Santiago de Chile in 1972, for example, Hungary and Bul-
garia joined with Brazil and Algeria to attack EEC agricultural protection-
ism.36 They frequently described the EEC as collective colonialism, typically 
referring to the Scramble for Africa and the 1885 Berlin Conference.37 The 
Lomé Convention was a neocolonial policy, a compromise between packs of 
imperialist wolves, with all parties trying to impose their will at the expense 
of others, said commentators from the Soviet Bloc.38 Lomé offered a broader 
regional community, but it did not change the division of labor. Association 
agreements, maintained Hungarian economist Tibor Palàmkai, brought only 
short-term advantages and paved the way for multinationals through indus-
trial cooperation. EDF and Stabex were too underendowed to have any real 
impact.39 In sum, European regionalism was just a way to divide Third World 
countries so that those with preferential agreements with Europe would not 
join the bigger cause of Third Worldism or attack EEC protectionism in the 
United Nations.

A Regional Plan: The Euro-Arab Dialogue
In the 1970s, with peace on its way in Vietnam and détente lowering East-West 
tensions, the Mediterranean seemed to be the most explosive area in world 
politics. Muammar Gaddafi’s radical coup in Libya in 1969 and the conflict 
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between Greece and Turkey over Cyprus (1971) added to the wounds of the 
1967 Arab-Israeli War, the tragic situation of the Palestinian refugees expelled 
from  Jordan in September 1970, and the PLO attack at the 1972 Munich Olym-
pics. Little surprise, then, that Western Europe, dependent on oil supplies 
from the Arab countries, focused much of its political efforts there. Houari 
Boumedienne from Algeria, in a 1973 interview for the Belgian daily news-
paper Le Soir, argued that now that Europe was assuming a global role, it  
could choose whether to ally with American imperialists or work with the 
developing world for their mutual advantage. In the Manchester Guardian in 
January 1974, Saudi prince Abdul Aziz spelled out the terms of this mutual 
advantage: “We need European expertise in the field of land reclamation, 
industrialization, and armaments. The Europeans need our oil, our other raw 
materials, and our markets.”40 Europeans responded both at the EEC level 
and with single country initiatives, especially from France. The rhetoric of 
“the new European exceptionalism” promising a third way between East and 
West, based on partnership and social justice as in the “Lomé model,” was 
tested in the Mediterranean.41 A Global Mediterranean Policy (GMP) artic-
ulated in bilateral agreements had been launched first in 1972. Agreements 
were structured in three main chapters, including commercial cooperation 
with preferential tariffs; financial and economic cooperation with capital aid 
in different forms; and social cooperation, where the EEC pledged to improve 
the standard of living of immigrant workers in its countries. The first GMP 
agreement was signed with Israel in 1975; Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia fol-
lowed in 1976; and Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria in 1977.

With the 1973 oil crisis and the growing concern about securing energy 
sources, the nascent GMP was flanked by another, more political, initiative: 
the Euro-Arab Dialogue. Launched in Copenhagen shortly after the Octo-
ber War and the oil embargo, the Euro-Arab Dialogue was a scheme to pro-
mote cooperation and networking expertise in the Mediterranean. It created 
a contractual relationship with Syria and the countries on the southern shore 
of the Mediterranean (Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt), patterned on the 
Lomé precedent, promising “consistent actions in finance, technology, energy, 
employment, environment.”42 The problems of the Arab countries, Cheysson 
argued, had to be dealt with by Europe as domestic issues, and the growth 
of the Arab world had to be turned into a trump card for Europe.43 Europe 
was working for global leadership by setting the Mediterranean at its center, 
he said.44 The working paper prepared by the commission in 1975 spoke of 
harmonizing economic development, addressing industrial cooperation in 
the petrochemical sector, differentiating industrial activities, and extending 
training and technology for rural development.45 The aid component made 
limited headway: plans for rural development in the Juba Valley in Somalia, 



150  C h a p t e r  9

prefeasibility studies on potato development in Iraq, and meat production and 
marketing in Sudan were the projects that occurred first.46 The Euro-Arab Dia-
logue was defined as a contract of civilization (un contrat de civilization),47 but 
while the Europeans prioritized economic issues, Arab countries were keen 
to discuss politics, especially the Arab-Israeli conflict. In 1975, in an effort to 
promote cultural affinity, the commission sponsored the journal Eurabia, pub-
lished by the Comité Européen de Coordination des Associations d’Amitié 
avec le Monde Arabe and headquartered in Paris, whose contributors included 
intellectuals supporting Euro-Arab unity.48

Henry Kissinger dismissed the Euro-Arab Dialogue as an element of ten-
sion and confusion, just as he did with any European initiative that did not 
fit his plans.49 The Trilateral Commission, the powerful think tank created 
by David Rockefeller in 1973 to bring together leaders from government and 
the private sector from North America, Europe, and Japan to discuss issues of 
global concern, gave the dialogue quite a different reception. Here, EEC action 
was praised as a regional contribution toward a global understanding.50 The 
EEC was acting for the whole West, insisted Cheysson when he spoke at the 
Trilateral meeting in 1975, highlighting the European role in the Mediterranean 
and North-South economic relations and pointing his finger at “the relative 
absence of the Soviet Union and Eastern European states from North-South 
dialogue and action.”51 Cheysson’s Mediterranean dream was now cheered by 
African leaders like Léopold Senghor who had initially been skeptical. Sen
ghor, facing hardships at home with the move toward a multiparty system and 
the progressive democratization of Senegalese politics, hailed the economic 
community of Europe and the Arab countries as a laboratory for civiliza
tion centered on the Mediterranean. In his talk at a Club of Rome meeting 
in Stockholm in September 1977, he described it as a step toward Eurafrica, a 
solution to African balkanization that would be able to include all its compo-
nents, black and Arab, even, eventually, Israel and Iran, an unlikely geopolitical 
imaginary.52 Expanding the Lomé method to the southern Mediterranean did 
not yield the desired results, however, as countries there resisted horizontal 
economic partnerships with each other and had no interest in creating a real 
community.

North-South Dialogue: The Global Dimension
While the EEC was cultivating joint Mediterranean plans, its members pro-
moted other strategies. French president Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, for instance, 
started direct talks with President Gerald Ford (1974–1977) on how to respond 
to the world economic crisis. The result of this initiative was a summit in Ram-
bouillet (France) on 15–17 November 1975. The meeting included the big five 
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Western countries: the United States, Japan, France, Germany, and the UK, 
plus, at the last minute, Italy. The starting point was the recognition that in 
matters such as defense, energy, trade, and development aid, individual efforts 
could “only have lasting success if supported by the contributions of all.” Much 
of the discussion revolved around the topic of “Energy, Raw Materials, and 
Development,” particularly oil shortages and their impact on Western socie
ties, especially on employment.53 Notwithstanding the blow the oil shock had 
given to Western confidence, everyone at the table believed that prices were 
about to go down and that the answer was reducing dependency on OPEC oil 
imports by diversifying energy sources. British prime minister Harold Wilson 
was alarmed by the OPEC syndrome—that is, the rapid growth of associa-
tions of producers of raw materials: phosphates, bauxite, bananas, tin, sugar, 
cocoa, coffee, wheat, copper, and tea were all under consideration. German 
chancellor Helmut Schmidt was the most supportive of EEC ideas, plan-
ning to initiate “something analogous to the Lomé agreement” (i.e., Stabex): 
a global system of price stabilization. Concerned with preventing a bloc of 
developing countries from ganging up against the West under OPEC leader-
ship, the United States wanted to promote consumer/producer dialogue.54 
Insisting on its leadership in mediating between North and South—nothing 
in this area can work without our support, read the memorandum prepared 
for the meeting—the United States did not bother to hide its annoyance at 
the EEC’s autonomous initiatives. The Third World, noted Henry Kissinger, 
was no monolith: poor LDCs (the Fourth World) and OPEC could be split 
off from each other; Japanese prime minister Miki agreed.

The Rambouillet Summit was considered a success, and summits became 
the new system of governance in trans-Atlantic relations. President Ford hast-
ily organized another high-profile conference to emphasize Western cohesion 
and leadership, in Puerto Rico, 27–28 June 1976. Canada was also invited, and 
from then on, the yearly summit where international economic issues could be 
discussed informally was called the G7. In Puerto Rico, they debated North-
South political issues, especially how to reach a common approach to condi-
tions for Third World aid and to terms of credit for the Soviet Bloc countries.  
The US administration planned to use aid as a bargaining tool in Asian, Mid
dle Eastern, and African negotiations, while dramatically cutting back on the mul
tilateral front.55 Kissinger was blunt about this: “Virtually all North-South 
aid comes from the developed democracies or their close association—so 
we need not be defensive at international conferences—or act competitively 
with each other.” He asked for more discussion on the commitment of the 
industrialized democracies to aid LDCs: development came from the major 
countries, and the LDCs had to be clear that they had no other place to go. 
In terms of aid, however, ideas were distant and the meeting inconclusive.56 
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Notwithstanding, Kissinger ended on a positive note, denying the picture of 
a Soviet Bloc on the offensive and Western democracies on the decline in 
response to those who believed that, in the final act of decolonization, the 
world was going the Soviets’ way.57 This argument was based on the resur-
gence of Eastern Bloc international initiatives. The collapse of the Portuguese 
empire had opened up new avenues for Soviet influence in Africa, where the 
Soviets had had friendly contacts with national liberation movements since 
the early 1960s—with FRELIMO and its People’s Republic in Mozambique 
and with the People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (Movimento 
Popular de Libertação de Angola, MPLA), where, along with Cuba, they had 
intervened in the civil war.

After a whole year of discussions in vain, in 1975 the tone around the 1973–
74 NIEO proposal started changing.58 The United States and West Germany 
resumed dialogue, distinguishing between the poorest countries (the least de
veloped and those that were landlocked) and more advanced ones. The latter 
would receive agreements facilitating access to the markets of developed coun-
tries rather than aid. North-South relations were discussed along these lines 
in a special arena: the Conference for International Economic Cooperation 
(CIEC), also called North-South Dialogue, which began as an international 
conference on energy among OPEC members, the industrial countries, and 
non-oil-rich developing nations. The CIEC met in Paris between December 
1975 and June 1977 to deal with oil, trade, development, and the financial crisis. 
Its work was organized in four thematic commissions (energy, raw materials, 
development, and finance) that discussed position papers. Developing coun-
tries thought of the CIEC as an UNCTAD-like agency where they could ad-
vance requests for industrial cooperation and technology transfer. Developed 
countries, instead, wanted a permanent forum on energy, which they hoped 
to use as a counterweight to OPEC. US policy in the North-South Dialogue 
involved blaming OPEC for poor countries’ rising energy bills and debt, while 
showing openness to discussing some of the developing countries’ requests. 
Helmut Schmidt saluted the CIEC as the ideal place to break up the unholy 
alliance between the LDCs and OPEC by exposing the connection between 
debt problems and skyrocketing oil prices. “We can make the point that the 
newly rich countries have to take part in new development aid in accordance  
with their new riches,” he contended, and convince LDCs of the West’s genu
ine interest in their well-being by having an open attitude toward price stabi-
lization for raw materials.59 The CIEC should thus set in motion cooperative 
programs by producers and the industrialized nations that would ease the fi-
nancial burdens of LDCs coping with high oil prices. The EEC had already set 
a precedent with the Cheysson Fund, an emergency package for developing 
countries hit by the oil shock, which was endowed with 500 million ECUs.60
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The North-South Dialogue was often discussed at the G7, where key par-
ticipants were in no position (many faced elections) to promote decisive 
actions and insisted that only existing international economic institutions 
could provide solutions to the problems of the Global South as an alternative 
to the NIEO.61 The eighteen months of the CIEC brought minuscule results. 
In June 1977, agreement was reached on just a few points, including a Spe-
cial Action Program to help meet the urgent needs of individual low-income 
countries ($1 billion, of which the US share was to be $375 million, and the 
EEC’s contribution $385 million), a Common Fund to finance buffer stocks 
for raw materials exported by the less developed countries (to be discussed in 
the UNCTAD), and a pledge to increase bilateral aid. Comprehensive reports 
about the CIEC were all negative. The detailed account in Foreign Affairs by 
Iranian economist and ambassador at large Jahangir Amuzegar was called “A 
Requiem for the North-South Conference.”62 The memorandum prepared 
by the US undersecretary of state for economic affairs, Richard Cooper, was 
called “Post Mortem on CIEC.” Developing countries, Amuzegar said, were 
disappointed because the agreement fell short of promising a path toward a 
New International Economic Order: no long-term solutions for their prob-
lems of development aid, raw materials export, and debt had emerged from 
the CIEC. The industrial countries, which had offered certain concessions in 
the expectation of pledges from LDCs in energy prices and supply but had 
received nothing in return, were also baffled. The lesson learned, concluded 
Amuzegar’s opinionated article, was twofold. The electorate in the affluent 
parts of the world had to learn that an international economic system still 
based on colonial relationships and unequal partnership between the haves 
and the have-nots had to change—for everyone’s good, developed and devel-
oping countries alike. The Third World public, in turn, needed to realize that 
age-old global injustices and inequities could not be redressed in a short time 
and that dialogue with the industrial countries was still the best way to achieve 
results. The US delegation’s take-home message was more one sided: “We 
have allowed the developing countries to seize the moral ground,” Cooper 
said in his report. Yes, some elements were encouraging, especially the lack of 
acrimony and hostility that had accompanied the North-South Dialogue at the 
height of the oil crisis. However, developing countries were still after the New 
International Economic Order, and they planned to threaten to use oil prices 
to attain it, or so it seemed from the words of Manuel Pérez-Guerrero, now 
Venezuelan minister of foreign economic affairs and cochair of the CIEC.63

What was missing from the North-South Dialogue was the Soviet Bloc. 
US president Jimmy Carter raised the issue during negotiations at the CIEC 
in 1977; at Rambouillet, Italian prime minister Aldo Moro had insisted on a 
Socialist Bloc contribution to multilateral aid institutions as a condition for 
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better East-West economic relations. In Puerto Rico, Helmut Schmidt had 
raised the point of countering Soviet weapons sales to the Southern Hemi-
sphere.64 In January 1977, Carter wrote to Brezhnev relaunching détente; 
there was much that the two countries could cooperate on: “development, 
better nutrition, and a more meaningful life for the less fortunate portions of 
mankind.”65 The idea of opening up East-West cooperation on North-South 
issues was thoroughly discussed in the Trilateral Commission, which included 
President Carter and several key personalities of his administration.66 In 1976, 
Carter’s prospective national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, also a Tri-
lateral Commission member, had prepared a document on reforming the 
international system, “Towards a Renovated International System,” which was 
discussed at the Trilateral meeting in Tokyo, 9–11 January 1977. But under his 
scheme, the World Bank would control aid, and what was the likelihood of 
the Soviets following the guidelines of a Western-controlled institution that 
excluded them?67 The report of the Trilateral task force on “Constructive Com-
munist Global Involvement” considered cooperation desirable in all nine areas 
of global concern—food, energy, oceans, space, weather, earthquake warning, 
development aid, trade and monetary policy, and nuclear nonproliferation. 
But while East-West trade and nuclear nonproliferation were promising, other 
areas, including development aid, were less so.68 The analysis prepared by the 
Policy Planning Staff for Secretary of State Cyrus Vance in June 1977 on “Pros-
pects for Expanded Soviet Bloc Role in North-South Problems” was equally 
pessimistic. The Soviets did not intend to dilute the political impact of their 
assistance by incorporating it within the broader efforts of the industrialized 
(Western) nations. Their focus on arms and military equipment gave them a 
huge short-run political impact—in Southern Africa and the Horn, for exam-
ple, where in 1977 Ethiopia’s Mengistu Haile Mariam had opted for scientific 
socialism and obtained Soviet military aid. They would never renounce that 
strategy and were happy to leave the Western countries with the more bur-
densome and controversial longer-term economic aid. In authentic Cold War 
spirit, the report to Vance concluded that “a genuinely cooperative effort” with 
the aim of dampening East-West political competition had hardly any chance 
of success, whereas revealing Soviet inadequacies and exposing the Soviets to 
criticism on the part of the developing countries could still be useful.69

Development and Human Rights
In the mid-1970s, an animated debate took place on whether the New Inter-
national Economic Order was compatible with international law. Third 
World legal scholars articulated their requests in sophisticated legal language; 
international law was a creature of the West, but if adapted to the changed 
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environment, it could be used to the advantage of the decolonizing world.70 
Latin American jurists, like International Court of  Justice judge Alejandro 
Álvarez, had long advocated a regional approach to law and requested limits on  
exploitation of natural resources.71 Throughout the 1960s, reclaiming sov-
ereignty over natural resources achieved outstanding results from the Third 
World’s point of view, and the oil elites had been successful in reversing the 
colonial legacy of the concessionary regime. Mohammed Bedjaoui, an influ-
ential legal scholar close to Boumedienne’s Algeria, questioned the rulings 
on successor states that bound newly independent countries to agreements 
signed during colonial rule. He contended that international law should be 
changed to accommodate the Third World’s requests.72 Advocates of the 
NIEO made the case for a new discipline, international development law, 
that would regulate relations between developed and developing countries. 
The classic Western principles of equality, reciprocity, and nondiscrimination 
needed adjustment in order to compensate for structural inequality.73

In the mid-1970s, human rights gained new prominence in international pol-
itics, largely because of campaigns initiated by advocacy groups, most notably 
the human rights NGO par excellence, Amnesty International.74 After a long 
delay, in 1976 both the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1966, finally entered  
into force. Third World legal scholars rephrased the NIEO program in 
human rights terms. In the 1973 report The Widening Gap, Iranian diplomat 
Manouchehr Ganji made the case for granting social and economic rights to 
the Third World.75 Western public opinion, contended Amuzegar, Iran’s ambas-
sador at large in Washington, had to understand that human rights embraced 
not only the right to free speech, assembly, and political association, but also 
the right to a decent life free from desperation, despair, disease, ignorance, 
and idleness.76 He was clearly critical of approaches where the commitment 
to a classic concept of  human rights prevailed over development. President 
Carter, in fact, in the first postelection articulation of his foreign policy, the 
famous Notre Dame commencement address on 22 May 1977, spoke in favor  
of equal trade, which would help countries help themselves. This formulation 
nodded to both traditional concepts of US foreign aid (self-help) and develop-
ing countries’ requests for equality. His position was sufficiently ambiguous, 
sympathetic to the Third World but still distant from the idea of structural 
changes claiming social justice through compensation in favor of less dev
eloped countries.

Carter had campaigned on adopting a more accommodating policy toward 
the developing countries, but his administration was clearly betting that Third 
World unity would not last. Indeed, it disrupted what was left of it by seeking 
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cooperation with the most advanced countries and providing charitable aid to 
the poorest. In December 1975, prospective national security adviser Brzezin
ski outlined his ideas on foreign affairs: along with trilateral cooperation 
among the advanced democracies, détente with the Soviets, and the courting 
of China, relations with the Global South figured prominently.77 The plan was 
twofold: closer relations with the emerging Third World countries went along 
with compassionate multilateral aid for the Fourth World. These lines were 
then developed in “A Memorandum to the President Elect,” which spoke of 
the United States’ recent history as the most hard-nosed of the industrial coun-
tries in resisting the demands of the developing countries for the NIEO.78 It 
recommended that the new administration soften the anti-NIEO rhetoric and 
correct the “growing and embarrassing shortfall on the multilateral front” by 
paying its promised contribution to the World Bank and its soft loan affiliate, 
the International Development Agency (IDA).79 An injection of staff from 
the Overseas Development Council (ODC), notably Senior Fellows Roger 
Hansen and Guy Erb, who joined the National Security Council, led to a major 
rethinking of foreign aid.80 Hansen suggested that the United States embrace 
both human rights and basic economic rights. A basic human needs approach, 
he argued, could provide a comprehensive framework that would help break 
the North-South Dialogue’s deadlock.81 In order to “reinforce positive human 
rights and democratic tendencies in the Third World,” the focus should be 
on the “promotion of economic and social rights,” with the goal of a more 
equitable and humane social and economic order.82 In an idealized concep-
tion of global community, every nation cared for both economic justice and 
economic growth.83

The Carter administration tried to refashion North-South dialogue along 
these lines by moving it away from trying to restructure the NIEO to finding 
pragmatic ways to improve it. This task had to be embraced with determination. 
Undersecretary Cooper lamented: “I feel that we are in a defensive position 
on too many fronts. . . . Our policies can be described by one word, contain-
ment.” Luckily for the United States, for the time being the Soviet Bloc was not 
involved in the North-South Dialogue, and Chinese influence was limited.84 
What road to take, then? In August 1978, Cooper sketched a strategy based on 
two lines of action: regaining the initiative in moral and humane values and pro-
moting US technology on the model of  Truman’s Point Four.85 Neither of these 
objectives aligned with the NIEO, and Third World leaders like Venezuelan 
president Carlos Andrés Pérez were clearly disappointed by the US attitude.86

The tension between a macro and a micro approach to development—
that is, the tension between the global redistribution of power centered on 
the state (NIEO) and the antipoverty strategy centered on the individual 
(basic needs)—dominated the second half of the 1970s. Debates about the 
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compatibility of the two ideas raged in the social sciences and international 
law. The NIEO was a codification of international social justice, aiming at a 
better distribution of wealth among countries, whereas basic needs were a 
codification of intranational social justice, working on domestic redistribu-
tion within individual poor countries. The first requested a radical reform of 
the system and the recognition of the right to development as a human right. 
NIEO helped countries accumulate economic surpluses, but there were no 
guarantees that these surpluses would be used to meet basic needs and fight 
poverty, or so said basic needs supporters. On the other hand, NIEO advo-
cates considered basic needs a distraction from the core principle of achieving 
international economic justice by addressing structural inequality. Since the 
basic needs approach applied predominantly to the Global South, leaders of 
the Non-Aligned Movement, meeting in Belgrade on 25–30 July 1978, saw it 
as a ploy for obscuring “the urgent need for fundamental change in the world 
economic order,” if not a blatant attempt to slow down the growth of the Third 
World by reducing capital assistance.87 In the UN Human Rights Commis-
sion, Indian delegate Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit pointed out that the basic needs 
strategy implied that the only problem of developing countries was providing 
a minimum standard, whereas the real problem was much bigger: a problem 
of international economic and social justice.88

Economist Paul Streeten, senior adviser at the World Bank, countered 
that basic needs by no means interfered with the NIEO. But were minimum 
levels of nutrition, health, and education fundamental human rights? Or 
were human rights themselves basic needs?89 Making development itself a 
right would bring the Global South’s demand for equality within the emer-
gent human rights revolution. But was it possible or even fair to identify the 
cause of development with the cause of human rights? The NIEO requests 
were human rights neutral and thus could be consistent with human rights 
violations.90 In 1977, the General Assembly discussed the idea of a Human 
Right to Development, which the members of the Third World claimed 
would support the quest for a more just global order. On the other hand, the 
NIEO was based on a recognition of legal inequality that would clash with the 
structure of the United Nations, which was (and is) based on the principle of 
sovereign equality. The UN Commission for Human Rights requested that  
the secretary-general undertake a study of “the international dimensions of 
the right to development as a human right,” considering the right to peace, the  
requirements of the NIEO, and fundamental human needs. Submitted in 
1979, the report was pretty anodyne: it stressed that the human person is the 
subject of development and that development requires satisfaction of both 
material and nonmaterial basic needs, including political and civil rights, but 
also employment and education.
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Parliaments in the West were increasingly concerned with respect for indi-
vidual human rights, intended in the narrow sense of basic rights of the person, 
a definition that was appropriate to deal with the problems in the countries 
under military dictatorship in Latin America—Brazil starting in 1964, Chile 
under Pinochet, Argentina with the desaparecidos—and Greece under the 
Colonels. The Global South was a place where gross violations of human 
rights could no longer be silenced, but human rights were also an issue in the 
delicate balance of détente, with dissidents in Central and Eastern Europe 
calling on the Soviet Union to respect the human rights clauses of the 1975 
Helsinki Final Act. In the first three months of his term, President Carter cut 
economic aid to several countries in Latin America, Asia, and Africa because 
of their human rights violations.91 The US Congress was concerned that devel-
opment funds were being used to prop up abusive regimes in the developing 
world.92 Between 1973 and 1979, the European Parliament passed 530 resolu-
tions on human rights, claiming to be “the conscience and the critical voice  
of Europe.”93 The issue entered the negotiations of the second Lomé Conven-
tion. In case of flagrant violations of human rights, “public opinion, workers, 
and young people in our countries would . . . withdraw their support for a real 
joint development policy with the Third World,” Cheysson declared.94

Should the EEC officially make development assistance in Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America dependent on respect for human rights? Since the 1950s, 
Third World countries had urged the international community to take up the 
question of human rights, articulating it in terms of self-determination and 
taking a stand against gross violations such as apartheid and torture in South 
Africa: Why would they now not be willing to make respect for human rights 
a general principle?95 The issue was complicated. Cheysson doubted that 
stopping aid was an “effective means of helping downtrodden populations 
that are denied the most basic human rights.”96 The public, though, pressed 
for making foreign aid conditional on a minimum standard of respect for 
human rights. The exemplary case was Idi Amin’s Uganda, where the regime’s 
crimes were condemned by NGOs such as Amnesty International and there 
was public backlash against aid. Given that sanctions in cases of violation of 
human rights were not in the Lomé agreement, the EEC intervened in 1977 
with the so-called Uganda guidelines, which suspended aid disbursements. 
Equatorial Guinea in 1978, the Central African Republic in 1979, and Liberia 
in 1980 were likewise sanctioned because of gross human rights violations. A 
specific clause on political conditionality went into the new Lomé Conven-
tion, Lomé II (1981–1985).97 However, the clause was watered down and did 
not mention cases of gross violations of human rights. Instead, aid would be 
suspended if norms of fair working conditions established by the ILO were 
unmet.98 Conditionality remained unresolved through the turn of the century. 
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The introduction of human rights into the development equation was a mas-
sive shift. From the Global South’s point of view, human rights looked like 
a pretext, given the decades the West had spent supporting anticommunist 
dictators. Rights talk was just another example of cultural arrogance from a 
Global North that now used interdependence and basic needs to offer patron-
izing palliative solutions: clearly, these were no consolation prize for the denial 
of distributional justice.99

“For international purposes we should act together,” warned Julius Nye
rere in 1977. “We may criticize tyrannical, brutal, or unjust governments and 
regimes in the Third World, but we must not do this in the context of the 
North-South debate.”100 This warning was not enough to make the Third 
World a cohesive and organized force. In 1979 at the nonaligned summit in 
Havana, the rift between the moderates (India, Egypt, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, 
and Yugoslavia) and radicals (Cuba, Iraq, Libya, and Vietnam) widened.101 In 
the 1980s, with the worsening of the financial condition of Third World coun-
tries plunged in the debt crisis, the NIEO was not on the agenda anymore, not 
even in UNCTAD. In Belgrade, at UNCTAD’s sixth session in June 1983, the 
NIEO was officially declared dead.102 A new topic emerged: mismanagement 
of aid by the recipient countries. In the NIEO, revolution and conservation 
had shared the stage. Revolution was reserved for the international system 
and the global distribution of power: bringing down existing hierarchies and 
structures would create the ideal conditions for Third World development.  
But domestically, the opposite held sway, and they were totally opposed to 
changes in resource management and income redistribution. The new devel-
opmental wisdom prescribed that what needed reform and modernization was 
the state, not the international system: it was no longer about restructuring 
international trade, but about reforming domestic policies.103 The failure of  
the NIEO exposed the weakness of the South vis-à-vis the North.
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10
The Dynamics of the Lost Decade

The one common characteristic of the Third World is not poverty, stagnation, 
exploitation or skin colour. It is the receipt of foreign aid.

—Pet e r T. B au e r , 1984

“In the halls of this building, there is much talk about the right to devel­
opment. But it is becoming ever more evident that development is not a right 
in itself. . . . Those who advocate public solutions to the problem of develop­
ment should take into account that free market is the alternative to develop­
ment and this is the only right way. Unlike many other ways, this one leads to 
the goal. It works.” These were the words of US president Ronald Reagan in 
1987, at the forty-second session of the United Nations General Assembly.1 
They signaled the divorce of American hegemonic projects from development. 
An abyss separated Reagan’s words from the project of the New International 
Economic Order that had dominated debate just a few years earlier. In Ronald 
Reagan’s plans, there was no room for development. At home and abroad, 
Reaganomics—as his economic policy was called—advocated deregulation 
and reduction in government spending. As for security, rearmament and mil­
itarization trumped soft power.

The 1980s are often described as the lost decade in the history of develop­
ment, when the allegedly universal crusade against poverty failed to deliver 
the expected results.2 In 1968, one book anticipated an incipient systemic aid 
crisis.3 It featured two opposing views on development: one from Barbara 
Ward, then a Carnegie Fellow at Harvard University, the other from Peter T. 
Bauer, a development economist at the London School of  Economics. Ward’s 
essay “A Study in Frustration?” was optimistic about the prospect of moving 
the funds saved by disarmament into increased aid. Bauer, in contrast, was pes­
simistic. Titled “Foreign Aid: An Instrument for Progress?,” his essay answered 
its question with a definite “no.” Bauer argued that aid compromised efficient 



T h e  D y n a m i c s  o f  t h e  L o s t  D e c a d e   161

allocation and was damaging for everyone, and in the 1970s and especially 
the 1980s, he became the spokesperson for this revisionist view of aid. He 
upended the discourse on morality characteristic of the aid culture of inter­
national organizations and central to publications such as the Pearson Report. 
Aid, he contended, was immoral, especially if paid for by public money. It was 
a waste, a nonessential element of world development.4 Calling aid by its real 
name of “government to government subsidies” would dispel its beneficent 
aura and allow for a more objective evaluation of spending. There was no sig­
nificant correlation, Bauer argued, between aid and development. The latter 
happened mostly without external assistance, in Europe and elsewhere. The 
narrative of aid as an enlightened policy was told to promote security or the 
political interests of donors and was modeled on post–World War II successes 
that were long past.5

“Without aid,” Bauer claimed, “there is no such collectivity as the Third 
World or South. Foreign aid is, therefore, the source of North-South con­
flict, not its solution.”6 Aid had unleashed the forces behind persistent civil 
wars, induced politicization of the economy, and distorted the rules of the 
game. Altruistic or reparative motives were just a smoke screen for political 
or financial interests. In his study of India, Bauer claimed that technologically 
grand programs would not do the job of promoting development. His solu­
tion for fixing development focused on liberalizing domestic trade in recipient 
countries.7 What was needed for growth was ability, motivation, traditions, 
institutions, and working in concert: indeed, “a society which cannot develop 
without external gifts is altogether unlikely to do so with them.”8 In the end, 
what accounted for success was the existence of a civil society fabric that could 
support development.9 Maladministration was responsible for failure, chan­
neling investments in unproductive sectors, while political divisions within 
the country blocked potentially efficient minorities.10 Bauer’s teaching had a 
major legacy in both Western policy making and in the theory, most notably 
through the works of Dambisa Moyo and William Easterly.11

Criticism à la Bauer became the norm in the 1980s, which development 
enthusiasts describe as an era of “crisis in hegemonic vision.”12 At the same 
time, new emergencies surfaced, including famine. Given the optimism about 
the Green Revolution, in 1975 the versatile philosopher, sociologist, and ped­
agogue Ivan Illich said in Medical Nemesis that it was incredible that malnutri­
tion was still “by far the most important threat to modern man.”13 In the 1980s, 
food scarcity, along with climate change, illness, refugee flows, and distribu­
tional bottlenecks in Asia and Africa, began to be seen as a security threat.14 
When the Brandt Report, commissioned by World Bank president Robert 
McNamara in 1977, came out in 1980, it revived awareness of food issues. Ini­
tially, the former West German chancellor’s Independent Commission for 
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International Development set out to see where development stood ten years 
after the Pearson Report. Although inspired by the prospect of democratic 
social reform on a global scale, possibly through a redistribution of the profits 
from taxing the world arms trade, the report was much less groundbreaking 
than planned. It dealt with basic needs, especially food, outlining four lines  
of action: a massive transfer of resources, the inauguration of an international 
energy strategy, the institution of a world food program, and reforms in the 
global economic and financial system. Equitable economic relations were con­
sidered crucial to the promotion of peace and security.15 UN secretary-general 
Kurt Waldheim greeted the report as “a welcome basis” for a new effort to 
create a breakthrough in the North-South Dialogue.16

Meanwhile, discussions on North-South issues followed the dual path 
designed during the 1970s. On one side there was the UN, with the G77-led 
discussion on the New International Economic Order, and on the other, the 
North-South Dialogue, steered by the developed countries in the West. In 
1979, the UN General Assembly had called for global negotiations on raw ma­
terials, trade, energy, development, and finance. It resumed discussion on the 
NIEO under a new name: Global Negotiations on International Economic 
Cooperation. The G77, Japan, Canada, and the “EC10” (the nine member 
states plus the EEC Commission) confirmed their attendance. Unwilling to 
discuss NIEO again, neither the United States nor the Soviet Union took part 
in the preparatory phase, thus confirming the South’s view that the two super­
powers were more similar than they admitted. US secretary of state Alexander 
Haig had promised “a fresh American approach” and the guarantee of being 
radically different from the Eastern Bloc: “We support economic develop­
ment; the East does not. We assist the refugees, the East refuses relief. We offer 
the peaceful mediation of dispute; the East offers only arms of conflict.”17 The 
trumpeted differences were destined to remain unnoticed, given that talks on 
global negotiations that were to have begun in December 1980 never made it 
onto the agenda.18

Yet discussions on North-South issues resumed on another stage: the 
North-South Summit convened in Cancun, Mexico, in October 1981. Called 
for by Austrian chancellor Bruno Kreisky and Mexican foreign minister 
Jorge Castaneda, the Cancun Summit was meant to give an impetus to the 
global-round negotiations that had started in the UN framework “by means of 
achieving a real meeting of minds.”19 Given the inclinations of the participants, 
though, the summit was highly unlikely to bring change. New leaders Marga­
ret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan intended to talk about opening markets and 
encouraging private investments, which was not what developing countries 
had in mind.20 Instead of discussing the international economic order, indus­
trialized countries insisted on debating the inflationary impact of petrol dollars 
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on the international economy, which, they said, threatened all the nonoil 
countries, rich and poor alike.21 In a meeting with Secretary-General Wald­
heim, German chancellor Helmut Schmidt claimed that a new international 
economic order could not solve the problems of the Global South, nor could 
an increase in development aid. It was the price of oil that was destroying the 
developing countries, he contended. In the climate of the Second Cold War 
following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979, Schmidt held 
that development did not enhance security. East-West tensions “originated in 
the developing countries because of interference by the industrialized coun­
tries in the Third World.”22 The changed political context was fatal to global 
negotiations; the developing world’s attempt to bring the US-dominated Bret­
ton Woods institutions, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 
directly under United Nations control failed miserably. It was, as the US State 
Department commented without regret, “the last gasp of a decade-long effort 
at multilateral diplomacy.”23

In his review of the historiography of development, Joseph Hodge high­
lights the convergence of criticism from the left and right in the 1980s.24 It 
made for strange bedfellows: critics included those like the Ayatollah Kho­
meini in Iran, for example, who denounced Western civilization as evil and 
corrupt and saw progress as disruptive of higher values, and neoliberal fol­
lowers of Peter Bauer, like economists Deepak Lal, Bela Balassa, or Ian Little, 
who equated developmental failure with state failure. On the left, some post­
modern thinkers rejected modernity, preferring a romantic idea of the rural 
Third World, while systems thinkers such as Immanuel Wallerstein attacked 
capitalism as the most exploitative system ever devised, at least for the vast 
majority on the periphery.25 Criticism also came from those who had partic­
ipated in the global aid system and now renounced it. One was Brigitte Erler, 
who had served in the West German Ministry of Cooperation, but who in the  
mid-1980s wrote a book that unmercifully described the mistakes of  West 
German development aid in Bangladesh and pointed out the racism inherent 
in the patronizing idea of foreign assistance.26

In the early 1980s, neoliberal criticism of development continued apace. 
Critics railed against the social engineering underlying development and 
extolled the virtues of the market. The World Bank made no exception, as it 
moved away from Robert McNamara’s basic needs–based policies, now con­
sidered harmful (because they fueled debt) rather than useful. During the 
1970s, while major donors retreated from bilateral lending (Official Devel­
opment Aid from OECD countries decreased from 0.65 percent of GDP in 
1965 to 0.23 percent in 1979), the World Bank had increased its commitments 
from $1 billion in 1968 to $13 billion in 1981.27 Cynical developing countries 
thought that it was “the rich countries’ substitute for the NIEO.”28 But results 
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were poor, and key elements of the system came under attack: the overexten­
sion of the public sector with duties beyond normal governmental functions, 
excessive emphasis on physical capital and the resulting underestimation of 
human capital, and the proliferation of economy-distorting controls. The Afri­
can case was seen as exemplifying the distortions caused by antipoverty World 
Bank policies. It was studied by a World Bank report entrusted to economist 
Elliot Berg in 1979 and published two years later as Accelerated Development in 
Sub-Saharan Africa: An Agenda for Action. Poor performance in African econo­
mies, the Berg report argued, was not attributable to the legacy of colonialism 
or declining commodity prices, but to population pressure, modest agricul­
tural outcomes, and perverse and wasteful government policies compounded 
by external indebtedness. Domestic policy inadequacies such as overvalued 
exchange rates, protectionist trade policies, and overextended public sectors 
were reinforced by a consistent bias against agriculture. Accommodating the 
great variety of economic structures in Sub-Saharan Africa, the report offered 
a solution: a clear focus on the rural economy, a more efficient public sector, 
and a greater reliance on the private sector were the ways to address African 
underdevelopment.29

When the long-latent debt crisis surfaced with the default of Mexico in 
August 1982, the effort to consider the ethics of globalization received its final 
blow, and the neoliberal political economy became the real new international 
economic order. In 1985, the World Bank made its move away from basic needs 
and its watered-down compromise for global justice explicit with the docu­
ment New Research Priorities: The World Has Changed—So Has the Bank.30 
Mirroring the West, especially the United States, the World Bank had reori­
ented its priorities. With the electoral success of conservatives in the United 
States, Great Britain, and West Germany, supply-side economics was in its 
glory. Neoliberal policies could free the market from excess state rules, reduce 
taxation, privatize state companies, liberalize the labor market, and minimize 
the welfare state, or so conservatives claimed.31 A structural adjustment 
policy—that is, a standard package of reforms that cut public expenditure and 
the role of the state—was prescribed to the countries asking the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund for assistance: a strategy that came to be 
called the Washington Consensus. Structural adjustment promoted situations 
of economic security that granted investors as much as possible. The focus on 
country programming, absorptive capacity, and project feasibility that had 
largely oriented the bank’s policies since the 1950s was now reemphasized. 
McNamara’s revolution was quickly forgotten. Poverty reduction ceased to be 
a goal, and growth was again a top priority.32

The new antistate doctrine was anathema to developing countries. 
Unwilling to succumb to the North’s ideological agenda, they saw structural 
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adjustment as a violation of their national sovereignty and tried to avoid the 
harsher measures of the neoliberal counterrevolution.33 At the end of the 
1980s, several studies analyzed the adverse impact of structural adjustment 
on poverty, the environment, and gender issues.34 “When this talk of liberal­
ization and deregulation came in,” recalls Gamani Corea, UNCTAD secretary-
general from 1974 to 1984, “it was not enough to clear the stage” and remove 
what the neoliberals called the obstacles in the way.35 The prior emphasis on 
state power, he claimed, had come not from a socialist orientation, but from 
the practical reality that the state was usually the only strong actor in these 
countries, many of whom were “too weak to rely on the private sector to do 
the things that developed countries encouraged them to do.” Neoliberals, 
in contrast, saw the state as the origin of inefficiency and development fail­
ures. The key to growth was cutting expenditures and promoting openness. 
The success stories they used to support their view were the so-called Asian 
Tigers—Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan—small countries 
with export-oriented economies. Curiously enough, neoliberal advocates did 
not mention that strong state structures had been crucial to making the Asian 
Tigers’ economies work.36

As for the Soviet Bloc, by the end of the 1970s it increasingly saw develop­
ment as a global problem to be handled with comprehensive tools. In 1979, at 
UNCTAD III, the Soviet Union adopted a new attitude, its previously harsh 
tones giving way to an openness toward East-West economic relations.37 Dis­
cussions about international trade rules should not cover only North-South 
relations: they should be generalized. Nonetheless, the attack on multinational 
companies typical of the 1970s was still a part of Soviet discourse. While the 
West moved toward neoliberalism, the East moved toward de-ideologization, 
in business in and with the Third World. Trilateral projects, where West and 
East worked together in a developing country, functioned satisfactorily, and 
the Soviet Union continued to partner with multinationals. One example was 
the Cuanza River basin in Angola, a 1982 cooperative project with a Brazilian 
engineering firm, Oderbrecht, financed by Portuguese capital, to construct 
a hydroelectric power plant and prepare a land reclamation scheme.38 As a 
global strategy, though, trilateral agreements were less widespread, because 
the West considered them a tool that socialist countries used to reap political 
advantages at a reasonable price.39

For the USSR, the notion of the Third World was still critical, even though 
Soviet orthodoxy went out of its way—and closer to the Western point of 
view—to point out the differences and cleavages within a group that claimed 
to be cohesive. At the Twenty-Sixth Congress of the CPSU, Leonid Brezhnev 
reiterated the words of Soviet social scientists: the vast majority of develop­
ing countries were still fixated on the idea of catching up via capitalist-type 
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growth—that is, at all costs and without regard for social consequences.40 
Another approach was to argue that the very concept of the Third World was a 
conceptual error, as historian Nodari Simonia did in 1985; it was just as wrong 
as the idea of a third way, which did not exist. Nonalignment and “compound 
and multi-structural systems” did not qualify as a distinct world system. Before 
independence, the “countries of the East” (the collective term Simonia used to 
mean what we now call the Global South) had been part of the world imperi­
alist system, “specifically its politically oppressed and economically exploited 
component.” This legacy still influenced their international economic rela­
tions.41 While the Soviet Union did not talk of the “Third World,” other so­
cialist countries did. For example, the mixed East German and Hungarian 
historians’ commission constituted in 1987 used the expression “Third World” 
in criticizing the notion of a dichotomy between a wealthy North and a poor 
South.42 Reflecting the greater dependence of their countries on world trade, 
Eastern European studies of the Third World were less ideological and much 
more dispassionate than Soviet ones in addressing the developing countries’ 
needs, prospects, and problems.43

The Soviet analyses in the 1980s were as hostile to Third World leaders as 
the West was, often accusing them of abusing their bureaucratic powers. A col­
lective volume published in 1982, with writings by Karen Brutents, Rostislav 
Ulianovsky, Andrey A. Gromyko, and Yevgeny M. Primakov, among others, 
spelled out the many ways that Third World states with socialist orientations  
fell short of genuine socialism. It focused on the numerous problems posed  
by the economic, social, and political underdevelopment of countries like Af­
ghanistan or the People’s Republic of the Congo, rather than acknowledging  
the progress in economic and political governance achieved by, for instance, 
Algeria. It further argued that widespread illiteracy and the lack of sharp class 
differentiation made it difficult to introduce progressive economic reforms 
and organize a vanguard party with close links to the masses.44 The lack of a 
bourgeois class in most places made it impossible to start a Marxist-Leninist 
revolution. According to this analysis, backwardness was not just the legacy 
of imperialism but had local causes as well. There was a revival of studies of 
Eastern societies—that is, of Asia, North Africa, and the Middle East—with 
Simonia writing several important pieces. In Destiny of Capitalism in the Orient, 
he argued against the notion that capitalism was universal and would fit all, 
claiming that Eastern cultures struggled in vain to adopt principles of  Western 
capitalism. Western modernization theories were simplistic and doomed to 
fail, as would all formulas that did not take local traditions into account. Tech­
nology could not solve the problems of underdevelopment; industrialization 
on its own would not bring success; expelling peasants from traditional sec­
tors of the economy was not the answer. Soviet cooperation with developing 
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countries was about scientific and economic development, not just growth, 
and this was the only path to economic independence.45 Traditional structures 
were reactionary and could not promote change. In developing countries, state 
capitalism prevailed in its various forms: Bonapartist in Iran, feudal in Saudi 
Arabia, republican-bureaucratic in India and Indonesia, authoritarian but par­
liamentary in Malaysia. In these places, social revolution was not viable.46

When Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in 1985, disengagement with the 
South was anticipated, with the substantial subsidies and military aid of the 
1970s expected to cease because of the “Afghanistan syndrome,” an aversion 
to commitment in developing countries as a consequence of the unexpected 
and costly Afghan defeat. This expectation was only partially confirmed: Gor­
bachev’s approach to strategy and security considered ideas of interdepen­
dence and ecological concerns that had been part of 1970s Soviet thinking. 
Engagement in the Third World was a cost, certainly not a source of profits.47 
Soviet aid in the 1980s did not compare to Western aid. In 1987, DAC countries 
offered $65.7 billion in foreign aid, whereas—according to OECD sources—
Soviet aid in 1988 amounted to $4.2 billion, two-thirds of which went to three 
countries: Cuba, Mongolia, and Vietnam. The CIA counted $7.77 billion in 
Soviet aid, not including military aid. Soviet data from the Institute of  World 
Economy and International Relations (IMEMO) gave a higher figure of 63 bil­
lion rubles for 1981–1986, with an annual average of 11 billion rubles—around 
$17.4 billion at the official exchange rate.48 Figures were hard to compare, given 
that rubles were not convertible and the exchange rate was overestimated.49 
Still, the gap with the West was enormous. Under Gorbachev, participation 
in multilateral programs increased and was partially revised. Nodari Simonia, 
now deputy director of IMEMO, offered openness as the new recipe for Third 
World countries. A closed system, he claimed, was doomed to fail. Traditional 
structures and colonial legacies needed to be abolished, and even the role of 
the state could be reduced in order to avoid industrialization without growth, 
bureaucratization, and corruption.50

New Soviet thinking supported disarmament as a way to finance develop­
ment assistance, but this linkage between peace and development was not uni­
versally accepted by the critics of imperialism, with some radicals attacking 
what they called a false capitalistic peace.51 In November 1986, however, Gor­
bachev met with Rajiv Gandhi in New Delhi. The Delhi Declaration called 
for a nuclear weapon–free and nonviolent world and added that “only dis­
armament can release the enormous additional resources needed for com­
bating economic backwardness and poverty.”52 During the years of nuclear 
brinksmanship, the environmental consequences of an atomic war had fueled 
nightmarish nuclear winter scenarios.53 In the United Nations, the discussion 
was also fed by the 1987 Brundtland report on sustainable development that 
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came after several monumental environmental crises: the Bhopal gas tragedy 
in India (1984), the Sahel drought in Africa (1982–84), and the Chernobyl 
nuclear power disaster (1986). Development aid was initially a tool for secu­
rity, but by the end of the 1980s, it was clear that for it to serve this purpose, a 
new, comprehensive approach that factored in environmental crises and their 
consequences was needed.54
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Conclusions

We believe that the failure of a great many development projects to achieve 
even the most fundamental objectives is due to a reluctance on the part of 
development practitioners to appreciate the significance of  history.

—W i l l i a m R ay A r n e y, 1991

With the end of the Cold War, development was to be given a new lease on 
life, as resources freed from the arms race were reinvested in the South. Would 
this open a new stage in North-South relations? US president George H. W. 
Bush (1989–1993) thought so, speaking along very different lines from his pre-
decessor, Ronald Reagan, who had openly opposed aid. Bush saw an opportu-
nity to “shape a new world”: “If we succeed, the next decade and the century 
beyond will be an era of unparalleled growth—an era which sees the flourish-
ing of freedom, peace and prosperity around the world.”1 However, his vision  
of liberal democracy’s uncontested worldwide success—this triumphalist idea 
of “the end of history”—did not last long.2 Nor did the hope that the end of 
the Cold War would free up new capital for development. During the Cold 
War, countries in the Global South had played the superpowers off each other, 
achieving almost unchecked aid during decolonization—but this approach 
no longer worked. Economists and social scientists attacked the Cold War, 
claiming that the aid distributed then, while abundant, had been distorted by 
politics, with negative consequences for national economies. Cold War aid, 
they said, fostered inefficient distribution, thwarted institutional development 
in newly independent countries, propped up failed states, and nourished civil 
wars with weapons and ideology. The Cold War was a perfect scapegoat.

During the Cold War, aid was used for a variety of purposes: building per-
manent links, reorienting trade, redesigning the political economy in recipient 
countries, and consolidating leaderships that would otherwise have fallen. 
This book shows that development was—and is—bound to national projects 
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of both donors and recipients. It reveals development’s many expectations 
other than humanitarian motives: political loyalty, broader markets, personal 
or group legitimacy. It describes the tensions between different actors and 
the competing interests below the seemingly even surface of development. 
Historian Jürgen Osterhammel, interviewed by The Guardian in relation to 
his monumental work The Transformation of the World, reads modern history 
as a set of multiple globalizations, a series of contradictory developments.3 
This book also recounts a plural history, seeing the global history of develop-
ment as made up of projects with worldwide aspirations but clearly framed for 
national purposes and within regional dimensions. The image of development 
as a single design, the concretization of a hegemonic view, a global faith, a 
center around which global polity is organized, is, this book contends, a sim
plified representation.4

The Cold War contributed to framing global approaches. Both superpow-
ers promoted universal ideas: for the West, development was associated with 
international aid; in the East, it was seen as a way to build solidarity. Both 
approaches, not coincidentally, were useful for transmitting ideas and values 
to recipients. During the 1950s, development was absorbed into East-West 
competition, becoming a battle to conquer hearts and minds, potentially on a 
global scale. It became a cultural project that required donors and recipients 
to see eye to eye on concepts of modernity and the paths to reach it. Projects 
like land reclamation and river basin development were ideologies in material 
form, embodying culturally specific values and ideas of social progress. Not 
that development planners admitted this. They saw development as synony-
mous with efficient control over both the environment and society and thus 
the ideal tool to defeat poverty. The spirit of the times was “one problem, one 
solution.” But below this seeming uniformity, each donor and recipient coun-
try had its own individual plan.

International organizations also defined development in homogeneous and 
universal terms. Foreign aid is a central component of world development, 
claimed Hollis Chenery, vice president of the World Bank in charge of economic 
research, in 1981.5 Since their birth, international organizations had sought a 
legitimizing ideology that proved that big bureaucratic supranational struc-
tures were needed. Development was the ideal fit: global entities could offer 
impartial solutions to local development problems. The epistemic community 
clustered around the applied scientific methods of international organizations, 
working out universal techniques and experimenting with case studies whose 
results could be transferred elsewhere, regardless of the specificities of the 
local context. Inevitably, this practice promoted a one-size-fits-all mentality.

This book details both the efforts to construct a global myth of develop-
ment and, more crucially, the obstacles those efforts encountered. In the vast 
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fresco of development, everyone, whether recipient or donor, had space and 
retained wide liberties. Difference and disagreement occasionally came to the  
surface but were mostly covered up by the imperative of coordination and 
cooperation, two development buzzwords. There was to be cooperation among  
allies, cooperation within and among international organizations, North-
South or South-South cooperation—but this harmony was wishful thinking, 
and even among allies, coordination was mostly mythical. Held up as a goal—
sometimes genuine, sometimes for propaganda purposes—it was neither easy 
nor complete. The donors, wanting their choices to seem legitimate, argued 
that they were shared, that aid was a universal value. In reality, several visions, 
each with global ambitions, confronted one another. During the Cold War, 
both superpowers, even if they reasoned in what were potentially universal 
terms, operated via regional frameworks. The DAC coordinating Western aid 
was one such regional framework. So was Comecon in the communist world. 
Even more regional was the European Economic Community, which in the 
1970s formulated a theory of turning regionalism into a global tool. Regional-
ism could become the answer to the one-size-fits-all approach.

Politically and intellectually, aid was one of the greatest disappointments 
of the twentieth century, because it could never accomplish the many diverse 
goals all the different actors hoped for. Imagined as a means to secure alli-
ances, aid could not orient governments to the degree that donors hoped. 
Born as a device for improving security and based on the conviction that wide-
spread well-being limited social discontent and might bring peace at home and 
abroad, aid never created political stability. In the minds of former colonialist 
donors, aid was meant to offer redemption from the colonial past; in antisys-
tem ideologies like communism and Third Worldism, it promised liberation 
from exploitation. However, aid policies could not erase dissatisfaction, pov-
erty, and inequality—among individuals, social groups, or countries.

In the 1970s, widespread discontent with the prospects of growth created 
new tensions between North and South, tensions born of trade issues that 
exploded during discussions about the environment. The linkage between 
development and security, a pillar of the system, no longer held: by the 1980s, 
economist Peter Bauer could contend that aid was the reason for North-South 
conflict, not its solution.6 The North-South divide replaced the old grudges 
developed along Cold War fault lines. After the collapse of the bipolar system, 
social scientists spoke of a new global era, and in the 1990s, globalization be
came the new catchphrase. Debates about globalization brought discussions 
about governmentality and security, with development still identified as use
ful for ensuring both, even as most attention went to issues considered crucial  
to the well-being of global capitalism—the networked economy, multination-
als, money markets, and complex financial instruments.7
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Foreign aid has long been a key foreign policy tool. In the Cold War years, 
there was hardly a government too brutal or corrupt to receive assistance, 
provided it was on the right side of the East-West battle. Recipients could be 
inefficient and autocratic; they could violate human rights, abet violence, and 
destabilize their regions, and still they received aid. Of course, this gave aid 
a bad name. The Cold War, in its global form, constructed the institutions, 
concepts, and discourse around foreign aid that survive today.8 By the end of 
the Cold War, development aid had become a massive system, multiplying 
institutions and minimizing evaluation and responsibility. It was a business 
built out of local, national, and international agencies and organizations—
both governmental and private. A galaxy of actors who talked and lived devel-
opment promoted a system of  knowledge and a certain way of thinking, while 
competing with each other for predominance. It was a community that con-
stantly interrogated itself about its effectiveness. “Does aid work?” asked econ-
omist Robert Cassen in 1986 in his book of the same title, which presented the 
results of a task force on development commissioned by the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund.9 His answer was yes, albeit not in the way 
or measure hoped for.

Development assistance did not wipe poverty from the Earth, but there are 
remarkable success stories. World Bank data confirm that poverty indicators 
are improving worldwide. Recent data establish successes in the reduction 
of extreme poverty. At the aggregate (world) level, the number of people 
living below the extreme poverty line declined from 34.8 percent in 1990 to 
10.7 percent in 2013.10 Intransigent interpreters will, however, point out that 
the situation is much worse when the data are disaggregated. They point out 
that numbers do not properly reflect the disproportionate impact of global 
warming on developing countries. They remind us that much of the global 
change is due to China’s exceptional economic growth, and they point to the 
Gini coefficient that measures inequality, which tells a story of poor results in 
promoting efficient distribution—an issue that became crucial to develop-
ment thinking after the end of the Cold War.11 In East Asia, the so-called Asian 
Tigers (Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, and Singapore) have extolled the 
virtues of governed market policies and corporatist arrangements and created 
the developmental state—that is, a state focused on economic development 
that takes the necessary policy measures, including state-led economic plan-
ning, to accomplish that aim. It is a model that remains valid for development 
theory today.12 Africa, which offers a more discouraging picture, is now on the 
front line of development efforts.

Aid’s effectiveness remains a vexing question. In donor countries, conser-
vatives criticize aid agencies for wasting money. Aid activists, instead, fear that  
aid might corrupt governments more than it helps them.13 After the Cold War,  
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aid flowed through structures that formed a sort of parallel state, sometimes 
rivaling the actual one: donors fed money into their programs and then 
assessed those programs themselves, making the whole development business 
a closed circle with limited accountability. An OECD study of the late 1990s 
concerning aid effectiveness in Mali, for example, shows that donors relied on 
project implementation units independent from the local government rather 
than on national bureaucracy.14 This case study gives helpful evidence of a 
parallel structure of foreign aid experts disconnected from local bureaucra-
cies, and therefore not able to transmit good practices in the view of spark-
ing self-sustained growth. Observers concerned with evaluation commented 
that “despite the billions of dollars spent on development assistance each year,  
there is still little known about the actual impact of projects on the poor.”15 
Others complained about tied aid—goods that have to be bought from do
nors’ companies, which can mean that if aid does turn out to help the inhab
itants, it is merely an incidental benefit—a complaint heard since the 1960s, as 
we have seen.

Traditionally, the Cold War was blamed for weakening the states born with 
decolonization. However, almost thirty years after the fall of the Berlin Wall 
the allegation that aid undermines recipients more than it helps them is still 
heard. Disappointment with aid to Africa is often connected to a governance 
issue. The World Bank has argued that the underlying causes of Africa’s de
velopment problems are the poor-quality institutions, a weak rule of law, lim-
ited or no accountability, tight control over information, and the high levels 
of corruption that still characterize many African states. A 2004 study by Deb-
orah Bräutigam and Stephen Knack argued that high levels of aid go hand 
in hand with weak governance and low tax revenues in African countries.16 
Development economics thus prescribes selective funding in order to avoid 
a vicious cycle of poor governance and economic decline. This paradigm has 
recently been applied to Liberia, where aid, despite having built roads and 
schools, is accused of having quietly weakened the state. According to this 
argument, because aid meant that all activities were run from the outside, 
it actually distorted the government’s plans and undermined its authority.17 
In the last few years, countries like Liberia, Chile, and Indonesia have jump-
started growth the capitalist (Western) way through American-educated econ-
omists, but they remain fragile states. In these states, donors decide what to 
invest in and governments often agree without questioning. Infrastructure is 
still preferred: a new road is more visible than, say, expanding education. In  
the last two decades, development economists have argued that the ideal re
cipients of foreign assistance are poor, well-governed countries, but the  
need is greater in fragile states whose governments barely function. These 
states are often regional security threats, and rebuilding infrastructure is often 
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a waste of money because of the recurring outbreaks of war, both external  
and civil.18

In poor and desperate situations in Africa, where poverty and security 
threats are especially destabilizing, state building was long thought to be a 
Sisyphean task. However, even there, success stories exist. One is Rwanda 
under President Paul Kagame, in charge since 1994. Rwanda is now called “the 
best-run country in Africa,” a result few would have predicted when the coun-
try was in ruins after the genocide, when most of the middle class was dead or 
in exile and hardly anyone had enough to eat. The country was transformed 
in two decades, with aid playing a part in what is sometimes called the “Rwan-
dan miracle.” In 2006, aid was a quarter of Rwanda’s GDP and half the gov-
ernment’s budget—those figures are now down to 5 percent and 17 percent, 
respectively. Per capita yearly income has risen from $150 to $700, and Rwanda 
is growing at a rate of 8 percent a year, making it one of the world’s fastest-
growing economies. Between 2011 and 2014, poverty fell by 6 percent, down to 
39 percent, and the Gini coefficient that measures inequality improved slightly, 
from 0.49 to 0.45 percent.19

The myth of US hegemony and Western predominance, long a feature of 
simplistic readings of Cold War era development, is now even less accurate. 
US hegemony seems in decline, and China is on the rise. Hardly a day passes 
without a report on China’s advances, while the West is shown retreating.20 
Thus despite the end of the Cold War, the trope of communist threat can still 
be used regarding China, especially since its rise as a global investor in the 
early 2000s.21 Western media tend to stress aggressive actions (China buying 
up Africa) and aggressive use of political conditionality (aid flows to countries 
that vote for China in the UN).22 They also stress financial support for corrupt 
dictators and point to the fact that China does not fuss over democracy and 
seldom objects to loans being spent on grand projects. China’s soft power, they 
claim, is promoting a so-called Chinese model of authoritarian, state-driven 
development and undermining Western efforts to spread liberal democratic 
capitalism. Analysts, however, have worked to deconstruct this Cold War–
like picture of aggressive Chinese expansion. Bräutigam, for example, argued 
that by 2012 a misleading image of Chinese agricultural engagement in Africa 
appeared to have solidified in the public mind. Stories of Chinese land grab-
bing in Southern Africa, Zambia, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe captivate the 
media, but in truth, she claims, Chinese agricultural activities are marginal, 
often exploratory ventures from private businesspeople. In other cases, like 
Mozambique, traditional assistance in reviving the historical irrigated rice pro-
duction under the Portuguese is a continuation of aid given right after inde-
pendence, when Chinese agronomists assisted Mozambique in developing the 
seven thousand hectares of the Moamba State Farm.23 From the beginning, 
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Chinese-sponsored friendship farms were meant to boost rice production, 
with self-sufficiency (a mythic goal) in mind.

As in the 1960s and 1970s, China offers its history as a model for climbing 
out of poverty. It roots its effort in historical solidarity and presents its assis-
tance as mutually beneficial cooperation. Building on both the tradition of 
socialist aid and its experience as a recipient of  Japanese aid in the 1970s, since 
the mid-1980s China has adopted investment-for-resource swaps and signed 
compensatory trade agreements that provide equipment and machinery but 
defer payment until the recipient can pay in kind.24 Like the Soviet Bloc used 
to, China supplements aid with political training programs that involve mem-
bers of ruling parties and trade unions. This model has a long history as the 
low-cost strategy of communist countries. During the Cold War, such mea-
sures were not coupled with advanced technologies or sufficient capital and 
thus disappointed recipient expectations. Has China learned this lesson? Is 
it now providing adequate resources and advanced technology? Afrobarom-
eter, a Pan-African research network that surveys democracy, governance, 
economic conditions, and related issues in Africa, suggests that the answer is 
yes. According to its survey, 63 percent of people interviewed in sixty-three 
countries consider China a positive influence, although China’s development 
model ranks second after America’s.25 Chinese loans and contractors have 
reshaped much of Africa’s infrastructure, paying for and building new ports, 
roads, and railways. In many cases, this was accompanied by investments in 
mines and manufacturing plants. No other country, a recent McKinsey report 
found, “matches China’s depth and breadth of engagement.”26 Still, some tra
ditional criticism persists—China provides no-strings financing and is there-
fore especially desirable to the African countries as a development partner, 
but recipients complain about the poor quality of materials and technology.

Academic analyses such as David Dollar’s China’s Engagement with Africa, 
written for the Brookings Institution, show that just half of the announced 
Chinese investments actually materialized. Western media often portray China’s 
involvement as enormous, potentially overwhelming Africa, and the secretary-
general of the Communist Party and president of the People’s Republic of China, 
Xi Jinping, contributes to this exaggerated picture, having recently spoken of 
spending $1.6 trillion on infrastructure and development in Asia, Africa, and 
the Middle East over the next decade. In December 2015, he pledged $60 bil-
lion in support for African development. The amounts eventually disbursed 
will still be significant, but much lower than that $60 billion. Chinese direct 
investment in Africa was $32 billion at the end of 2014, less than 5 percent 
of total foreign investment there.27 And, of course, not all investments prove 
equally useful. Consider Tazara, which helped China’s reputation but cost a 
fortune. This could happen with other big infrastructure investments—two 
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prominent examples are the railway between Mombasa and Nairobi in Kenya, 
and the one connecting the resource-rich southeastern Katanga province 
and Matadi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s Atlantic port, built in 
exchange for concessions of copper and cobalt. China, commentators say, may 
find itself in the position once held by the West, which, after repeated disap-
pointments, wrote off many of its loans to African governments.

In 2016, Official Development Assistance, which includes grants, loans, 
technical advice, and debt forgiveness, reached a new peak of $142.6 billion, 
an increase of 8.9 percent from 2015 after adjusting for exchange rates and 
inflation.28 Most funding comes from the usual advanced centers—Berlin, 
London, Paris, Tokyo, and Washington, though the Nordic countries are gen-
erous relative to their size. More than two-fifths of the money flows through 
multilateral institutions such as the World Bank, the UN, and the Global Fund. 
In 2016, 9 percent was spent on refugees in donor countries, reflecting the surge 
of migrants to Europe.29 The tendency to use aid as a tool of foreign policy 
lives well beyond the Cold War era: either against today’s political enemy—
not communism, but radical Islam—or, in the case of the European Union 
(EU), as a reward to African and Middle Eastern countries who cooperate in 
migration management, nowadays one of the thorniest aid-related issues. Pov-
erty, often linked to war or environmental crisis and climate change, ultimately 
results in mass migration. In this new version of the population scare, the idea 
is to use development to help prospective migrants stay home—an updated 
version of the official goal of the late 1940s to “help them to help themselves.” 
Despite studies proving the opposite, economic growth and aid are considered 
ideal tools to help reduce migration flows,30 and this view is widely used to 
justify EU aid expenditures. EU development aid—especially for countries 
in the Mediterranean basin—is now conditional on help controlling people’s 
movements from these countries. This instrumental use of development aid 
has been criticized by development practitioners but is widely supported by 
the citizens of donor countries. The popularization of aid as a tool to curtail 
migration keeps approval of development aid at high levels. The 2011 Euro-
barometer, an extensive survey conducted in all EU member states, shows 
that nine Europeans out of ten think that development aid is an important 
expenditure.31 In Italy, where aid includes a disproportionately high level of in-
donor-country refugee costs, the connection between development assistance 
and migration policies is essential. A 2013 discussion in the Italian Parliament 
over reforming development assistance made this link explicit; it is why both 
right and left continue to support development aid.

The security nexus so characteristic of the history of development is still 
fundamental today. On the eve of the 2017 G20—the outreach forum created 
by the developed countries to help developing economies raise financial and 
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monetary management to the standard of the developed world—the German 
government hosted an Africa conference in Berlin. The aim was to establish 
new relations between Europe and Africa based on peace and development 
and to reduce migration—a phenomenon the European public increasingly 
perceives as a colossal security threat for European welfare and identity.32 
“If we don’t give young people any prospects, if we don’t invest in education  
and qualifications, if we don’t strengthen the role of girls and young women, 
the development agenda won’t succeed,” Angela Merkel said in her speech, ad
dressing a distinguished audience of the heads of state of Ivory Coast, Egypt, 
Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, and Tunisia. The plan put 
forward by the German Ministry of Cooperation (Bundesministerium für 
Zusammenarbeit, or BMZ) and immediately called the “Merkel Plan” by 
Alassane Ouattara, the president of Ivory Coast, was described in the original 
proposal as “A Marshall Plan for Africa.” Like its explicit model, it hopes to 
attract private capital to Africa, which it describes as a resource-rich continent 
where “poverty, hunger, malnutrition, and want could be overcome in just a 
decade.”33 Africa needs African solutions, the plan says, echoing both the spirit 
of the Marshall Plan and the rhetoric of the 1975 Lomé Convention. The legacy 
of Cold War era discourse and ideas is still with us.

“We believe that the failure of a great many development projects to achieve 
even the most fundamental objectives is due to a reluctance on the part of 
development practitioners to appreciate the significance of history,” say de
velopment professionals hoping to find solutions for the future in the past.34 
Thinking historically has always been a tool for reshaping the future, for think-
ing critically about what is to come.35 History can indeed provide examples 
of both failure and success in efforts to manage huge questions like famine, 
poverty, drought, tyranny, and bad governance, but development policies are 
often victims of amnesia: policy makers and practitioners forget about past 
strategies and how they worked or did not work, and why. As we have seen, 
development strategy has cycled between essential project approaches and 
gigantic, state-led planning and has still not solved the challenge of reconciling 
development and the environment. Today, the key concept in aid discourse 
is sustainability. Originally, sustainable development meant factoring the en-
vironment into development projects, understanding that development and 
environmental protection were intertwined. Increasingly, though, with the 
Global South claiming its right to develop, sustainability means customiz-
ing aid according to the desired mix of growth, domestic social justice, and 
environmental damage. In terms of preserving the environment, the devel-
oping countries argue that cutting consumption is the responsibility of the 
industrialized countries, the original big polluters. The right of countries to 
pursue their national economic development as they please continues to be 
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an obstacle to any global agreement on environmental issues. International 
cooperation on climate change—the most urgent global issue today—remains 
elusive, as national elites prioritize national economic goals over environmen-
tal imperatives, and some important leaders, including American president 
Trump, even go so far as to deny climate change. Thirty years after the end 
of the Cold War, development, far from being a global project, is still closely 
bound to nationalist economic and political priorities.
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