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INTRODUCTION

On September 23, 2003, six months after the United States and its coalition 

partners invaded Iraq, President George W. Bush addressed the United Nations 

General Assembly. The United States and its allies, he argued, had done more 

than simply remove Saddam Hussein from power and ensure that his regime 

would never threaten neighboring states with “weapons of mass destruction.” 

The invasion had also radically altered Iraq’s future, and that of an entire re-

gion. “The success of a free Iraq,” Bush declared, would demonstrate that “free-

dom, equality, and material progress are possible at the heart of the Middle East. 

Leaders in the region will face the clearest evidence that free institutions and 

open societies are the only path to long-term national success and dignity.” A 

“transformed Middle East,” he promised, would also “benefit the entire world, 

by undermining the ideologies that export violence to other lands.”1

As the president framed it, his administration’s initiative was a novel response 

to a radically new era, the “post-9/11 world.” The “war on terrorism,” Bush and 

his advisers explained, required that the United States respond to unprecedented 

threats. In “failed states” like Afghanistan, they argued, conditions of poverty, 

insecurity, and unmet hopes provided fertile ground for the growth of radical 

ideologies, allowing movements like the Taliban to emerge and providing ter-

rorist groups with sanctuary and support. In brutal regimes like Saddam Hus-

sein’s Iraq, they warned, the suppression of freedom had given rise to “rogue 

states” that rejected peaceful diplomacy, defied nonproliferation conventions, 

and sponsored international terrorism. The United States, however, could now 

    
        

    



2      INTRODUCTION

reverse those dangerous trends by promoting larger, structural changes in the 

world’s environment.

The Bush administration’s vision of broad transformation, and its ultimate 

turn toward “nation building,” many agreed, marked a striking departure. Prior 

to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, commentators observed, the ad-

ministration had avoided speaking in such terms, choosing instead to condemn 

the Clinton administration’s failed interventions in places like Somalia and 

Haiti. Others pointed out that “neoconservatives” within the administration 

had gained new authority after the attacks, and argued that it was their spe-

cific and exceptional influence that led to this sudden, moralistic emphasis on 

the promotion of democracy and the redirection of foreign societies. Charged 

rhetoric declaring the start of “World War III” or even “World War IV” also con-

tributed to the impression of a stark, fundamental turning point.2

On a deeper level, however, the Bush administration’s arguments were not 

new at all. Only a little more than a decade after the close of the Cold War, 

the president and his advisers had actually returned to a very familiar theme, 

promising that the United States would once more fight a war of potentially 

infinite duration for absolute ends. By declaring that the United States would 

define the “path” of the region and create a “transformed Middle East,” more-

over, George W. Bush invoked an older set of assumptions that had become 

deeply embedded in the intellectual and political life of the United States much 

earlier in the twentieth century.

I am most interested in that wider, more enduring trajectory, and the way 

that the concept of modernization embodied a long-standing conviction that 

the United States could fundamentally direct and accelerate the historical course 

of the postcolonial world. At the height of its influence during the Cold War, 

modernization was an intellectual framework as well as a political objective. It 

described the transformation that the world’s so-called emerging nations were 

experiencing, and proposed ways to shape and guide that process. Put forward as 

a model useful for studying the new states appearing as European empires col-

lapsed, theories of modernization stressed several overlapping principles. First, 

they argued that traditional and modern societies were fundamentally distinct 

in nature. In some societies, the forces of culture and religion provided the in-

tegrating values and ideals, shaping economic life, political organizations, and 

human attitudes toward the external environment. In others, however, a great 

transformation had occurred. In place of received authority, a new emphasis on 

individual achievement took hold. Where production was once local and limited, 

capitalist economies geared toward expanded production and future investment 

now reigned. While the laws of custom dominated traditional politics, in mod-

ern societies complex bureaucracies and diverse institutions provided avenues 

      
    
        

    



INTRODUCTION      3

Theorists also argued that social, economic, and political changes were fun-

damentally integrated, such that transformations in one aspect of a society 

would necessarily trigger others, producing systematic results. Modernization, 

in this regard, was a comprehensive process driven forward across multiple 

fronts. As new technologies reshaped traditional economies, new political or-

ganizations and values systems emerged as well. The import of modern media, 

in turn, altered the psychology of traditional men and women, changing the 

way they perceived their relationship to their fellow citizens and creating op-

portunities for rapid political and economic transformations. Where common 

culture and history once preserved them in a stable, long-term equilibrium, the 

irrepressible force of modernization made traditional societies tenuous and 

transitory. In historical terms, finally, such changes had a clear direction. Al-

though societies moved at different rates, they ultimately traveled toward the 

same destination. Despite differences of culture or history, they would eventu-

ally converge on common forms. In the mid–twentieth century, leading U.S. 

social scientists, government officials, and political commentators identified 

that universal end point with their own society. The United States was, in their 

terms, the world’s “first new nation.” Itself the product of an anticolonial revo-

lution, the United States’ liberal values, capitalist economy, and pluralist de-

mocracy provided an example of what a truly modern society could become.

Concerned with questions of economic growth, industrialization, and rising 

living standards in addition to fundamental social and political changes, theories 

of modernization clearly resonated with broader visions of development. What 

made modernization so compelling to U.S. foreign policymakers, however, was 

the promise of acceleration, and the perceived potential to link the promotion 

of development with the achievement of security. As European political power 

faded and the Cold War’s ideological lines hardened, U.S. policymakers came to 

envision modernization as a way to speed up the course of history. By using de-

velopment aid, technical assistance, foreign investment, and integrated planning, 

they hoped to accelerate the passage of traditional societies through a necessary 

yet destabilizing process in which older values, ideas, and structures gave way 

to the liberal, capitalist, and democratic ways of life that they recognized most 

clearly in the United States itself. Because Communists preyed on vulnerable 

societies in the throes of this fundamental transition, efforts to drive emerg-

ing nations down this common historical path would help ensure a safer, more 

peaceful world.

Modernization, in that regard, functioned as an ideology. Academic and 

scholarly research on the subject, much of it supported by the U.S. government, 

made its way into policymaking. Philanthropic foundations and nongovern-

ment organizations also promoted modernization in important ways, often 

          
    
        

    



4      INTRODUCTION

explained simply by tracing the movement of experts from universities into 

Washington agencies and New York offices. Modernization was most powerful 

because it resonated with cultural understandings. It reiterated an idea deeply 

held by liberals in the United States in a period of postwar affluence—that their 

society stood at history’s leading edge and that they possessed the power to 

transform a world struggling in its wake. As historian Nils Gilman noted, Amer-

icans imagined modernization as “the right kind of revolution,” a process that 

they could direct and control for the benefit of all concerned. Modernization 

promised an altruistic solution to some of the Cold War’s most vexing prob-

lems, suggesting that the United States could promote democracy and alleviate 

poverty. It would not only contain the dangers of Communist subversion but 

also dramatically improve the lives of millions of people in Africa, Asia, the 

Middle East, and Latin America.3

Modernization certainly was not the only force shaping U.S. policies directed 

toward the postcolonial world. Economic and strategic interests, driven by the 

need to preserve access to vital natural resources, keep markets open, and shore 

up European allies, were often crucial motives. Fears about possible damage to 

the credibility of the United States also shaped U.S. policy in influential ways. 

Nor was modernization always readily accepted and endorsed by U.S. officials. 

As an ideology, however, modernization provided a compelling explanation of 

how decolonization affected the world and what the United States might do in 

response to it.

Since the mid-1990s, historians of U.S. foreign relations have increasingly fo-

cused on modernization to explore the way that Cold War policymakers and 

intellectuals sought to define and accelerate the future of a developing world. 

Specialized studies have treated modernization’s intellectual history, its de-

ployment in specific national cases, and its impact at particular points in time, 

focusing especially on the late 1950s and early 1960s. What remains missing, 

however, is an integrated analysis of this scholarship, one that explores the way 

that modernization was deployed across a wide range of geographic regions, and 

puts forward an argument about its deeper roots and enduring legacies. This 

critical synthesis shows that in actual practice modernization rarely went as its 

architects anticipated. Combining reformist injunctions with the deployment of 

tremendous force, modernizers often wound up helping to create authoritarian, 

dictatorial regimes instead of liberal states. Because the universal assumptions 

of modernization promoted a disregard for the significance of local history and 

culture, defining them as transitory matters, modernizers also reduced crucial 

political problems to matters of mere administration and technical expertise. 

The cultural and ideological appeal of modernization, moreover, often blinded 

its advocates to evidence of policy failure.

    
        

    



INTRODUCTION      5

To explore this history, this book presents a combination of chronological 

and thematic chapters. The chronological sections provide an expanded study of 

modernization, evaluating the rise, partial collapse, and subsequent reformula-

tion of the concept. The thematic chapters analyze modernization in practice, 

focusing on attempts by the United States to promote it in diverse geographical 

settings and exploring parallels among them. As these cases illustrate, even as 

U.S. policymakers promoted their vision of modernization, foreign actors em-

braced, modified, and reformulated it to serve their own ends. Modernization, in 

that regard, was not simply directed by the United States. Those on the “receiv-

ing end” of U.S. programs instead contested and negotiated its deployment in 

important ways.

Although most studies tend to date its emergence in the late 1940s and 1950s, 

in chapter 1 I argue that thinking in the United States about modernization had 

older foundations. Theories of modernization were grounded in Enlighten-

ment concepts of social progress, and the United States’ imperial experiences 

in the Philippines and Latin America were important antecedents as well. While 

development was already the subject of a broad, international discourse in the 

early twentieth century, the thinking of Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt helped create the framework for a distinctly American ideology of 

modernization to emerge. Their concern with the deeper, structural forces at 

work in world politics, and their commitment to a broadly internationalist vi-

sion linking U.S. security to the global environment, profoundly shaped the way 

that later policymakers tried to understand and respond to the impact of decolo-

nization in the Cold War period.

Chapter 2 then puts modernization in the context of U.S. Cold War culture. 

In it I analyze the rise of the global Cold War, the dilemmas that U.S. officials 

faced in dealing with nationalist, anticolonial revolutions, and the reasons that a 

theory of modernization became so appealing in the 1950s and early 1960s. After 

tracing the rise of modernization as an intellectual framework in the fields of so-

ciology, political science, and economics, I explore how and why modernization 

seemed to provide a solution to pressing foreign-policy problems. I also argue 

that modernization became most influential because it crystallized a deeper set 

of cultural understandings.

In chapter 3 I focus on how modernization shaped the relationship between 

the United States and the first generation of postcolonial states. As cases drawn 

from India, Egypt, and Ghana demonstrate, even as U.S. policymakers tried to 

promote modernization and direct its course, foreign actors embraced, modified, 

and reformulated the ideology to fit their own purposes. Nationalist leaders were 

eager to transform their own societies, hoping to stimulate economic growth, 

promote industry, raise agricultural productivity, fight poverty, and improve 

    
        

    



6      INTRODUCTION

education. But their diverse visions of development did not easily fit into the 

more rigid, American template. Where the United States sought to promote a 

kind of global New Deal and aimed to create capitalist, market-based economies 

and liberal states, postcolonial leaders proved far more willing to experiment, 

combining elements of American and Soviet experience in attempts to generate 

more rapid progress. Deeply committed to policies of nonalignment and deter-

mined to preserve their hard-won sovereignty, they also rejected U.S. attempts to 

link the delivery of U.S. and international foreign assistance to changes in their 

foreign policies.

U.S. policymakers, social scientists, and nongovernment organizations also 

envisioned technology as a key catalyst of postcolonial modernization. As I ex-

plain in chapter 4, experts were especially worried about the twin problems of 

rapid population growth and low agricultural productivity. In the postcolonial 

world, they feared, high birthrates and declining mortality rates would trigger 

a population explosion that would prevent development by consuming scarce 

resources. Growing destitution and the threat of famine, moreover, would lead 

to greater political instability, opening doors to radicalism and subversion. New 

birth control technologies and genetically modified seeds, however, presented 

an appealing solution, and modernizers in the United States joined forces with a 

thriving, transnational network of nongovernment organizations, philanthropic 

foundations, United Nations agencies, and foreign governments to limit human 

fertility and increase agricultural productivity. Their efforts, however, frequently 

produced unintended consequences and deleterious results. Emphasizing the 

control of populations over the rights of individuals, they promoted coercive 

policies, deepened inequality, and damaged fragile environments.

In this regard, the story of modernization is an ironic one. U.S. liberals sin-

cerely believed that their efforts would improve the postcolonial world and the 

lives of those within it. They imagined that modernization would replace the 

injustices of racism and imperialism, ensuring progress and development for 

peoples long seen as inherently incapable of advancement. At the same time, 

however, they were deeply ambivalent about democracy, distrustful of populist 

politics, and far more comfortable with the idea of elite-led societies. While 

they often described modernization as a kind of “revolution,” they were most 

interested in promoting revolutions from above, fundamentally altering for-

eign societies in ways that clearly fit U.S. security goals. As I argue in chap-

ter 5, moreover, their overriding Cold War concerns often led them to pursue 

policies that had little to do with liberation of any kind. In Guatemala, South 

Vietnam, and Iran, U.S. officials and policymakers turned to modernization as 

a means of counterinsurgency and control. In each case they shed their tenuous 

commitment to democratic values in favor of repressive policies that shored 
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up dictatorial regimes and ultimately helped create the very dangers that they 

hoped to avoid.

These failures, in turn, contributed to the growing challenge to moderniza-

tion in the late 1960s and 1970s. As I contend in chapter 6, modernization told 

a compelling story of American advance and promised that the United States 

might direct the course of an emerging world. Yet by the end of the 1960s the 

optimistic foundations of this vision were seriously undermined. The United 

States’ own domestic problems appeared far more intractable than previously 

assumed, raising questions about whether the United States presented a model 

worthy of global emulation. The devastation of the failed war in Vietnam, more-

over, deepened intellectual and political criticism of modernization’s pretensions. 

While scholars attacked the paradigm’s assumptions, experts and practitioners 

also came to reject it as a framework for development, calling for a new focus on 

issues of inequality, basic needs, sustainability, the environment, and gender. As 

development came to be seen as a far more complex and even infinite task, con-

servative, “neoliberal” arguments ultimately took the field, replacing moderniza-

tion’s vision of a global New Deal with their own, market-centered promise of 

swift transformation.

The final chapter analyzes the resurgence since the end of the Cold War of 

a reformulated version of modernization. In contrast to other studies claim-

ing that modernization died in the late 1960s and 1970s, I argue that rumors 

of its demise have been greatly exaggerated. Although they now focused much 

more heavily on the magic of markets, U.S. policymakers again confronted cri-

ses in Latin America, Asia, Africa, and especially the Middle East by linking the 

promotion of development with the enhancement of U.S. security. As they did 

during the Cold War, they also argued that history had a clear, universal direc-

tion, and that the United States could accelerate it, dramatically reconstructing 

supposedly malleable foreign societies in benevolent ways.

Above all, modernization provided a powerful and appealing narrative. It 

promised that sweeping changes were possible, and that the world would be 

rapidly transformed. Social scientists of the Cold War period emphasized that 

a concentrated “big push” of directed investment and foreign aid would allow 

postcolonial societies to reach the crucial “take-off” point, after which they 

would enter the period of “self-sustaining growth,” ready and able to advance 

without recourse to external help. From the 1980s onward, neoliberals presented 

their own panaceas. Just get the state out of the way and let markets do their 

work, they insisted, and the rising tide of prosperity would lift all boats.

History, however, has not turned out that way. Nearly fifty years ago, in his 

famous inaugural address, John F. Kennedy made a solemn promise. “To those 

peoples in the huts and villages of half the globe, struggling to break the bonds 

    
        

    



8      INTRODUCTION

of mass misery,” he declared, “we pledge our best efforts to help them help them-

selves, for whatever period is required—not because the Communists may be 

doing it, not because we seek their votes, but because it is right.” That promise 

went unfulfilled. Contrary to Kennedy’s statement, U.S. attempts to link develop-

ment with the imperatives of security left U.S. policymakers unable to reach an 

accommodation with nonaligned, nationalist visions of progress. Focused on the 

goal of accelerating history’s course, through the 1960s and into the 1970s lead-

ers in government, philanthropic foundations, and universities deployed tech-

nologies with little attention to the socioeconomic and cultural context in which 

they functioned. Their focus on aggregate measures of growth also led them to 

disregard questions of individual rights and welfare, leading them to cast a blind 

eye to coercive applications and regressive effects. Distrustful of democracy, they 

aligned themselves with authoritarian governments that devastated their own 

populations.

The neoliberal recasting of modernization that took hold in the 1980s did not 

fare much better. Post–Cold War interventions in Africa, Central America, and 

the Caribbean did not suddenly create thriving market-democracies. The drive 

to remake Iraq resulted in a long, bloody engagement, and while violence there 

started to level off and decline, it did so only after five years of intense, devastat-

ing war. In 2010, the Afghan war remained a quagmire, with little chance of a 

quick resolution or any major advances in that country’s development. The high 

human and material cost of “nation building” in Iraq and Afghanistan raises 

serious questions about the ability of the United States to continue trying to 

reorder the world. More broadly, at the start of the twenty-first century, hunger 

afflicted the livelihood of approximately 800 million people, over 10 percent of 

the global population. More than 1 billion, roughly one-sixth of the global total, 

lived in what the World Bank defined as “extreme poverty,” surviving on one dol-

lar per day or less. The deep divide between the world’s affluent and poor coun-

tries has continued to grow. To make matters worse, older diseases like malaria 

and measles and newer ones like AIDS have added to the spiraling death toll. En-

vironmental damage has also accelerated, while global climate change threatens 

to imperil some of the poorest regions of the world.4

Modernization remains an enduring American ideology, but it is a poor guide 

for policy. The global problems of poverty, inequality, and environment demand 

urgent national and international attention. But they cannot be successfully ad-

dressed through a framework that promises easy transformation and ignores the 

realities of history, culture, and local context. A determined campaign to alleviate 

global poverty and human suffering may indeed help enhance U.S. security, but 

programs built on the premises of modernization have often undermined that 

political objective. A critical examination of the wider history of modernization 
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should help us understand those failures, and stimulate the pursuit of better 

alternatives.

NOTES
1. George W. Bush, Speech to the United Nations General Assembly, September 23, 2003, Ameri-

can Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=58801&st=&st1=.
2. Thomas Friedman, “World War III,” Foreign Affairs, New York Times, September 13, 2001; 

Eliot A. Cohen, “World War IV: Let’s Call This Conflict What It Is,” Wall Street Journal, Novem-
ber 20, 2001.

3. Nils Gilman, Mandarins of the Future: Modernization Theory in Cold War America (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003), 11–12.

4. Michael Hunt, The American Ascendancy: How the United States Gained and Wielded Global 
Dominance (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 316–19.
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SETTING THE FOUNDATIONS
Imperial Ideals, Global War, and Decolonization

On January 20, 1949, President Harry S. Truman delivered his inaugural address 

before a massive crowd of more than 100,000 spectators and a televised audience 

estimated at 10 million. Standing before the Capitol, he promised that the United 

States would seize the initiative in the struggle against communism, a “false phi-

losophy” that offered only “deceit and mockery, poverty and tyranny,” instead 

of democratic liberties, social justice, and individual rights. Three of the “four 

major courses of action” Truman proposed that afternoon—strong support for 

the United Nations, the continuation of the Marshall Plan, and the creation of 

NATO—were already well-established components of the U.S. approach to con-

taining the Soviet danger. To the surprise of many commentators, however, the 

fourth point of Truman’s speech turned in another, more striking direction—

that of international development. “More than half the people of the world,” he 

emphasized, “are living in conditions approaching misery. Their food is inad-

equate. They are victims of disease. Their economic life is primitive and stag-

nant. Their poverty is a threat both to them and to more prosperous areas.” But 

now, “for the first time in history, humanity possesses the knowledge and skill 

to relieve the suffering of these people.” The United States, Truman promised, 

would “embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific 

advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of 

the underdeveloped areas.” In stark contrast to “the old imperialism—exploita-

tion for foreign profit,” Truman heralded “development based on the concepts of 

democratic fair-dealing,” a process that would help “the human family achieve 

the decent, satisfying life that is the right of all people.”1
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In many ways, Truman’s “Point Four” proposal marked a pivotal moment. 

Amid the uncertainty of the early Cold War, as U.S. policymakers anxiously 

watched decolonization advance across Asia and move toward Africa, Truman 

officially committed the United States to a massive global project that would 

ultimately outlive the Cold War itself. He also defined that commitment in ways 

that would become central elements of a powerful ideological framework. First, 

by emphasizing the problem of “underdevelopment” among the members of 

the “human family,” the president conveyed the idea that the destitute societies 

of the non-Western world were not trapped in an inevitable condition of “back-

wardness” by the particularities of race or culture. They were instead struggling 

to travel along the very same historical trajectory as the world’s more advanced 

nations. The transmission of investment capital, technical knowledge, and ac-

tivist values, moreover, could dramatically accelerate their productivity and 

progress, enabling them to leap the gap toward liberal modernity. Second, by 

defining poverty as a strategic threat, Truman firmly linked development and 

security. Just as the Marshall Plan and the reconstruction of Europe had “beaten 

back despair and defeatism and saved a number of countries from losing their 

liberty,” development would alleviate the desperation in which radicalism flour-

ished. Third, Truman framed U.S. support for development as an inherently 

anticolonial venture, and an expression of a new set of cooperative, mutually 

beneficial relationships among nations. As one State Department policy paper 

argued, the Point Four program would repel communism and replace imperial-

ism. It would strengthen “political democracy” and show that “world develop-

ment can take place peacefully and with increasing political freedom, as the 

energies of the masses of the people are released into channels of constructive 

effort aimed at greater production, greater exchange, and greater consumption.” 

Finally, Truman’s proposal suggested that development was ultimately a matter 

of scientific and technical expertise, a field governed more by the application 

of universally valid knowledge and technique than by questions of specific his-

torical context or political choice. Though Americans did not yet use the term, 

Truman’s proposal articulated the core elements of what would soon be referred 

to as modernization.2

Truman’s ambitious, sweeping vision was not entirely original. The collapse 

of European empires, the growing strength of anticolonial nationalism, and the 

greatly amplified global power of the United States did indeed make the early 

Cold War a crucial period for American thinking about modernization. The 

concept’s underlying assumptions, however, have a more deeply rooted history. 

Modernization was grounded in older imperial assumptions about the United 

States’ ability to transform a foreign world, the legacies of Wilsonian thinking 

about the meaning of modernity, and shifting understandings of race, culture, 
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and the perils of revolutionary change. As an American ideology, moderniza-

tion fit squarely within the larger history of liberal, internationalist visions of 

an open, integrated world in which ideals and values as well as capital and com-

merce would flow across borders and markets. Its assumptions about the uni-

versal validity of U.S. institutions and the malleability of foreign societies were 

also tempered by long-standing reservations about the nature of foreign peoples 

and the need for their transformation to be carefully channeled and controlled. 

Modernization put the United States on the leading edge of the world’s history. 

It promised a more productive, more just, and more democratic international 

order. But it did so in ways that reflected a persistent ambivalence about the 

people and societies that were to be transformed.

Imperialism and the Cause of Civilization
The idea that the United States is uniquely ordained to carry out a vital world-

historical role is deeply embedded in expressions of American identity. As 

Thomas Paine boldly declared in 1776, the revolutionary commitment to natu-

ral rights and republicanism made America exceptional. “Every spot of the old 

world is overrun with oppression,” he wrote, and “freedom hath been hunted 

round the globe.” But America would “receive the fugitive, and prepare in time 

an asylum for mankind.” As the new country grew in territorial and economic 

terms, a powerful nationalism emerged to link the expansion of the United States 

with historical mission. New York newspaper editor and Democratic Party sup-

porter John O’Sullivan clearly defined that sense of “manifest destiny” in 1839. 

“Our national birth,” he proclaimed, “was the beginning of a new history, the 

formation and progress of an untried political system, which separates us from 

the past and connects us with the future only; and so far as regards the entire 

development of the natural rights of man, in moral, political, and national life, 

we may confidently assume that our country is destined to be the great nation 

of futurity.”3

Expansion across the North American continent, however, rarely involved at-

tempts to ensure the liberation and development of the foreign peoples living 

there. By the mid-nineteenth century, Americans had come to define expansion 

less as the triumph of universally relevant republican ideals than as evidence of 

the inherent superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race. In contrast to Paine’s emphasis 

on the exceptional characteristics of the “new world” experiment, by the 1850s 

the growing popularity of racial determinism led Americans to identify them-

selves as the latest, most western branch of a transatlantic family. In historian 

Reginald Horsman’s words, “Americans had long believed they were a chosen 
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people, but by the mid-nineteenth century they also believed that they were a 

chosen people with an impeccable ancestry.” As scholars emphasized the Ameri-

can rediscovery and recreation of purportedly ancient English liberties, and 

ethnologists classified the skull measurements of diverse racial “types,” Native 

Americans and Mexicans were increasingly defined as mere obstacles to the exe-

cution of a biologically rooted mission. Americans considered the supposed lack 

of technological and material sophistication of such peoples as confirmation of 

their ultimate inferiority and doubted their innate capacity to adapt to the domi-

nant society. While some reformers attempted to “civilize” Indians through the 

resettlement and educational efforts of the 1870s, Americans more commonly 

stressed the inevitable extinction of racial inferiors in competition with vigorous 

Anglo-Saxons. By the late nineteenth century, social Darwinist ideas were also 

invoked to justify wars of extermination as the natural manifestation of a uni-

versally progressive trend. At home, the solidification of rigid Jim Crow laws of 

segregation and sharply restrictive immigration policies also reflected the racial 

dimensions of republicanism.4

The idea of a racially inflected destiny also shaped the United States’ ac-

quisition of an overseas empire in 1898. The fundamental causes of U.S. im-

perialism at the turn of the century remain a source of intense debate, and 

historians have put forward competing explanations stressing the search for 

foreign markets, the pursuit of strategic interests, and growing psychosocial 

anxiety amid the rapid industrialization and political turmoil of the 1890s. Yet 

Americans also imagined their conquest of the Philippines and intervention in 

Cuba as part of a broader process in which they were taking on the obligations 

of a great power to act as a civilizing force in the world. American missionar-

ies, traders, military officers, and administrators often invoked the British Em-

pire as a model. For pro-imperialists like Indiana’s Republican senator Albert 

Beveridge, taking the Philippines was an exalted, noble cause, for the “English-

speaking and Teutonic peoples,” ordained by God as “the master organizers of 

the world.” Like their English cousins, Americans possessed the “blood of gov-

ernment.” Ruling the Filipinos without their consent, moreover, was a simple 

necessity. “Would not the people of the Philippines,” Beveridge asked, “prefer the 

just, humane, civilizing government of this Republic to the savage, bloody rule of 

pillage and extortion from which we have rescued them?” For many Americans 

at the turn of the century, overseas imperialism represented not so much a repu-

diation of republican values as the embrace of an international responsibility. Up 

to that point, many pro-imperialists argued, the United States had demonstrated 

its formidable industrial and commercial prowess but had exerted little influ-

ence in defining the wider world’s future course. The time had now arrived for 

the United States to play a leading role in shaping a global civilization.5
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It was at that moment, as part of the call for a civilizing imperialism in the 

Philippines, that U.S. officials, intellectuals, and opinion leaders took the first 

tentative steps toward a comprehensive vision of development. The process 

began haltingly. President McKinley spoke of a duty to “uplift” the Filipino 

masses, but he remained far more concerned with gaining a point of entry to 

the imagined potential of the Chinese market and keeping the islands out of Eu-

ropean hands. Most U.S. policymakers also shared the perspective of Secretary 

of War Elihu Root, who claimed that the Filipinos were “little advanced from 

pure savagery.” As Princeton professor Woodrow Wilson concluded, “it would 

be wrong to try to give the same government now to the Philippine islands as 

we enjoy who have been schooled for centuries to the use of our liberties.” The 

official policy of “benevolent assimilation,” moreover, was carried out through 

a horrific counterinsurgency campaign. Between 1899 and 1902, the United 

States sent seventy thousand troops to suppress the Filipino revolutionaries. 

Tens of thousands of Filipino soldiers were killed, and probably as many as 

700 thousand Filipino civilians died, many due to disease and malnutrition. U.S. 

commanders launched brutal attacks against Filipino guerrillas and destroyed 

homes, crops, and livestock. They ordered the torture of suspected insurgents, 

designated vast areas “free fire zones,” and, in one case, ordered that the island 

of Samar be turned into a “howling wilderness.” But, in an argument that would 

become all too familiar in the twentieth century, imperialists insisted that such 

lethal violence was necessary to prepare the ground for comprehensive reform. 

The invocation of American mission also helped overcome anti-imperial ob-

jections stressing the incompatibility of empire and democracy, the problem 

of assimilating racial inferiors, and the “degenerating” effects the Philippine 

environment might have on white settlers.6

In the aftermath of the war, the concept of development began to take firmer 

hold, bolstered by new arguments about the nature of the Filipinos themselves. 

In the process of creating a colonial state, U.S. imperialists reformulated their 

understandings of race and shifted away from the previous emphasis on the ab-

solute debilities of nonwhite subjects. In place of the older language of “race 

war” and extermination, colonial administrators substituted what historian Paul 

Kramer referred to as a new, “aggressively optimistic colonialism of ‘capacity’ ” 

defined by “progressive, future-oriented visions of Filipino evolution, matura-

tion, and tutelary assimilation toward self-government under indefinite U.S. 

control.” Claims of racial difference certainly did not vanish. Indeed, they justi-

fied the denial of independence to the Filipinos and resolved the apparent con-

tradiction between imperial rule and republican principle. But the language of 

tutelage and improvement also suggested that U.S. guidance might promote the 

gradual, evolutionary passage of the Filipinos along a common, developmental 
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scale. Instead of absolute, racially defined savages, Filipinos now became what 

colonial governor William Howard Taft referred to as “little brown brothers.”7

By the first decades of the twentieth century, U.S. colonial administrators in 

the Philippines made the “development” of the archipelago their central pur-

pose. Major infrastructure and engineering projects built railways, roads, har-

bors, and sewer systems. Public works were also defined as educational vehicles, 

and U.S. officials argued that changing the “backward” material environment of 

the Filipinos would instill a new set of modern values and attitudes. American 

agricultural projects introduced mechanized equipment, fertilizers, and experi-

ment stations as part of a broader effort to build a thriving economy made up 

of small landowners producing crops for export. The Philippine Commission 

launched equally ambitious programs in education, stressing that a comprehen-

sive system of schools would “prove one of the most forceful agencies for elevat-

ing the Filipinos, materially, socially, and morally, and preparing them for a large 

participation in the affairs of government.”8

American visions of tutelage and development also extended to political train-

ing. As early as 1899, during the period of military occupation, colonial officials 

ordered the creation of municipal governments to be run by Filipinos elected 

through a system of limited suffrage. General E. S. Otis explained that this policy 

would allow natives to “demonstrate a fitness for self-administration” and re-

ceive an education in democracy. Over time, Filipinos were expected to learn to 

vote, hold office, draft legislation, and earn increasing amounts of autonomy as 

they demonstrated the capacity for progressive self-government. While the U.S. 

Congress still retained final authority, Filipinos did gain greater responsibility. 

The Organic Act of 1902, defining the Philippines as an “unincorporated terri-

tory” of the United States, provided for the election of a national legislative body. 

The U.S.-dominated Philippine Commission was replaced by an elected Senate 

in 1916. U.S. officials also trained Filipinos to take over the vast majority of civil 

service positions; of 13,000 administrative offices in 1921, only 614 were held by 

Americans.9

Most of those plans for sweeping, transformative development failed. Al-

though U.S. administrators imagined creating a prosperous, thriving democracy, 

in the end they produced little in the way of lasting, structural changes. Because 

U.S. policymakers pursued a policy of “attraction,” seeking profitable trade and 

stable government through political alliances with educated, landholding Fili-

pino elites, the United States backed a class deeply committed to preserving its 

own economic and social dominance. Determined that any form of development 

would have be grounded on a firm basis of law and order, U.S. policymakers also 

presided over a system that defined democracy in extremely narrow terms. In 

the first elections for a Philippine assembly in 1907, the franchise was so sharply 
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limited by literacy and tax requirements that only 3 percent of the population 

was able to vote. In that situation, it was perhaps unsurprising that neither the 

Filipino legislators nor their U.S. sponsors did much to address the continuing 

poverty of the islands’ small farmers and urban workers.10

Much like the modernizers of the Cold War era, American colonial officials 

also came to understand the process of development in ways that obscured the 

significance of history and culture. Because they envisioned development as a 

kind of social engineering and viewed the transformation of Filipino society pri-

marily as a technical matter, Americans tended to view local cultural practices, 

beliefs, and social relationships as transitory phenomena that would eventually 

be swept away. U.S. administrators knew little about the seven thousand islands 

they sought to govern, and when they did think about Philippine history and 

culture they often did so in ways that denied the Filipinos any real agency. U.S. 

officials consistently suggested that any Filipino progress was largely due to their 

“supposed penchant for mimicry.” Taft remarked that the Filipinos would “need 

the training of fifty or a hundred years before they shall even realize what Anglo-

Saxon liberty is.”11

In the Caribbean and Central America, U.S. officials also spoke the language 

of development. Yet here, in the context of informal empire, their ambitions were 

often more limited, with a stronger emphasis on the immediate demands of sta-

bility and the prevention of revolution. As the post-1898 U.S. intervention in 

Cuba illustrates, this was partially a result of the much higher degree of U.S. eco-

nomic interest and investment in the region. While some officials argued in favor 

of broad socioeconomic and political transformations, prominent figures like 

General Leonard Wood, commander of the U.S. military occupation of Cuba, 

took a different view. Because Cubans were “a race that has steadily been going 

down for a hundred years,” the United States needed to “infuse new life, new 

principles, and new methods of doing things.” Yet the idea of instilling demo-

cratic values would have to take a back seat to other imperatives. As Wood put it, 

when “people ask me what we mean by stable government in Cuba, I tell them 

that when money can be borrowed at a reasonable rate of interest and when 

capital is willing to invest in the island, a condition of stability will have been 

reached.” In the Cuban case, the pursuit of a favorable climate for investment also 

led the United States to oppose many development projects. U.S.-owned sugar 

and land companies expanded their control of Cuban enterprises after 1898, and 

U.S. firms jealously guarded against the intrusion of foreign capital. In 1909, 

when the Cuban government turned toward a series of state-sponsored develop-

ment initiatives, U.S. officials were decidedly unenthusiastic. The problem was 

that many of the plans to dredge Cuban harbors, construct irrigation systems, 

build railroads, and reclaim swamplands created openings for British investors, 
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enlarged the scope of Cuban government control of the economy, and imposed 

new costs for American landowners. Unless such “ill-advised, ill-considered and 

dangerous fiscal measures” were abandoned, U.S. officials warned, it might be 

necessary for the United States to send troops back to Cuba to ensure the “re-

establishment of a government adequate for the protection of life, liberty, and 

property.”12

Yet the focus on capitalist opportunity in Latin America could also reinforce 

ideologies of development. In Haiti, a country under U.S. military occupation 

from 1915 through 1934, American officers controlled financial institutions. 

They also used the revenue to hire workers for road-building, sanitation, electri-

fication, and water supply projects. Improved transportation and communica-

tions systems certainly did create opportunities for additional U.S. investment, 

but they also were conceived of as part of a progressive effort to transform the 

Haitians themselves. Under U.S. tutelage, Haitians could be trained in business 

and management, allowing them to slowly advance. With its vast black popula-

tion, officials doubted that Haiti could ever become another United States. But 

with U.S. assistance it might at least rise to an intermediate position, and become 

what one prominent missionary referred to as an “American Africa.”13

Through the practice of “dollar diplomacy,” Americans envisioned capitalism 

as a powerful civilizing vehicle. In 1904, in his famous “corollary” to the Mon-

roe Doctrine, Theodore Roosevelt insisted that the United States should take on 

the role of an “international police power” whenever any Latin American nation 

conducted its economic affairs in ways that might lead to European intervention. 

Countries that fell heavily in debt, Roosevelt reasoned, were likely targets for 

foreign retribution, a process that could endanger U.S. hegemony in the region. 

Perceived as less costly than formal military occupation or the creation of protec-

torates, dollar diplomacy still allowed for the exercise of substantial U.S. control. 

In exchange for the receipt of privately financed loans, foreign countries were 

required to accept the imposition of U.S. financial experts, effectively ceding the 

management of central banking and commercial systems. In the Dominican Re-

public, for example, the U.S. government collected revenue and administered 

customhouses while private bankers worked out methods of refinancing claims 

by creditors. Similar arrangements were later implemented in Haiti, Nicaragua, 

and across the Atlantic in Liberia. As historian Emily Rosenberg argued, such 

measures were also understood as part of a larger developmental project. Mar-

kets, money, and credit were freighted with cultural meanings, and Americans 

retained a “faith that fiscal stabilization and economic expansion would bring 

social progress.”14

There was, of course, a profound tension between claims about the pro-

motion of “self-government” and the realities of imperial control. Early 
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twentieth-century U.S. attempts to promote development were also coupled 

with force and repression. U.S. programs to restructure Philippine society 

followed a devastating war against indigenous nationalists and continued 

in parallel with an ongoing counterinsurgency campaign. In Latin America, 

U.S. troops repeatedly landed on the beaches of Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican 

Republic, and Nicaragua, ensuring that whatever forms “development” took 

would be carefully controlled and guided in accordance with the wishes of 

the United States. Before departing, U.S. forces also frequently trained local 

civil guards and constabularies that promoted ruthless dictatorial rule, help-

ing bring to power the likes of Cuba’s Fulgencio Batista, the Dominican Re-

public’s Rafael Trujillo, and Nicaragua’s Anastasio Somoza. Thus, by the early 

1900s, U.S. practices of imperial development reflected a volatile combination 

of reformist idealism and lethal coercion. American conceptions of develop-

ment and modernization would change over time, but that particular pattern, 

as we shall see, would persist throughout the rest of the century.

Development and the Meaning of Modernity
Development, of course, was not a uniquely American concept, born suddenly in 

1898. European thinkers of the Enlightenment and the nineteenth century also 

sought to formulate models of universal change in which one could identify spe-

cific developmental stages and define the crucial mechanisms for advance along 

a single historical continuum. As Robert Nisbet observed, the idea that “the re-

cent history of the West could be taken as evidence of the direction in which 

mankind as a whole would move, and, flowing from this, should move,” exer-

cised a powerful hold on European social thought. Historical change, scholars like 

French economist Jean-Baptiste Say (1767–1832) believed, followed an iron-clad, 

unyielding course. Industrial production, Say reasoned, marked the pattern of 

social progress, and all those on the periphery would either “become civilized or 

they will be destroyed. Nothing can hold out against civilization and the pow-

ers of industry.” Karl Marx’s (1818–83) historical dialectic, defining the passage 

of societies through sequential stages of feudalism, capitalism, and communism, 

also put forward a universal, ordered representation of history’s direction by link-

ing changes in economic structures to changes in social relations. As he noted 

in Capital, a “country that is more developed industrially only shows, to the less 

developed, the image of its own future.” English philosopher and theorist Herbert 

Spencer (1820–1903) also stressed the evolutionary transition from the diffuse 

human relationships of “wandering tribes” to the well-defined, “determinate” so-

cial order of industrialized life.15
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In the early decades of the twentieth century non-Western actors also contrib-

uted to a wider, global discourse about development. Among Indian nationalists, 

the subject became a heated topic of debate. Some figures, most famously Mo-

handas K. Gandhi, rejected the sweeping transformations embedded in Western 

models of capitalist development. According to Gandhi, imperial exploitation 

was only part of a larger affliction. “It is my deliberate opinion,” he wrote in 1909, 

“that India is being ground down, not under the English heel, but under that 

of modern civilization.” Railroads “accentuate[d] the evil nature of man” and 

damaged Indian society by spreading disease and deepening famine. Imports 

from England’s textile mills debilitated Indian handicraft production and de-

stroyed the possibility of genuine personal and spiritual independence. Machin-

ery, Gandhi argued, was the “chief symbol of modern civilization,” and “a great 

sin.” Others, however, took a decidedly different view, emphasizing that national 

independence would require a program of economic, political, and social devel-

opment involving sharp changes in attitudes and values as well as institutions. As 

political economist M. G. Ranade insisted in 1892, the technological gap between 

India and England was so great that any newly independent Indian government 

would have to promote the growth of infant industries. Traditional religions, 

condemning the desire for wealth, also deepened popular fatalism. According to 

Ranade, problems of economic growth were intimately related to cultural and 

psychological failings: “Our habits of mind are conservative to a fault. . . . Stagna-

tion and dependence, depression and poverty—these are written in broad char-

acters on the face of the land and the people.”16

The transformation of culture as a central element of development was 

emphasized even more directly by Turkey’s authoritarian president Mustapha 

Kemal Ataturk. After the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in World War I, Ataturk 

built an army, vanquished the occupying Allied forces, and imposed a series of 

radical programs. The Republic of Turkey, he determined, would have to emulate 

its former enemies and become “a progressive member of the civilized world.” 

Civilization, in his mind, was also decidedly Western. In addition to establishing 

state-owned factories and creating a national railroad, he sought to fundamen-

tally reorient Turkish society. After sending the sultan into exile and abolishing 

the caliphate, Islamic schools, and religious courts, Ataturk constructed a legal 

code inspired by those of Switzerland and Italy, romanized the alphabet, estab-

lished compulsory primary education, instituted new civil and voting rights for 

women, and even launched a sartorial campaign banning the wearing of fezzes. 

Ataturk was the first to use the word “modernization” to describe a deliberate, 

integrated process of social transformation and nation building.17

In Republican China, Sun Yat-sen turned toward the idea of international 

development as a means to contain imperial competition, prevent Japanese 
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aggression, and unify a country divided by warlord rule. In his 1921 book, The 

International Development of China, he outlined a monumental ten-point plan 

for the importation of foreign capital to build railroads, canals, commercial 

ports, irrigation systems, mines, and iron, steel, and cement factories. Reason-

ing that the belligerent powers of World War I would soon have to redirect their 

economies toward peacetime endeavors, Sun argued that “proper development” 

of China’s vast natural resources and immense population would help that coun-

try become an “unlimited market.” “The world,” as he put it, “has been greatly 

benefited by the development of America as an industrial and a commercial Na-

tion. So a developed China with her four hundred millions of population, will 

be another New World in the economic sense.” Like other nationalists, Sun wrote 

about development as a process that would have broad social effects. China, he 

acknowledged, was a “late comer,” but “after centuries of sound slumber,” he pro-

claimed, “the Chinese people are at last waking up and realizing that we must get 

up and follow in the world’s progress.”18

In the early twentieth century, U.S. journalists, philanthropists, scholars, and 

businessmen also thought they perceived modernizing transformations under 

way around the world. Inspired by “the thrilling vision of a China purged of 

its traditionalism,” the Rockefeller Foundation established a medical school in 

Beijing in 1921 and started an ambitious program in rural social planning in 

the 1930s. The diffusion of expertise and professionalism, foundation execu-

tives believed, would promote liberalism in intellectual as well as political life. 

Through the North China Council on Rural Reconstruction, established in 

1936, the foundation supported a broad array of programs in agricultural tech-

nology, education, library financing, public health, and even research designed 

to determine “how . . . the unsophisticated rural Chinese really think.” The goal, 

as one progress report explained, was to create “a comprehensive experimen-

tal program of research, education and application, designed to bridge the gap 

between a rural medieval society and twentieth century knowledge.” Although 

the Japanese invasion of 1937 ultimately derailed the program, the idea that 

the United States could channel the course of China’s future along liberal lines 

remained a dearly held American dream.19

Many American diplomats and writers were captivated by the drama of Rus-

sian development as well. University of Chicago Russian expert Samuel Harper 

had originally condemned the rise of the Bolshevik regime as a betrayal of Rus-

sian liberalism, but by the mid-1920s he praised the Soviet “civic education” sys-

tem and even lauded the Red Army as creating a “new type of peasant.” The 

Russian masses, he avowed, were no longer passive or ignorant but were instead 

“articulate, discontented, and hopeful.” Many American intellectuals, even those 

who steadfastly condemned Soviet politics, were still impressed with the sheer 
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ambitions of Soviet social engineering. By the start of the Great Depression, the 

enthusiasm of many American experts for technocratic solutions, combined 

with a growing skepticism about the prospects for popular democracy, also led 

them to accept the severe human costs of crash industrialization and forced col-

lectivization. As the economist Stuart Chase put it, “I am not seriously alarmed 

by the sufferings of the creditor class, the troubles which the church is bound to 

encounter, the restrictions on certain kinds of freedom which must result, nor 

even by the bloodshed of the transitional period. A better economic order is 

worth a little bloodshed.” In 1932 and 1933, Soviet policies of taking food from 

rural areas to fund industrialization and feed workers and the military caused 

a massive famine, killing approximately eight million people. Yet the appeal of 

modernization led many of America’s Russian experts to describe that atrocity as 

a down payment on future progress.20

Gradual and complex changes in American understandings of race during 

this period helped raise expectations about the prospects for rapid modern-

ization in traditional societies. In the early twentieth century, anthropologists, 

sociologists, and psychologists took important steps away from older forms of 

scientific racism. Instead of attributing particular behaviors or capabilities to 

biologically defined, racial types, they increasingly turned toward the concept 

of culture as an explanation for differences among diverse peoples. As the most 

prominent anthropologist in the United States, Franz Boas (1858–1942) was 

especially influential in promoting that turn. Boas successfully discredited the 

older, racial claims of physical anthropologists and argued that the supposed 

distance between “primitive” and “civilized” peoples was not nearly as great as 

commonly believed. Along with his team of prolific and talented students, in-

cluding Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict, Boas also argued that autonomous 

and independent human cultures, well adapted to their particular environments, 

served to fulfill an immense range of human needs. It made no sense, therefore, 

to speak of their inferiority or superiority, or to rank them along any kind of 

linear or evolutionary scale.

Those arguments, however, were often only partially understood and selec-

tively appropriated. Boas had sided with the anti-imperialists in 1898 and, as 

a German Jewish immigrant, he attacked the use of racial categorizations by 

the proponents of immigration restrictions targeting Jews, Slavs, and Asians. It 

would not be until the era of  World War II and the U.S. confrontation with Nazi 

Germany, however, that the assault on scientific racism would begin to have a 

broader public and political impact. Americans also absorbed only part of the 

argument that Boas and his colleagues put forward. While theories based on 

claims of inherent racial difference gradually lost ground among social scientists 

and intellectuals, the practice of ranking cultures along an evolutionary or linear 
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scale did not. This fact had important implications for American thinking about 

modernization. Since the inherent limits associated with fixed biology and racial 

destiny were replaced by an understanding grounded in the malleability of cul-

ture, the idea of transforming foreign societies gained greater credibility. In the 

post–World War II understanding, contact with modernity would not eliminate 

deficient races, but it would utterly transform deficient cultures.21

Thus, from World War I through the 1930s, ideas about development and 

modernization as a directional, systemic, and comprehensive phenomenon, in-

volving changes in economics, politics, and culture, were in international circu-

lation. It was also during this period that a particularly American variant of that 

thinking became deeply rooted in U.S. foreign policy, decisively shaped by liberal, 

internationalist convictions that grew out of the experience of two global wars, 

the Great Depression, and sustained reflections on the meaning of modernity 

itself. Two related points would be particularly central to this new perspective. 

First, U.S. policymakers would come to perceive the world as a seamless whole, 

fully integrated by new technologies that allowed threats and dangers to rapidly 

cross the barriers of time and space. U.S. security, they came to believe, depended 

not merely on the defense of U.S. territory or resources, but also on the creation 

of a world environment in which American values and institutions would be 

most widely shared. The protection of U.S. security, therefore, would require not 

merely military force, but also the promotion of structural solutions shaping 

and directing the development of foreign economies, societies, and political sys-

tems. Second, the experience of global war led Americans to view this imperative 

with a heightened sense of urgency. Because they came to believe that the threats 

of dictatorship and totalitarianism placed civilization itself in the balance, the 

United States could not merely wait for history to run its course, slowly pulling 

the world in America’s wake. Instead, the United States would have to seek ways 

to dramatically accelerate the world’s transformation, leading nations in liberal, 

capitalist directions before hostile ideologies might take hold.

American attempts to interpret the meaning of World War I produced a burst 

of innovative thought, most notably by Woodrow Wilson, a professional political 

scientist as well as U.S. president. Like many of his contemporaries, Wilson held 

the view that the United States had a vital historical destiny. While campaigning 

in 1912, he asserted: “I believe that God planted in us visions of liberty . . . [and] 

that we are . . . prominently chosen to show the way to the nations of the world.” 

Yet it was Wilson’s analysis of the fundamentally novel dangers reflected in the 

world war and their significance for U.S. security that set him apart. The specter 

of fully industrialized, total war unfolding on the European continent, a cata-

clysm that consumed a generation of French, German, and English young men, 

led him to believe that the existing system of international politics was bankrupt. 
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War, he concluded, had simply become too lethal to function as a means of di-

plomacy. Of course, Wilson responded to that problem in part by arguing for 

a new mechanism that would replace the increasingly destructive competition 

of nation-states with a system of collective security—which he proposed in the 

form of the League of Nations.22

More directly relevant to the history of American thinking about moderniza-

tion, however, is Wilson’s search for a comprehensive structural solution. Wilson, 

Frank Ninkovich argued, defined the danger posed by total war and militarized 

dictatorship in “apocalyptic, world-historical terms.” His “new perception of 

threat,” moreover, “made American intervention absolutely necessary if a world 

environment hospitable to liberalism was to survive.” To “make the world safe 

for democracy,” in Wilson’s terms, meant ensuring that future wars would not 

erupt, and a pledge by the world’s civilized powers to work in concert against 

aggression was a major part of that goal. But it also meant putting in place the 

institutions and processes that would destroy the walls behind which dictator-

ships were protected. This required promoting the kind of open, interdependent 

flow of ideas, values, and goods in which liberal, capitalist institutions would 

ultimately prevail. Wilson’s famous Fourteen Points sketched out his sense of 

how such a world would be created, emphasizing disarmament, free trade, and 

an end to imperial rivalries.23

In the short run, of course, Wilson’s proposals came to naught. In place of 

a cooperative, open, liberal turn, after World War I the United States rejected 

the League of Nations, the victorious powers imposed punitive reparations pay-

ments on defeated Germany, military alliances proliferated, and trade barri-

ers rose. In addition, despite the hopes of nationalists from Egypt to Vietnam, 

neither Wilson nor the Allies took any concrete steps toward granting rights of 

self-determination to colonized peoples outside Europe. More than his specific 

remedies, however, it was Wilson’s basic style of thought that mattered most in 

laying the ideological foundations for future U.S. approaches to modernization. 

Wilson did not, to be sure, use the term in the way that U.S. policymakers would 

in the Cold War. But his emphasis on structural factors and his liberal interna-

tionalist conviction that U.S. security required reshaping the world’s political, 

economic, and cultural systems were crucial steps toward the vision of develop-

ment as an urgent global project after 1945.

The American experience in the Great Depression further shaped a modern-

izing agenda. Within U.S. political culture a strong distrust of state intervention 

in the economy tightly constrained the potential for sustained, centralized plan-

ning, even in the midst of a capitalist crisis. But the regional planning experi-

ment of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) was idealized as a success story 

that could be transplanted throughout the world. Federal management of a river 
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network in the form of hydroelectric power, irrigation, soil conservation, fer-

tilizer production, and the employment of thousands of workers appealed to 

many policymakers as a new and vital form of development. According to David 

Lilienthal, one of the TVA’s first directors, the agency illustrated the virtues of 

“democratic,” “grass-roots” development, since it brought scientific management 

and technology together with the active participation of the citizens affected by 

its policies. In reality, the truth was more complex, particularly since many TVA 

decisions were made by administrative elites, and pragmatism tended to eclipse 

systemic planning in agency operations. Yet the conviction that the TVA repre-

sented planning without Soviet-style oppression shaped later beliefs that it could 

be applied universally. By adopting the TVA model, Lilienthal argued, foreign so-

cieties could “skip stages” and move more rapidly down the developmental path. 

What worked in the United States, he later insisted, could be directly applied in 

China, India, Colombia, Iran, and South Vietnam.24

New Deal fiscal policy shaped later thinking about modernization as well. 

U.S. economists had stumbled upon fiscal approaches to the Depression be-

fore John Maynard Keynes first published his economic doctrine in The General 

Theory (1936). The American experience also appeared to validate the truth 

of Keynes’s central claims. After the recession of 1938 and through the mo-

bilization for World War II, sharp increases in government spending did in-

deed stimulate aggregate demand, promote consumption, and drive a sagging 

economy toward full employment. Most crucial to thinking about the nature of 

development was Keynes’s insistence on the categorical difference between the 

economic principles governing an economy running at full speed and those at 

work in stagnant cases of underemployed labor and capital. In the midst of the 

Great Depression, the economy of the United States had fallen into the latter case, 

in which orthodox, neoclassical economic models did not apply, but the uncon-

ventional tactics of deficit spending and fiscal management could. The idea that 

diverse conditions required diverse forms of economic analysis, in turn, helped 

stimulate thinking about the plight of “underdeveloped areas.” The American ex-

perience, even in the midst of a crisis, was not considered identical to the situation 

facing those impoverished regions, where massive poverty and late industrial-

ization were taken to be decisive differences. But the growing acceptance and 

popularity of Keynesian thought ultimately generated a sense of confidence that 

“underdevelopment” could be addressed successfully.25

By the late 1930s, the specter of a second global war led to a crucial revival 

and reformulation of Wilsonian thinking. The Japanese invasion of China and 

the Nazi quest to dominate Europe deeply worried Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

After the failed Munich conference of 1938, the German attack on Poland in 

1939, and the fall of France in mid-1940, Roosevelt recognized a profound 
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danger for the United States and the world. Most significantly, however, he did 

not define the problem in conventional terms of military strength. Instead he 

emphasized the way that the forces of communications, technology, trade, and 

warfare had created an increasingly integrated world in which U.S. security de-

manded a new level of global engagement. “The world,” Roosevelt reflected in 

1939, “has grown so small and weapons of attack so swift . . . events of thunder-

ous import have moved with lightning speed.” The Japanese march in Asia and 

the German blitzkrieg in Europe, in his words, represented the “annihilation of 

time and space.” In early 1941 he observed: “The problems which we face are 

so vast and so interrelated that any attempt even to state them compels one to 

think in terms of five continents and seven seas.” The U.S. response, therefore, 

could not merely take the form of military mobilization and territorial defense. 

Like Wilson before him, Roosevelt argued that the United States would have to 

transform the international environment.26

Roosevelt articulated a global vision of modernization as an essential part of 

that project. In his State of the Union address on January, 6, 1941, he declared 

that the United States would create “a world founded upon four essential human 

freedoms.” Freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and “freedom from fear” 

would all be pursued alongside a commitment to “freedom from want—which, 

translated into world terms, means economic understandings that will secure to 

every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants everywhere in the world.” 

By defining U.S. war aims in terms of the triumph of civil and economic rights, 

Roosevelt built on and far exceeded Wilson’s solutions. Where Wilson promised 

to “make the world safe for democracy,” a formulation that suggested creating 

the conditions in which liberalism could survive, Roosevelt suggested that the 

United States would seek to restructure the world in accordance with its own fun-

damental principles. Figures like Henry Luce, the influential publisher of Time 

and Life, also gave these ideas a dramatic cast. “America,” Luce declared, “cannot 

be responsible for the behavior of the entire world, but America is responsible, to 

herself as well as to history, for the world environment in which she lives.”27

Decolonization and a World in Turmoil
Some of the more pivotal questions about modernizing the “international en-

vironment” were raised by the problem of decolonization. The Atlantic Char-

ter, issued by Roosevelt and British prime minister Winston Churchill in August 

1941, clearly defined an anticolonial position. In particular, the United States and 

Britain pledged “to respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of govern-

ment under which they will live,” and declared their “wish to see sovereign rights 
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and self-government restored to those who have been forcibly deprived of them.” 

Churchill later tried to water the statement down, insisting that its anticolonial 

provisions applied only to lands invaded by the Axis powers. But the document’s 

promises were clearly framed in global terms, and decolonization fit squarely 

within the wider ethos of a war defined as a struggle for democratic freedoms 

against fascist oppression.28

That ideological framework created an awkward problem as the British, 

French, and Americans called on their colonial subjects to fight on behalf of 

principles that they themselves did not enjoy. Writing in 1941, Gandhi made the 

point with typical clarity: “Both America and Great Britain lack the moral basis 

for engaging in this war unless they put their own houses in order. . . . They have 

no right to talk about protecting democracies and protecting civilization and 

human freedom, until the canker of white superiority is destroyed in its entirety.” 

In 1945, Indonesia’s Ahmed Sukarno echoed that sentiment, asking whether “lib-

erty and freedom” were “only for certain favored peoples of the world.” “Indone-

sians will never understand,” he continued, “why it is . . . wrong for the Germans 

to rule Holland [under wartime occupation] if it is right for the Dutch to rule 

Indonesia.” With fascism finally defeated and much of Western Europe in ruins, 

many nationalist leaders believed that the moment for genuine independence 

would soon arrive.29

The rising expectations of anticolonial elites that the victorious Allies would 

live up to their promises were largely disappointed. In a few cases, decolonization 

did take place relatively swiftly. In India, for example, the British moved toward 

a policy of negotiated withdrawal. Although Britain had ruthlessly suppressed 

the wartime campaign of nationalist demonstrations, officials recognized the 

growing strength of the Indian Congress Party and feared that rising ethnic and 

religious conflicts were driving the colony toward civil war. In such a situation, 

they worried, it would be increasingly difficult to deny Indian independence, 

particularly since any delay might increase the danger of widespread violence be-

tween the subcontinent’s Hindu and Muslim populations. Domestic factors also 

contributed to the British decision, as popular demands for an expanded welfare 

state at home made it politically difficult to continue pouring scarce resources 

into colonial affairs. Faced with that combination of pressures, an exhausted, 

war-weary Britain accepted the partition of its former colony and recognized 

the independence of India and Pakistan in August 1947. The United States also 

granted independence to the Philippines in July 1946, maintaining exclusive 

rights to a network of military bases but finally fulfilling a promise made a de-

cade earlier.30

In most other cases, however, decolonization stalled in the immediate post-

war years. While the British recognized the independence of Burma and Ceylon 
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in 1948, they did not relinquish control of any of their other colonies in Asia or 

Africa until the mid-1950s. The Dutch and the French proved even more intran-

sigent. The leaders of the new French Fourth Republic, founded in 1946, keenly 

remembered their nation’s collapse in the face of German power and resented 

the small role that the Free French had taken in planning for the postwar world. 

To yield their colonial claims, they believed, was to subject themselves to an even 

further demotion from great power status, and to cut themselves off from po-

tential resources and markets considered essential for postwar reconstruction. 

Algeria, with its large, white settler population, was defined as an essential part 

of France, and the other French colonies in Asia and Africa were still seen by 

much of the metropolitan public in terms of a vital French mission. The Dutch 

also dug in their heels, refusing to prepare for or even consider the independence 

of the Dutch East Indies, despite the effects of wartime devastation there and at 

home.31

The result was a global clash along a North-South axis between recalcitrant 

or, at best, stubbornly gradualist European colonial powers and a rising genera-

tion of committed nationalists. In August 1945, Indonesia’s Ahmed Sukarno and 

Mohammed Hatta declared their country’s independence from Dutch rule. With 

an interim constitution already drafted by the time of the Japanese surrender, 

they were determined to prevent the return of their former European masters. 

One month later, Ho Chi Minh famously demanded his country’s freedom by 

invoking the U.S. Declaration of Independence and the French Revolution’s 

Declaration of the Rights of Man. Having “acknowledged the principles of self-

determination and equality of nations,” he argued, the Allies surely would “not 

refuse to acknowledge the independence of Viet-Nam.” In Algeria, Muslim leader 

Ferhat Abbas issued a wartime “Manifesto of the Algerian People” insisting on 

a new state led by the Arab majority without French control. In West Africa, the 

Gold Coast’s Kwame Nkrumah led a campaign of strikes, boycotts, and protests 

against British rule. “We cannot get what we want by asking, pleading and argu-

ing,” Nkrumah declared. “We are in a world of action, not talk.”32

The conflict between European powers and anticolonial nationalists provoked 

ambivalent responses from U.S. policymakers. During World War II, Frank-

lin Delano Roosevelt repeatedly expressed the view that colonialism produced 

international conflict, stimulated revolution, and posed a grave danger to the 

peace of the postwar world. But there was a substantial gap between the expres-

sion of principle and the execution of policy. The U.S. position on the future 

of Indochina provides a telling illustration of the problem. Roosevelt believed 

the French had been poor colonizers, and he repeatedly lamented that France 

had done little to educate or guide the peoples of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos 

toward independence. In July 1943, at an interallied planning meeting on Pacific 
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affairs, President Roosevelt insisted that “Indo-China should not be given back 

to the French Empire after the war.” Yet he also went on to assert that “naturally 

they could not be given independence immediately but should be taken care of 

until they are able to govern themselves.” For Roosevelt, U.S. policies of colonial 

development provided a model: “In 1900 the Filipinos were not ready for in-

dependence nor could a date be fixed when they would be. Many public works 

had to be taken care of first. The people had to be educated in local, and finally, 

national governmental affairs. By 1933, however, we were able to get together 

with the Filipinos and all agree on a date, namely 1945, when they would be 

ready for independence. Since this development worked in that case, there is no 

reason why it should not work in the case of Indo-China.” To prepare Indochina 

for freedom, Roosevelt proposed that it be held as an international trusteeship 

under the auspices of the new United Nations.33

Roosevelt’s reference to the Philippines illustrates the underlying assumptions 

at work. For Roosevelt, equating the Philippines and Indochina made sense, since 

both were supposedly backward Asian societies requiring further U.S. tutelage to 

develop in Western ways. The president’s statement also captured his confidence 

in the global validity and applicability of U.S. approaches. According to Roosevelt 

and much of the State Department, any steps toward independence would also 

have to unfold over a very long period, as the Vietnamese in the 1940s, much like 

the Filipinos at the turn of the century, were politically immature. Ultimately, 

in the face of growing anxieties about the postwar future, even those tentative 

plans were abandoned. Determined to preserve a strong wartime alliance against 

Germany and Japan, and worried about the effects of instability in colonial re-

gions, Roosevelt did little to press Western European nations toward granting 

independence to their colonies. Reversing his earlier position, he also agreed that 

the French would be allowed to resume control of Indochina after the war.34

The start of the Cold War made the problem of imperialism far more pressing 

as the North-South conflict intersected with a growing East-West divide. Between 

1945 and 1949, U.S. policymakers wrestled with the difficulties of reconciling 

competing imperatives. In order to secure British and French agreement to post-

war U.S. security plans, U.S. officials muted their opposition to colonialism. The 

demands of anti-Soviet solidarity, State Department officers warned, would have 

to take precedence over the protests of anticolonial nationalists. U.S. policymak-

ers also focused on the problem of rebuilding Western Europe and Japan. Dev-

astated by war, afflicted with severe shortages ranging from foodstuffs to foreign 

exchange, and deeply in debt to the United States, the Western European nations 

were seen as increasingly vulnerable to radical appeals. Their reconstruction, 

along with the creation of a new, prosperous, democratic Japan, would require 

ensuring continued access to the raw materials, investments, and markets of the 
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colonized world. As Senator Henry Cabot Lodge argued during hearings on the 

formation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), “we need . . . these 

countries to be strong, and they cannot be strong without their colonies.”35

The Truman administration, therefore, continued the retreat from the prin-

ciples of self-determination. In 1945, U.S. officials worked to ensure that instead 

of endorsing immediate independence, the new United Nations Charter merely 

required colonial powers to take “progressive” steps toward independence “ac-

cording to the particular circumstances of each territory and its peoples and 

their varying stages of advancement.” In March 1947, the Truman Doctrine 

also sidestepped the issue. While drawing a sharp, morally charged distinction 

between a democratic way of life “based upon the will of the majority” and 

totalitarian systems “based upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon 

the majority,” Truman simply ignored the obvious contradictions raised by 

colonialism.36

Yet Truman administration officials also concluded that they could not en-

tirely ignore anticolonial forces. Although they did not anticipate direct Soviet-

American military conflict in Europe in the immediate postwar years, they did 

fear that the Kremlin leadership would opportunistically exploit upheavals in 

the “peripheral” areas of the world. Nationalist elites, many of them graduates 

of prestigious Western universities, made articulate, compelling challenges to 

the ideology of colonialism. Their goals centered not merely on political free-

dom, but also on ambitions for development itself. Independence, in their 

terms, required rapid economic growth as well as advances in social services, 

health care, and education. It also meant sweeping structural change, much of 

it to be planned through the public sector. To reject wholesale the aspirations of 

Indians, Indonesians, Vietnamese, Egyptians, Iranians, Algerians, Kenyans, and 

Gold Coasters, U.S. officials feared, would embitter nationalists and cede the 

field to Soviet intervention. In this context, the United States began to chart an 

intermediate course, one in which development would ultimately play an im-

portant role. Ideally, U.S. officials hoped, the British, French, and Dutch would 

take steps toward granting formal independence to their colonies while main-

taining close ties through systems of “informal association.” The preservation 

of trade relations would keep essential supplies of rubber, tin, coal, and oil 

moving from former colonies to fuel European and Japanese reconstruction, 

and the recognition of official sovereignty would satisfy nationalist demands. 

Development aid, U.S. officials hoped, would also encourage nationalists to 

align themselves with the West and against the Communists.37

The international organizations founded by the Allies at the end of the war also 

had strong development components. The Bretton Woods meeting, held in the 

mountains of New Hampshire in July 1944, created the International Monetary 
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Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. While the IMF was expected to stabilize ex-

change rates and promote open, global trade, the World Bank was intended to 

fund global development projects as well as European reconstruction. By institut-

ing guidelines for foreign aid and stimulating private investment, World Bank 

experts hoped they could fight poverty, promote steps toward liberal democracy, 

and reduce the dangers of revolution in destitute regions. As World Bank presi-

dent Eugene Black put it in a 1952 speech, “world development means nothing 

less than the illumination of the central idea of freedom.” The Food and Agricul-

ture Organization (FAO), created in 1945, and the World Health Organization 

(WHO), established in 1948, also became central parts of the United Nations de-

velopment effort. FAO officials dreamed of ending global malnutrition through 

“a new world order to be achieved through a vast improvement in agricultural 

production and food distribution and consumption.” WHO experts also aimed 

high, hoping to promote global, standardized medical education, scientific re-

search, data collection, pharmaceutical preparations, and a comprehensive cam-

paign against epidemics, including malaria, tuberculosis, and venereal diseases.38

American optimism about the potential for engineering sweeping transfor-

mations abroad was raised by the occupation of Japan and the reconstruction of 

Western Europe. While neither case was framed as a problem of “development,” 

both appeared to prove that U.S. interventions in foreign societies could produce 

impressive economic growth and lasting reforms. In Japan, the occupation au-

thority set out to redirect national politics, society, and culture. The Americans 

ordered the defeated government to support the formation of labor unions, en-

franchise women, and liberalize its educational system. Convinced that Japan’s 

dominant class of large landholders had bolstered the country’s aggressive mili-

tarism, U.S. officials implemented an agrarian reform policy that dramatically 

broadened landownership. They also drafted a new constitution that reduced the 

emperor’s powers to those of a figurehead, proscribed the sovereign right of war, 

and established a wide range of civil liberties. Some of these reforms were soon 

abandoned. As economic conditions failed to improve in the late 1940s, regula-

tions applying antitrust principles to Japan’s massive industrial conglomerates 

were dropped. Before long, however, the increased demand created by the Ko-

rean War resulted in a massive surge in industrial production and employment, 

dramatically raising economic growth rates and living standards. Although the 

process was heavily shaped by Japanese initiatives, by the early 1950s Americans 

took great pride in helping transform an erstwhile enemy into a thriving center 

for Asian capitalism.39

The Marshall Plan shaped American thinking about the relationship be-

tween economic growth and Cold War security demands as well. Like later 
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modernization programs deployed in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Mid-

dle East, it was based on the firm expectation that expert planning could make 

the United States’ own historical experience a kind of universal template for 

liberal transformations. Proponents of the Marshall Plan described a replica-

tion of the New Deal in Europe as moderate government intervention, once 

embodied in the TVA or the Rural Electrification Administration, promoted 

a healthy, productive capitalism allowing the engines of private enterprise to 

meet broad, public needs. First announced in 1947, the Marshall Plan provided  

roughly $13 billion through mid-1951, and while some countries benefited 

more than others, it helped produce a major increase in the Western European 

gross national product. In Japan and Western Europe, of course, the task was 

largely one of reconstruction, of rebuilding a previously existing industrial base 

and putting a preexisting, skilled labor force back to work. While seeking to 

transform the cultures of their former enemies, Americans also observed that 

the Germans and Japanese were certainly “modern” enough to become danger-

ous military threats. But many U.S. policymakers eventually came to believe 

that a combination of expert planning, investment, and technology could pro-

duce similar effects in the developing regions of the world.40

It was in the context of decolonization and Cold War tension, therefore, that 

Harry Truman announced the “Point Four” program in January 1949. In practi-

cal terms, the “bold, new program” of technical aid and increased foreign invest-

ment in the “underdeveloped world” got off to an unimpressive start. The State 

Department struggled to define the program’s scope. Was the goal an increase 

in “production” and economic growth? Or was President Truman also calling 

for “economic development in the broadest sense,” targeting not only increased 

living standards but also advances in education and public health? Did the presi-

dent’s reference to “capital investment” extend to direct lending by the U.S. gov-

ernment? Or did it refer solely to private funds? The uncertainty in the State 

Department was compounded by caution in the White House and strong resis-

tance on Capitol Hill. In contrast to the mammoth scale of the Marshall Plan, 

Truman requested only $45 million for Point Four, a figure that Congress cut 

to $27 million when it finally made appropriations in September 1950. Having 

asked for billions to fund European recovery, Truman was reluctant to press for 

additional funds, and Republican critics like Ohio senator Robert A. Taft were 

quick to denounce Point Four as a “global W. P. A.” Government spending to 

fund development, they insisted, was a weak and ineffective substitute for the 

only real engine of progress, the unregulated, capitalist marketplace. In 1953, ap-

propriations for technical aid projects in health care, education, and agriculture 

totaled only $155 million.41
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Yet the Point Four program did mark an important milestone. In partic-

ular, Truman’s proposal applied a set of assumptions deeply rooted in the 

American past to the novel, uncertain historical situation of the immediate 

postwar years. The idea that the United States might catalyze the movement 

of “less-developed” societies along a universal, historically defined trajectory 

was central to the early twentieth-century justification of U.S. imperialism 

in the Philippines and the Caribbean. Wilsonian approaches linking the se-

curity of the United States to the structure of the international environment 

and the quest for an open, liberal world also contributed to the idea of de-

velopment as a foreign-policy imperative. World War II and the problem of 

decolonization, finally, helped make development part of the United States’ 

wider global strategy. Worried that imperialism had become a threat to last-

ing postwar peace, U.S. officials still remained ambivalent about the prospects 

for self-determination of supposedly inferior peoples. Development, in their 

eyes, promised a liberal, even altruistic means to meet and manage the ambi-

tions of anticolonial elites. Building infrastructure and promoting investment 

would keep natural resources and raw materials flowing into vital European 

markets, while promoting economic growth, better living standards, and im-

provements in education and health care would satisfy nationalist aspirations 

and prevent radical alternatives.

It was the inherently ideological nature of the emerging Cold War struggle 

that ultimately made development and modernization crucial elements of U.S. 

foreign policy. As Odd Arne Westad argued, “Soviet communism came to be seen 

as a deadly rival of Americanism because it put itself forward as an alternative 

modernity; a way poor and downtrodden peoples could challenge their condi-

tions without replicating the American model.” For U.S. policymakers, sharing 

the ascendant vision of a seamless, interconnected world, the prospect of a com-

petition between irreconcilable developmental models over the future direction 

of civilization itself was essential to their understanding of the Soviet challenge. 

Because the peoples of the “underdeveloped” regions were considered imma-

ture, volatile, and unprepared for responsible self-government, the dangers of 

subversion and the need for the United States to guide their rising expectations 

appeared all the greater. A few years after Truman announced his Point Four pro-

gram, revolution in China and war in Korea would transform the Cold War into 

a global conflict, making the “periphery” one of its front lines. The expansion of 

the Cold War would also harden the perceived link between international devel-

opment and U.S. security. In that context, U.S. policymakers would increasingly 

conclude that their nation’s future, and that of the world, depended on rapid, 

wholesale modernization.42
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TAKE-OFF
Modernization and Cold War America

In a landmark essay published in the midst of the Korean War, Harold Lasswell 

reflected on the need for the U.S. government and American social scientists to 

forge new links in response to the Cold War emergency. “The continuing cri-

sis of national security,” he argued, required a new set of “policy sciences” that 

would be valuable “in the decision-making process itself.” “Moscow,” he warned, 

was the “eruptive center of the world revolutionary pattern,” and “a major prob-

lem of [the] epoch [was] to bring to completion the revolutionary processes of 

[the] historical period with the smallest human cost.” Social scientists, therefore, 

needed to direct their energies toward providing policy-relevant knowledge and 

intelligence about “the principal social changes in [the] epoch.” They needed to 

develop models to “specify the institutional pattern from which we are moving 

and the pattern toward which we are going.”1

Modernization theory provided just the sort of historical construct that Lass-

well called for. One of the country’s most influential political scientists, Lasswell 

spent his career trying to mobilize scholarly knowledge for the benefit of the 

state. During the 1930s, worried by rising Soviet and Nazi strength, he drew on 

psychoanalytic theory to propose ways that U.S. elites might manipulate public 

opinion to ensure an antiauthoritarian consensus. During World War II, he ana-

lyzed foreign propaganda at a project based at the Library of Congress and went 

on to play a key role in establishing U.S. psychological warfare programs as a 

consultant to the Office of Strategic Services, the Office of War Information, and 

the U.S. Army. Many other U.S. social scientists, enlisted in the wartime crusade 

against fascism, shared Lasswell’s conviction that their expertise could meet the 
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needs of national security. The start of a truly global cold war, moreover, made 

the demand for programmatic, policy-oriented knowledge appear even greater. 

Though Nazi Germany and imperial Japan were finally defeated, the Soviets had 

emerged as deadly ideological adversaries. If the United States were to compete 

with revolutionary appeals it would require a strong sense of the decolonizing 

world’s historical trajectory and a map of global universal change. U.S. policy-

makers would also need to understand the aspirations and anxieties of postco-

lonial leaders and peoples and know which social and institutional levers might 

be used to accelerate the movement of those societies in liberal directions. In the 

Cold War context, modernization became a theoretical model as well as a politi-

cal agenda.2

Modernization also reflected aspirations deeply embedded in U.S. liberal-

ism. Modernizers were convinced of their ability to mine the United States’ own 

historical experience to find valuable lessons for postcolonial nations. While 

strongly motivated by anti-Communist convictions, many theorists and policy-

makers also imagined that they might promote progressive social and economic 

development. In an ambitious fashion, and with a sense of hopeful optimism 

that is difficult to recapture today, many of them anticipated that they might 

radically improve the overall quality of life of some of the poorest regions of 

the world.

Nationalism and the Global Cold War
In October 1949, Americans watched in dismay as Mao Zedong triumphantly 

proclaimed the founding of the People’s Republic of China. Since the early 

twentieth century, missionaries, diplomats, businessmen, and journalists had 

reveled in the prospect of a China that would shed its traditional particularities 

and embark on the road to liberal, democratic modernity. After 1937, transfixed 

by the images of a Chinese people suffering under a brutal invasion by impe-

rial Japan, Americans had also rallied to Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist cause. A 

converted Methodist married to a Wellesley College-educated wife, Chiang en-

joyed a popular acclaim that eclipsed the doubts of U.S. policymakers about his 

regime’s corruption, authoritarianism, and halfhearted efforts in fighting the 

Japanese. Even as U.S. foreign service officers in the field reported their growing 

concern about Chiang’s loss of public appeal and the striking efficiency of his 

Communist rivals, politicians and publishers at home continued to describe 

the United States as China’s champion and inspiration. Nebraska’s Republican 

senator Kenneth Wherry captured that sentiment in 1940. “We will lift Shanghai 

up and up, ever up,” he declared, “until it is just like Kansas City.” Only a few 
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years after Tokyo’s defeat, however, it became clear that China’s transforma-

tion would take on a decidedly different character. Mao’s declaration in June 

1949 that China would “lean to one side” in the Cold War and his decision to 

sign a thirty-year treaty of mutual assistance with the Soviet Union in February 

1950 made the revolutionary success all the more alarming. Despite the Truman 

Doctrine’s universalist language about resisting armed subversion, the Commu-

nists had triumphed in Asia.3

The jarring realization that the world’s most populous country had fallen 

under Communist control had a tremendous impact on both U.S. foreign policy 

and domestic politics. The Truman administration’s political adversaries quickly 

cast the “loss of China” as a betrayal of Chiang’s government and clear evidence 

of disloyalty at home. Branding the State Department’s leading China experts as 

Communist sympathizers and “fellow travelers,” Republicans promoted a Red 

Scare that dovetailed with a broader ideological campaign against the New Deal 

and its liberal legacies. Along with the Soviet detonation of an atomic bomb, also 

in 1949, defeat in China amplified popular fears of subversion and fueled the rise 

of McCarthyism. In the face of growing pressure, the Truman administration 

failed to produce a compelling analysis of the reasons why the Chinese Com-

munists had been able to harness the forces of rural class conflict, anticolonial-

ism, and patriotic nationalism. In the absence of a sustained explanation of the 

underlying historical factors, the reductive, conspiratorial claims about a mono-

lithic, “international communist movement” wholly directed and controlled by 

Moscow became entrenched in U.S. Cold War politics.

The start of the Korean War in June 1950 reinforced that conclusion. Al-

though that conflict was rooted in a civil war—and newly released Soviet and 

Chinese documents make clear that the initiative for the North Korean invasion 

came from Kim Il-sung—the Truman administration concluded that the North 

Korean attack and the Chinese entry into the war were parts of a wider, compre-

hensive Kremlin plan to expand the Soviet Union’s strategic power and ideologi-

cal system. Although U.S. officials did not believe Korea itself was strategically 

vital, they feared that if Stalin were permitted to prevail there he would continue 

to press the advantage, exploiting weaknesses until he dominated the region or 

precipitated a third world war.4

From that point forward, U.S. policymakers came to define the Cold War in 

increasingly global terms. Although they frequently recognized that the most 

powerful forces at work in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East were 

rooted in nationalism, anticolonialism, and indigenous economic and political 

conflicts, the Truman and Eisenhower administrations struggled to translate that 

understanding into an effective foreign policy. Reluctant to alienate vital Euro-

pean allies and distrustful of anticolonial elites that they considered politically 
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unreliable, they feared that the upheavals generated by revolutionary national-

ism would provide new opportunities for Communist subversion. As the Cold 

War turned hot, with flash points ranging from Indochina to Guatemala, policy-

makers also gave the “periphery” a heightened degree of importance. The State 

Department’s Paul Nitze and his colleagues expressed that global concern in the 

strategic blueprint known as NSC-68: “In the context of the present polarization 

of power a defeat of free institutions anywhere is a defeat everywhere.  .  .  .  At the 

ideological or psychological level, in the struggle for men’s minds, the conflict is 

worldwide.”5

As they confronted the specter of revolution and its implications for the global 

Cold War during the 1950s, U.S. officials hoped that nationalist movements would 

turn in liberal, pro-Western directions. But they remained ready to repress those 

that did not. Determined to secure strategically significant regions, protect vital 

economic resources, repel Soviet opportunism, and ensure the United States’ Cold 

War credibility, the Truman and Eisenhower administrations moved forcefully. 

Because they viewed many postcolonial leaders as politically immature and unpre-

pared for self-determination, they exercised little restraint in trying to undermine 

governments that, in their assessment, opened doors to Communist subversion. 

In Vietnam, when war broke out between the Vietminh and the French in 1946, 

a transnational campaign of like-minded French, British, and U.S. officials began 

to push the United States toward intervention. In 1950, the United States finally 

committed itself to France’s military campaign to recover its Indochinese colo-

nies, and over four years the United States poured a massive $3 billion into the 

war effort, bankrolling more than 80 percent of its material costs in 1954. When 

Iranian prime minister Mohammad Mosaddeq challenged a long-standing British 

monopoly on Iranian oil production and declined to suppress his country’s well-

organized Communist Party, the CIA and British intelligence mounted a coup 

against him in 1953. The Eisenhower administration followed a similar course a 

year later in Guatemala. After Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán started a sweeping agrarian 

reform program, refused to expel the handful of Communist officeholders from 

the government, and dared to accept an arms shipment from Czechoslovakia, the 

United States organized a military coup to force him from power. In Indonesia, 

finally, after Ahmed Sukarno accepted Soviet economic aid, dissolved the coun-

try’s political parties, and denounced parliamentary authority in the name of a 

“guided democracy,” U.S. officials intervened again. Fearing that country might 

slide toward Communist control, in 1957 the Eisenhower administration launched 

an ill-conceived and ultimately unsuccessful plan to destroy the government by 

supporting a rebellion of army dissidents.6

Those interventions represent a consistent pattern in which, as historian 

Robert McMahon points out, U.S. policymakers “grievously misunderstood and 

    
        

    



40      CHAPTER 2

underestimated” the force of postcolonial nationalism and tied the United States 

“to the status quo in areas undergoing fundamental social, political, and eco-

nomic upheaval.” From the mid-1950s through the end of the decade, however, 

U.S. officials also began to recognize that nationalist movements were only gain-

ing in strength and power, and that policies designed with the sole objective of 

blocking them entirely presented serious risks of their own. As Eisenhower wrote 

to Winston Churchill in 1954, “there is abroad in the world a fierce and grow-

ing spirit of nationalism. Should we try to dam it up completely, it would, like a 

mighty river, burst through the barriers and create havoc. But again, like a river, 

if we are intelligent enough to make constructive use of this force, then the result, 

far from being disastrous, could redound greatly to our advantage, particularly 

in our struggle against the Kremlin’s power.”7

By the early 1960s, that perspective would gradually lead to another approach 

centered on concepts of development and modernization. If the United States 

were going to prevail in the global Cold War, many commentators and policy-

makers came to believe, it would have to demonstrate that a liberal, capitalist 

social order could meet the aspirations of postcolonial leaders for economic 

growth, strong state structures, and human progress at least as effectively as 

Marxist alternatives. This new vision never renounced coercive force; in fact 

it often defined it as a valuable modernizing tool. It was also uncertain at best 

regarding questions of democracy. Yet its proponents ultimately held that the 

United States would have to win the Cold War at the structural level, producing 

the economic, political, cultural, and psychological transformations necessary to 

create a world in which revolution would no longer have any appeal.

The factors that shaped this additional trend in American thinking were var-

ied and complex. In many ways, however, the intractable problems created by 

the Cold War dilemma of balancing support for European allies against growing 

anticolonial demands helped promote a reassessment. This was particularly the 

case in North Africa and the Middle East. Since World War II, the United States 

had followed a careful “middle-of-the-road” policy regarding Algeria, publicly 

expressing support for French control over the colony while privately encourag-

ing gradual steps toward reform. After the Algerian War began in 1954, however, 

U.S. policymakers became increasingly concerned as the French fought to retain 

possession of a land in which approximately one million settlers of European de-

scent lived among eight million Muslim Arabs and Berbers. As terrorist violence 

escalated on both sides and the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) put up a 

tough resistance, the Eisenhower administration gradually determined that U.S. 

support for French repression might have disastrous consequences. The United 

States backed France in Indochina, but by the middle of the 1950s Secretary of 

State John Foster Dulles concluded that French colonial policies suffered from 
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a profound “short-sightedness and lack of realism.” The ability of the FLN and 

its allies to use radio, film, and the public forum of the United Nations to de-

fine their struggle as one for self-determination against colonialism and white 

supremacy also helped raise the international costs of U.S. support. In Febru-

ary 1958, after France bombarded a Tunisian village in an attempt to destroy an 

FLN sanctuary, killing scores of unarmed civilians and arousing international 

condemnation, the Eisenhower administration dramatically curtailed its sup-

port for the war. U.S. policymakers perceived little evidence of direct Communist 

involvement in Algeria, but they worried that French intransigence would push 

the nationalists into the Soviet embrace. Rather than continuing to support an 

anticolonial campaign, Washington decided that it made more sense to try and 

force Paris toward a peaceful solution, even if the only way to do that was to risk 

the Franco-American relationship by pressing for Algerian independence.8

The United States’ experience in dealing with the radical pan-Arab national-

ism of Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser produced a similar set of conclusions. In 

1956, after Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, and France, Britain, and Israel 

attacked Egypt in response, Dulles worried that the United States could no lon-

ger stand on the perilous line between European colonizers and nationalist am-

bitions: “In view of the overwhelming Asian and African pressure upon us we 

could not walk this tightrope much longer.” “Win or lose,” he warned, “we will 

share the fate of Britain and France.  .  .  .  [And] the British and French would 

not win.” Arab nationalism, Dulles explained to a visiting European diplomat in 

1958, was “a turbulent stream,” and the “United States did not have the slight-

est intention of trying to stem it.” The best one could do was to “erect dikes to 

contain it.” “Later on,” Dulles suggested, “when the turbulence of the stream has 

moderated, we would hope to work with it.”9

U.S. officials, historian Matthew Connelly observes, frequently defined na-

tionalist movements as “a force of nature, often using the imagery of a flood, a 

tide, or a wave.” Since such forces could not simply be stopped or repelled, their 

course would have to be channeled, managed, and directed. The search for a 

means to do that took on new importance after nearly thirty postcolonial leaders 

met in Bandung, Indonesia, for the first Asian-African conference in 1955. As 

figures like Nehru, Nasser, and Sukarno condemned imperialism and declared 

their neutrality in the Cold War, Eisenhower lamented the fact that the United 

States had not yet found a way to “utilize this spirit of nationalism in its own 

interest.” The problem, Eisenhower and his advisers reflected, was to separate the 

United States from imperialism and present a far more appealing vision.10

A newly ambitious Soviet policy also alarmed Washington. Following Stalin’s 

death in 1953, Soviet strategists became more interested in the process of decolo-

nization. Stalin’s characterization of elite nationalist leaders as mere “stooges of 
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imperialism,” Nikita Khrushchev argued, was deeply flawed. Postcolonial states, 

even resolutely nationalist ones, could become integral parts of a progressive 

coalition. Socialism, Soviet planners now suggested, might also move forward 

along various paths, even without a vanguard party or a prolonged armed strug-

gle. In postcolonial and nonaligned states, they argued, working-class and pro-

letarian forces could lead bourgeois nationalists into alliances that would drive 

anti-imperial revolutions in anticapitalist directions. Soviet strategists also ex-

pected that their country’s impressive record of economic growth and consistent 

pattern of opposition to colonial rule would appeal to nationalist elites embit-

tered by their struggles with imperial powers. Accordingly, they began an active 

program to promote links between Soviet power and postcolonial ambitions for 

development and security. In the late 1950s, the Soviets sent large amounts of 

economic and military aid to India, Egypt, and Indonesia and soon supported 

Algeria’s FLN as well. Russian leaders toured Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, 

deployed teams of technicians, funded infrastructure projects, and sharply in-

creased Soviet foreign assistance. The Soviet economic model, based on strong, 

centralized planning, also had tremendous appeal for nationalist leaders eager to 

pursue rapid development under their firm authority.11

Determined to compete with Soviet overtures and hoping to guide nationalist 

ambitions in pro-Western directions, U.S. policymakers began to give additional 

weight to programs centered on concepts of development and, in more dra-

matic terms, “nation building.” When the fiscally conservative Eisenhower first 

took office, he expected that liberalized trade and expanded private investment 

(“trade not aid”) would help generate sufficient growth to raise living standards 

and dampen radical appeals. By 1957, however, Eisenhower had concluded that 

“the spirit of nationalism, coupled with a deep hunger for some betterment in 

physical conditions and living standards, creates a critical situation in the under-

developed areas of the world.” In the spring of that year, he called on Congress 

to create a large Development Loan Fund to make public, long-term loans to 

Asian, African, Middle Eastern, and Latin American countries. In October 1960, 

following the shock of the Cuban Revolution, the Eisenhower administration 

also supported the creation of a multilateral Inter-American Development Bank 

and promised to provide nearly half of its initial $1 billion in capital. Fearful 

that Cuban radicalism would spread throughout the rest of Latin America, the 

administration then committed an additional $500 million to a regional Social 

Progress Trust Fund to pay for health care, land reform, and housing projects.12

The shift in Eisenhower’s approach was limited by several factors. Conserva-

tives in Congress, committed to market principles and objecting that such aid 

would displace private ventures, cut his requested appropriations. Eisenhower 

himself also considered development assistance as only a small part of a much 
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larger policy still based on a fundamentally market-driven international political 

economy. Foreign aid, he and his advisers concluded, would be deployed primar-

ily to deal with immediate security emergencies. Their primary objective, more-

over, was economic growth, not the broad social, cultural, and psychological 

transformations envisioned in far more sweeping concepts of modernization.13

This more ambitious idea of modernizing and fundamentally transforming 

the decolonizing world, however, was already gaining ground in U.S. foreign pol-

icy. As he campaigned for the presidency, John F. Kennedy constantly argued for 

a bolder approach. As early as 1957, Kennedy had criticized the Eisenhower ad-

ministration’s support for French colonialism in Algeria. By 1960, he also charged 

that the administration’s reliance on nuclear weaponry to deter the Soviets had 

failed to respond to the global problems of nationalism and development. A full 

third of the world, Kennedy argued, was “rocked by the pangs of poverty, hunger, 

and envy.” He went on to describe the threatening immediacy of the world situ-

ation: “More energy is released by the awakening of these new nations than by 

the fission of the atom itself. Meanwhile, Communist influence has penetrated 

farther into Asia, stood astride the Middle East, and now festers some ninety 

miles off the coast of Florida.” While the State Department remained hobbled by 

pin-striped diplomats lacking language skills, Kennedy warned, “out of Moscow 

and Peiping and Czechoslovakia and Eastern Germany are hundreds of men and 

women, scientists, physicists, teachers, engineers, doctors, nurses  .  .  .  prepared 

to spend their lives abroad in the service of world communism.” Kennedy him-

self came of political age at the outset of the Cold War, entering Congress only 

months before the announcement of the Truman Doctrine. He and his advisers 

accepted the Cold War’s fundamental ideological assumptions and were deeply 

committed to confronting Soviet expansionism. Yet they also believed that a far 

more assertive policy—bringing to bear the full resources and expertise of the 

United States to guide and direct the aspirations of people in Latin America, Asia, 

Africa, and the Middle East—was needed to turn the tide.14

As we saw in chapter 1, American ideas about development and moderniza-

tion as a means of preserving U.S. national security were grounded in older, 

liberal internationalist assumptions. Truman’s Point Four program had put the 

issue on the official agenda, and by the late 1950s it gained far greater empha-

sis. Struck by the rise of a “nonaligned movement” of newly independent states 

and by the proliferation of revolutionary aspirations for self-determination and 

socioeconomic progress, U.S. policymakers came to understand the global Cold 

War as a contest between two diametrically opposed visions of the world’s future. 

Liberal, capitalist democracy, they believed, represented the natural end point 

of social progress, and the United States stood at the leading edge of history. 

To combat the threat of communism, however, the historical trajectory of the 
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“emerging” regions of the world would have to be decisively accelerated. By the 

1960s, through foreign aid, development planning, and the transformation of in-

frastructure, politics, and psychologies, the United States would attempt to pro-

duce a comprehensive change. While U.S. officials continued and even increased 

their reliance on covert and overt force, they would begin to promote a second, 

closely related, yet far more ambitious, policy track. They would seek to alter the 

very environmental conditions in which they believed that radicalism grew and 

attempt to control the course of nationalist aspirations. They would wage the 

Cold War through modernization.

The Rise of Modernization Theory
As a social scientific theory, modernization represented an interdisciplinary at-

tempt to define a universal model of global change. Modernization theorists 

such as Talcott Parsons, Gabriel Almond, Lucian Pye, and Walt Rostow sought to 

unite diverse branches of social analysis in a comprehensive effort to define the 

essential stages through which all societies traveled from traditional to modern 

conditions. They also claimed to do so in a rigorously scientific fashion, even 

when they attempted to provide knowledge that they expected would be of great 

utility to U.S. policymakers seeking to comprehend a world in tremendous flux. 

Modernization theory, in this regard, always had a strong normative component. 

In Harold Lasswell’s terms, it was an ideal “policy science,” geared toward the 

identification and solution of strategic problems.15

A theory of modernization first required a useful theory of society itself, and 

it was the great ambition of sociologist Talcott Parsons to provide one. As he 

argued in his massive theoretical work, The Structure of Social Action (1937), the 

common assumptions of classical, nineteenth-century liberalism failed to pro-

vide an accurate understanding of the way that human agency in all societies was 

shaped by a functioning social structure. Where classical liberalism stressed utili-

tarian, profit-maximizing behavior and treated society merely as an aggregate of 

naturally self-serving individuals, Parsons rejected that approach as reductive 

and deterministic. Human beings, he contended, were not merely the victims of 

innate drives and environmental forces. They were instead profoundly shaped by 

the values and cultural norms transmitted through institutions.16

When first published, Parsons’s work was widely reviewed but received little 

sustained scholarly attention. After World War II and the start of the Cold War, 

however, it quickly gained recognition. Parsons’s emphasis on the pivotal role of 

human values in preserving consensual social equilibrium also took on new po-

litical meaning amid the affluence of 1950s America. A defender of the New Deal, 
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Parsons argued that in the United States individuals participated actively in social 

life, and it was their common adherence to ethical values and social principles, 

especially those of freedom and justice, that allowed for the preservation of a sta-

ble, fundamentally democratic order capable of alleviating poverty and reducing 

the dangers of social turmoil. In Nazi Germany, by contrast, the results had been 

profoundly different. As Parsons argued in an essay originally written in 1942 

and first published in 1949, because German society was not integrated around 

a similar set of humane, liberal ideals, it was ultimately thrown into chaos and 

destructive violence during the interwar period. In combination with the harsh 

economic consequences of the Treaty of Versailles, Parsons maintained, rapid, 

destabilizing change in the form of industrialization, urbanization, and increas-

ing occupational mobility had unleashed widespread insecurity, “free-floating 

aggression,” and a “susceptibility of emotionalized propaganda appeals.” As he 

diagnosed Germany’s illness, Parsons identified a wide range of social patholo-

gies. Elite classes of landed gentry and military officers, he explained, viewed 

bourgeois culture and freedoms with disdain. Prussian “conservatism” enlarged 

the sphere of the state to the detriment of an independent-minded civil service 

and legal profession. German gender roles, moreover, reflected an overwhelm-

ing emphasis on masculine superiority and a strong “romantic idealization of 

solidary groups of young men—sometimes with at least an undercurrent of ho-

mosexuality.” As a result, amid the transformations of the 1930s, Germany failed 

to continue in “the main line of the evolution of Western society, the progres-

sive approach to the rationalization of ‘liberal-democratic’ patterns and values.” 

Instead, the Nazis mobilized “the extremely deep-seated romantic tendencies of 

German society” in the name of a movement driven by brutal forms of social 

control and violent aggression. Though he did not yet use the term, Parsons ef-

fectively defined National Socialism as a case of modernization gone wrong.17

Parsons’s political commitment to the preservation of a liberal, consensual 

social order and his intellectual desire to provide a universal description of the 

structures that integrated all societies profoundly shaped his postwar work. As 

the chair of Harvard’s enormously influential Department of Social Relations, 

established in 1946, he sought to combine the insights of sociology, social and 

cultural anthropology, and social psychology. In collaboration with scholars like 

the University of Chicago’s Edward Shils, Parsons also worked to develop a gen-

eral theory for the social sciences as a whole. Parsons and his colleagues claimed 

that societies were best considered as “functioning systems” in which the range 

of roles in each person’s personality could be correlated with the different struc-

tures of society. When social structures met individual needs and reflected the 

common ideals and values of the culture, then society would rest at a perfect, 

consensual equilibrium, just as it appeared to do in the United States. When 
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thrown out of balance, as in the German case, disjunction, disorder, and violence 

would result.18

Although Parsons was still more focused on the problem of defining the es-

sential elements for the preservation of liberal social harmony, he also began to 

develop a model of social change. Drawing on the work of anthropologists like 

Ruth Benedict, Parsons and Shils argued that diverse human societies tended to 

cluster around specific, integrated sets of attributes, a phenomenon they described 

in terms of “pattern variables.” In some social systems, individual actions were 

shaped by a sense of ascribed status, particularist values, an orientation toward 

oneself, diffuse and uncertain social roles, and an “affective” psychological inabil-

ity to defer gratification. In others, however, values emphasizing achieved status, 

universal standards, an orientation toward one’s responsibility to a wider group, 

clear, specific social roles, and deferred gratification through self-discipline car-

ried the day. Their construction of two, dichotomous social orders also implied 

a sense of historical direction. Though Parsons and Shils did not yet define it as 

such, readers correctly assumed that the two had framed “traditional” and “ra-

tional” (or “modern”) as historical conditions, and that “development” involved 

the successful transition from the former to the latter. Within a few years, Parsons 

himself made the point directly. Inspired by Max Weber’s emphasis on the role of 

culture in shaping social evolution, Parsons drew direct contrasts between the 

“Judeo-Christian” inheritance, which he termed “highly activistic in relation to 

the external environment,” and the civilizations of China and India, which had 

“quite a different character.” The impact of transformative Western ideals, he re-

flected, was “the most crucial factor at present in the widespread attempts at in-

dustrial development in the ‘underdeveloped’ societies.”19

Parsons’s emphasis on the crucial role of human values and psychology in 

providing for social equilibrium as well as social change had an enormous effect, 

promoting many further studies of modernization. The concept also gained far 

broader circulation, most famously in MIT sociologist Daniel Lerner’s hugely 

popular book, The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East 

(1958). In his preface to the 1964 edition, Lerner insisted that modernization 

was a genuinely universal phenomenon: “The same basic model reappears in 

virtually all modernizing societies on all continents of the world, regardless of 

variations in race, color, or creed.” After analyzing 1,600 interviews conducted 

by the United States Information Service in Iran, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Jor-

dan, and Turkey, Lerner concluded that the Middle East was undergoing a trans-

formation similar to the one that the West had previously passed through. The 

key catalyst, moreover, was the psychological component of “empathy.” As in 

the West, increases in physical and social mobility had generated a new spirit 

of “rationality” and engagement. As young men moved from rural areas into 
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cities, mass communications and media in the form of radio, film, and television 

exposed them to an “infinite vicarious universe,” through which they came to 

identify themselves as part of a broader, participatory society and developed new 

aspirations. Modernization, Lerner determined, infused the Middle East with “a 

‘rationalist and positivist spirit’ against which, scholars seem agreed, ‘Islam is 

absolutely defenseless.’ ” Yet, like Parsons, Lerner also warned of the perils of the 

transitional process. Middle Eastern elites, he observed, “have little patience with 

the historical pace of Western development” and “want to do it their ‘own way.’ ” 

Because they were drawn toward “new routes and risky by-passes,” it would be 

crucial for the West to guide volatile Middle Eastern societies along the correct 

route to modernity. Otherwise, the persistent “psychocultural gap” between ris-

ing popular expectations and backward conditions could ultimately develop “an 

explosive charge.”20

The sense of modernization as a unifying, integrative framework and the 

growing concern of social scientists with the potential instabilities produced by 

the “transitional” process also had a direct effect on U.S. political science. This 

was especially the case in the field of comparative politics, where Princeton’s Ga-

briel Almond and MIT’s Lucian Pye played pivotal roles. Like Parsons in sociol-

ogy, Almond and Pye established modernization as an integrating theoretical 

model and argued that it would place their discipline’s research on a more sci-

entific basis. Like Parsons as well, they also shared a firm conviction that social 

research could and should serve political ends.21

Working in tandem, Almond and Pye placed the study of comparative politics 

on a foundation supported by analyses linking psychology, development, and 

modernization. Harold Lasswell, a former teacher of both men, strongly influ-

enced their thinking. An expert on propaganda, which he defined as “the man-

agement of collective attitudes by the manipulation of significant symbols,” in 

the late 1920s Lasswell had become keenly interested in psychoanalytic theory. 

Political behavior, he came to believe, was frequently the manifestation of inner 

anxieties and turmoil. Radical political dissent, he suggested, could also be un-

derstood in terms of psychological deviance as much as a result of ideological or 

socioeconomic forces. In World Politics and Personal Insecurity (1935), Lasswell 

argued that the dangers of lethal global violence made it incumbent on elite po-

litical leaders to mobilize political symbols in order to control eruptions of col-

lective, psychologically driven turmoil. “Wars and revolutions,” he maintained, 

“are avenues of discharge for collective insecurities and stand in competition 

with every alternative means of dissipating mass tension.  .  .  .  The special prov-

ince of political psychiatrists who seek to develop and to practice the politics of 

prevention is devising ingenious expedients capable of discharging accumulated 

anxieties as harmlessly as possible.” In 1954, Almond applied that framework in 
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The Appeals of Communism, an analysis that proposed to determine why men 

in the West joined Communist parties. While acknowledging that Italian and 

French workers might become Communists because the party was the only force 

promoting the interests of their socioeconomic class, Almond argued that mid-

dle classes in Britain and the United States did so largely out of psychological 

alienation. Communist recruits in those countries, he pointed out, were often 

resentful, isolated deviants who longed for the sense of meaning that the party 

could provide. They knew little of the Communist Party’s “esoteric” doctrine but 

joined out of “impulses to deviate, to reject parental and religious patterns, to do 

something exciting, romantic, bohemian, antagonistic.”22

Two years later, Pye put the theoretical claims of Lasswell and Almond to 

work in the “developing” world. In Guerrilla Communism in Malaya (1956), Pye 

focused specifically on the destabilizing “transitional” process that sociologists 

like Parsons and Lerner had also identified. The rebellion against British colonial 

rule in Malaya, he contended, provided a clear illustration of a wider, univer-

sal phenomenon. As postwar Malaya was increasingly exposed to the impact of 

Western technology, institutions, mass communications, and ideals, according 

to Pye, “People’s Liberation Communism” came to appeal most to those who 

were caught in the personal uncertainty generated by the jarring social transition 

from tradition to modernity. Malayan radicals, he noted, were losing touch with 

the world of their parents but had not yet found a means to comprehend and re-

spond to their uncertain futures. The Communist Party, therefore, was attractive 

not because of anticolonial, ideological principles, or even because it promised 

a redistribution of power or resources. Instead, the Communists gained mem-

bers because the party provided a structure through which displaced individuals 

believed they could “find a closer relationship between effort and reward than 

anything they have known in either the static old society or the unstable, unpre-

dictable new one.” “Rootless” men joined the Communist Party, in other words, 

because they wanted to be modern.23

Almond and Pye also found the idea of modernization theoretically useful in 

defining their field’s research agenda. Impressed by the rapid transformations 

produced by the collapse of European empire and the emergence of a host of 

“new states,” in 1953 the prestigious Social Science Research Council (SSRC) 

established a new Comparative Politics Committee. Although SSRC President 

Edward Pendelton Herring had hoped that the committee would produce a 

“conceptual scheme which would lead to a higher comparability of data” and 

help guide fieldwork, its members were initially unsure how to proceed. In 1955, 

committee members George Kahin, Guy Pauker, and Pye observed that “most 

of the non-Western political systems have many features in common,” includ-

ing the experience of colonial rule and a clear, conscious desire to move “from a 
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definite past to an idealized future.” Like other social scientists, they also warned 

of potential turbulence, suggesting that “the possibility of unorganized and gen-

erally inarticulate segments of society suddenly finding expression contributes to 

the potentially explosive nature of politics in some non-Western countries.” De-

spite those common elements, they ultimately concluded that regional variations 

and cultural differences were significant barriers to an overarching theory. The 

“resilient forces of tradition,” moreover, were “capable of rejecting and modify-

ing many Western patterns.”24

Once the committee turned toward sociological concepts of modernization, 

however, those theoretical obstacles seemed far less daunting. As Almond re-

ported to the SSRC in 1956, committee members had initially worried that “the 

present state of the field did not justify a global comparative effort.” Since “no 

common body of scholarship deals with comparative politics,” and the field was 

divided into “specialists on Europe, Africa, the Middle East, Southeast Asia, and 

East Asia,” he explained, it was difficult to imagine arriving at a “genuinely com-

parative theory of social systems.” Almond did suggest, however, that “the clas-

sification of types of value orientation” and “Talcott Parsons’s concept of  ‘pattern 

variables’ ” could provide a means of “distinguishing the cultures and ideologies 

of the different political systems.” If researchers were to “stress function and the 

interrelationships between political, cultural, and social processes,” it would be 

much easier to build a common framework.25

Before long, that approach emerged triumphant, shaping the field’s scholar-

ship for the rest of the decade. By assuming that all political systems fulfilled com-

mon, universal functions, scholars could then identify, compare, and order the 

structures in different societies that fulfilled those functions and take important 

steps toward defining an overarching model of  “political modernization.” In 1960, 

in the first of a series of books sponsored by the SSRC, Almond proclaimed that 

this approach to comparative politics marked nothing less than the “intimation of 

a major step forward in the nature of political science as science.” It would enable 

scholars to “break through the barriers of culture and language and show that 

what may seem strange at first sight is strange by virtue of its costume or name, but 

not by nature of its functions.” As Almond’s coeditor James Coleman agreed, the 

comparison of the political structures of traditional and modern societies would 

enable researchers to identify the universal patterns of development, marked by 

urbanization, improved literacy, increases in per capita income, geographic and 

social mobility, industrialization, mass communication, and broad participation. 

It would prove Daniel Lerner’s claim that “modernization as a process has a dis-

tinctive quality of its own, that the various elements in this process ‘do not occur 

in haphazard and unrelated fashion,’ and that they have gone together so regularly 

because ‘in some historical sense they had to go together.’ ”26
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The concept of modernization also transformed the field of development 

economics, although its scholarly impact there was of a very different character. 

Sociologists and political scientists gravitated toward modernization because it 

seemed to provide a unifying, foundational theory, but most economists believed 

that they already had one. The fundamental laws governing supply, demand, pro-

duction, and consumption, they assumed, applied to all economies, everywhere. 

The problem, they thought, was not to frame an integrating, universal theory, but 

instead to determine whether the developing world was in fact so different from 

the modern one that the orthodox principles did not apply there. In the first years 

after World War II economists also wrestled with the question of defining “devel-

opment” itself. Most agreed that raising living standards was an urgent objective, 

but even that topic generated a broad range of questions pertaining to employ-

ment, health care, education, housing, nutrition, and industrialization. Eventu-

ally economists sidestepped that problem by narrowing their focus to economic 

growth. The new concept of “gross national product” (GNP), first deployed as 

a standard of measurement only in the 1940s, reflected that turn. Rather than 

confronting enormously complex questions about the causes of poverty or the 

persistence of inequality, economists would instead use statistical assessments of 

aggregate national production as the key benchmarks of progress. GNP growth, 

in their terms, became the essential index of development.27

Initially, many economists also expected that the same Keynesian methods 

that had helped industrialized countries recover from the Great Depression 

might be deployed in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East. War-

time mobilization and the impact of the Marshall Plan generated a sense of op-

timism, and since development was conceived of in terms of raising the overall 

level of economic equilibrium between supply and demand, many hoped that 

Keynes’s approach to short-term problems of stabilization could be modified 

to address problems of long-term growth. As economists like R. F. Harrod and 

Evsey Domar argued, increases in capital investment would stimulate higher lev-

els of production, raising overall levels of economic activity and reducing unem-

ployment. Once growth started, moreover, it would accelerate, since part of the 

profit from each increase in output would be reinvested. At higher income levels, 

the marginal propensity to save would also be higher, holding out the promise 

that beyond a certain critical threshold growth would ultimately become self-

sustaining. The central problem, therefore, was simply to determine the level of 

capital investment and savings required to reach the desired output and growth 

levels.28

By the early 1950s, however, the expected improvements had not arrived, 

leading many development economists to the conclusion that rural underem-

ployment, “late-coming industrialization,” and a host of other, “non-economic” 
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factors made conditions in much of the postcolonial world so distinct that their 

growth would require more original approaches. Key figures like W. Arthur Lewis 

and Gunnar Myrdal also began to put forward “structural” explanations, argu-

ing that in poor, agricultural regions ordinary market principles did not fit well. 

Because communications were lacking and entrepreneurship largely absent, sup-

ply and demand were inelastic, and the price mechanism did not work. Custom 

and culture, it also appeared, frequently made peasants less than fully rational 

actors. “Progress,” Lewis observed in 1951, “occurs only when people believe that 

man can, by conscious effort, master nature.  .  .  .  Even when people know that a 

greater abundance of goods and services is possible, they may not consider it 

worth the effort. Lack of interest in material things may be due to the prevalence 

of an other-worldly philosophy which discourages material wants.”29

It was this vision of a developing world afflicted by a complex, systemic 

combination of economic, social, cultural, and psychological variables that ul-

timately led significant numbers of development economists to consider the 

goal of growth in terms of a broader process of modernization. Among the most 

important figures leading the field in that direction was MIT economist Paul 

Rosenstein-Rodan. Because of the tenacious economic and social problems to 

be overcome, he argued that any successful development strategy would have to 

involve an initial “big push” of massive foreign investment coupled with com-

prehensive state planning and social engineering. As he put it in 1957, “there 

is a minimum level of resources that must be devoted to  .  .  .  a development 

program if it is to have any chance of success. Launching a country into self-

sustaining growth is a little like trying to get an airplane off the ground. There 

is a critical ground speed which must be passed before the craft can become 

airborne.” Reaching that “critical ground speed,” moreover, was not a purely eco-

nomic problem. The University of Chicago’s Bert Hoselitz, founder and editor 

of the influential journal Economic Development and Cultural Change, made this 

point emphatically by stating that measuring progress merely in terms of “the 

growth of per capita real output” was insufficient. As he put it, “if different stages 

of economic development are associated with different systems, each exhibiting a 

particular social structure and culture, we must look for further criteria by which 

to separate economically ‘advanced’ and ‘underdeveloped’ countries.” Only then 

would it be possible to build a framework that might expand “the boundaries of 

our general theoretical knowledge” and provide a “guide for present policy.”30

It was that perspective that Walt Whitman Rostow articulated most clearly 

and dramatically, for professional and public audiences alike, in his famous 

book, The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto (1960). In 

1951, Rostow accepted an appointment at MIT’s Center for International Stud-

ies, where he was soon joined by Pye, Lerner, and Rosenstein-Rodan. Interested 
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in the long-term patterns of economic growth and determined to provide a 

countertheory to Marxism, Rostow built on and expanded previous defini-

tions of economic development. While still discussing macroeconomic ques-

tions centering on the promotion of investment to increase per capita income, 

he also proposed that societies were “interacting organisms” and insisted that 

“the worlds of politics, social organization, and culture” were key factors in the 

scope of economic history.31

Most strikingly, Rostow defined a linear, universal trajectory of social and 

economic change, moving through five successive stages, ranging from the “tra-

ditional society” through a pivotal “take-off” and on to a final “age of mass con-

sumption.” As he saw it, traditional societies were debilitated by more than a lack 

of the technology needed to raise agricultural output levels and generate surplus 

capital for investment. They also suffered from “pre-Newtonian attitudes towards 

the physical world” and a “long-run fatalism” that sharply limited their hori-

zons. In time, however, such societies might develop new production functions 

in agriculture and industry and begin to build “an effective centralized national 

state,” enabling them to enter the next stage, the “preconditions for take-off.” 

Such progress, Rostow noted, was frequently the result of the “external intrusion” 

of more advanced societies, which “set in motion ideas and sentiments which 

initiated the process by which a modern alternative to the traditional society was 

constructed out of the old culture.” In the crucial “take-off” stage, “old blocks 

and resistances to steady growth” were finally vanquished. It was here, Rostow 

explained, that pivotal economic transformations made growth “self-sustaining.” 

As savings increased as a percentage of national income, an entrepreneurial class 

appeared, and commercialization accelerated. Next, during the “drive to matu-

rity,” investment rates continued to increase and the economy diversified into 

more industrial and technological sectors, reaching into international trade as 

well. Finally, at the end of the historical scale, societies entered the “age of high 

mass-consumption,” a period characterized by the production of more consumer 

goods, a wide array of services, sharply increased per capita income, urbaniza-

tion, and the formation of a welfare state.32

Rostow also argued that while the world’s historical patterns were uniform, 

and every society did pass through the same five stages, not all did so at the 

same speed. Referring to Louis Hartz’s classic The Liberal Tradition in America 

(1955), Rostow reflected that American society was “born free.” Blessed with the 

presence of nonconformist groups, abundant land, and natural resources, the 

U.S. government put forward vital incentives for economic growth. Most impor-

tantly, its people “never became so deeply caught up in the structures, politics 

and values of traditional society; and, therefore, the process of their transition 

to modern growth was mainly economic and technical.” Yet there was hope for 
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even the most backward of societies, especially if they received the aid and as-

sistance of the more advanced world in overcoming the historical barriers to 

progress. In the past, Rostow noted, colonialism had often produced unintended 

yet beneficial effects by stimulating a “reactive nationalism.” “Men holding effec-

tive authority or influence,” Rostow pointed out, “have been willing to uproot 

traditional societies not, primarily, to make more money but because the tra-

ditional society failed—or threatened to fail—to protect them from humilia-

tion by foreigners.” Imperialists did not always “optimize the development of the 

preconditions for take-off,” but “they could not avoid bringing about transfor-

mation[s]  .  .  .  which moved the colonial society along the transitional path.” 

Now, in a new geopolitical age, the developed nations might replace imperial-

ism with more powerful and deliberate forms of assistance. By transferring new 

technologies and a massively increasing foreign aid, they could drive an impov-

erished, materially and culturally deficient world forward.33

The ambition and optimism of modernization, however, were tempered by a 

sense of growing political emergency. Although they worked across different dis-

ciplines, most theorists believed that the world was ultimately bound to converge 

on common, modern forms. As MIT political scientist Robert Wood argued in 

a speech written for the Voice of America, to “foresee the course of moderniza-

tion,” the citizens of new states merely needed to “investigate the conditions of 

life in today’s so-called ‘advanced’ societies and then project an immediate fu-

ture.” Yet most theorists also recognized that the Soviet Union, with its high eco-

nomic growth rates, massive industrial complex, increasing urbanization, and 

technological sophistication was itself a formidably “modern” rival. The essential 

problem, therefore, was to make it clear that the Soviets offered a false, perverted 

path, and that only in the “free world” could development follow a genuinely 

natural, humane course. The task, in other words, was to present the U.S. version 

of the “end of history” as the more appealing target, and to prove, in Rostow’s 

terms, that the best engine of fundamental historical change was compound in-

terest, not class struggle.34

The Policy Imperative
In 1963, Edward Shils attempted to explain the relationship between the produc-

tion of social theory and the shaping of public policy. Professional scholars study-

ing the postcolonial world, he argued, were practicing a “disciplined extension of 

experience.” He explained further: “The categories we employ are the same as 

the ones we employ in our studies of our own societies, and they postulate the 

fundamental affinities of all human beings.” By promoting a greater recognition 
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of a common humanity, the work of social scientists would, in turn, inform a 

more “constructive policy.” Shils and his colleagues, however, did not “intend 

to attain these moral effects through preaching, exhortation, or manipulation.” 

They sought to produce them through “systemic research, conducted under the 

auspices of the best traditions of contemporary social science.” In Shils’s formu-

lation, social scientists studied the developing world out of a sense of profound 

human “affinity,” driven by the poignant realization that their own familiar past 

mirrored a foreign world’s present, and that they had a moral obligation to assist 

“traditional” peoples as they struggled along the same historical trajectory. Their 

research, however, was rigorously dispassionate and objective. Modernization, as 

Shils and other scholars defined it, was not a social construction. It was a fact, 

and whatever impact it produced in the world of policy was due solely to its 

fundamental validity.35

Such arguments, drawing a clear line between the production of knowledge 

and its application, were no doubt appealing to scholars who sought to reconcile 

their claims of scientific objectivity with their hopes of political influence. Under 

close inspection, however, such assertions quickly break down. While modern-

ization theory certainly did reflect the liberal hopes, scholarly aspirations, and 

intellectual curiosities of its proponents, it was also intimately associated with 

government institutions and philanthropic foundations seeking to understand 

and transform the Cold War world.

As early as 1945, Brigadier General John Magrader of the Office of Strategic 

Services told a Senate hearing that “in all of the intelligence that enters into the 

waging of war soundly and the waging of peace soundly, it is the social scien-

tists who make a huge contribution.” While never approaching the amounts 

channeled into universities for physical science research and weapons devel-

opment, federal support for social science played a significant role in several 

key fields. Defense Department contracts put economists to work on complex 

problems in logistics, game theory, and nuclear strategy. Psychologists secured 

funding by analyzing revolutionary movements, designing counterinsurgency 

programs, and evaluating propaganda techniques. The military, intelligence, 

and diplomatic agencies of the U.S. government provided substantial support 

for U.S. communications research, amounting to approximately $1 billion per 

year in the early 1950s. Edward Shils himself was an important spokesperson 

for the Congress on Cultural Freedom, an organization of anti-Communist in-

tellectuals covertly sponsored by the CIA that, among other things, organized 

international conferences promoting concepts of modernization before audi-

ences of Asian, African, and Latin American scholars, journalists, and politi-

cians. Major philanthropic foundations, particularly the Ford and Rockefeller 

foundations, also provided strong support for academic research regarding 
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problems of population control, health care, agricultural technology, and com-

munications in the “developing world.”36

The history of MIT’s Center for International Studies provides a vivid illus-

tration of the extent to which Cold War security concerns were embedded in 

the establishment and functioning of a leading center of modernization theory. 

In 1950, the State Department approached MIT for technical assistance on a 

program designed to counter Soviet jamming of Voice of America radio broad-

casts into the USSR. MIT accepted the assignment and recommended that the 

project, now named TROY, also conduct research more broadly into the nature 

of political warfare itself, including potential target audiences in Russia, Europe, 

and China and the specific messages to be conveyed. That proposal eventually 

led to the establishment of a permanent institute to examine what MIT presi-

dent James Killian called the “long-term problems of international policy which 

confront decision-makers in government and private life.” While the State De-

partment was interested in the project, it lacked the funds to back it. The CIA, 

however, had the resources and in 1962 provided $600,000 to create the Center 

for International Studies (CIS). MIT economist Max Millikan, the Center’s first 

director, also came to the job immediately following a year as the CIA’s second 

in command. By the end of the decade, MIT was the home of several leading 

proponents of modernization, including economists Walt Rostow, Max Millikan, 

and Paul Rosenstein-Rodan; political scientists Lucian Pye and Donald Black-

mer; and sociologist Daniel Lerner. Through the 1950s CIS also engaged in two 

primary types of research: analyses of the Soviet Union and China and studies of 

the process of modernization in the postcolonial world. The CIA funded much 

of the work on Communist societies, while other government and philanthropic 

sources, particularly the Ford and Rockefeller foundations, supported the devel-

opment studies.37

CIS faculty and administrators were aware of the questions that such relation-

ships posed for an ostensibly academic institution, dedicated to the production 

of objective knowledge. Rostow later recalled that the university provost, Julius 

Stratton, had told Millikan and himself that they could “go forward with our 

enterprise on the understanding that we would maintain rigorous intellectual 

standards and, of course, complete intellectual independence from the govern-

ment.” Rostow also insisted that the CIA “at no time tried to influence our analy-

sis or conclusions,” and Blackmer agreed that while CIS did conduct a few studies 

directly at the request of the CIA, most decisions about which projects would be 

pursued “were entirely in [CIS’s] hands.”38

Yet the problem of “complete intellectual independence” was more complex 

than those statements suggest, and the matter involved far more than questions of 

funding: modernization theorists at CIS and many other institutions frequently 
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defined their purpose in explicitly political terms and wrote directly for policy-

making audiences. To borrow Shils’s language, they engaged in a great deal of 

“preaching” and “exhortation,” insisting that their work had immediate policy 

applications. As Blackmer recalls, the “principal justification” for the existence 

of CIS was the “international crisis.” The questions that CIS scholars sought to 

answer, therefore, were often driven at least as much by the perceived needs of 

the state as by the internal debates and dynamics of scholarly inquiry.39

The MIT group took to their mission with enthusiasm. In the spring of 1954, 

Millikan and Rostow organized a meeting with CIA director Allen Dulles and 

representatives from the White House as well as the State, Treasury, and Com-

merce departments to consider how U.S. development programs might chal-

lenge Soviet overtures to postcolonial states. Millikan and Rostow also produced 

a memorandum that circulated through the Eisenhower administration making 

the case for modernization as a crucial Cold War strategy. Victory over commu-

nism, they claimed, would be achieved through a fundamental structural change 

in the world environment itself, driving the postcolonial regions through the dif-

ficult, destabilizing transitional process and into the higher developmental stages 

in which Marxist revolution would lose all appeal. “In the short run,” Millikan 

and Rostow argued, “communism must be contained militarily. In the long run 

we must rely on the development, in partnership with others, of an environment 

in which societies which directly or indirectly menace ours will not evolve.”40

In 1957, with the collaboration of Rosenstein-Rodan, the two also published 

an expanded, declassified version of their work as A Proposal: Key to an Effective 

Foreign Policy. “For centuries,” they explained, “the bulk of the world’s population 

has been politically inert  .  .  .  essentially fixed in the mold of low-productivity 

rural life centered in isolated villages.” But now transformations brought on by 

mass communication, urbanization, and decolonization were “rapidly exposing 

previously apathetic peoples to the possibility of change.” At the height of the 

Cold War, therefore, it was imperative that the United States use its great “poten-

tial for steering the world’s newly aroused human energies in constructive rather 

than destructive directions.” The key would be to encourage postcolonial states to 

frame comprehensive national development plans, including provisions for com-

mercial enterprise, agricultural growth, social services, and education. Using rates 

of overall investment and per capita income growth, U.S. policymakers would 

then determine the “absorptive capacity” of developing nations and provide the 

correct level of support from a “long term capital fund” of $10 billion to $12 bil-

lion. Development programs, moreover, would do more than catalyze economic 

change. Because modernization was a systemic, integrated process, it would sweep 

all before it. Rising living standards would give citizens the sense of progress and 

social mobility on which democratic institutions could be fostered, and new 
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values would promote entrepreneurial initiative and popular participation in 

liberal civic life. Faced with such a challenge, the appeal of Marxist revolution 

would pale in comparison.41

Those arguments impressed John F. Kennedy. His senate office remained in 

regular contact with CIS economists, and after winning the presidential elec-

tion of 1960 he appointed Rostow and Millikan to his new task force on foreign 

economic policy. Convinced that the decolonizing world represented a crucial 

battlefield in the global Cold War, Kennedy and his advisers fully expected that 

planning, development, and foreign assistance could become key elements in a 

broad strategy designed to steer nationalist forces toward liberal capitalism. In a 

major speech to Congress in March 1961, Kennedy also proclaimed a new “De-

cade of Development.” “We live in a very special moment in history,” he declared. 

“The whole southern half of the world—Latin America, Africa, the Middle East 

and Asia are caught up in the adventures of asserting their independence and 

modernizing their old ways of life.” Now, as Moscow and Beijing sought to sub-

vert that process for their own ends, it was imperative that the United States 

make a “historical demonstration that in the twentieth century, as in the nine-

teenth—in the southern half of the globe as in the north—economic growth and 

political democracy can develop hand in hand.” To promote that goal, Kennedy 

established the Agency for International Development (AID) with authority over 

technical aid, development projects, lending programs, and military assistance, 

called for multiyear funding authorizations, and recommended special attention 

to countries on the verge of a “take-off into self-sustaining growth.”42

The involvement of social scientists in Kennedy administration policymaking 

toward the postcolonial world was extensive. Determined to put their stamp on 

Washington’s bureaucracy, they also gained significant political authority. Ros-

tow became a deputy national security adviser, and then the chair of the State 

Department’s Policy Planning Council. A collection of Harvard economists also 

took on significant roles: John Kenneth Galbraith became the ambassador to 

India, Lincoln Gordon served on the Latin American task force before becoming 

ambassador to Brazil, David Bell went from the Bureau of the Budget to become 

the administrator of AID, and Edward Mason served as chair of an AID advisory 

committee that included Millikan and Pye. Stanford economist Eugene Staley 

served as a consultant on Vietnam policy, and University of Michigan professor 

Samuel Hayes helped plan the Peace Corps.43

Yet important as these individuals were, the influence of modernization the-

ory was not derived solely or even primarily from the personal impact of specific 

social scientists. In many cases, the theory of modernization also provided less a 

specific, detailed set of policy instructions than a particular way of thinking about 

the postcolonial world. Modernization became powerful in Cold War America 
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because it crystallized a much deeper set of assumptions that were already held 

in common by a wide range of policymakers, scholars, journalists, and opinion 

leaders. In contrast to the more defensive phrasing of “containment,” it empha-

sized the far more ambitious, liberal internationalist goal of transforming the 

structural environment itself. The United States, its advocates insisted, would not 

simply react to Soviet or Chinese aggression in the crucial arena of decoloniza-

tion. The United States would compete with the Communists on the plane of 

universal change. By accelerating the passage of “emerging” nations through the 

crucial transitional window, the United States would run the common historical 

race faster and better and take an important step toward Cold War victory.

The Culture of Cold War Liberalism
Modernization was in many ways a product of U.S. liberalism. As admirers of the 

New Deal, veterans of the wartime struggle against fascism, and proponents of 

the Marshall Plan, its advocates believed strongly in the capacity of the progres-

sive, democratic state to solve social problems at home and abroad. Capitalism, 

combined with moderate amounts of planning, they believed, could alleviate 

poverty, increase literacy, reduce human suffering, and fight against the Com-

munist challenge at the same time. Like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., modernizers also 

defined their work as part of an essential defense of democracy, the preservation 

of a “vital center” standing between the dangers of totalitarianism on the left or 

the right. Yet if modernization reflected the confidence and convictions of Cold 

War liberalism, it also revealed much of its uncertainty. While the ideology of 

modernization encouraged Americans to define a benevolent, even redemptive 

national mission, it framed democracy in a remarkably narrow way. While it 

defined the United States as an essential source of guidance for those seeking to 

build thriving new states and societies, it also rested on an undercurrent of anxi-

ety that its particular form of modernity would face fundamental, perhaps even 

insuperable challenges in the global struggle against communism.44

The idea of the United States standing at the end point of a universal scale of 

social progress was grounded in a very complacent view of American society. It 

also resonated strongly with “consensus” histories of the American past. While 

emphasizing that democracy thrived in the United States because of the country’s 

natural abundance, David Potter suggested in People of Plenty (1954) that pro-

moting economic growth abroad would help fulfill a vital precondition for demo-

cratic success. As he put it, although the United States’ wealth set it apart, “we are 

qualified to show other countries the path that may lead them to a plenty like our 

own.” Others were even more enthusiastic, defining the United States’ history as a 
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template for the “new states” of the postcolonial world. As Max Lerner argued in 

his massive book, America as a Civilization (1957), the United States could “offer 

the example of a successful colonial revolution against imperialism; it could offer 

the continuing effort to keep many ethnic strains living together in peace in a 

complex society; it could offer, finally, the image of the independent farmer and 

of the career still largely open to talent.” William Nisbet Chambers concurred, 

describing the United States’ past as compelling evidence of the universal value 

of “moderate and pragmatic” approaches to political change, the value of eco-

nomic development as a “foundation for democracy,” and the way that a party 

system could “contain the forces of pluralism” and establish the “pattern for a re-

sponsible opposition.” Drawing on Parsons’s emphasis on the institutionalization 

of social values, Seymour Martin Lipset also celebrated the United States as the 

world’s “first new nation.” The commitment to the “key values” of equality and 

achievement, and the crucial distinction between “the source of sovereignty and 

the agents of authority,” allowed the founding generation to create a democratic 

system that “has broken sharply with the traditional sources of legitimacy.” Now, 

Lipset argued, the United States’ example would inspire the “new nations emerg-

ing today on the world scene,” because, he explained, “the values which they must 

use to legitimate their political structure, and which thus become part of their 

political institutions, are also revolutionary.”45

In such formulations, of course, the American past was painted in harmoni-

ous, pacific, and egalitarian hues. The history of American slavery, the wars of 

Native American removal, the patterns of imperial expansion, the struggles of 

organized labor, and the persistent inequalities along the lines of race, gender, 

and class were slighted in favor of an emphasis on the long-term continuity of es-

sentially liberal, integrating, national values. As John Higham lamented in 1962, 

the emphasis on consensus produced a history “in which conflict is muted, in 

which the classic issues of social justice are underplayed, in which the elements 

of spontaneity, effervescence, and violence in American life get little sympathy 

or attention.” In contrast to Soviet totalitarianism and absolutism, American 

intellectuals emphasized their nation’s pluralistic history and viewed their own 

society in remarkably complacent terms. Democracy itself was also defined in a 

particularly narrow way, and popular politics were viewed with disdain and dis-

trust. Richard Hofstadter argued in his classic 1955 book, The Age of Reform, that 

the Populists of the 1890s were an irrational, conspiratorial, paranoid bunch, 

atavistically tied to agrarian culture and unable to adapt to the transforma-

tive forces of industrialized modernity. McCarthyism’s popular appeal and the 

subsequent rise of a resurgent conservative movement were also interpreted by 

many midcentury intellectuals in a similar fashion. Daniel Bell observed: “Social 

groups that are dispossessed inevitably seek targets on whom they can vent their 
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resentments, targets whose power can serve to explain their dispossession. In 

this respect, the radical right of the early 1960s is in no way different from the 

Populists of the 1890s.”46

The tendency to write off political protest and mass politics of the left or 

the right as the expression of “status anxiety” or the projection of psychological 

deviance enabled consensus thinkers to enshrine a moderate, elite-led system as 

the essence of American success. That perspective also resonated with the way 

that modernizers thought about the postcolonial world. Influenced by Lasswell’s 

vision of political behavior as the manifestation of inner insecurities, political 

scientists like Pye and Almond suggested that the survival of democratic sys-

tems required a clear consensus among leaders, the containment of radical dis-

sent, and a minimal level of popular political participation, ideally one limited 

to an electoral choice of candidates from within a narrow ideological range. Less 

optimistic than many of their economist colleagues that economic growth and 

improvements in living standards would inevitably and naturally lead to liberal 

political systems, they favored elite theories of democracy. As Almond explained, 

“negative emotions and hysterias unleashed by the disruptive changes and the 

new nationalisms of the non-Western world” could make the United States the 

target of “violent moods and expressions of hate.” Skilled elites, therefore, would 

have to control the destabilizing transition. Concern about the dangers of dis-

sent and the need to maintain order placed a premium on procedural instead of 

substantive definitions of democracy. It also led thinkers like Pye to edge toward 

bureaucratic authoritarian approaches, suggesting that the military forces of the 

“newly emergent countries” could catalyze a “rational outlook” and “champion 

responsible change and national development.” Although Pye did argue that the 

creation of modern nation-states would require “the growth of responsible and 

representative politicians,” the idea that a modernizing military might just as well 

become the core of an oppressive dictatorship did not seem to draw his attention. 

The fact that concepts of modernization were built on narrow conceptions of 

democracy helps explain the ease with which their proponents later used them 

to support and legitimate systems of repression.47

Among popular audiences, however, a more upbeat strain of moderniza-

tion held sway, an image that allowed Americans to envision themselves as 

the benevolent guides for a world eager to learn the lessons that only they 

could teach. In the pages of Reader’s Digest and the Saturday Review, novels 

like Eugene Burdick and William Lederer’s The Ugly American (1958), and the 

musical spectacles epitomized by Richard Rodgers’s and Oscar Hammerstein’s 

The King and I (1951), writers and artists framed a tolerant, inclusive, and 

sentimental world role for the United States and its citizens. In contrast to 

the reactive, militarized language of containment, they put forward a liberal, 
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internationalist ideal of integration and education. Whether reading about the 

arrival of the first contingent of Peace Corps volunteers in Ghana, listening to 

the radio as Catholic “jungle doctor” Tom Dooley recounted his healing work 

in Laos, or watching an Americanized Anna Leonowens teach a Thai king’s 

children on the Broadway stage, Americans celebrated their nation’s altruistic 

efforts to reach across the lines of race and culture. The United States, they 

understood, was not merely fending off the Communist threat. It was also pro-

moting modernity by forging bonds of affection and understanding.48

Among its most ardent proponents, modernization was also defined as an 

essential national mission. In his 1953 inaugural address, President Eisenhower 

argued that the fight against communism was “no argument between slightly dif-

fering philosophies.” Rather, “freedom is pitted against slavery; lightness against 

the dark.” Victory, moreover, would require Americans to “give testimony in the 

sight of the world to our faith.” Though modernization was a secular ideology, 

its advocates often described its significance as a statement of moral belief put 

forward in the context of apocalyptic struggle. “There may not be much civiliza-

tion left to save,” Rostow warned at the close of his most famous book, “unless we 

of the democratic north face and deal with the challenge implicit in the stages-

of-growth, as they now stand in the world, at the full stretch of our moral com-

mitment, our energy, and our resources.” One participant at an MIT-sponsored 

conference put it as follows: “We must offer a framework within which the na-

tions of Asia and Africa can develop economically as free societies. We must take 

our part in creating the new world which is evolving out of the upheaval in Asia 

and Africa. We must be missionaries.”49

American modernizers were confident in the prospects for scientific and tech-

nical advance, and they viewed postcolonial societies as fundamentally malleable. 

As liberals, they believed that they could solve long-standing social and economic 

problems and achieve fundamental structural changes, transcending the legacy 

of imperialism and allowing all peoples, regardless of race or religion, to enjoy 

the promise of higher living standards. American modernizers also imagined 

that history was ultimately on their side, and that the world was converging on a 

set of universally valid common principles, moving steadily toward an end point 

most clearly reflected in their understandings of American society itself. Quoting 

his namesake, the poet Walt Whitman, Rostow expressed his conviction “That in 

the Divine Ship, the World, breasting Time and Space, / All peoples of the globe 

together sail, sail the same voyage, / Are bound to the same destination.” In the 

postcolonial world, however, Rostow and his colleagues would find their ideals 

challenged, reinterpreted, and reformulated. While they defined a common fu-

ture and proposed to accelerate it, they would soon discover that the contest over 

the meaning of modernity was just beginning.50
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NATIONALIST ENCOUNTERS
Nehru’s India, Nasser’s Egypt, and 
Nkrumah’s Ghana

In 1958, one year after his country gained independence from Great Britain, 

Ghanaian prime minister Kwame Nkrumah traveled to the United States. In 

addition to meeting with President Eisenhower and senior U.S. officials, Nkru-

mah delivered a major address at the prestigious Council on Foreign Relations 

in New York. As the leader of the first sub-Saharan African country to secure 

its freedom from imperial control, Nkrumah urged the United States to take a 

stronger stand in favor of decolonization. He also argued that to achieve genuine 

self-determination Ghana and its neighbors would have to pursue a course of 

dramatically accelerated development. “The hopes and ambitions of the African 

people,” he declared, “have been planted and brought to maturity by the impact 

of Western civilization. . . . Now comes our response. 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. Africa has no choice. We have to modernize.”

Nkrumah’s sense of ambition and urgency was widely shared by a growing 

cohort of postcolonial elites around the world. For figures like Nkrumah, In-

dia’s Jawaharlal Nehru, and Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, development was not 

merely a goal. It was an imperative. Independence, they all agreed, brought new 

opportunities and new demands. As Nkrumah put it, political freedom created 

the “atmosphere for a real effort of national regeneration,” but it did not “supply 

all the economic and social tools.” After finally breaking the shackles that locked 

their countries into subservience to Europe, postcolonial leaders now sought to 
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transform their societies. They wanted to achieve economic growth, promote 

industry, stimulate agricultural productivity, fight poverty, deliver health care, 

and improve education. They also believed that the legitimacy of their gov-

ernments and their own political survival depended on meeting those goals. 

“The leaders are now expected,” Nkrumah explained, “to work miracles. . . . If 

independence is the first aim, development comes straight on its heels, and no 

leader—in Asia or Africa—can escape the pressure.” To succeed, he insisted, the 

postcolonial world would need a great deal of external help.1

Many U.S. policymakers, social scientists, and opinion leaders responded 

to those appeals with enthusiasm. The leaders of the “emerging nations,” they 

believed, were defining their goals in ways that clearly resonated with U.S. 

expectations. The idea of helping to fight global poverty and promote post-

colonial freedom fired the ambitions of progressive-minded liberals. Mod-

ernization, they expected, could now go forward rapidly. In collaboration 

with a rising generation of nationalist leaders, an infusion of Western capital 

and technical knowledge could drive the new states of the world from the 

backward conditions of traditional society into a prosperous, thriving mo-

dernity. After years of ambivalence and suspicion regarding the prospects for 

anticolonial nationalism, the United States might finally seize the moment to 

align itself with the needs, hopes, and desires of a newly awakened yet deeply 

impoverished world.

At the height of the Cold War, working alongside postcolonial leaders on a 

great modernizing project also seemed a strategic necessity. During the 1950s, 

Moscow’s “economic offensive” in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East had alarmed 

U.S. observers, and Nikita Khrushchev’s 1961 pledge to support global “wars of 

national liberation” heightened U.S. fears that the USSR would seek to exploit 

conditions of poverty and instability in the developing regions. “Nobody,” the 

Soviet leader declared, “appreciates and understands the aspirations of the peo-

ples now smashing the fetters of colonialism better than the working people of 

the socialist countries and the Communists of the whole world.” By the early 

1960s, U.S. policymakers believed that the future of the decolonizing world hung 

in the balance. A massive effort to guide postcolonial change, they hoped, might 

ensure that liberal, capitalist solutions prevailed.2

During the late 1950s and early 1960s, India, Egypt, and Ghana were impor-

tant sites for U.S. engagement. While the United States promoted modernizing 

policies in a broad range of geographic locations, Nehru, Nasser, and Nkrumah 

were key regional leaders in South Asia, the Middle East, and sub-Saharan Af-

rica, respectively. U.S. officials expected that ensuring modernization in India, 

Egypt, and Ghana would dramatically demonstrate the U.S. commitment to 

postcolonial development. Far more importantly, they also hoped to channel the 
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nonaligned and nationalist aspirations in these countries in more clearly pro-

Western directions.

Those ambitions were largely frustrated. Despite the great economic resources 

and technical expertise that the United States and Western international lend-

ing bodies offered, Nehru, Nasser, and Nkrumah remained firmly committed 

to nonalignment as a policy and a philosophy. They rejected the system of mili-

tary and economic alliances that the United States sought to construct, strongly 

criticized U.S. interventions in the Cold War flash points of Vietnam, Cuba, and 

Congo, and continued to play the superpowers off against each other. By insist-

ing that imperialism represented a greater danger to the postcolonial world than 

communism, they also challenged the ideological vision of the United States. 

Although U.S. development assistance for India, Egypt, and Ghana may have 

helped prevent closer ties between those countries and the Soviet Union, their 

governments remained wary of making any concessions that would infringe on 

their newfound sovereignty, regional ambitions, and nationalist agendas.

Moreover, as U.S. social scientists and Kennedy administration officials would 

discover, modernization itself was deeply contested ground. At one level, postco-

lonial leaders like Nehru, Nasser, and Nkrumah shared some core assumptions 

with U.S. officials and experts about the process of modernization. Like U.S. pol-

icymakers, they believed that a “big push” of investment and sharply increased 

levels of domestic savings would be necessary for their economies to break out 

of stagnation and “take-off” into self-sustaining growth. They also shared the 

U.S. assumptions that modernization required technological advances to raise 

productivity, the diversification of exports, the education of a trained workforce, 

and integrated, national development planning. On another level, however, their 

diverse visions of development did not fit easily into the more rigid U.S. con-

ceptions of modernization. U.S. social scientists and officials understood mod-

ernization as an integrated process in which step-by-step advances in capitalist 

structures, psychological transformations, and political reforms would reinforce 

each other. Postcolonial elites, however, proved far more willing to “skip stages,” 

experiment, and combine elements of American and Soviet experience. Where 

U.S. advisers promoted the construction of market-based economies and liberal 

states along the lines of the New Deal in the United States, postcolonial leaders 

often turned in more avowedly socialist directions. While glad to receive U.S. 

aid, they often found Soviet models of development appealing. Instead of limit-

ing the role of the state to the formation of development plans and the promo-

tion of foreign and domestic investment, they frequently stressed the crucial role 

of a strong central government in controlling a large public sector. In contrast 

to U.S. recommendations for carefully “balanced growth” in agriculture and 

manufacturing, they aimed for more rapid progress through comprehensive 
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industrialization. Where U.S. leaders and analysts tended to speak of moderniza-

tion as inevitable, natural, and uniform, in India, Egypt, and Ghana it became 

the subject of intense political contestation and negotiation.

India, the United States, and 
Development Planning
On April 12, 1948, Indian prime minister Nehru visited the eastern Indian state 

of Orissa to inaugurate the construction of the massive Hirakud Dam. India’s 

first river valley project after independence and ultimately the longest major 

earthen dam in the world, it was designed to provide flood control, irrigation, 

and vast amounts of hydroelectric power to support industrial enterprises in 

the surrounding region. In a letter written a few days later, Nehru recalled his 

tremendous excitement on that occasion. “All this,” he reflected, “is a fascinating 

vision of the future which fills one with enthusiasm. As I threw in some concrete 

which was to form the base . . . a sense of adventure seized me and I forgot for a 

while the many troubles that beset us.”3

Since the 1930s, Nehru and his Congress Party colleagues had understood 

centrally planned development as an essential part of their nationalist campaign. 

British imperial policy, they argued, had exploited the peasantry and destroyed 

Indian manufacturing. Genuine independence, therefore, would require a com-

prehensive, scientific restructuring of social and economic life. In 1938, Nehru 

became chair of the Congress Party’s National Planning Committee, a body as-

signed the task of drafting a development policy for the day when the British 

would finally withdraw. Their ambitious targets for gains in nutrition, health 

care, housing, agriculture, and industry were all, in Nehru’s words, aimed at the 

objective of “national self-sufficiency.” While export-driven agriculture would 

be redirected to feed India’s own population, new factories would provide em-

ployment for surplus workers in the countryside, produce goods for domestic 

markets, and help the country avoid the “whirlpool of economic imperialism.” 

Planning by disinterested experts, Nehru believed, would transcend the “squab-

bles and conflicts of politics” for the “benefit of the common man, raising his 

standards greatly, giving him opportunities of growth, and releasing an enor-

mous amount of latent talent and capacity.”4

Industrialization played an especially large role in the thinking of Nehru and 

his associates. In contrast to the Gandhian emphasis on cottage industry and local 

handicrafts, they maintained that the route to Indian independence and pros-

perity lay in the production of steel, iron, machine tools, chemicals, and electric 

power. Figures like Congress Party president Subhas Chandra Bose argued that 
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the Soviet focus on heavy industry and an expanded state role at the “command-

ing heights” of the economy provided an example for India. Late industrializing 

states, Bose and Nehru insisted, required a level of state intervention that had 

been unnecessary earlier. Bose warned in 1938 that there was “no escape from 

the industrial revolution.” “We can at best determine,” he observed, “whether this 

revolution that is industrialisation will be a comparatively gradual one, as in Great 

Britain, or a forced march as in Soviet Russia. I am afraid that it has to be a forced 

march in this country.”5

After India gained its independence in 1947, those ideas returned to the fore-

front. At that point, 85 percent of the country’s population lived in rural areas, 

and the agricultural sector was desperately poor. Grain consumption amounted 

to only about nine ounces per person per day, nearly a quarter of the population 

owned no land at all, illiteracy stood at 84 percent, lethal diseases like smallpox, 

malaria, and cholera were common, and the country’s mortality rate was among 

the world’s highest. India’s First Five-Year Plan, launched in 1951, sought to re-

spond to these crises. Partly made up of projects inherited from the colonial era, 

it was largely focused on the need to increase agricultural production and deliver 

social services in order to feed and care for the country’s rapidly growing and 

predominantly rural population. By 1954, however, India’s leadership turned 

toward a much more ambitious vision of rapid, comprehensive, state-led devel-

opment. With Nehru’s firm backing, the Cambridge-trained physicist and stat-

istician Prasanta Chandra Mahalanobis began to draft a new plan with two core 

objectives. As Mahalanobis explained to the Indian Planning Commission, the 

new approach would seek “a rapid growth of the national economy by increasing 

the scope and importance of the public sector and in this way to advance to a so-

cialistic pattern of society.” It would also “develop basic heavy industries for the 

manufacture of producer goods to strengthen the foundation of economic inde-

pendence.” Launched in 1956, India’s Second Five-Year Plan was a bold venture. 

Total spending was projected at $14.7 billion, more than double that of the first 

plan. Resources for agricultural production and social services were also sharply 

reduced in favor of much greater public investment in capital goods production 

and industrialization to replace the need for imports.6

U.S. policymakers and social scientists watched India’s development efforts 

with great interest. As a newly independent state and the world’s largest democ-

racy, India stood out as a crucial arena in the Cold War struggle for the post-

colonial world. As early as 1949 the State Department and the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff argued that the United States should promote “economic development in 

South Asia . . . to provide the foundations for more stable and democratic govern-

ments” and “contribute to economic recovery in the Far East and throughout the 

world.” In 1954, the Eisenhower administration decided to establish a military 
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alliance with Pakistan, India’s regional rival, in hopes that arming that country 

would deter any possible Soviet incursion in the region. But U.S. officials soon 

began to emphasize the modernization of India as a crucial strategic goal in its 

own right. In 1954 the Soviet Union’s pledge to build and finance India’s massive 

Bhilai steel mill worried Washington. A year later, Khrushchev offered increased 

development aid, expanded bilateral trade, and aircraft sales. Concerned that the 

Soviets might now direct the course of Indian economic planning, CIA chief 

Allen Dulles warned that Moscow’s economic initiatives threatened “political 

penetration in disguise.”7

By the end of the decade, an Indian economic crisis and growing strategic 

fears led to a greatly expanded U.S. commitment. Indian planners had expected 

that the country’s food requirements would double over ten years due to rapid 

population growth, but in their quest for a new industrial drive they had pro-

vided insufficient funding to increase agricultural productivity. The problem of 

deploying technical inputs like fertilizer, mechanized irrigation, and farm ma-

chinery to millions of small peasant plots made it hard to increase the yield of In-

dian farmland, and the opposition of landed elites undermined agrarian reform 

policies that could have put more acres under cultivation. As shortages appeared 

in Indian cities, and food prices began to climb, the prospect of famine grew. The 

costs of capital equipment, needed for India’s industrial projects, also began to 

rise. By 1957, India’s agricultural woes were compounded by a massive deficit in 

the foreign exchange holdings needed to pay for vital imports.8

The prospect of an Indian economic collapse worried U.S. policymakers on 

several levels. Instability and growing poverty, they feared, might open the door 

for radicalism to gain ground in India. In desperation, the Indian government 

might move closer to Moscow in search of badly needed development funds. 

A collapse of democratic India might also have global psychological ramifica-

tions. “No thoughtful citizen can fail to see our stake in the survival of the free 

government of India,” Senator John F. Kennedy warned in 1958. “India,” Ken-

nedy declared, “stands as the only effective competitor to China for the faith and 

following of the millions of uncommitted and restless peoples.” The Eisenhower 

administration agreed. With the president’s strong backing, the total level of U.S. 

aid to India climbed from $92.8 million in 1956 to $364.8 million in 1957. In 

1958, the United States also worked with the World Bank to organize an inter-

national consortium of aid donors for India, pooling increased U.S. funds with 

contributions from Britain, Germany, Canada, and Japan.9

The increased U.S. aid to India aroused significant U.S. domestic dissent. 

Nehru’s resolute policy of nonalignment, his refusal to join military alliances or 

allow foreign military bases in India, and his commitment to “peaceful coexis-

tence” with all nations challenged U.S. arguments about the moral imperative of 
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fighting communism. Nehru’s criticism of the “neocolonial” dangers inherent 

in global capitalism, his frequently expressed admiration for Soviet economic 

accomplishments, and his attacks on U.S. intervention in Vietnam and Cuba 

also alienated influential U.S. officials and opinion leaders. His apparent lack 

of gratitude for U.S. help, finally, made him appear arrogant, unrealistic, and 

self-righteous. The veteran diplomat and journalist William C. Bullitt’s render-

ing of Nehru as “an exquisite and ineffectual dragonfly flashing his iridescent 

wings above a swamp” captured the impression of many U.S. officials. In the U.S. 

Congress, aid for India also met fierce resistance. When U.S. ambassador to India 

Chester Bowles appeared before the Senate, Texas Democrat Tom Connally re-

jected his arguments for aid by declaring: “You know good and well that the more 

money we give them the more they want.” Since Nehru was “not friendly to the 

United States,” Connally told reporters, he did not deserve U.S. help. Iowa’s Re-

publican senator Bourke B. Hickenlooper argued that financing Indian develop-

ment was like “taking a squirt gun and trying to put out a warehouse fire,” while 

Senate majority leader William Knowland of California warned Eisenhower that 

“it would be bad if the impression got around that we reward neutralism.” Styles 

Bridges, a New Hampshire Republican sitting on the powerful Senate Appropria-

tions Committee, attacked Nehru for looking east as well as west. The Indian 

leader, he argued, was “playing both ends against the middle.”10

Conservatives attacked U.S. policy, but the belief that the United States should 

help modernize India was strongly held in academia, philanthropic foundations, 

and the government. During the late 1950s and early 1960s, many U.S. social 

scientists, particularly economists and anthropologists, viewed India as a kind 

of laboratory, a great experimental site for the study and promotion of modern-

ization. Their work, moreover, reflected a wide variety of different means and 

approaches. Some figures, like the architect and urban planner Albert Mayer, 

plunged into community development. In the northern state of Uttar Pradesh, 

Mayer launched a “pilot project” in which Indian “village-level workers” were 

trained to demonstrate new technologies and promote self-help initiatives in the 

countryside. Rapidly expanded into a major Indian government program with 

support from U.S. Point Four funds and Ford Foundation grants, Mayer’s proj-

ect aimed to produce psychological transformations as well as economic ones. 

The goal, Mayer explained, was to gain “entry into the people’s minds, into their 

feelings, into their own expectations and needs.” Only then would peasants pass 

through the “initial stages of awakening” to embrace a new “systematic planning 

and organization, village outlook, [and the] practice of effective human rela-

tions, self-reliance and resourcefulness, and teamwork.” Unlike many American 

modernizers, Mayer did not view tradition and modernity as opposing histori-

cal poles. Modern practices, he argued, could be promoted within older forms 
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of local community and in harmony with traditional religious and cultural 

practices. The objective, however, remained historical acceleration. “The most 

immediate, pressing, and pervasive problem of the underdeveloped countries,” 

Mayer contended, was “to catch up with centuries of arrears, and to do it much 

more rapidly than the Western countries.” To the question “Why so much faster?” 

Mayer responded: “Because theirs is a race with chaos.”11

The hope to produce a rapid, modernizing “take-off” also led to a close and 

ultimately troubled collaboration among the Indian government, U.S. officials, 

and the MIT Center for International Studies (CIS). As explained in chapter 2, 

CIS stood at the nexus between social research and government policymaking. 

Among the foremost proponents of modernization theory, the CIS experts were 

also deeply interested in India and the process of economic planning there. Their 

experience revealed that while Indian and U.S. social scientists and government 

officials shared a common desire to raise economic growth rates and living stan-

dards, they disagreed profoundly over which means would best achieve that end. 

As much as Indian and U.S. experts defined development as an objective and 

scientific process, their collaboration did not survive the growing political strain 

that emerged between U.S. Cold War ideology and Indian commitments to inde-

pendence and nonalignment.

From 1954 through 1964, CIS received a series of grants from the Ford Foun-

dation and became deeply engaged in India’s planning effort. When India’s Sec-

ond Five-Year Plan ran into difficulty, CIS staff lobbied hard for greater U.S. 

development assistance by sending reports to Congress, supporting Senator 

Kennedy’s calls for an international aid effort, and meeting with Eisenhower 

administration officials. But CIS wanted to do more than study and report on 

Indian development. The MIT group also wanted to participate in shaping its 

ultimate direction. With the support of Pitamber Pant, Nehru’s planning sec-

retary, CIS economists developed a working relationship with the Indian Plan-

ning Commission and the Indian Statistical Institute. They also gained full access 

to the Indian government’s data regarding the nation’s economy, productivity, 

and population. Two CIS researchers, Louis Lafeber and Richard Eckhaus, then 

began a critical analysis of India’s Third Five-Year Plan, which had started in 

1961. Like the Second Five-Year Plan, it too put a strong emphasis on rapid in-

dustrialization, devoting roughly twice as much of its total outlays to industry 

and electricity as to agriculture. Using a new, computer-based economic model, 

Lafeber and Eckhaus soon concluded that this plan, like the previous one, was 

likely to produce further economic turmoil.12

Lafeber and Eckhaus considered their work part of a careful, social scientific 

project. In the minds of many U.S. economists, long-term development required 

“balanced growth.” A “big push” of investment was necessary to drive an economy 
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into high gear, but funds had to be allocated across domestic manufacturing and 

agricultural sectors so that growth in each area would be reinforced by the cre-

ation of complementary markets in others. As farm productivity rose, peasants 

would enjoy higher incomes enabling them to purchase newly produced manu-

factured goods. Factory workers based in urban areas, meanwhile, would become 

the consumers of new agricultural bounty. While many analysts agreed that the 

weak private sector of developing economies made centralized, state planning a 

temporary necessity, they also viewed government ownership of industry as inef-

ficient at best and trending toward Soviet-style oppression at worst. As Rostow 

argued in a 1955 article titled “Marx Was a City Boy,” the Stalinist and Maoist 

programs of crash industrialization were coupled with the brutal collectiviza-

tion of peasant agriculture. Yet even totalitarian controls across the countryside 

proved unable to produce sufficient food to feed the Soviet and Chinese popula-

tions. Investment in agriculture, however, could help reinforce gradual industri-

alization in a democratic system based on popular consent.13

Nehru, Mahalanobis, and many Indian economists saw the matter in very 

different terms. Without rapid industrial expansion, Indian planners argued, 

the ceiling for overall economic growth would remain low. The application 

of new technology to government administered steel, iron, and machine tool 

plants, however, could trigger gains in productivity and generate revenue for re-

investment. A large public sector, particularly in heavy industry, they expected, 

would create jobs, promote India’s commitment to self-sufficiency, and cata-

lyze a sweeping advance. In contrast to Rostow and his colleagues, many Indian 

planners were also enthusiastic about the history of Soviet economic perfor-

mance. “It is now accepted,” Mahalanobis declared, “that economic planning in 

the USSR . . . has led to a far more rapid rate of industrialization than had been 

achieved in Western Europe and the United States in the past.”14

In claiming that India’s plan overemphasized industry, therefore, the MIT 

researchers made more than an economic judgment. When Lafeber and Eck-

haus presented their research to the Indian planning officials, they knew they 

were challenging India’s ideological stand. Although one Indian expert jokingly 

suggested that the CIS economists should be put under house arrest, Lafeber 

still hoped that it might be possible to “muddle through” the controversy, “par-

ticularly if nothing happens which could turn the question into a cause célèbre.” 

Before long, however, serious problems did arise. B. K. Nehru, the Indian ambas-

sador to the United States and a cousin of the prime minister, learned about the 

CIS model, conferred with economists Max Millikan and Paul Rosenstein-Rodan 

at MIT, and recommended to the Planning Commission that they allow CIS to 

analyze a draft of the next development plan “for the purpose of reconsidering 

the targets.” While B. K. Nehru was apparently willing to consider revising the 
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Indian approach, his colleagues were not, and they deeply resented what they 

considered to be an attempt by CIS to subvert the planning process.15

When the links between MIT’s Center for International Studies and the U.S. 

government were exposed, moreover, Indians perceived a covert U.S. attempt to 

subvert their nation’s independent developmental course. After Eckhaus and Mil-

likan briefed U.S. ambassador Chester Bowles about the model’s results, Bowles 

contacted Planning Commission officials and pressed for a new approach that 

would emphasize agriculture and consumer goods more strongly. A grant from 

the U.S. Agency for International Development, it also turned out, had funded 

the creation of the CIS model, hardening the Indian impression that while the 

U.S. economists claimed to be objective scholars, they were in fact agents of U.S. 

foreign policy. Finally, in December 1964, an Indian newspaper publicized the 

long-standing connection between MIT’s Center for International Studies and 

the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency. Earlier that year a book published in the 

United States had revealed that Millikan had previously worked for the CIA and 

that the agency had supported CIS’s studies of Soviet society. Indian journalists 

now argued that CIS was “an extended arm of the CIA research division, even 

if under a more respectable garb.” CIS’s India project, they insisted, was nothing 

more than “a deliberate attempt . . . to sabotage the country’s long-term develop-

ment programme” by challenging “the major postulates of Indian planning.” In 

the aftermath, Indian officials severed their connections with CIS staff and ter-

minated the relationship between the Planning Commission and CIS. While the 

specific charges leveled against CIS’s India project were exaggerated, the CIS re-

lationship to the U.S. government certainly undermined the economists’ claims 

to apolitical expertise.16

The controversy also marked a turning point in the U.S.-Indian relation-

ship. Although the Kennedy administration continued to call for development 

assistance to India, and total U.S. aid climbed to a peak of $465 million in 

1962, relations between the two countries remained tense and uneasy. Nehru’s 

continued criticism of U.S. military aid to Pakistan, resistance to U.S. attempts 

to mediate the Indo-Pakistani dispute over Kashmir, and protests over U.S. in-

tervention in Vietnam disappointed Kennedy’s hopes for closer ties. As critics 

claimed that “socialist” development projects violated essential U.S. commit-

ments to free enterprise and individual liberty, U.S. economic aid to India fell 

by more than 50 percent over the next five years. After Nehru’s death in May 

1964, U.S.-Indian relations continued to decline. In 1966, after Indian prime 

minister Indira Gandhi publicly criticized the U.S. bombing of North Vietnam, 

Lyndon Johnson suspended U.S. food shipments to India, despite Indian food 

shortages and a severe drought. In 1971, when war broke out between India and 

Pakistan over the creation of Bangladesh, formerly East Pakistan, the Nixon 
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administration condemned Indian support for the Bengali revolt and canceled 

virtually all U.S. economic assistance. Although India still received aid through 

the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, the U.S. attempt to di-

rect the country’s modernization through bilateral aid effectively ended.17

At the height of the Cold War, the U.S. vision of modernization ultimately 

proved incompatible with the Indian approach to development. For U.S. cold 

warriors, modernization was integrally linked to a strategy of global contain-

ment. It was intended to steer the development, economies, and policies of 

postcolonial nations in clearly pro-Western directions. The Indian government, 

however, strongly resisted those efforts. Determined to protect his country’s po-

litical independence, Nehru reacted with hostility to U.S. attempts to redirect 

India’s developmental course. Many U.S. observers also misread Nehru’s fun-

damental goals. For Nehru and his colleagues, industrialization and increased 

state control over the economy were vehicles for the promotion of nonaligned 

self-sufficiency, not steps down the path toward communism. Soviet economic 

models were attractive as routes to rapid industrialization, not as blueprints 

for the construction of a totalitarian state. Nehru’s ambivalence about liberal 

capitalism and apparent ingratitude for U.S. aid, moreover, reflected a determi-

nation to prevent control of his nation’s economy by foreign donors and inves-

tors, not a turn toward Moscow. Though both Americans and Indians spoke of 

the need to accelerate national progress on the road toward development, they 

had fundamentally different methods and destinations in mind.

Nasser, Kennedy, and Egyptian Modernization
In 1953, one year after he led a group of “Free Officers” to seize power, Nasser 

declared that British imperialism had thrust Egypt into a turbulent historical 

stream: “Torrents of ideas and opinions burst upon us which we were, at that 

stage of our evolution, incapable of assimilating. Our spirits were still in the 

Thirteenth Century though the symptoms of the Nineteenth and Twentieth 

Centuries infiltrated in their various aspects. Our minds were trying to catch 

up with the advancing caravan of humanity.” According to Nasser, indepen-

dence would require accelerated progress in both human and material terms. 

In order to complete its historical transition, Egypt would need to pass through 

“two revolutions.” The first, already under way, involved realizing the “right for 

self-government” and the removal of foreign occupying forces. The second, still 

to come, would be “social” in nature, a prolonged struggle for “justice for all 

countrymen.” A few years later, Nasser expanded on that agenda. British mo-

nopolies, high taxes, foreign privileges, and the concentration of land ownership 
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among elites had stunted Egyptian development. Overcoming imperialism now 

demanded “national reconstruction,” including central planning, industrializa-

tion, agrarian reform, and education. Only then would it be possible to “restore 

human dignity in Egypt.”18

Though he did not use the term, central elements of Nasser’s rhetoric reso-

nated clearly with U.S. concepts of modernization. As they sought to understand 

the nature of change in the Middle East, many U.S. scholars and policymakers 

envisioned a process in which ancient societies, dominated by “traditional” cul-

ture, were upended and destabilized by the force of Western imperialism. Like 

Nasser, they understood Egypt as a nation in the midst of a dramatic and pivotal 

drive toward modernity. The acceleration and ultimate direction of that process, 

they also concluded, was of utmost importance to the United States.

Some U.S. commentators viewed Egypt’s prospects with a skeptical eye. In 

The Passing of Traditional Society (1958), his popular account of Middle Eastern 

modernization, sociologist Daniel Lerner described Egypt as a land of jarring 

contrasts and limited prospects. The narrow, “green strip of fertile Nile valley,” he 

wrote, was surrounded by “vast deserts that roll endlessly away beyond the ho-

rizons.” High birthrates and limited cropland drove poor peasants into crowded 

urban areas. In Egypt’s cities, Lerner lamented, “camels stall Cadillacs as the 

human mass afoot dominates the roads and regulates the tempo.” “By raising 

expectations among Egyptians,” Nasser himself also risked explosive resentment. 

“Higher hopes,” Lerner warned, required “higher payoff,” and Egypt’s prospects 

for rapid, concrete advances remained dim. As modernization stalled, and elites 

confronted the gap between promise and performance, Lerner predicted that 

they would try to turn public resentment away from themselves and toward 

the West.19

Others took a more sympathetic stance. Among them was former State De-

partment analyst and Princeton political scientist Manfred Halpern. In his in-

fluential book, The Politics of Social Change in the Middle East and North Africa 

(1963), Halpern emphasized the rise of a progressive middle class. “The tradi-

tional Middle Eastern elite of kings, landowners, and bourgeoisie,” he argued, 

was losing its authority to a new “class of men inspired by non-traditional 

knowledge . . . clustered around a core of salaried civilian and military politicians, 

organizers, administrators, and experts.” Placing Nasser within that emerging 

cohort, Halpern praised the Egyptian leader’s sincere attempt to replace the “hol-

low” and “corrupt forms of the past” with “a disciplined, enthusiastic political or-

ganization able to come to grips with the problems of social change and willing 

to account for its actions to the Egyptian constituency.” Halpern did not down-

play Egypt’s economic and social problems. Like many Middle Eastern societies, 

Egypt belonged to the “domain of Alice’s Red Queen, where everyone will have 
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to run very fast if he is merely to stand still.” But Halpern also maintained that 

modernization was the best alternative to “the politics of despair that leads to 

communism, neo-Islamic totalitarianism, or ultra-nationalism.” The real chal-

lenge for the United States, Halpern advised, was “to recognize the full scope of 

the revolutions now transforming the Middle East and to help nationalists cope 

successfully with rapid change.”20

Like many liberal policymakers, Kennedy and his advisers shared the more 

optimistic perspective that Halpern expressed. They also believed that the Eisen-

hower administration had pursued a failed strategy in responding to Arab na-

tionalism and in dealing with Egypt in particular. Washington policymakers had 

originally perceived Nasser’s government as a force that might provide greater 

stability than the fragile monarchy it had overthrown. But Nasser’s opposition 

to U.S.-backed regional military alliances, continued hostility toward Israel, 

recognition of the People’s Republic of China, and repeated insistence that im-

perialism represented a greater danger for the Middle East than communism 

all alarmed Dulles and Eisenhower. After Egypt accepted a shipment of arms 

from Czechoslovakia in 1955, the United States canceled its offer to finance the 

construction of the Aswan High Dam, a project that Nasser believed was cru-

cial to Egypt’s development efforts. That step, in turn, contributed to Nasser’s 

decision to nationalize the Suez Canal, a move that precipitated the Suez Crisis 

and the invasion of Egypt by Britain, France, and Israel in 1956. Although the 

United States forced its allies to withdraw from Egypt, the crisis enabled the So-

viets to cast themselves as the defenders of Egyptian sovereignty. After Egypt 

and Syria announced the formation of the United Arab Republic (UAR) in 1958, 

U.S. analysts remained uncertain of Nasser’s ultimate goals in the region. The 

Eisenhower administration’s deployment of 14,000 U.S. Marines to Lebanon in 

an attempt to keep Nasser’s conservative, pro-Western rival, Camille Chamoun, 

in power, finally, alienated Arab public opinion and deepened Egyptian hostility 

to the United States.21

At that point, the prospects for U.S.-Egyptian reconciliation appeared dim. 

Nasser’s pan-Arabic convictions, in particular, worried Washington. While the 

United States sought to line up a coalition of resolutely anti-Communist Arab 

states, aimed to preserve Western access to Middle Eastern oil, and hoped to 

protect its ally Israel, Nasser challenged all of those objectives. All Arabs, he 

argued, were part of a single people with a shared historical destiny, and it 

was imperative for them to formulate a common policy against the danger-

ous threats of Western imperialism and Zionism. To attain real independence 

and social justice, Arab states would also need to transform their societies and 

promote development. In particular, they would need to reject the corrupt mo-

narchical regimes put in place by imperialists, redistribute wealth and political 
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power, and nationalize resources, including oil reserves. Finally, they would 

have to maintain a “positive neutrality” in the Cold War’s ideological struggle, 

refusing alliance with either superpower. Equally disconcerting to U.S. officials 

was Nasser’s conviction that Egypt’s nationalist revolution should provide an 

essential model and source of support for anticolonial radicals throughout the 

Arab world.22

In late 1958, however, the Eisenhower administration started to change 

course. Nasser’s opposition to a Soviet-backed revolutionary regime in Iraq, 

his crackdown against the Communist Party in Egypt and Syria, and his tre-

mendous popularity in the region led influential Washington officials to recom-

mend an accommodation with him. Although they still worried about Nasser’s 

pan-Arabism and his hostility toward the conservative, pro-Western states of 

Jordan, Lebanon, and Saudi Arabia, U.S. experts now began to see the Egyptian 

leader as a potential barrier to the dangers of Communist incursion. As the 

National Security Council concluded in November of 1958, to keep the Soviets 

out of the region and preserve Western access to its oil, the United States would 

have to “work more closely with Arab nationalism” and “deal with Nasser as 

head of the UAR on specific problems and issues, area-wide as well as local, af-

fecting the UAR’s legitimate interests.” As Soviet-Egyptian relations cooled, and 

a frustrated Nikita Khrushchev called Nasser a “hot-headed young man who has 

taken on a lot more than he can manage,” the United States provided Egypt with 

development assistance in the form of surplus food sales, export guarantees, 

and support for a loan of $56 million from the World Bank.23

Kennedy administration strategists believed that these steps were long over-

due. They also believed that forthright U.S. support for Egyptian modernization 

could reorient Nasser’s priorities and ultimately help create a major political and 

structural change throughout the Middle East. As John F. Kennedy himself con-

tended in 1959, the Eisenhower administration’s intolerance for nonalignment 

and its tendency to deal with the region “almost exclusively in the context of 

the East-West struggle” had led it to ignore the real significance of nationalism 

and economic development. The crucial question, Kennedy insisted, was “not 

whether we should recognize the force of Arab nationalism, but how we can help 

to channel it along constructive lines.” Promoting Egypt’s modernization, Ken-

nedy reasoned, would help close the door to Soviet subversion and encourage 

Nasser to focus his enormous energies and ambitions in internal directions. It 

could lead him to downgrade his campaign against Israel and suspend his ongo-

ing conflict with his Arab rivals in favor of meeting the demands for rapid social 

and economic progress at home. A program of Western-sponsored moderniza-

tion in Egypt, the Kennedy administration hoped, would also set an example for 

the rest of the Arab world.24
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The conditions for such an initiative also appeared favorable. In September 

1961, the Syrian government fell to a coup and seceded from the United Arab Re-

public, an event that U.S. analysts expected would dampen Nasser’s regional am-

bitions and increase his concern about Egypt’s own political stability. Kennedy 

agreed with that assessment, and in mid-October he approved a National Security 

Council directive to “create opportunities for bettering U.S.-Egyptian relations 

via development assistance.” Over the course of the year, Egyptian ambassador 

to the United States Mustapha Kamel also raised U.S. hopes by declaring that 

his country was now ready to put the Arab-Israeli conflict “in the refrigerator.” 

In meetings with Deputy National Security Advisor Walt Rostow in November, 

Kamel specifically linked the conflict between Egypt and Israel to questions of 

development, suggesting that “the possibilities for a more basic settlement would 

gradually emerge as domestic progress was made by all parties.”25

Encouraged by those overtures, Kennedy responded favorably to Nasser’s 

request for a new U.S. commitment to Egyptian development. In the late 1950s, 

the Eisenhower administration had offered deliveries of surplus U.S. food to 

Egypt on a short-term basis. Nasser now asked for a large, long-term, multiyear 

commitment through the U.S. Public Law 480 (PL-480) program, which al-

lowed for the delivery of surplus grain at very low costs. Such a step, Kamel ar-

gued, would assist Egyptian economic development planning by allowing the 

government to divert its scarce foreign exchange holdings from food imports 

to industrial investments. In response, Kennedy recommended a three-year, 

$500 million package of PL-480 aid, and U.S. officials began discussing the cre-

ation of an international development aid consortium for Egypt as well. Some 

U.S. officials, including AID director William Gaud, protested those moves, ar-

guing that long-term commitments gave away vital U.S. leverage over Egyptian 

behavior. But Kennedy and his closest advisers were determined to push for-

ward, hoping to make Nasser “turn a little inward” and be “more interested in 

Egyptian development and less interested in fomenting revolutions.” As Ken-

nedy’s roving ambassador Chester Bowles put it, the goal was to lead Nasser “to 

forsake the microphone for the bulldozer” and “assume a key role in bringing 

the Middle East peacefully into our modern world.”26

Egypt was also pursuing an ambitious development agenda. Starting in 1952, 

land reform laws and a state campaign against “feudalism” had addressed stag-

gering inequalities in the countryside. Limits on the size of private landhold-

ings, subsidies for consumer goods, and lowered land rental values had helped 

to rectify a situation in which the majority of the rural population owned no 

property while a tiny elite of less than 6 percent of all landowners held more than 

64 percent of Egypt’s land area. The creation of a system of mandatory, state-

run cooperatives, through which peasants received agricultural credit, purchased 
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tools, and made payments on the land they obtained from the government, also 

provided Nasser with a base of rural support and raised revenue for investment. 

In the industrial sector, the government created a bank to lend investment capital 

and provided funding for electricity, infrastructure, and oil projects. After the 

Suez Crisis in 1956, the state also began to expand its authority by nationaliz-

ing foreign oil, tobacco, pharmaceutical, banking, insurance, and concrete firms, 

all of which were eventually placed in the public sector under a new Economic 

Development Organization. In 1960, Egypt put forward its First Five-Year Plan, 

and a year later the country’s new “Socialist Laws” increased state control over 

finance, transportation, and commerce. Progressive tax policies, an increased 

minimum wage, and greater spending on health care, meanwhile, reinforced a 

commitment to improved social welfare.27

Although many Western observers criticized the statist approach and doubted 

that it could have long-term success, the Kennedy administration remained com-

mitted to providing assistance. In March 1962 Kennedy sent Harvard economist 

and development expert Edward S. Mason to evaluate Egypt’s plans. Mason re-

ported back that Egypt’s goal of an 8 percent annual growth rate in real national 

income was too ambitious. The country’s low investment levels and expensive 

social programs would make that target impossible to hit. Mason warned as well 

that Egypt’s lack of foreign exchange might require it to cut back on imports of 

capital equipment, slowing industrial production, and that a partial crop failure 

had temporarily stalled the economy. Yet Mason also argued that a solid 5 percent 

growth rate was indeed possible, particularly with PL-480 aid from the United 

States. Strongly recommending U.S. aid, Mason predicted that it would promote 

Egyptian development and prevent Nasser from turning to the Soviets.28

The Kennedy administration took that advice. In addition to confirming the 

PL-480 deliveries, U.S. policymakers met with Egyptian officials to discuss the 

possibility of much greater U.S. and multilateral support through the Interna-

tional Monetary Fund and the World Bank. By the summer of 1962, U.S. officials 

viewed their relationship with Egypt in nearly euphoric terms. As one State De-

partment assessment put it, a “new stage” in U.S.-Egyptian relations had started. 

The Egyptian desire to join “the rather exclusive development consortium club” 

gave the United States an unprecedented opportunity “to reduce [the] suspi-

cions, phobias, complexes and frustrations” that had previously driven Egypt in 

anti-Western and pro-Soviet directions. The appeal of U.S.-sponsored develop-

ment had led Egypt to resist Soviet interference in its internal affairs, keep “the 

Palestine problem ‘in the icebox,’ ” drop its support for the Cuban Revolution, 

improve relations with Europe, and pursue a “much more balanced” form of 

nonalignment. Over the long term, such a policy could produce the “modern-

ization of the [Egyptian] economy and society; and eventually progress toward 
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democracy.” It could also foster a “willingness to live and let live with Israel” and 

ultimately lead Egypt into “firmer membership in the Free World.”29

Those illusions, however, were soon shattered. U.S. policymakers expected 

that, in the face of modernization, Egypt’s domestic and foreign policies would 

be essentially malleable. Their reduction of Nasser’s anti-Western and pan-

Arabic policies to psychological “suspicions, phobias, complexes and frustra-

tions” also fostered the idea that his policies were transitory manifestations 

of a childlike immaturity that would disappear as Egypt moved into a higher 

developmental stage.

Enthralled with their own concept of modernization, U.S. policymakers mis-

read the depth of Nasser’s ideological commitments. That fact became clearer 

when a civil war suddenly erupted in Yemen, a country that bordered Saudi Ara-

bia and the British protectorate of Aden on the southwest corner of the Arabian 

Peninsula. In September 1962, a group of army officers led by Colonel Abdullah 

al-Sallal overthrew the government following the death of the country’s ruler, 

Imam Ahmad Hamid al-Din. Inspired by Nasser’s commitment to fight against 

the twin dangers of Western imperialism and entrenched conservative elites, Sal-

lal declared the creation of the Yemen Arab Republic, promised comprehensive 

development, and demanded that Britain withdraw from Aden. In response, the 

late imam’s son, Mohammed al-Badr, organized a royalist guerrilla force in an 

attempt to restore the monarchy under his rule.30

The Yemeni civil war quickly widened into a regional struggle. Worried that a 

revolution in Yemen might inspire a Nasserist uprising within their own militar-

ies, the conservative Saudi Arabian and Jordanian monarchies began to finance 

and arm al-Badr’s forces. Nasser, however, moved quickly to recognize Sallal and 

the Yemen Arab Republic. Syria’s secession from the UAR had thwarted Nasser’s 

regional ambitions, but a revolutionary state in Yemen could increase Egypt’s 

influence on the Arabian Peninsula and bolster Nasser’s prestige throughout the 

Arab world. When Sallal asked for help, therefore, Nasser took the dramatic step 

of sending in the Egyptian army. Covert Soviet air transport facilitated the de-

ployment, and by November 1962 at least 10,000 Egyptian combat troops were 

fighting alongside Sallal’s soldiers, the first contingent of a force that would ulti-

mately number 70,000 men.31

The prospect of a widened inter-Arab conflict deeply troubled the Kennedy 

administration. By promoting Egyptian modernization, Kennedy and his advis-

ers hoped to turn Nasser’s focus inward and curb his revolutionary goals. It now 

appeared, however, that Nasser was unwilling to forsake his broader political 

agenda. Reluctant to abandon a strategy he had so eagerly embraced, and wor-

ried that U.S. opposition to the Yemeni revolution would push Egypt closer to the 

Soviet Union, in December 1962 Kennedy decided to recognize Sallal’s regime. 
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Hoping to contain the growing conflict, the United States also tried to broker 

a mutual disengagement of Egypt and Saudi Arabia from the Yemeni war. The 

Saudi government, however, refused to stop aiding the royalist forces and pushed 

back by demanding that Aramco, the U.S. oil consortium based in Dhahran, give 

up two-thirds of its huge concession and pay sharply higher taxes. Britain, Jor-

dan, and Israel also criticized the U.S. decision, arguing that Nasser had violated 

a misplaced U.S. trust.32

Under pressure, the Kennedy administration finally began to reverse course. 

In early January 1963 State Department Middle East experts argued that the 

United States still had “enough strings in our diplomatic bow to blunt or di-

vert any UAR thrust” that would endanger U.S. interests in the Middle East. But 

Nasser’s escalation of the crisis by increasing the deployment of Egyptian troops, 

using poison gas against Yemeni royalist forces, and launching air strikes against 

Saudi Arabian border towns suggested otherwise. In mid-January, Kennedy per-

sonally warned Nasser that his policies were endangering the U.S.-Egyptian re-

lationship. Nasser’s response, however, was noncommittal. Angered by Egyptian 

intransigence and worried about possible damage to U.S. oil interests, President 

Kennedy finally decided to turn toward Saudi Arabia. In exchange for a Saudi 

agreement to stop its support of the Yemeni royalists, Kennedy sent a U.S. Air 

Force squadron and a team of military advisers to Dhahran. Although the air-

craft remained under U.S. control, the step marked a clear commitment to the 

defense of Nasser’s enemy.33

The United States’ relationship with Egypt soon collapsed altogether. As 

Egypt’s engagement in the Yemeni civil war spiraled upward, defense spending 

drew precious resources away from the economic development programs on 

which the Kennedy administration had based its hopes. In November 1963, two 

weeks before Kennedy’s death, the U. S. Congress also repudiated the adminis-

tration’s strategy. By a vote of 65 to 13, the Senate cut off all U.S. development 

assistance to Egypt by passing an amendment prohibiting U.S. aid for any coun-

try that was “engaging in or preparing for aggressive military efforts” against 

the United States or any of its allies. Over the next year, Nasser responded by 

welcoming hundreds of millions of dollars in Soviet military aid, pressing the 

Libyan government to expel British and U.S. forces, and pledging to fight the 

U.S.-backed regime in Congo. In December 1964 Nasser gave full vent to his 

anger, warning that neither the carrot of U.S. aid nor the stick of U.S. sanctions 

would ever lead him to “sell Egyptian independence.” “Those who do not accept 

our behavior,” he declared, “can go drink from the sea.”34

While the Egypt-Israeli conflict remained temporarily “in the icebox,” Nasser 

proved unwilling to abandon his goal of promoting radical change through-

out the Middle East. His willingness to intervene in Yemen, moreover, brought 
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him into direct conflict with the conservative monarchies that the United States 

depended on for access to vital Western oil supplies. U.S.-Egyptian relations 

also continued to deteriorate. Lyndon Johnson viewed Nasser as bent on domi-

nating the Arab world, and in 1964 the State Department warned that he was 

committed to the “export of revolution” in Libya, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. 

Nasser’s pledge to train Palestine Liberation Organization guerrillas, his deci-

sion to assist radicals in Congo, and his permission for the Vietnamese National 

Liberation Front to open an office in Egypt further alienated Washington. After 

protestors burned the U.S. Information Agency library in Cairo, and Nasser re-

fused to apologize, Johnson also terminated the PL-480 agreement that Ken-

nedy had established. By 1967, moreover, war between Egypt and Israel further 

limited the chance for reconciliation.35

Reflecting on Kennedy’s approach to Egypt a decade later, Rostow described 

Nasser as one of the era’s “Romantic Revolutionaries” and lamented his “inability 

to focus [his] efforts on economic and social development.” That perspective 

failed to recognize the deeper problem at hand. Nasser was sincerely commit-

ted to Egyptian development, but he did not view it solely in internal, domestic 

terms. Egypt’s revolution, he believed, was ultimately inseparable from the wider, 

regional campaign against the forces of reaction and imperialism that continued 

to dominate the Middle East. In this light, Kennedy’s former U.S. ambassador to 

Egypt, John Badeau, came closer to the mark. In 1968 Badeau observed: “[For 

Nasser] the struggle in Yemen was viewed in terms of its effect on the modern-

izing of the Arab world, the success of the revolutionary regime and system, and 

the credibility of a U.A.R. commitment to a sister revolutionary state.” In the 

early 1960s a common interest in improved economic growth and social welfare 

brought the United States and Egypt closer together, but Nasser’s own objectives 

were not nearly as malleable as the Kennedy administration expected. As Badeau 

eventually realized, Nasser’s radical vision of development was also fundamen-

tally incompatible with the kind of modernization that the United States wanted 

to promote.36

Ghana, the United States, and the Volta Project
On March 4, 1957, Ghana became the first sub-Saharan African state to gain in-

dependence. Like Nehru and Nasser, Ghanaian prime minister Nkrumah argued 

that British imperialism had severely damaged the prospects for his country to 

advance in the realms of education, agriculture, and industry. Freedom from 

foreign control was surely a cause for celebration, he explained in his autobi-

ography, but it was only the first step on a much longer road. “The economic 
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independence that should follow and maintain political independence,” he em-

phasized, would require nothing less than a “total mobilisation” of every resource 

available. “What other countries have taken three hundred years or more to 

achieve,” Nkrumah declared, “a once dependent territory must try to accomplish 

in a generation if it is to survive. Unless it is, as it were, ‘jet-propelled,’ it will lag 

behind and thus risk everything for which it has fought.”37

Nkrumah’s call for rapidly accelerated development was a familiar one among 

postcolonial elites in the late 1950s and early 1960s. His criticism of unfettered 

capitalism, preference for “socialistic” solutions, commitment to nonalignment, 

and anti-imperial convictions had much in common with the views of leaders 

of countries as diverse as Indonesia, India, Algeria, and Egypt. Ghana’s indepen-

dence, Nkrumah also argued, was “part of a general world historical pattern,” 

and it was his country’s duty to promote decolonization abroad. “Our task is not 

done and our own safety is not assured,” he warned, “until the last vestiges of 

colonialism have been swept from Africa.”38

Though averse to socialist solutions, and wary of Nkrumah’s anticolonial, 

pan-African ideals, U.S. policymakers also believed that Ghana’s independence 

marked an important historical moment. Sub-Saharan Africa, considered an 

economic and political backwater, had long remained a very low strategic pri-

ority for U.S. officials. By the late 1950s, however, Cold War anxieties led U.S. 

policymakers to view the region’s anticolonial movements with much greater 

interest. Continued European influence, they believed, was necessary to preserve 

stability and prevent subversion, and their racial views often made them doubt 

that black Africans were capable of real self-government. But Ghana’s indepen-

dence presented U.S. policymakers with an accomplished fact and an important 

challenge. John Foster Dulles characterized Ghana’s achievement as one of the 

“most significant events of contemporary Africa.” The continent’s other “emer-

gent peoples,” he advised, would “follow with particular attention the degree of 

interest and sympathy which the United States accords these developments.” The 

Eisenhower administration, Vice President Nixon agreed, should “follow most 

closely the evolution of this state, realizing that its success or failure is going to 

have a profound impact on the future of this part of Africa.”39

By the late 1950s, U.S. policymakers began to turn toward a policy of de-

velopment assistance. Ghana, U.S. analysts argued, was moving through a cru-

cial transition, and U.S. aid could have a powerful impact. As one White House 

briefing paper put it in 1958, “Ghana’s policies and institutions are still in a for-

mative state, and their future character can be affected substantially by the at-

titude and actions of the United States.” Helping Ghana establish “an adequate 

framework of government dedicated to democratic principles and capable of 

maintaining political stability and progress in improving the productivity and 
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living standards of the people,” another aid assessment argued, would counter 

Communist attacks and “provide a concrete demonstration of the benefits of 

association with the West.”40

Nkrumah also eagerly sought U.S. assistance, particularly for the Volta River 

project. In a letter to Eisenhower written in November 1957, he emphasized his 

aim to secure “the political and economic development of [his] country.” Ghana, 

Nkrumah explained, was too heavily dependent on the export of cocoa, its pri-

mary crop. As prices for that commodity fluctuated on a volatile world market, 

the economy went through unpredictable cycles of boom and bust that made 

long-term development planning impossible. Major structural change, he ac-

knowledged, took time, but the Volta River project held out the potential for 

“a really big immediate economic advance.” Hydroelectric power generated by 

damming the Volta, Nkrumah believed, would promote diversification and allow 

for the creation of many new industries. A smelter powered by electricity from 

the river, meanwhile, would enable Ghana to process its vast deposits of bauxite 

into aluminum, providing another valuable export. In language that recapitu-

lated the core assumptions of modernization theory, Nkrumah asked the United 

States to provide the essential “stimulus and drive” needed to catalyze economic 

development and “strengthen the political independence” of Ghana.41

In many ways, the ideal of rapid development provided a framework through 

which Ghana and the United States found a mutual interest. While Ghana 

needed U.S. development funds, the United States hoped to shape Ghana’s politi-

cal and economic trajectory, demonstrate its commitment to new African states, 

and counter Communist appeals. In the summer of 1958, Nkrumah accepted 

Eisenhower’s invitation to visit the United States, and both parties took concilia-

tory positions. Nkrumah disavowed any interest in communism and, one year 

after the conflict over school desegregation in Little Rock, Arkansas, even sug-

gested that the issue of U.S. racial discrimination had “often been exaggerated 

deliberately by those who hoped to bring the [United States] into disrepute.” 

U.S. officials, in turn, ignored Ghana’s new “preventive detention law,” which 

allowed for the incarceration of political opponents for up to five years without 

legal due process. Ghanaian democracy, in any event, was not really a pressing 

U.S. concern. One State Department analysis noted, paternalistically: “[In a] 

country where passion, superstition, and rumor play such a large part in politi-

cal activities, it is most difficult for a new Government faced with the problem 

of modernization of a backward state to allow complete freedom of action to 

dissident elements.” While promising to study the Volta project, the Eisenhower 

administration provided Ghana with technical assistance for agricultural de-

velopment and geophysical surveying and delivered modest amounts of food 

aid. Over the next two years, Washington also tolerated Nkrumah’s decisions to 
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purchase Soviet aircraft, negotiate with the USSR for industrial aid, and allow 

China to open an embassy.42

The civil war in Congo, however, presented a far more contentious problem. 

In June 1960 Congo gained its independence from Belgium, and within weeks 

the country plunged into violence. The southern province of Katanga, rich in 

strategic minerals, seceded with support from Belgian troops and mining inter-

ests. Congolese prime minister Patrice Lumumba then requested that the United 

Nations intervene to end the rebellion. The UN authorized a peacekeeping mis-

sion and requested that the Belgians withdraw, but much to Lumumba’s dismay 

it took no action regarding Katanga’s secession. Fearing the breakup of the coun-

try, Lumumba then accepted Soviet military aid in his attempt to put down the 

separatists.

U.S. and Ghanaian officials viewed the Congo conflict in starkly contrasting 

terms. For its part, the Eisenhower administration was convinced that Lumumba 

was likely to align himself, and his country’s uranium reserves, with the Soviets. 

The United States had tried unsuccessfully to block Lumumba’s election, and 

CIA director Allen Dulles considered him “a Castro or worse.” As the war intensi-

fied in the fall of 1960, Washington also launched plans to assassinate Lumumba, 

and then watched with relief as Congolese soldiers under the pro-American gen-

eral Joseph Mobutu captured Lumumba and transferred him to Katangan forces 

who finally tortured and murdered him.43

Nkrumah, however, considered Lumumba an anticolonial ally and a pan-

Africanist protégé. Along with the representatives of thirty-five other liberation 

movements, the Congolese leader had attended the 1958 All-African People’s 

Conference in Accra, and the two men had remained in close contact. When 

the fighting in Congo began, Nkrumah raced to help Lumumba by deploying 

more than two thousand Ghanaian troops to serve in the UN forces. When 

the UN declined to stop the rebellion and took no action against Belgium, 

Nkrumah was outraged by the failure to confront what he considered clear 

evidence of imperial aggression. In September 1960, in an hour-long speech 

at the UN General Assembly, Nkrumah condemned Belgium for promoting “a 

system of calculated political castration in the hope that it would be completely 

impossible for African nationalists to fight for emancipation.” He also pointed 

toward the Congo as clear evidence of the persistence of Western imperialism, 

rejected Katanga’s secession, and recommended that the UN withdraw in favor 

of an all-African force. In response, an adamant U.S. secretary of state Chris-

tian Herter publicly accused Nkrumah of “very definitely leaning toward the 

Soviet bloc.” What Nkrumah considered the defense of African unity, national-

ism, and nonaligned sovereignty, U.S. officials viewed as complicity with Soviet 

expansionism.44
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Despite the breach in relations with the United States, Nkrumah still hoped 

that it might be possible to secure Western support for the Volta project. In 

1959, a consortium of private firms, including Kaiser Industries, Reynolds 

Metals Company, Olin Mathieson, the Aluminum Company of America, and 

the Aluminum Limited Company of Canada, agreed to take on the construc-

tion and engineering tasks. By August 1960 Nkrumah had also lined up loan 

commitments of $20 million from the United States, $14 million from Britain, 

and $40 million from the World Bank. After the rift over Congo, however, the 

project’s prospects looked dim, and when Nkrumah requested an appointment 

to discuss the Volta plans with Eisenhower in late September the U.S. president 

refused to meet with him.45

Worried that a U.S. decision to withdraw would jeopardize the entire un-

dertaking, Nkrumah hoped it might be possible to mend fences with the 

incoming Kennedy administration. During the 1960 election campaign Ken-

nedy had criticized the long-standing pattern of U.S. indifference to Africa. 

“Although Africa is the poorest and least productive area on earth,” Kennedy 

lamented, “we have done little to provide the development capital which is es-

sential to a growing economy.” Only a “bold and imaginative new program for 

the development of Africa,” he argued, would fend off communism and put the 

United States on the side of the continent’s nationalists. But the Volta project 

faced fierce political opposition in the United States. Critics in Congress and 

the business world condemned Nkrumah as a left-leaning, pro-Soviet radical. 

To support him, they insisted, would only bolster anti-Americanism in Africa. 

The CIA also launched a hostile campaign of its own, ridiculing Nkrumah as 

an immature, shortsighted “showboy, and a vain opportunist . . . a politician to 

whom the roars of the crowd and the praise of the sycophant are as necessary 

as the air he breathes.”46

Kennedy, however, decided to support the Volta project. Although Nkrumah 

continued to attack U.S. policy in Congo, accusing Washington of supporting 

“puppet regimes” and collaborating in Lumumba’s murder, Kennedy believed 

that to withdraw support would damage U.S. credibility among Africa’s new 

states. It would also, he feared, open the door to Soviet intervention by repeating 

the mistake the Eisenhower administration had made when it canceled funding 

for Egypt’s Aswan Dam. More importantly, Kennedy and many of his advisers 

also believed that the fundamental premises of modernization still applied. Pro-

moting rapid economic development in Ghana, they expected, would alleviate 

the poverty and desperation in which radicalism was most likely to take root and 

grow. It would also help drive Ghana through the destabilizing transitional pe-

riod and lead that country in more liberal, capitalist, pro-Western directions. As 

Walt Rostow recalled, in Ghana the Kennedy administration ultimately decided 
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that “long-run rather than short-run U.S. political interests should guide aid 

allocations.”47

In June 1961, Kennedy personally notified Nkrumah that the United States 

would provide its share of the Volta project funding. Over the next few months 

Nkrumah angered Washington officials once more by taking a long tour of Com-

munist states, sending Ghanaian troops to the USSR for training, calling for UN 

recognition of China, and advocating Western acceptance of a permanently di-

vided Germany. Worried about the political fallout of Nkrumah’s actions, Ken-

nedy tried to pressure him in the fall of 1961 by leaking a story to the press that 

the United States was reconsidering its support for the Volta project, and sending 

emissaries to Accra to demand a public commitment to nonalignment. After Nk-

rumah professed his “sincere neutralism” and willingness to accept “all forms” of 

economic development, Kennedy went forward. Although some close advisers, 

including Attorney General Robert Kennedy, argued against it, Secretary of State 

Dean Rusk defended the idea of “attempting to turn Nkrumah on a reasonable 

course.” In December 1961, the president finally approved a $37 million loan to 

Ghana and an additional $96 million loan and $54 million investment guarantee 

to the aluminum companies working on the project.48

The U.S. attempt to influence the direction of Ghanaian development soon 

failed. In 1959, Ghana had initiated a five-year plan largely designed by the 

economist and future Nobel laureate W. Arthur Lewis. An influential critic of 

command economies and an advocate of blending market forces with moderate 

planning to raise living standards and promote long-term growth, Lewis called 

for Ghana to seek a sharp increase in foreign investment from public as well as 

private sources. The plan also advocated a limited government role in industri-

alization, emphasized the need to build commercial infrastructure, and devoted 

substantial resources to the Volta project. Supported by foreign capital and de-

signed in collaboration with private foreign business, the Volta project was ex-

pected to produce electricity, improve irrigation, and help create the foundation 

on which industrialization might eventually be pursued.49

In late 1961, however, Nkrumah made a sharp turn to the left. Departing from 

the liberal, capitalist approach, his government scrapped Lewis’s plan in favor of 

a new seven-year “Programme for Work and Happiness.” Inspired by Nkrumah’s 

study of Soviet development policy and shaped largely by the Hungarian econo-

mist Joszef Bognor, the new program explicitly embraced central planning, state 

management of the economy, and “scientific socialism.” The state-run Ghana 

National Trading Corporation became the dominant importer of consumer 

goods, and the government moved quickly to set up a vast array of state-owned 

enterprises ranging from steel mills to distilleries, tire companies, pharmaceuti-

cal firms, and bakeries. Nkrumah’s government also created state farms relying 
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on machinery imported from Eastern Europe, denied private entrepreneurs the 

commercial licenses necessary to stay in business, and mandated that foreign 

firms reinvest 60 percent of their net profits in Ghana. “[The] domestic policy of 

my government,” Nkrumah boldly declared, “is the complete ownership of the 

economy by the state.”50

Washington policymakers were deeply dismayed by this turn of events. 

Nkrumah had driven his nation’s economy down a road most clearly identi-

fied with Soviet models. Suspecting that Ghana functioned as an intermediary 

in arms traffic between Communist states and Congolese radicals, U.S. offi-

cials also worried that Ghana would become a haven for left-wing subversives 

across Africa. By 1964, U.S.-Ghanaian relations were rapidly deteriorating. As 

Ghana’s economy suffered from falling cocoa prices, bureaucratic inefficiency, 

declining productivity, and rampant corruption, U.S. newspapers and politi-

cians lamented that Ghana had “gone Communist.” Although the Volta proj-

ect went forward on terms very favorable to the U.S. and Canadian aluminum 

companies, foreign investment in 1964 amounted to only one-tenth of what 

Ghana’s seven-year plan called for. By 1965, the United States also took active 

steps against Nkrumah’s government. Hoping that the growing economic crisis 

would weaken him and lead to his downfall, the United States refused to provide 

any additional foreign aid. The CIA also kept in close contact with forces plot-

ting against Nkrumah, and the Johnson administration watched with satisfac-

tion when he was overthrown by a military coup in February 1966.51

Worlds Apart
For Nehru, Nasser, and Nkrumah, the idea of rapid development was strongly 

appealing. It would give their governments political legitimacy, meet the needs 

of their populations, and redress the damage done by imperial rule. The con-

cept of accelerated development also provided them with a vocabulary that was 

attractive to U.S. policymakers, and it was an effective language through which 

to request the funds and technical assistance that they needed. But their un-

derstanding of the methods and goals of development, defined in a nationalist, 

postcolonial context, did not easily fit within the far more rigid U.S. framework 

of modernization. While Nehru, Nasser, and Nkrumah agreed with U.S. policy-

makers on the value of national development planning to promote economic 

growth and raise living standards, serious conflicts ultimately emerged over 

both the forms and the purposes of development. Where these postcolonial lead-

ers most desired a leading government role in the economy and a rapid indus-

trial drive, U.S. officials preferred a greater attention to market forces, capitalist 
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incentives, and “balanced growth.” Where Nehru, Nasser, and Nkrumah aimed 

to solidify their domestic political control, achieve full economic independence, 

and provide the foundation for a genuinely nonaligned stand in the world, U.S. 

policymakers sought to guide the future trajectory of their countries in ways 

that would repel communism and demonstrate Western superiority in the Cold 

War’s ideological struggle. In the late 1950s and early 1960s the dream of eco-

nomic growth and accelerated progress enabled the United States to find com-

mon interests with India, Egypt, and Ghana. By the mid-1960s, however, the 

growing divide between postcolonial understandings of development and U.S. 

commitments to modernization also helped drive them apart.

As postcolonial leaders continued to criticize U.S. Cold War policies, accepted 

aid from Communist nations, and pursued diverse approaches to development, 

Washington officials perceived them as manipulative, ungrateful, and unreliable. 

Impatient with stubborn nationalists and ambivalent about popular democracy, 

U.S. policymakers promoted more repressive forms of modernization in coun-

tries like Guatemala, South Vietnam, and Iran. Modernization, in that regard, 

lent itself to policies of ruthless coercion as well as international cooperation.

Worried that modernization might be derailed, U.S. officials and experts also 

sought more powerful tools to intervene directly in foreign societies. Technologi-

cal solutions, they hoped, would transcend political barriers and allow them to 

address the deeply rooted structural problems that might generate revolutionary 

threats. Among the most pressing and fundamental of these, they believed, were 

the effects generated by human reproduction itself.
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TECHNOCRATIC FAITH
From Birth Control to the Green Revolution

In early 1944, in the normally placid pages of the American Sociological Review, 

the Princeton demographer Dudley Kirk identified a most alarming trend. For 

centuries, he noted, in backward areas “relatively untouched by Western influ-

ences,” high fertility and high mortality rates had kept population levels in a 

merciless equilibrium. Large numbers of children were born, but amid disease 

and destitution few survived into adulthood, making human life cheap “both in 

its inception and in its destruction.” The spread of modern advances in medi-

cine, sanitation, and public health, however, had now started to produce a sharp 

decline in the death toll without a corresponding reduction in the birthrate. Al-

ready evident in the world’s British, Dutch, and U.S. colonies, this common pat-

tern was emerging across Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East. As a 

result, Kirk warned, soaring population growth might soon outstrip global food 

supplies and dramatically alter the world’s essential geopolitical structure.

Writing as Allied armies converged on Berlin and U.S. forces fought their 

way across the Pacific, Kirk feared that the power of human reproduction could 

trigger an even more devastating struggle. As the hungry, surging masses of the 

colonized world learned to forge the tools of war, they would no longer tolerate 

their oppression. “The day is rapidly passing,” he declared, “when a handful of 

Europeans, equipped with superior weapons and a complacent and somehow 

contagious faith in white supremacy, can expect indefinitely to dominate the 

half of the world that is occupied by the colored peoples.” Unless the Western 

powers agreed to “meet the emerging peoples halfway, helping them willingly 

along the road [the West has] traveled to higher standards of living, and the more 
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efficient creation of a better human product,” they would soon face “the prospect 

of an inter-continental conflict that might well dwarf the present war in ferocity 

and in its threat to the values that are considered the foundation of [Western] 

society.”1

In this fearful forecast, modernization was framed as both the cause of the 

problem and the essence of its solution. U.S. foundation leaders, demographers, 

agricultural experts, and government officials recognized that it was the diffu-

sion of Western science in the colonized world that had triggered the sudden 

burst of population growth by reducing disease and improving health and lon-

gevity. And it was the promise of rapidly accelerated development, they hoped, 

that would produce larger harvests, promote smaller families, and alleviate the 

poverty that threatened to generate cataclysmic political upheaval. Like mod-

ernization theorists, the proponents of population control and agricultural de-

velopment believed that the transformation of entire societies would have to be 

carefully guided and controlled. Having defined an overarching pattern of his-

torical change, they also prescribed interventions that relied heavily on methods 

of social engineering, seeking to transform supposedly traditional peasants into 

modern citizens capable of producing more resources while also wishing to bear 

fewer children.

Most strikingly, U.S. experts tried to address the twin perils of population 

growth and global hunger through technological solutions. While they hoped 

that modernization would ultimately produce social and cultural transfor-

mations leading to smaller families, demographers and family planners also 

tried to accelerate that process by developing and distributing more effective, 

cheaper, and longer-lasting contraceptives. Worried that population growth 

would outrun advances in productivity, agricultural researchers turned to ge-

netic engineering and plant breeding to increase crop yields and fend off the 

danger of scarcity. Reducing human fertility through birth control, and in-

creasing food supplies through genetically modified plants, experts believed, 

would help ensure modernization’s success.

It is important to note that philanthropic foundations and nongovernment 

organizations often played the most decisive roles in promoting these technolog-

ical approaches. U.S. government agencies certainly became involved, especially 

during the late 1960s, but much of the research, planning, and funding went for-

ward outside the boundaries of official authority. Demographers and agricultural 

scientists in the United States also grafted their concerns about modernization 

onto much older transnational movements. Neither the campaign for expanded 

birth control nor the drive to develop high-yielding rice, wheat, and corn were 

wholly concerns of the United States, suddenly appearing in the years follow-

ing 1945. Attempts to expand the use of contraceptives among impoverished 
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populations had deep roots in politically diverse eugenics, women’s rights, and 

public health movements on both sides of the Atlantic. In the early twentieth 

century, the scientific pursuit of improved crop varieties had developed in East 

Asia as well as North America. In the postwar era, U.S. experts pursued their own 

particular objectives through a growing global network of philanthropic founda-

tions, universities, nongovernment organizations, United Nations agencies, and 

foreign governments.

Working in the name of progress, many liberals in the United States envi-

sioned a time in which their technological solutions would bring concrete and 

immediate benefits to a world afflicted by immense poverty and suffering. By 

developing and distributing contraceptives, they would empower women to gain 

control over their own fertility, improving their health and enabling them to 

take better care of their families. Through high-yielding staple crops they would 

sharply increase the caloric intake of populations that struggled at the margins 

of malnutrition and starvation. Their technologies, they also hoped, would pro-

mote development. They would allow decolonizing countries to curtail social 

welfare costs, redirect scarce foreign exchange away from food imports and into 

industrial growth, reduce the number of people needed for agricultural labor, 

and create a larger supply of workers for newly built factories.

Those ambitions, however, often produced unintended consequences. While 

promising to respect the voluntary choices of individuals regarding fertility and 

childbirth, and constantly stressing their commitment to women’s rights in par-

ticular, U.S. experts also promoted a contraceptive technology that was used in 

starkly coercive ways. As crop yields rose across much of Asia and parts of Latin 

America, genetically engineered seeds and the package of technical inputs as-

sociated with them generated unexpected economic, social, and environmental 

effects. Postcolonial countries produced record amounts of rice and wheat, but 

in many regions they also harvested greater inequality, deeper poverty, and a 

severely damaged landscape. In aiming for what Kirk called “the more efficient 

creation of a better human product,” modernizers promoted technological solu-

tions with little regard for the conditions in which they would be deployed. In 

pursuing a very aggressive form of social engineering, they also unleashed forces 

that betrayed their own stated principles and goals.

Modernization and Demographic Transition
The end of World War II created an intense demand for knowledge about the 

past and projected future of the world’s population. With much of Europe in 

rubble, markets and food supplies devastated, and colonized nations demanding 
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independence, population trends became crucial variables in plans for the post-

war world. In response to the problems of postwar recovery and development, 

population experts in the United States produced an overarching model of his-

torical change that fit squarely within the dominant framework of modernization 

theory. While many scholars accepted its assumptions, work done at Princeton 

University’s Office of Population Research by demographers Frank W. Notestein, 

Kingsley Davis, Irene Taeuber, and Dudley Kirk proved especially influential. In 

a landmark article drafted for a 1944 conference marking the creation of the 

United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, Notestein described a uni-

versal process of “demographic evolution” in which all societies passed through 

a common series of three historical stages. In traditional societies, high death 

rates and high birthrates kept overall population levels in check. With the arrival 

of modern technology, advances in medicine, and the beginnings of industrial-

ization, societies entered a “transitional” phase in which mortality declined but 

fertility remained high, leading to rapid population expansion. In the final, mod-

ern stage, fertility finally decreased to match mortality, restoring the balance and 

slowing overall population growth.

According to Notestein, the key factor driving the process forward was the 

impact of modernization on human reproductive behavior. Using the demo-

graphic history of Europe and North America as his template, Notestein argued 

that as industrialization started, and the role of the family in economic and social 

life was altered by the rise of schools, factories, and commerce, parents decided 

to have fewer children. Where large numbers of offspring were previously seen 

as essential providers for security in old age, necessary elements of a family’s 

labor force, or important signs of social status and prestige, they were eventually 

regarded as expensive liabilities in a forward-thinking society “freed from older 

taboos and increasingly willing to solve its problems rather than to accept them.” 

In the West, in other words, modernization had created new opportunities and 

aspirations for social mobility, leading parents to focus their resources on the 

goal of “promoting the health, education, and material welfare of the individ-

ual child.” While “transitional” societies would experience a temporary surge in 

population, as they modernized they would eventually move toward a new point 

of equilibrium.2

Like modernization theory, demographic transition theory reassuringly 

suggested that the rest of the world would eventually follow the same path as 

the industrialized West. It cast traditional parents as passive and conservative, 

and framed modernization as a process of psychological as well as sociological 

transformation. The problem, however, was that in transitional societies mod-

ernization affected death rates far more rapidly than birthrates. In that inter-

mediate stage, the Western imports of antibiotics, vaccines, medical procedures, 
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and improved sanitary practices all enabled more infants to survive into adult-

hood, reproduce, and have still more children. They did so, moreover, before 

modernization could transform social practices and lead parents to want fewer 

offspring. As Notestein commented, traditional societies, profoundly shaped by 

ancient “religious doctrines” and “community customs,” were “focused toward 

maintaining high fertility.” Their cultural practices, moreover, often proved quite 

durable. While imported medicine and colonial public health programs might 

keep more people alive, during the transitional phase birthrates would fall very 

slowly, and only “in response to the strongest stimulation.” The result, therefore, 

was a crucial “cultural lag” that slowed the transition to modernity and promised 

sharp population increases in the more backward regions of the world.3

Many U.S. demographers found that prospect deeply troubling. In 1945, 

Notestein’s colleague Davis forecast a “tremendous explosion of the Asiatic 

population.” By spreading their “modern mode of life,” he argued, Europeans 

had also “become its victims.” As Davis put it, “the possibility that Asia’s teem-

ing millions will double or even triple within the next few decades, acquiring 

Western instrumentalities at the same time” appeared to many as an appalling 

“Frankenstein.” Nor did Japan’s aggressive imperial drive during World War II 

“lighten the somber picture.” India, Java, and Malaya, Davis suggested, were all 

now in the “heavy growth phase,” while Iran, China, and Borneo were just start-

ing it. How would global resources be divided among these new nations, Davis 

and his colleagues asked? What new political threats might emerge if runaway 

growth resulted in greater inequalities, despair, and desperation? What could be 

done to reverse the trend?4

At first, leading demographic analysts had little to offer in the way of im-

mediate answers. Interestingly enough, they also explicitly rejected proposals for 

increased family planning and birth control programs. As Notestein explained in 

1945, although European populations had used contraceptive practices to lower 

their birthrates, their methods “were widely known for centuries before they 

were generally used.” Merely improving access to contraception in the decolo-

nizing world, therefore, would achieve little without “drastic changes in the social 

and economic setting that radically altered the motives and aims of the people 

with respect to family size.” Because declines in fertility rates were contingent on 

slow-moving cultural changes, the only real way to check the forthcoming popu-

lation explosion was to promote modernization itself in hopes that economic 

development, improved communications, urbanization, and industrialization 

would transform traditional values and preferences. The process of moderniza-

tion would be difficult and disruptive but, as Davis observed, the “best that can 

be done is to use modern knowledge to make the transition as quick and smooth 

as possible.”5
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By the late 1940s, however, the desire for more immediate, policy-relevant 

solutions and a greater sense of geopolitical danger led prominent demographers 

to revise their earlier positions. Where they had previously defined fertility as a 

dependent variable, shaped by the wider process of modernization itself, they 

now gradually reframed their arguments to suggest that more aggressive, inter-

ventionist approaches could transform reproductive behavior. In 1948, following 

a three-month tour of six Asian countries, Notestein concluded that while mod-

ernization’s effect on human motivations remained the key factor in explain-

ing the differential fertility rates between separate societies, within a particular 

society there were always pioneering dissidents who would eagerly embrace new 

technologies ahead of the general trend. Providing contraceptives, he suggested, 

might actually trigger changes in behavior among those who conformed to the 

dominant cultural practices only because they had no other option. As Notestein 

argued in a most curious choice of words, cheap and effective contraceptives 

could help the “small family ideal” become “implanted directly in the rural pop-

ulation.” Davis also agreed that reductions in fertility could not wait for indus-

trialization to go forward. An “all-out governmental campaign backed by every 

economic inducement, educational device, and technical assistance to diffuse 

contraception,” he mused, had never been tried. There were, of course, potential 

moral objections to such an intrusive approach, but the possible alternatives—

“internal revolution” or a “world struggle several times more deadly than the 

last”—were obviously far less desirable.6

The quest for more rapid solutions was also driven forward by a growing 

fear that postcolonial population growth might ultimately derail modernization 

itself. In 1954, demographer Ansley J. Coale and economist Edgar M. Hoover 

began an influential, highly publicized project exploring the relationship be-

tween population and economic development. Their conclusions, based on a 

case study of India and the analysis of data from Mexico, were not optimistic. 

The fundamental problem, they argued, was that “a higher rate of population 

growth implies a higher level of needed investment to achieve a given per capita 

output, while there is nothing about faster growth that generates a greater supply 

of investible resources.” Rapidly expanding populations, they concluded, were 

more often than not a serious barrier to economic advances. While a highly edu-

cated and technically trained adult population might provide essential labor for 

industrial and commercial progress, in most postcolonial areas high birthrates 

produced an impoverished, illiterate, juvenile mass that siphoned scarce sav-

ings out of investment pools and into social welfare channels. As population 

growth rates surged past investment rates, the immediate demands for educa-

tion, housing, medical care, and food made longer-term progress extremely diffi-

cult. Falling levels of per capita consumption also destroyed living standards and 
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Hoover pointed out, would produce “important economic advantages.” Further-

more, “since these advantages are cumulative, the ultimate benefits of fertility 

reduction are greater, the sooner it occurs.”7

By the mid-1950s, therefore, U.S. population experts had made the case for an 

immediate effort to transform human reproductive practices in the decolonizing 

world. Their warnings also tapped into growing anxieties shared by Western pol-

icymakers, foundations, nongovernment organizations, and corporate leaders. 

If rapid population growth halted development and increased poverty, it could 

trigger Communist revolutions. Fleeing from destitution and famine, desperate, 

hungry populations might migrate across borders, creating floods of unwanted, 

nonwhite arrivals and straining the resources of more affluent, fairer-skinned 

societies. As observers like Kirk had warned, finally, over the long run, global 

conflict might also erupt between the world’s haves and have-nots, raising the 

prospect that the Cold War between East and West might in time be eclipsed by 

a more punishing struggle between North and South.

Those arguments shaped the agenda of a powerful network of institutions. 

Since the 1920s and 1930s, philanthropic foundations in the United States had 

promoted development programs in Asia and Latin America, but their leaders 

now came to believe that population growth would wipe out the tenuous prog-

ress they had made in agriculture, medical care, and education. The troubling 

possibility that their support for public health programs had actually helped cre-

ate the very conditions for a population explosion also led them toward greater 

interest in contraceptive research and family planning. Demographic studies at 

Princeton’s Office of Population Research were backed by the Milbank Memorial 

Fund, the Rockefeller Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation, the World Bank, 

and the U.S. State Department. Notestein himself became the first director of 

the United Nations Population Division, a body that published the first official 

projections of global population growth and warned that the rising human tide 

might soon require major increases in food production. In 1952, John D. Rock-

efeller III also founded the Population Council, an especially influential group 

that brought foundation directors, demographic experts, and UN officials to-

gether with pharmaceutical company executives and the leaders of the Inter-

national Planned Parenthood Foundation. Together, these varied organizations 

threw their full weight behind a massive campaign to promote birth control and 

jump-start the process of modernization around the world.8

The Birth Control Campaign
The campaign for postcolonial birth control got off to an inauspicious start. 
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population growth. Encouraged by the government’s goal to reduce the birthrate 

to “a level consistent with the requirements of national economy,” U.S. and inter-

national organizations viewed India as a crucial testing ground. Most famously, 

Harvard University’s School of Public Health launched one of the earliest and 

most widely reported population control projects, the “Khanna Study.” Based on 

fieldwork conducted in Punjab between 1953 and 1960, and eventually backed 

by the Indian government, the Rockefeller Foundation, the Ford Foundation, 

the Population Council, and several pharmaceutical companies, the study ul-

timately cost roughly $1 million. Harvard epidemiologist John E. Gordon, the 

principal investigator, hoped to “test the power of existing contraceptive meth-

ods to change birth rates,” but his results were profoundly discouraging. Divid-

ing a set of local villages into three groups, Gordon and his colleagues defined a 

“test population” and two control populations. In the seven villages that made 

up the “test population,” Punjabi workers trained by the project staff made regu-

lar visits, discussed family planning, and distributed vaginal foam contraceptive 

tablets. They also conducted personal and often intrusive interviews to gather 

information regarding births, deaths, marriages, menstruation, sexual habits, 

postpartum amenorrhea, abortion, stillbirths, and contraceptive practices. In the 

control populations, data were gathered through interviews or collected from 

village officials, but no discussion of family planning or contraceptive distribu-

tion took place.9

Gordon and his colleagues anticipated high demand for the tablets, but within 

a few years they discovered that “after active field work stopped, acceptance of all 

contraceptive methods declined rapidly.” Even when villagers accepted contra-

ceptives, they rarely used them, and in the end the birthrates in the test popula-

tion actually exceeded those in the control groups. The problem, the researchers 

reluctantly concluded, was one of motivation. The Punjabi villagers, an Indian 

field director reported, “could see no compelling reasons for achieving a sharp 

reduction in births.” As an insightful critic of the study later argued, economic 

factors made large families a virtual necessity. Punjabi farmers relied on their 

offspring to work in their fields, earn income outside the village, and help raise 

money to purchase additional land. Even landless citizens benefited from the 

wage income of sons and daughters, and they also considered children essential 

for security in old age. While villagers might accept contraceptive items in a po-

lite gesture of deference to visiting strangers—an investigator found one creative 

soul using the tablets to build a sculpture—they wanted large families and had 

no desire to limit fertility.10

In addition to reversals in the field, American birth controllers also faced 

substantial political opposition at home. In 1958, Dwight David Eisenhower 

appointed the investment banker and retired general William H. Draper, Jr., 

    
        

    



TECHNOCRATIC FAITH     101

to head the President’s Committee to Study the United States Military Assis-

tance Program. Charged with evaluating American foreign aid priorities, the 

group included such Washington heavyweights as John J. McCloy, the former 

president of the World Bank and then chairman of the boards of the Chase 

Manhattan Bank and the Ford Foundation; Admiral Arthur Radford, former 

chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; and James E. Webb, former director of the 

Bureau of the Budget. When Draper’s committee dared to raise demographic 

questions, however, it triggered a storm of protest. Although the final version 

of the committee report carefully avoided language about the study of human 

reproduction, it did recommend that foreign aid recipients form “plans de-

signed to deal with the problem of rapid population growth.” Draper him-

self also acknowledged that U.S.-sponsored programs might distribute birth 

control information, and warned of the dangers posed by surging birthrates 

abroad.11

In the face of a furious Catholic dissent, U.S. government officials quickly dis-

avowed those recommendations. In the fall of 1959, the U.S. Catholic bishops 

declared that the “promotion of artificial birth control is a morally, humanly, 

psychologically and politically disastrous approach to the population problem” 

and warned that Catholics in the United States were resolutely opposed to any 

government support for “artificial birth prevention, abortion or sterilization, 

whether through direct aid or by means of international organizations.” While 

denying that the position of his church determined his own views, Senator John F. 

Kennedy also backed away from the issue while campaigning for the presidency. 

“I think it would be the greatest psychological mistake,” he averred, “for us to 

appear to advocate limitation of the black or brown or yellow peoples whose 

population was increasing no faster than in the United States.” Eisenhower was 

even more explicit, declaring that “this government will not, as long as I am here, 

have a positive political doctrine in its program that has to deal with the problem 

of birth control.” While he privately admitted to the National Security Coun-

cil that the “real menace here was the one and a half billion hungry people in 

the world,” Eisenhower was clearly unwilling to challenge the country’s Catholic 

leadership.12

The most ardent advocates of international birth control programs, however, 

remained undaunted by either practical or political reversals. They also pinned 

their hopes on the development of new contraceptive technologies that would 

be inexpensive, long lasting, and, above all, require minimal motivation on the 

part of their users. Scientific breakthroughs also appeared to be forthcoming. In 

1956, physiologist Gregory Pincus announced the creation of an oral contracep-

tive based on synthetic steroids. Backed by the philanthropist Katharine Dexter 

McCormick and the Planned Parenthood Federation of America, Pincus also 

    
        

    



102      CHAPTER 4

received support from organizations deeply engaged in the international popu-

lation control movement. The Population Council and the Rockefeller Founda-

tion, in particular, hoped he might develop a promising contraceptive for use in 

family planning programs abroad, and Pincus himself was eager to test the birth 

control pill among women in an “overpopulated area.” In collaboration with the 

Searle pharmaceutical company, the University of Puerto Rico’s Medical School, 

and the Puerto Rican Family Planning Association, researchers implemented 

two large-scale trials among housing project residents and hospital patients 

in the suburbs of San Juan in 1956. The initial results were decidedly mixed. 

Roughly half of the participants dropped out of the studies, complaining of side 

effects ranging from midcycle bleeding to headaches, nausea, and vomiting, and 

as reports of the side effects spread, it became more difficult for researchers to 

find additional experimental subjects. A significant number of pregnancies also 

plagued both trials.13

Confident that the pill would be steadily improved, however, Pincus pressed 

forward. After the Food and Drug Administration approved the pill for mar-

keting in 1960, it quickly became a commercial success in affluent countries. 

Advocates declared that the pill would allow parents to space the births of their 

children, prevent unwanted pregnancies, reduce abortions, and enable women to 

pursue work and education on their own terms. Dr. John Rock, one of Pincus’s 

colleagues, also claimed that by regulating the body’s natural hormones, the pill 

provided Catholics with a means to promote family planning without violating 

the church’s prohibition against “artificial” methods. Among those seeking to 

limit birthrates in the postcolonial world, the pill appeared to present a major 

opportunity. Concerns about its comparatively high cost and the fact that pa-

tients had to use it on an unfailing, daily basis limited the pill’s use in overseas 

family planning programs in the early 1960s. By the middle of the decade, how-

ever, the U.S. government would press hard for its increased distribution and use 

abroad.14

Other technologies seemed to offer great promise as well. Intrauterine devices 

(IUDs) made of silk sutures and silver wire appeared in Germany and Japan prior 

to World War II, but in the late 1950s most physicians believed that the risks of 

infection or damage to the uterine wall made them too dangerous for general 

use. Because insertion required the dilation of the uterus under local anesthesia 

by a physician, IUDs seemed particularly unsuited for rapid, efficient deploy-

ment in postcolonial countries. In 1958, however, Dr. Lazar Margulies showed 

his colleague Alan Guttmacher, a leading obstetrician at New York’s Mount Sinai 

Hospital and a member of the Population Council’s advisory board, a new in-

novation. A coiled plastic spiral, he demonstrated, could be unwound and in-

serted through a thin rod into an undilated uterus where it would then recover 
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its original shape. The plastic molded IUDs could also be mass-produced very 

cheaply and put in place without anesthetic.15

Although the IUDs presented numerous health risks, many population 

controllers believed that they had finally found the holy grail. The Population 

Council held an international conference on the devices in 1962 and poured 

more than $2.5 million into clinical trials, evaluation, and further IUD develop-

ment by 1968. Physicians testing IUDs in eighteen different countries reported 

that the devices were more effective than condoms or diaphragms, but observed 

that some patients spontaneously expelled them or experienced bleeding and in-

fections. They also advised that IUDs should be inserted only by doctors after 

a thorough physical exam. The Population Council, however, shrugged off the 

warnings, arguing that the devices were so simple that technicians, nurses, or mid-

wives should be able to insert them as well. Though they still paid lip service to the 

goal of promoting voluntary family planning and respecting personal choice, they 

now celebrated the apparent reduction in the level of patient compliance required 

for success. “No contraceptive could be cheaper,” Guttmacher argued, “and also, 

once the damn thing is in there the patient cannot change her mind. In fact, we 

can hope she will forget it’s there and perhaps in several months wonder why she 

has not conceived.” As former State Department intelligence officer and Popula-

tion Council staff member Christopher Tietze recalled, even in the absence of 

clear demand for the devices, population control advocates believed that “some-

thing had to be done.” As he explained further, “this was something that you 

could do to the people rather than something people could do for themselves. 

So it made it very attractive to the doers.” The IUD, a World Bank paper agreed, 

was “superior to more conventional forms of contraception” because it did not 

“rely on the user for its success.”16

The need for urgent, centrally planned action also appeared more compel-

ling than ever. In the years following World War II, Notestein had estimated that 

the world’s population would rise to three billion by 2000. But that mark was 

surpassed by 1960, and experts now feared that more than twice that number 

was possible by century’s end. Demographers warned that spiraling growth was 

contributing to dangerous political volatility as well. Davis argued in Foreign Af-

fairs that in the “underdeveloped majority of the world” nationalist leaders were 

trapped between “the squeeze of population growth and adverse economics on 

the one hand, and rising aspirations and popular discontent on the other.” Fig-

ures like Nasser, Davis noted, pursued reckless foreign policies in response to 

these pressures. As Egypt’s population leapt from 14.2 million in 1927 to 24 mil-

lion in 1958, straining food supplies and creating vast city slums, Nasser ramped 

up his anti-imperialist and anti-Zionist attacks in a desperate bid to preserve 

his popularity. Unchecked birthrates, demographers argued, were preventing 
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modernization and creating a far more dangerous world. To contain commu-

nism and radical nationalism, the United States would also have to contain 

populations.17

As such arguments mounted, U.S. policymakers finally began to throw their 

weight behind the movement. In the summer of 1963, J. William Fulbright, chair 

of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, proposed an amendment to a for-

eign aid bill providing for “research into the problems of controlling popula-

tion growth” as well as “technical assistance to cooperating countries in carrying 

out programs of population control.” Opposition in the House led by Democrat 

Clement Zablocki, a Wisconsin Catholic, eliminated the provision for aid, but the 

Agency for International Development quietly established a Population Office in 

1964. In contrast to Eisenhower and Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson also came out 

strongly in favor of population control. In his 1965 State of the Union address 

he declared a commitment to “seek new ways to help deal with the explosion in 

world population and the growing scarcity in world resources.” Persuaded by 

arguments that high growth rates deepened poverty and fomented revolutions, 

Johnson was convinced that population control would decrease social welfare 

burdens, reduce the need for foreign aid, and accelerate modernization. In a 1965 

speech, Johnson even went so far as to quantify the social value of each unborn 

child, arguing that “less than five dollars invested in population control is worth 

a hundred dollars invested in economic growth.”18

With firm White House support, the cause made additional headway in 

Congress. Senator Ernest Gruening, an Alaska Democrat, initiated highly pub-

licized hearings on international birth control that brought forward 120 wit-

nesses from mid-1965 through early 1968. A physician, Gruening had tried to 

promote contraception while leading the Puerto Rico Reconstruction Admin-

istration during the New Deal, and his work now helped shift public discourse 

in favor of birth control. An agricultural crisis in the mid-1960s, complicated 

by the failure of the monsoon rains in South Asia in the fall of 1965 and 1966, 

spotlighted the issue, leading activists to warn of global famine and helping se-

cure a congressional amendment to use funds from the sale of surplus food for 

family planning programs abroad. Political resistance also began to fade away, 

and government officials proved more willing to ignore dissenting voices. Al-

though Pope Paul VI rejected the majority opinion of his papal study commis-

sion and forbade contraception in the 1968 encyclical Humanae Vitae, Gallup 

polls showed that the majority of American Catholics disagreed with his posi-

tion and hoped it might change. In March 1967, Senator Fulbright introduced 

a bill to earmark federal funding for family planning overseas. Approved in No-

vember, it reserved $35 million for AID to spend on family planning before the 

following June. Over the next few years the agency’s spending on international 
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family planning and birth control continued to climb, rising to $45.4 million 

in 1969, $74.5 million in 1970, and $95.9 million in 1971.19

By the mid-1960s, researchers, foundations, and government agencies plunged 

fully into the international campaign to reduce fertility in the “developing world.” 

Some key figures, including AID population program director Reimert Raven-

holt, advocated “supply side” approaches. AID, Ravenholt declared, would back 

only voluntary programs in its attempt to provide all people with the “funda-

mental freedom of controlling their reproduction, health, and welfare as they 

desire.” Although AID defended its work in population planning by stressing 

its links to development, figures like Ravenholt paid little attention to the idea 

of trying to transform social institutions in order to create higher demand for 

contraceptive use. As modernization went forward, he expected, parents would 

naturally want fewer children, and in the meantime a flood of cheap, effective, 

and easily used contraceptives would reduce fertility rates by tapping the “latent 

demand” for birth control that already existed. With that aim in mind, by 1968 

AID funded contraceptive research at several universities in the United States 

and backed national family planning programs across the postcolonial world, in-

cluding Pakistan, Turkey, India, Nepal, Afghanistan, Korea, Indonesia, Thailand, 

and the Philippines.20

As the distribution of IUDs and oral contraceptives went forward, however, 

AID began to support national programs that aggressively tried to create de-

mand. Many population controllers also began to edge farther away from their 

public commitments to respect the wholly voluntary, uncoerced choice of indi-

viduals, insisting that the threat of escalating population rates was so severe that 

birth control technologies had to be coupled with legal and financial policies 

designed to produce a desire to use them. This tension between an emphasis on 

the empowerment of particular families and the objective of shaping the future 

of an entire society was complicated by the forms of measurement used by de-

mographic experts and their sponsors. As they calculated the probable effects of 

population growth on gross national products, U.S. social scientists and foun-

dation officials constantly focused on aggregates and pursued solutions most 

appealing to central planners. They also pushed aside critical questions about 

the fate of individual families, and the effects that specific policies might have 

on them.21

The issue, Davis argued in calling for a more aggressive approach, was one 

of competing objectives. “By stressing the right of parents to have the number of 

children they want,” he lamented, family planning “evades the basic question of 

population policy, which is how to give societies the number of children they need. 

By offering only the means for couples to control fertility, it neglects the means for 

societies to do so.” Technologically sophisticated contraception, Davis insisted, had 
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to be complemented by changes in social policy to make citizens more willing 

to use it. Changes in tax rates to reduce family allowances, incentive payments 

for contraceptive use or sterilization, reduction of maternity leave, increases in 

the cost of marriage licenses, and policies designed to require women to work 

outside the home, Davis thought, could all be effective tools.22

Population Council president Bernard Berelson held similar views. Since high 

fertility prevented development, and there was a clear “time penalty” in failing 

to reduce it, he urged: “Everything that can be done to lower population growth 

rates should be done, now.” Although it was most politically acceptable, volun-

tary fertility control was probably insufficient to the task. Besides, Berelson ar-

gued, in many impoverished countries the supposedly “free” choices of couples 

were already compromised by their lack of “information, services, and supplies 

needed to implement a free wish in this regard.” Shifting away from the concept 

of inviolable, individual rights, Berelson declared that many of the world’s poor 

were “restrained by ignorance, not only of contraceptive practice but of the con-

sequences of high fertility for themselves, their children, and their country.” In 

those conditions, he implied, there really was no meaningful concept of volun-

tary consent worth protecting. Though not explicitly endorsing any of them, Be-

relson suggested that tax policies limiting child support, restrictions on marriage, 

and “marketable licenses to have children” could all be valuable instruments. In 

a suggestion that might have come from Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, Be-

relson also mused that “a fertility control agent” could be “included in the water 

supply in urban areas and administered by ‘other methods’ elsewhere.”23

Convinced that they possessed the ideal technical methods, and increasingly 

unconcerned with the rights of the individuals who would be affected by them, 

U.S. population planners eagerly joined forces with postcolonial elites seeking 

to limit fertility in the name of development. As examples drawn from Kenya, 

the Philippines, and India suggest, the results often ranged from ineffective to 

disastrous. The Kenyan Ministry of Economic Planning and Development in-

stituted sub-Saharan Africa’s first official family planning program in 1966. 

After a three-week visit, advisers from the Population Council promoted the 

IUD because of its low cost and apparent advantage in requiring only a “single 

motivation” at the time of insertion. Defined as a public health service, family 

planning information and contraceptives were dispensed through government 

hospitals and clinics. While foreigners were delighted with the program, and 

Kenya’s credit rating with international donors increased because of it, substan-

tial domestic opposition quickly emerged. Kenyan religious leaders argued that 

contraception would increase promiscuity and erode morality, and those wary 

of neocolonial intervention condemned what they viewed as racist schemes to 

prevent the birth of black Africans. Advisers from the Population Council also 
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noted that the Kenyan “value systems” generally favored high fertility and that 

collaborative child care among large extended families reduced the burdens of 

parenthood and the motivation for family planning. The results, unsurprisingly, 

were disappointing. While many women used the government clinics for pre-

natal and postpartum care, few were interested in family planning. Even when 

Kenyan health workers avoided mentioning the potential side effects of pills and 

IUDs, fearing that they would lose their patients, contraceptive acceptance and 

use rates remained low.24

In the Philippines, after President Ferdinand Marcos declared martial law in 

1972, the government took a more aggressive approach, promoting birth con-

trol pills and IUDs in addition to sterilization. Instructed to fill assigned quotas 

of “acceptors,” Filipino field staff often concealed evidence of side effects and 

disregarded questions about the informed consent of clients they considered ig-

norant, uninformed, and irresponsible. One program administrator argued: “If 

you are really serious about the costs of population, you should not promote the 

less effective methods. . . . There are times when somebody has to decide for the 

people.” The Philippine government and foreign donors also emphasized birth 

control so strongly that they often neglected other public concerns, leading rural 

health workers to complain that while they had more contraceptives than they 

could possibly dispense, they lacked the medication to treat common respiratory 

and gastrointestinal infections.25

The most troubling evidence of abuse and coercion, however, was found in 

India. In the late 1950s, the Indian government had integrated population con-

trol into its overall development planning and started to distribute contraceptive 

foam tablets through a network of primary health centers. According to an In-

dian health ministry report, the voluntary program’s goal was to “raise the stan-

dard of living of the people” and “ensure the health and happiness of the family.” 

Although the emphasis on family welfare continued, in the early 1960s Indian 

officials also began to worry about creating sufficient demand for birth control 

in order to lower population rates and hit economic development targets. Orga-

nizations like the Family Planning Association of India, the All-India Women’s 

Conference, and the Indian Red Cross mounted educational campaigns, while 

the Population Council shipped the first installment of a total of more than one 

million IUDs. Most of them arrived unsterilized, and often only one inserter 

was provided for every twenty devices, requiring Indian technicians to resteril-

ize them after each use. By the late 1960s, an Indian IUD factory designed by 

the Population Council and funded by the Ford Foundation was producing up 

to twenty thousand of the devices each day. As reports mounted of widespread 

pain, bleeding, uterus perforation, and ectopic pregnancy, the government con-

tinued to promote IUD use, instructing village leaders in some Indian states to 

    
        

    



108      CHAPTER 4

tell women that the devices were entirely safe. Patients also received little in the 

way of follow-up care.26

Determined to lower the birthrate, the U.S. government, philanthropic foun-

dations, and international organizations helped push the Indian government 

toward more aggressive measures. Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi was 

personally committed to population control, and with funding from the World 

Bank, UN agencies, and the International Planned Parenthood Federation, her 

government began to offer patients incentive payments for sterilization or IUD 

insertion. The Johnson administration applauded and promoted that move. 

As national security staff member Robert Komer explained to Lyndon John-

son, if India and Pakistan pushed family planning, “the process of getting these 

countries to the stage of self-sustaining growth, and thus reducing the longer 

term foreign aid burden on us—could be greatly foreshortened.” Johnson agreed 

wholeheartedly, declaring: “I’m not going to piss away foreign aid in nations 

where they refuse to deal with their population problems.” By refusing to grant 

additional food aid and famine relief to India unless population control went 

forward, Johnson encouraged the process whereby voluntary family planning 

became steadily reformulated as a more compulsory project. In June 1966, In-

dira Gandhi announced that year’s target of 6 million IUD insertions and 1.23 

million sterilizations. After three years of drought and facing the prospect of 

famine, many Indians also came to believe that they had little choice but to ac-

cept the cash payments offered in exchange for surrendering their ability to bear 

children. Indian government doctors, working in mobile camps, were expected 

to meet performance standards based on the number of vasectomies and IUD 

insertions per month, and little provision was made for follow-up care in the 

event of side effects or infection. In the fall of 1967, Indira Gandhi declared 

that the country’s failure to become more “prosperous and self-sufficient” since 

independence was primarily due to the fact that [India’s] “population [had] 

gone up by 160 million.” Population control, therefore, was a national impera-

tive. By October of that year, India’s Central Family Planning Council, the high-

est official body in the field, recommended mandatory sterilization for couples 

with two or more children. Although that measure was not put in place, several 

Indian states introduced penalties for those with large families, including in-

creases in rents for public housing, the withdrawal of government scholarships, 

and the elimination of maternity leave.27

After Indira Gandhi declared a state of national emergency in June 1975, fam-

ily planning became fully institutionalized, and, as one Indian analyst put it, “even 

the façade of voluntarism was ripped off.” Impatient with the IUD, and even 

less concerned with respecting the will of individuals, the government moved 

strongly toward sterilization. In April 1976 the cabinet approved a national pol-
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on family planning performance, established penalties for central government 

employees with large families, and raised incentive payments for sterilization. 

In turn, Indian states pursued a range of coercive practices, including the denial 

of public food rations to families with more than three children, the delivery of 

irrigation water at subsidized rates only to villages that met sterilization quotas, 

and legislation requiring that teachers be sterilized or forfeit a month’s pay. States 

warned program workers that their salaries were dependent on meeting steril-

ization targets, and the entire range of government employees was enlisted in 

the campaign. Train conductors allowed unticketed passengers to avoid fines if 

they submitted to sterilization, teachers warned parents that additional children 

would not be admitted to schools, labor contractors made employment contin-

gent on the possession of sterilization certificates, and police pressed criminals 

into vasectomies. When the Muslim village of Uttawar resisted the campaign, 

police in the state of Haryana rounded up all men over fifteen and forcibly sent 

four hundred of them to be sterilized. As repression grew, Indians began to sleep 

overnight in fields and avoided government buses in fear of being detained and 

sent off to clinics. More than eight million Indians were ultimately sterilized in 

the campaign, and public resentment of the program contributed strongly to the 

Congress Party’s stunning defeat in the elections of March 1977.28

By the 1980s, it became clear to demographers that fertility rates across much 

of the postcolonial world were starting to fall. There was little evidence, however, 

that population control campaigns had strongly influenced that development. 

Many critics argued that declines in fertility rates had often preceded the wide-

spread use of contraception, a fact suggesting that it was the choices of individual 

families in particular social environments that made the greatest difference. In-

creased access to contraception undoubtedly benefited many women, allowing 

them greater control over their own bodies and lives, a point that should not 

be forgotten. But the belief that population growth was a fundamental obstacle 

to modernization and the expectation that technology would allow planners to 

override the frustrating “cultural lag” of supposedly traditional peoples also led 

to crash programs in which concerns about the rights and welfare of individuals 

fell by the wayside. The vision of technology as a key catalyst for modernization, 

and the unintended consequences it produced, were equally clear in the history 

of the Green Revolution.29

Miracle Seeds and the Green Revolution
In 1970, the American agronomist Norman Borlaug received the Nobel Peace 

Prize. Credited with important breakthroughs in developing new varieties of 
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of Africa, Borlaug described the Green Revolution as a stunning accomplish-

ment, observing in his Nobel Prize address: “Never before in the history of agri-

culture has a transplantation of high-yielding varieties coupled with an entirely 

new technology and strategy been achieved on such a massive scale, in so short 

a period of time, and with such great success.” For the 50 percent of the world’s 

population that lived in hunger, larger harvests of crops like wheat, rice, and 

maize represented new opportunities and new hopes. Famine would be averted, 

incomes would grow, and the technologies of genetically improved seeds, fertil-

izer, pesticides, and machinery would help peasants gain electricity, consumer 

goods, schools, transportation, and communications. If “the frightening power 

of human reproduction” and the consequent “population monster” were con-

tained, the Green Revolution would transform the world.30

The promise of agricultural technology had great appeal for U.S. modernizers. 

Until populations could be brought under control, scientists and policymakers 

believed, it would be essential to find more effective ways to feed them. Geneti-

cally engineered, high-yielding crops, altruistic liberals expected, would reduce 

poverty and raise standards of living. Such crops would facilitate modernization 

by lightening food import burdens, increasing revenue for investment, and al-

lowing greater numbers of people to move into urban settings and industrial 

work. As larger harvests raised farmers’ incomes, rural areas would provide larger 

markets for newly produced industrial goods, allowing overall national develop-

ment to go forward more rapidly. In the long run, increased prosperity would 

also trigger changes in local culture and individual psychology, satisfying rising 

expectations and ensuring that “green” revolutions would prevent red ones.

The Green Revolution’s central focus on raising productivity allowed mod-

ernizers to recast complex social problems in an appealingly simple way. Set-

ting aside questions about the structure of the global agricultural economy, the 

distribution of food within countries and regions, and the dilemmas caused by 

inequalities in wealth and consumption, U.S. experts focused instead on the dis-

crete technical problem of increasing the yield of a given crop per unit of area 

planted. If that problem could be solved, advocates of the Green Revolution be-

lieved, rapid, comprehensive transformations would naturally follow. Thus plant 

breeding and the pursuit of “miracle seeds” were envisioned as especially potent 

social levers. The cultural and political environment in which the new technol-

ogy was to be deployed, moreover, was deemed malleable and transitory, and was 

rarely considered closely.31

The idea of using scientific and technical advances to transform foreign ag-

riculture and foreign societies, of course, was not new in the Cold War era. Ac-

cording to historian Nick Cullather, the concept of the calorie and the rise of 

standardized measurement conventions in the early twentieth century “allowed 
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Americans to see food as an instrument of power, and to envisage a ‘world 

food problem’ amenable to political and scientific intervention.” As director of 

the American Relief Administration in the aftermath of World War I, Herbert 

Hoover distributed food to prevent the spread of bolshevism and warned that 

“famine breeds anarchy.” During the interwar period, U.S. experts also hoped 

that improving agriculture would ensure social stability in Asia. Until its work 

was interrupted by the Japanese invasion, the Rockefeller Foundation tried to 

raise rural productivity in China, funding the use of improved seeds and mecha-

nization in hopes of promoting a new republican government.32

During World War II, questions of international food production received 

much greater attention. Under the direction of British physiologist John Boyd 

Orr, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) proposed a compre-

hensive effort to raise agricultural production in the decolonizing world. Al-

though the U.S. and British governments rejected FAO proposals for a World 

Food Board that would prevent famine and stabilize prices by distributing re-

serve stocks, the idea of using technical assistance, fertilizers, and new hybrid 

seeds to increase crop yields gained broad approval. While defining their goals in 

terms of improving nutrition for the poor, experts also believed that spreading 

market-driven, capitalist agriculture would dramatically accelerate postwar de-

velopment. As agronomist Richard Bradfield observed on returning from a sur-

vey trip to Mexico, “the leaders of some of our large philanthropic foundations 

have become convinced that the best way to improve the health and well-being 

of people is first to improve their agriculture.”33

As the Cold War began, therefore, U.S. agricultural experts and foundation 

officials were quick to draw clear connections between hunger and political dan-

ger. Food scarcity, a major Rockefeller Foundation report claimed in 1951, was 

“the cause of much of the world’s present tension and unrest.” “Agitators from 

Communist countries,” moreover, were “making the most of the situation.” “The 

time is now ripe, in places possibly over-ripe,” the report insisted, “for sharing 

some of our technical knowledge with these people. Appropriate action now may 

help them to attain by evolution the improvements, including those in agricul-

ture, which otherwise may have to come by revolution.” University of Chicago 

economist Theodore Shultz agreed: “Once there are investment opportunities 

and efficient incentives, farmers will turn sand into gold.”34

Those convictions about agriculture, hunger, and security resulted in a mas-

sive project promoted across several continents from the 1960s through the 1980s. 

The modernizing assumptions and objectives of the Green Revolution are espe-

cially clear in the history of two specialized research facilities, the International 

Rice Research Institute (IRRI), established near Manila, and the International 

Center for Wheat and Maize Improvement (CIMMYT), based in the outskirts 
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of Mexico City. At both locations, U.S. foundations and scientists joined for-

eign governments and experts to produce new crop varieties that would respond 

vigorously to a technological package involving chemical fertilizers, pesticides, 

mechanization, and irrigation. By the early 1960s, both institutes exported their 

products throughout the decolonizing world, reshaping agricultural systems in 

ways that were expected to increase production, transform traditional cultures, 

and ensure social stability. The work of the two institutes also produced impor-

tant unintended consequences that undercut many of their original goals. While 

crop yields and overall productivity rose dramatically, the Green Revolution con-

tributed to greater socioeconomic inequalities, damaged the environment, and 

generated conflict in unforeseen ways.

During the 1950s, U.S. analysts agreed that the combination of population in-

creases and strategic dangers demanded advances in Asian agriculture. Worried 

by the Chinese Revolution, a rebellion in the Philippines, and the French col-

lapse in Indochina, officials at the Rockefeller and Ford foundations concluded 

that local community development programs were helpful but insufficient. The 

best solutions, they thought, would be found in new, universally applicable tech-

nologies that could raise crop yields and stimulate much broader social transfor-

mations wherever they were deployed. As one Rockefeller Foundation advisory 

committee member noted in 1951, “agriculture is nothing more than the appli-

cation of the principles of biology and other natural sciences to the art of grow-

ing food.” If better solutions to that specific technical problem could be achieved, 

then it would be possible to direct social change in liberal directions instead of 

revolutionary ones.

In late 1953, the Rockefeller Foundation decided to begin a research pro-

gram in the Philippines and soon allocated an expenditure of $5 million per 

year for the period 1955 to 1960. A single regional research center, staffed by 

a team of outstanding international experts backed by first-rate equipment, 

foundation planners hoped, would also provide for greater financial savings 

and efficiency. Rockefeller officials J. George Harrar and Warren Weaver ar-

gued that since the “fundamental physiological, biochemical, and genetic 

problems” were “essentially independent of geography and are certainly in-

dependent of political boundaries,” research done at one key site could be 

applied universally. In the fall of 1958, the Ford Foundation agreed to join 

the effort. Ford Foundation administrators Forrest Hill and George Gant told 

their board of trustees that supporting the International Rice Research In-

stitute was an absolute imperative. The global problems of population and 

food supply, they contended, ranked second only to the “possibility of all-out 

nuclear war.” “At best,” they lamented, “the world food outlook for the decades 

ahead is grave; at worst it is frightening.” Finally, with the endorsement of the 
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Philippine government, a facility was planned at the University of the Philip-

pines campus near Manila.35

Officially dedicated in 1962, the IRRI focused heavily on one key task, the 

creation and promotion of high-yielding rice strains suited to tropical Asian cli-

mates. The problem, in some ways, was easy to understand. Common varieties 

of tropical rice responded well to fertilizer and irrigation. But as the heads of 

the plants grew thick and heavy with grain, their long, weak stems collapsed, 

and they fell or “lodged” into wet paddy fields, producing poor harvests. As 

early as 1910, Japanese rice breeders had started a program to develop short, 

stiff-stalked “dwarf” varieties that flourished in cooler climates without lodging. 

During the 1930s and 1940s, working in occupied Taiwan, they had also raised 

wartime exports to the home islands by developing plants suited to shorter day 

lengths and warmer temperatures. Following World War II, Taiwanese research-

ers had continued that work, producing an improved dwarf strain that grew well 

there. Building on that progress, the IRRI’s plant geneticists set out to create a 

tropical rice seed of greater versatility, a variety that would respond to fertilizer 

and irrigation to produce a high yield “almost any time and anywhere in the 

torrid zone.”36

Under pressure from their sponsors to deliver quick results, IRRI scientists 

crossed short Taiwanese plants with tall tropical varieties to produce a high-

performing seed they labeled IR-8 in 1965. According to Robert Chandler, the 

IRRI’s first director, IR-8 possessed great advantages. Under optimum conditions 

of irrigation and with the liberal application of nitrogen fertilizers it produced 

very high yields. Its short, sturdy stems prevented lodging, it possessed at least 

moderate disease resistance, and the fact that it was insensitive to photoperiod 

and matured quickly meant that it could potentially grow well at different lati-

tudes and in different seasons, allowing farmers to grow multiple crops in a single 

year. When initial test results proved favorable, in 1966 the IRRI multiplied the 

seeds and sent them to Asian governments and Western development organiza-

tions for the widest distribution possible.  As Chandler recalled, IR-8 “opened new 

vistas for rice yields in the tropic and subtropics and stimulated rice breeding 

programs in many countries where yields had stagnated at pitifully low levels.”37

IRRI scientists, promoters, and sponsors also expected that the new seed 

would trigger changes in the psychology and worldviews of the farmers that 

adopted it. Rapidly planted throughout Asia in 1966 and 1967, IR-8 did indeed 

produce shocking results, sometimes yielding two to three times as much grain 

per hectare than common varieties. Comparing their fields to those planted 

with IR-8, Asian farmers were expected to recognize the obvious and immedi-

ate advantages of the new technology, and as they embraced the new “miracle 

seeds,” proponents hoped that they would embrace new, progressive values as 
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well. Eager to promote changes in rice paddies as well as people’s minds, in 1967 

AID replaced the Rockefeller and Ford foundations as the primary funding 

source for the IRRI. Distributing IR-8 in packages, along with farm chemicals 

produced by the Atlas and Esso companies, AID brought U.S. corporations into 

the picture, too. But AID’s greatest hope was that the new rice seed would help 

ensure greater political security. In the Philippines, President Marcos took full 

credit for the advances in productivity, claiming national self-sufficiency even 

as his government secretly imported large amounts of rice through Hong Kong. 

In Vietnam, U.S. planners also hoped that the rice would provide peasants with 

a graphic illustration of the greater advantages to be enjoyed under the Saigon 

regime. IR-8, they believed, would enable South Vietnamese farmers to produce 

surpluses for sale on the market, allowing them to buy consumer goods, raising 

their living standards, and making them far less interested in a revolution that 

promised to redistribute wealth and power. In 1969, leaflets dropped over North 

Vietnam also proclaimed: “South Vietnam is Experiencing a Rice Revolution.” 

“IR-8,” they declared, was “South Vietnam’s miracle rice: All Vietnamese can 

enjoy this rice when peace comes.”38

The IRRI worked hard to preach the gospel of technological revolution. 

Trips into the IRRI’s rice fields by U.S. President Johnson, Philippine Presi-

dent Marcos, and UN Secretary-General U Thant, along with other heads of 

state, leaders of international agencies, research institutions, and hundreds 

of tour groups bolstered the institute’s prestige. As reports of its accomplish-

ments spread, the IRRI’s budget climbed from $2.46 million in 1965, largely 

provided by the Ford and Rockefeller foundations, to $13.8 million in 1978, 

covered primarily by AID. From a staff of 18 senior scientists in 1962, the 

IRRI grew into an international team of 58 scientists by 1980, backed by over 

1,500 support staff on an 835-acre experimental site. Throughout the period, 

the IRRI continued to focus on a “technology first” response to the question 

of agricultural change, developing new plants under ideal conditions and re-

leasing fifteen more high-yield varieties in the decade after producing IR-8. 

Determined to spread its knowledge, the IRRI trained hundreds of produc-

tion specialists from more than forty different countries and placed its own 

“liaison scientists” at research sites in Pakistan, India, and Sri Lanka. By 1969, 

the institute also assembled thousands of “minikits,” cardboard boxes con-

taining enough seed, fertilizer, herbicide, and pesticide to plant fifty square 

meters with a new rice variety. Sent to foreign extension officers for immedi-

ate distribution to farmers, the kits were designed to sidestep the cumber-

some approval process by foreign agencies. Conveniently sent out from the 

production site, the IRRI’s technology promised to work its magic in any field, 

anywhere.39
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Work at the International Center for Wheat and Maize Improvement 

(CIMMYT), near Mexico City, proceeded in a similar fashion. In 1943, follow-

ing a request from Vice President and former Secretary of Agriculture Henry 

Wallace, the Rockefeller Foundation created the forerunner of the CIMMYT—

the Mexican Agricultural Program (MAP), an effort to develop disease-resistant 

wheat and higher-yielding corn varieties. A more productive agricultural sector, 

Mexican officials and Rockefeller Foundation planners believed, would lower 

food prices, limit the need for food imports, and help generate funds necessary 

to purchase capital equipment for industrialization. As with the IRRI, broader 

issues regarding the socioeconomic and cultural context in which new technolo-

gies might be deployed were given minimal attention. Hired by the Rockefeller 

Foundation and sent to work at the MAP in 1945, Norman Borlaug proudly 

recalled: “Research from the start was production-oriented and restricted to that 

which was relevant to increasing wheat production. Researches in the pursuit 

of irrelevant academic butterflies were discouraged, both because of the acute 

shortage of manpower and because of the need to have data and materials avail-

able as soon as possible for use in the production program.”40

The technical task for the MAP’s work with wheat was similar to that faced 

by the IRRI’s experiments in rice. Once more, Japan also proved a crucial source 

of genetic materials. Working there during the postwar occupation, U.S. De-

partment of Agriculture (USDA) scientist Samuel Cecil Salmon sent hardy, 

high-yielding dwarf wheat samples back to the United States, where they were 

crossed with American varieties in a project run by the USDA and Washington 

State University. Borlaug then used seeds from the Washington State project to 

introduce dwarfing genes into indigenous Mexican varieties, hoping to create 

plants that would respond well to fertilizer and irrigation without lodging. The 

plants that Borlaug produced were spectacularly successful in the Mexican en-

vironment. By the late 1950s, their introduction sharply reduced the country’s 

need for wheat imports by roughly 90 percent over World War II levels. By 1962, 

Mexico’s wheat production had climbed so rapidly that it was possible to begin 

exporting the crop, allowing the country to start earning the foreign exchange 

needed to finance industrial ventures. By 1966, the project was so successful that 

the Rockefeller Foundation closed its original office and then, with funding from 

the Ford Foundation and the Mexican government, reconstituted the venture as 

an international research center along the same lines as the IRRI, creating the 

CIMMYT.41

The CIMMYT’s wheat also produced impressive results in Asia, and particu-

larly in India. After a visit there in the spring of 1963, Borlaug sent samples of the 

Mexican wheat for sowing in the fall season. When they proved up to three times 

as productive as local varieties, and serious droughts forced India to import large 
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amounts of U.S. grain, Indian officials began a national campaign to distribute 

the new seeds. Announcements in the press, radio, and cinemas increased de-

mand, and eighteen thousand metric tons were imported and sold at subsidized 

rates in the 1965–66 season. As the new varieties produced much larger yields, 

India’s reliance on imported food also decreased sharply, falling from 4.7 percent 

of total imports in 1960–61 to only 0.8 percent in 1972–73 and making self-

sufficiency a reasonable goal.42

By 1968, collaboration among institutes like the IRRI, the CIMMYT, and na-

tional research programs raised hopes for major long-term gains. Praising “har-

vests of unprecedented size” in India, Pakistan, Turkey, and the Philippines, AID 

administrator William Gaud coined the term “Green Revolution.” The transfor-

mation of agriculture, he claimed, could become “as significant and as beneficial 

to mankind as the industrial revolution of a century and a half ago.” USDA of-

ficial Lester Brown was equally rhapsodic, declaring that the “exciting new ce-

real varieties are so superior to the traditional varieties and so dramatic in their 

impact that they are becoming ‘engines of change’ wherever used.” Even “rural 

Asians,” he observed, would “change and innovate—when it is in their advantage 

to do so.” Linking the Green Revolution to the campaign for population control, 

Brown also suggested that “family planners should take heart.” Once farmers 

learn that they “can indeed influence their destiny,” he noted, “they may become 

much more susceptible to family planning and other ‘radical’ departures.”43

Over the next three decades, the Green Revolution continued to advance. In 

1971, a new Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) 

was created to coordinate financial support for a growing network of interna-

tional centers patterned on the IRRI and CIMMYT. By 1981, thirteen different 

international agricultural institutes were at work, with a combined budget of 

$145 million. The adoption of high-yielding varieties also accelerated. In 1970, 

roughly 10 to 15 percent of the wheat and rice crops in the postcolonial world 

were planted in the new varieties. By 1991, more than three-fourths were. Be-

tween 1961 and 1992, across ninety-three different countries, wheat yields rose 

by a factor of 2.7, while rice yields rose by a factor of 1.9. The Green Revolution 

certainly did enable the postcolonial world to produce much more food.44

The Green Revolution did not, however, produce the thoroughgoing, mod-

ernizing revolution that its proponents envisioned. Because so much agricultural 

research was focused on production and the problem of increasing yields per 

unit of area under ideal conditions, experts paid far less attention to the poten-

tial impact of the new technology on the lives of those adopting it. Dismissing 

the “traditional” agricultural sector as a way of life that would soon be swept 

away, they imagined a liberating process in which the transition to market-based 

agriculture would benefit all concerned, uplifting local farmers, promoting 
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industrialization, and preventing radical upheavals. By ignoring questions re-

garding the likely impact of the technology on conditions of social and economic 

inequality, both within nations and between them, they also failed to recognize 

that in many cases the Green Revolution would generate increased poverty and 

social conflict.

These issues are the subject of a vast, complex, and contentious literature, 

but examples drawn from South Asia, a region in which the Green Revolution 

had an enormous impact, illustrate the unintended consequences produced. In 

Pakistan, the Green Revolution served both political and developmental ends. 

The country’s founding party, the Muslim League, sought to preserve its power 

by promising land to poorer peasants and, at the same time, inviting elite land-

owners into the governing coalition. The need to appeal to both of those di-

verse constituencies and their competing interests made land reform politically 

unattractive if not impossible, since it would have required expropriating the 

property of the influential class that dominated the country’s legislature. Prom-

ising rapid agricultural growth, however, was a more acceptable solution, and 

President Ayub Khan’s decision to introduce high-yielding Mexican wheat and 

modified rice seeds into Pakistan took place in that context. The overall historical 

results, at the aggregate level, were impressive. Between the 1959–60 and 1996–97 

harvests, Pakistani wheat yields climbed dramatically from 801 kilograms per 

hectare to 2,026 kilograms per hectare, and per hectare rice yields rose from 826 

kilograms to 1,912 kilograms. Over the same period, farmers also increased the 

area under wheat cultivation from 4.9 million to 8 million hectares, and that 

under rice cultivation from 1.2 million to 2.25 million hectares. As a result of 

higher yields and increased farmland, Pakistan’s annual rice and wheat harvests 

quadrupled in size. The Green Revolution also allowed that country’s food pro-

duction to increase faster than its population did.45

Those increases, however, did not alleviate poverty or promote political sta-

bility. In fact, the reverse was often the case. In Pakistan, as in other regions, 

the expensive technological package required to grow the high-yielding varieties, 

including fertilizer, pesticides, and herbicides, raised the costs of farm produc-

tion, often making it difficult for smaller, less affluent landholders to compete 

with wealthier ones owning larger fields. The increased energy costs required for 

those inputs, and for irrigation and agricultural machinery, also hit poorer farm-

ers hard, especially as oil prices jumped in the 1970s. As poorer, peasant farmers 

were priced out of the market, the concentration of landholding increased. Large 

landholders also discovered that even though high-yielding varieties required 

more expensive inputs, their higher profit margins enabled them to invest in 

labor-saving machinery and chemicals that made it less necessary to rely on ten-

ants for the tasks of ploughing, sowing, weeding, and harvesting. As yields rose, 
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land increased in value, and since government banks used land as collateral in 

advancing the credit needed to pay for the expensive capital inputs, the Green 

Revolution compounded the socioeconomic inequalities. As a result, large num-

bers of poor peasants and agricultural workers were displaced, losing their land, 

work, or both. Rural poverty increased, and token gestures toward land reform 

did little to ensure the security of the country’s military regimes.46

In India, the results of the Green Revolution were similar, with increases in ag-

gregate production often accompanied by rising inequality. After high-yielding 

varieties were introduced there in the mid-1960s, they were widely planted and 

achieved striking results. By the late 1970s, India became the single largest area 

of high-yield crop adoption in the world, with more than half of the total world 

area planted in improved varieties of wheat and rice. In the first five years after 

high-yielding crops were planted, Indian wheat harvests rose by 150 percent, 

and rice harvests by nearly 32 percent. Some local studies also reported wide-

spread benefits. Anthropologist Murray Leaf, working in a Punjabi village in the 

mid-1960s and late 1970s, described substantial increases in the use of hybrid 

varieties of wheat seed received from the local university extension service. A 

government-supported village cooperative system, he noted, also obtained fer-

tilizer and irrigation pumps at affordable prices and bought much of the food 

grains that farmers produced, making it “far more reasonable for small farmers 

to adopt new crops and methods at the same time larger farmers do.” Other 

studies claimed that even among the poor and landless the increases in gen-

eral rural prosperity allowed displaced peasants and tenants to find profitable 

nonfarm work.47

Such broadly favorable responses, however, were exceptional. The new variet-

ies flourished most successfully in areas where irrigation was already established, 

and their introduction benefited those that had the resources to adopt them first. 

In those cases, farmers experienced rich returns, as they were able to raise yields 

before market prices fell. As adoption spread, however, and prices declined, less 

affluent producers entering the market later achieved thinner returns. Even in 

comparatively wealthy parts of the country, moreover, the Green Revolution 

often triggered negative results. As socioeconomic inequality grew in Punjab, for 

example, ethnic tensions hardened, leading not to political stability but instead 

increased conflict along the lines of race, religion, and culture. During the late 

1970s and early 1980s, technological input costs climbed, and returns on invest-

ment in high-yielding wheat declined, causing many farmers to fall into debt 

and lose their land. When Sikh farmers began protests, boycotted grain markets, 

and tried to prevent the delivery of their harvests to the government-run food 

corporation, Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi sent in the army, contributing 

to a violent conflict in which more than 15,000 people died by 1991.48
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The technology of the Green Revolution, finally, produced many unantici-

pated environmental problems. The mass distribution of high-yielding seeds 

and the replacement of many indigenous varieties contributed to a reduction of 

genetic diversity, making harvests far more vulnerable to attacks by disease and 

insects. Higher demands for irrigation raised water tables, increased salinization, 

and reduced soil fertility. High-yield varieties exhausted soil nutrients, and ris-

ing global demands for fertilizer raised energy consumption and oil prices. As 

farmers tried to protect their investments from insects, bacteria, fungi, and vi-

ruses, they also used increasing amounts of pesticide and herbicide, exposing 

themselves to dangerous toxins, inadvertently contributing to the rise of drug-

resistant pests, and polluting rivers, streams, and lakes.49

Unintended Consequences
U.S. experts perceived the promotion of birth control and the spread of the 

Green Revolution as twin responses to the overriding problem of postcolonial 

population growth. Limiting birthrates and raising food production, they be-

lieved, would help reduce the length of the critical “transitional” phase, allowing 

modernization to proceed before it could be derailed by escalating social welfare 

costs or political upheavals. They also imagined that technological solutions, in 

the form of improved contraception or genetically engineered seeds, would be 

crucial instruments in that process, making economic development easier to ac-

complish and producing changes of psychology and values as well. While these 

technologies were presented as means to reduce poverty, improve health, and 

give “traditional” peoples greater control over their own lives, their actual use 

often produced strikingly different results. Strategies to limit fertility, focused 

on aggregate change and unmoored from a concern with individual families, 

frequently took highly coercive forms. Green Revolution technology, designed to 

produce more food, also contributed to growing socioeconomic inequalities.

In the end, birthrates did fall, and agricultural productivity did increase. Yet 

here too the picture was more complex than modernizers assumed. Demogra-

phers have argued that declines in fertility in the postcolonial world have been 

much more closely correlated to increases in women’s education and work op-

portunities than the mere availability of contraception. Indeed, women’s individ-

ual desires regarding the number of children they wanted proved to be the most 

crucial variable. U.S. agricultural experts also tended to view improved seeds, 

fertilizer, and related inputs as a single, exogenous package, and they impatiently 

described failures to accept all of its components as evidence of ignorance or tra-

ditional intransigence, setting aside the specific socioeconomic factors at work. A 
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careful analysis reveals, however, that even at the aggregate level the Green Revo-

lution did not close the broader, global gap. While agricultural productivity rose 

in many parts of Asia and Latin America, it still lagged behind the more rapid 

increases in Europe, North America, and Japan. Net exporters of food until 1981, 

postcolonial countries became net importers after that date.50

As they envisioned a pattern of direct technology transfer, modernizers misread 

or ignored the social, cultural, and economic environments in which the technol-

ogy would be deployed. Assuming the existence of “latent demand,” they promoted 

contraception in ways that failed to recognize the motivations of parents for having 

larger families. Sending “minikits” of seed and fertilizer off for planting in South 

Asia, they paid little attention to the wider questions of who would benefit from 

the technology at whose expense, and how it might even create the kind of political 

turmoil they sought to avoid. The vision of development as a process that could be 

catalyzed from outside, often without any real understanding of the cultural and 

political dynamics at work on the ground, was also clear in the U.S. attempt to direct 

the course of change in Guatemala, Vietnam, and Iran. In those cases, however, the 

results were not mixed, and the failure was both unmitigated and unmistakable.
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5

COUNTERINSURGENCY AND 
REPRESSION
Guatemala, South Vietnam, and Iran

Modernization was a fundamentally liberal ideal. As part of the wider discourse 

of development so deeply embedded in U.S. political and intellectual life from 

the late 1950s through the early 1970s, it promised to raise economic productiv-

ity, elevate living standards, and stimulate cultural transformations to create a 

more humane, just, and safer world. Thus modernization’s promoters in gov-

ernment, foundations, and academia believed that they were engaged in a pro-

foundly altruistic enterprise. At the height of the Cold War, however, they also 

envisioned modernization as part of an essential and often deadly struggle, a 

contest that required a resolute commitment to the use of coercive, lethal force. 

“Like all revolutions,” Walt Rostow insisted, “the revolution of modernization is 

disturbing. Individual men are torn between the old and familiar way of life and 

the attractions of a modern way of life. . . . Power moves towards those who can 

command the tools of modern technology, including modern weapons.” Amid 

the anxieties and strains of the great transition, Communists and other radicals 

would prey on the new nations, offering their models of development as supe-

rior paths to modernity “even at the cost of surrendering human liberty.” With 

the future of the postcolonial world in the balance, American modernizers were 

determined to direct its progress through foreign aid and development programs 

where possible, and through violence where necessary.1

The cases of Guatemala, South Vietnam, and Iran illustrate the extent to 

which commitments to democracy, so often repeated in the declarations of theo-

rists and policymakers, were readily cast aside in favor of more authoritarian 

solutions. American modernizers imagined that they were promoting liberal, 
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pluralistic outcomes, but their ambivalence toward nationalism and their ob-

session with communism frequently led them to undermine their own stated 

priorities. Counterinsurgency warfare and the deployment of repressive internal 

police forces, U.S. policymakers came to believe, were often essential to create the 

conditions of social and political stability required for modernization to proceed 

along its natural course. The forceful expansion of state surveillance and bureau-

cratic control over remote, rural populations, they argued, were integral parts of 

the nation-building process. Distrustful of populist politics, many U.S. officials 

also came to see the creation of modern, professional militaries as a progressive 

step. Such forces, they imagined, would defend societies in transition and create 

new sources of rational, enlightened authority as well.

These hard-line solutions, moreover, were not simply imposed by Washington 

on postcolonial states. By casting themselves as progressive modernizers, postco-

lonial leaders found a ready vocabulary with which to legitimate their authority, 

identify threats, and demand increased U.S. economic and security assistance. 

Guatemalan military leaders, South Vietnamese dictators, and the shah of Iran 

quickly seized on modernization to reach domestic and foreign audiences. Eco-

nomic and social development, in their hands, became a vehicle through which 

they could compete with alternative visions of progress and win increased sup-

port for regimes that had no interest in liberal reform.

Guatemala and the Alliance for Progress
As the Kennedy administration took office in January 1961, Latin America stood 

out as an arena of Cold War anxiety. Although increased U.S. demands for natu-

ral and strategic resources helped the region’s economies expand during World 

War II, since the late 1940s the boom had subsided. As foreign exchange earnings 

in primary exports, like coffee, sugar, copper, and tin, continued to fall behind 

the costs of manufactured imports, Latin American nations accumulated little 

domestic savings to invest in development programs. Affluent commercial elites 

benefited by supplying North American markets, but little of their wealth reached 

destitute peasants and urban workers. During the early 1950s the region’s annual 

per capita income remained less than $250, and Latin American life expectancies 

averaged only forty-three years, a full twenty-five years less than in the United 

States. In most countries, moreover, oligarchies perpetuated tremendous social 

and political inequalities, holding large majorities of the arable land and enjoy-

ing greatly disproportionate shares of the nation’s income.2

The Eisenhower administration did little to address this situation. While pro-

gressive Latin American leaders like Chile’s Eduardo Frei and Brazil’s Juscelino 
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Kubitschek requested long-term, multibillion dollar development assistance 

programs, Eisenhower and his advisers stressed the need for growth through 

free market capitalism and private enterprise, rejecting programs that would 

involve significant public investment or state planning. Preferring stability to 

reform, they also saw little cause to advance policies that would potentially un-

dermine the faithfully anticommunist dictators they supported. Rather than 

expanded economic aid or proposals for social reform, the Eisenhower admin-

istration showered its regional favorites with military assistance, awarding the 

Legion of Merit medal to right-wing stalwarts like Peru’s Manuel Odría and 

Venezuela’s Marcos Pérez Jiménez.3

By 1960, however, the costs of those policies became starkly apparent. In 

1958, angry students in Lima interrupted Vice President Richard Nixon’s re-

gional “goodwill tour,” and a rock-throwing crowd in Caracas nearly killed him. 

These events drove home the reality of deep anti-American resentment in the 

region, but it was the Cuban Revolution of 1959 that truly riveted Washington 

policymakers. If a figure like Cuba’s Fulgencio Batista was vulnerable to revo-

lutionary overthrow, they worried, what might happen to the likes of Rafael 

Trujillo’s dictatorship in the Dominican Republic or the Nicaraguan regime of 

Anastasio Somoza? Faced with those questions, the Eisenhower administration 

began to rethink its approach, listening with new attention to the arguments of 

progressive Latin American leaders that popular destitution and misery were 

at least as dangerous as Communist conspiracy. In September 1960 the ad-

ministration also agreed to contribute $500 million for the creation of a Social 

Progress Trust Fund to promote agricultural reforms and programs in public 

health, education, and housing. The wider questions, however, still remained. 

How could the United States define a new regional strategy to ensure that a 

second Cuba would not emerge, and that the prospect of revolutionary nation-

alism and Soviet-sponsored “wars of national liberation” would not be realized 

throughout the rest of the Western Hemisphere?

For Kennedy and his advisers, the answer was a comprehensive program of ac-

celerated development. Harvard historian and White House special assistant Ar-

thur Schlesinger, Jr., told the new president that “the problem of political ferment 

in Latin America” was rooted in the struggle to bring the region’s invisible masses 

“into the 20th century.” “To put it most concisely,” Schlesinger emphasized, “it is 

the problem of modernization.” Kennedy’s Latin American Task Force, including 

the New Deal veteran Adolf Berle, economist Robert Alexander, historian Arthur 

Whitaker, and Puerto Rican development experts Teodoro Moscoso and Arturo 

Morales Carrión, concurred with that perspective. “The present ferment in Latin 

America, which facilitates Communist penetration,” they stressed, “is the out-

ward sign of a tide of social and political change which the United States cannot 
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and should not check.” The key to preventing revolution would be to promote 

an integrated, long-range hemispheric plan that would direct those forces “into 

channels that are or ought to be, acceptable as well as beneficial to the peoples 

involved.”4

On March 13, 1961, in a White House speech to the Latin American diplo-

matic corps, Kennedy announced the Alliance for Progress. Drawing directly 

on the concepts and promise of modernization, the president boldly predicted 

a regional “take-off.” By the end of the decade, he declared, “the living stan-

dards of every American family will be on the rise, basic education will be 

available to all, hunger will be a forgotten experience, the need for massive 

outside help will have passed, most nations will have entered a period of self-

sustaining growth, and, although there will be still much to do, every Ameri-

can Republic will be the master of its own revolution and its own hope and 

progress.” Radically increasing the level of economic aid, the United States 

pledged to provide $1 billion in public funds for the program in the first year, 

and to raise $20 billion from international lending and private investment 

over the rest of the decade. Internal investment was projected to generate an 

additional $80 billion by the end of the 1960s, allowing the region to achieve 

a much improved annual economic growth rate of 2.5 percent.5

The Alliance for Progress was expected to promote political transformations 

as well, supporting democracy over dictatorship, and ultimately alleviating the 

social and political conditions that fed radical nationalism and Marxist insur-

gency. Kennedy maintained that the Alliance would “demonstrate to the entire 

world that man’s unsatisfied aspirations for economic progress and social justice 

can be achieved by free men within a framework of democratic institutions.” 

Ratified by all the members of the Organization of American States (OAS) except 

Cuba, the program’s official charter repeated that emphasis on the integration of 

political and economic change. The Alliance, OAS members declared, would seek 

to “accelerate the economic and social development of the participating coun-

tries of Latin America, so that they may achieve levels of well being, with equal 

opportunities for all, in democratic societies adapted to their own needs and 

desires.”6

The Alliance’s emphasis on democratic development, however, stood in direct 

contradiction to the immediate U.S. preoccupation with security and counterin-

surgency. Kennedy’s liberal advisers insisted that the Alliance for Progress should 

promote a “middle-class revolution,” empowering doctors, lawyers, teachers, and 

small businessmen to mobilize broader public support for progressive, reformist 

movements. The president himself, speaking on the first anniversary of the pro-

gram’s founding, made the point most dramatically, declaring that “those who 

make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution inevitable.” 
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The region’s elites, he warned, would have to embrace democratic reforms and 

liberal social policies in order to address the destitution and political repression 

that gave Cuban and Soviet-sponsored insurgencies a golden opportunity to de-

rail the “natural” course of modernization. But the idea of promoting “revolu-

tion” of any kind was anathema to Latin America’s conservative oligarchs. While 

glad to receive development funds, and eager to present themselves as benevo-

lent, far-sighted leaders, they insisted that any progress would depend on the 

security they alone ensured.

In countries like Guatemala, this tension produced devastating results. As the 

Alliance helped fund rural cooperatives, literacy campaigns, and political train-

ing programs it also enabled Indians and poor peasants to challenge the author-

ity of the merchants and landowners who exploited their labor. At the same time, 

the overriding anti-Communist policies of the Kennedy and Johnson admin-

istrations accelerated the country’s descent into unrelenting conflict. Drawing 

on the ample supply of U.S. military and counterinsurgency aid, elites went to 

war against their impoverished countrymen. In the end, U.S.-sponsored repres-

sion in Guatemala prevented any real development and helped turn the “peaceful 

revolution” into a violent cataclysm.7

Guatemala emerged as a focus of Cold War concern in the early 1950s, as 

President Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán launched a nationalist program to create an 

economy that would be less beholden to U.S. capital. In addition to constructing 

highways and power plants that threatened the profits of U.S. transportation and 

utility companies, Arbenz put forward a sweeping Agrarian Reform Law in June 

1952. Issued at a moment when 2 percent of the population owned a full 72 per-

cent of farmland, and annual per capita incomes in rural areas stood at a mere 

$89, the decree expropriated all uncultivated land on private farms and estates 

over 672 acres in size. Large landholders were compensated with bonds based on 

their own undervalued tax returns, while new owners, many of them peasants, 

purchased small farms by promising to pay 5 percent of their annual harvest 

over the next twenty-five years. Under the law, 1.4 million acres were distributed, 

benefiting more than 500,000 people.8

Guatemala’s large landowners, including the powerful U.S.-owned United 

Fruit Company, condemned the measure vociferously, and Washington policy-

makers were deeply alarmed. Beyond the complaints of United Fruit, the Eisen-

hower administration also worried about the enthusiastic support for Arbenz 

among Guatemalan Communists and feared that his land reform measures might 

generate revolutionary ambitions among an increasingly radicalized peasantry. 

While Arbenz himself was not a Communist, his collaboration with Communist 

Party members and attempts to create what he termed a “more collective society” 

aroused U.S. anxieties, as did his decision to purchase arms from Czechoslovakia 
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after Washington cut off military aid to his country in 1949. More profoundly, the 

Eisenhower administration feared that his ardently nationalist economic course 

would embolden other Central American countries to follow similar paths, jeop-

ardizing U.S. economic dominance and empowering an insurgent political left.9

Troubled by Guatemalan nationalism, and unwilling to tolerate any risk of 

growing Communist influence in Latin America, the Eisenhower administration 

and the Central Intelligence Agency launched a military coup against Arbenz 

in June 1954, putting in power Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas and starting a 

concerted effort to redirect the country’s developmental course. Firmly backed 

by the United States, Castillo Armas quickly returned Guatemala to a free mar-

ket economy dominated by landowning elites and open to unrestricted foreign 

investment. A new five-year plan in 1955 emphasized the development of in-

frastructure for transportation, communications, and power generation but 

allocated only token amounts for social programs in health and education. Un-

surprisingly, the majority of the new construction contracts went to U.S. firms, 

many of which violated labor codes, paid less than legal minimum wages, and 

provided workers with inadequate housing. Determined to roll back the Arbenz 

reforms, the Castillo Armas regime also returned nearly 80 percent of all previ-

ously expropriated land. Through the end of the decade illiteracy remained a 

steady 60 to 70 percent nationwide, and three-fourths of Guatemalans experi-

enced a decline in income.10

The Eisenhower administration also made little pretense of supporting de-

mocracy. Relying on the CIA for help, the Guatemalan government authorized 

the imprisonment of dissidents for up to six months without trial, arrested thou-

sands of peasants and workers on charges of supporting Communists, and en-

couraged the formation of right-wing vigilante groups. After Castillo Armas was 

assassinated by a member of his own palace guard in 1957, the United States 

increased its military support to his successor, the conservative military officer 

and engineer Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes. Ydígoras promised stability and order, 

and though many U.S. officials doubted his competence, Washington sent him 

$300,000 in military aid between 1958 and 1961.11

Thus, as the Alliance for Progress began, Guatemala epitomized the volatile 

situation Kennedy and his advisers worried most about. Led by a repressive oli-

garchy and plagued with deep inequalities of wealth, the country seemed an ideal 

place for a revolutionary insurgency to take root. In November 1960, moreover, 

four hundred nationalist military officers, embittered by Ydígoras’s decision to 

allow Cuban exiles to train on Guatemalan soil in preparation for the Bay of Pigs 

invasion, had rebelled against the government. While the CIA helped suppress 

the insurgents, their remnants allied with the Guatemalan Communist Party to 

create a new guerrilla movement, the Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes (FAR). In early 
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1962, Ydígoras brutally suppressed antigovernment demonstrations, but as his 

term in office drew to a close in 1963, he promised to permit open elections and 

allowed the reformist former president Juan José Arévalo to return from exile to 

participate in them. In response, the Guatemalan military condemned Ydígoras 

as “soft on communism” and Defense Minister Enrique Peralta Azurdia mounted 

a successful coup. Declaring that the government was infected by Communists, 

Peralta then suspended the constitution, dissolved the congress, and took full 

control as the head of state. Guatemala became more politically polarized than 

ever before. As historian Rachel May observed, by 1963 the military “no longer 

seemed to be simply at the service of the traditional landed elites—the military 

itself was becoming the most influential ‘elite’ group in the country.”12

The Kennedy administration’s response to this turmoil reflected the funda-

mental contradictions at the core of the Alliance’s modernizing project. While 

trying to promote a “controlled” revolution, U.S. policymakers were also deter-

mined to maintain internal stability. During the course of the Alliance the United 

States poured $27 million into Guatemala, much of which supported large in-

frastructure projects. A substantial portion of U.S. aid, however, was spent in 

attempts to intervene directly in the country’s internal political and economic 

order. The tensions became especially clear in the Guatemalan countryside. If 

modernization were to go forward, many experts believed, it would have to re-

structure rural life, alleviating the poverty and desperation that made peasant 

populations susceptible to insurgent movements. The culture of Guatemala’s in-

digenous, rural poor also seemed a fundamental barrier to development. Since 

the 1950s, State Department reports had bemoaned the presence of an “illiterate 

Indian majority [which] has continued to live separated from the main currents 

of modern life, entrenched in the ancient customs of the Mayan era.” One report 

patronizingly lamented: “[The Indians] have little ambition and less opportu-

nity to rise above a subsistence level . . . [they] throw away what little they can on 

liquor and fireworks and often prevent their children from attending school lest 

they forsake the ways of their forefathers.”13

Under the Alliance for Progress, AID now sought to modernize that popu-

lation, and in the process it helped mobilize some of the very groups that the 

oligarchy sought most to contain. Guatemalan landowners had long benefited 

from the oppression of the country’s highland, predominantly Indian peas-

antry. With few opportunities to own land and little chance to grow enough 

food for their families, the poverty of Guatemala’s highland Indians often forced 

them to rent from absentee landlords and make annual migrations to the Pa-

cific coast to work on coffee, cotton, and banana plantations. Labor contractors 

loaded hundreds of thousands of migrants into trucks and sent them off to 

work fourteen-hour days on massive farms where they received minimal wages, 
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lived in open shelters with dirt floors and no electricity, and suffered from high 

rates of malnutrition, malaria, dysentery, and pesticide poisoning. Tied to labor 

contracts by loans they struggled to repay, highland Indian peasants became a 

ruthlessly exploited, captive workforce.14

Landowning elites justified this arrangement by insisting that Indian peasants 

were unproductive, lacked initiative, and could never become independent farm-

ers. The Alliance for Progress, however, began to sponsor policies that prom-

ised to alter the basic structures of rural life and labor. In 1962, U.S. funding 

promoted a program to organize 14,000 peasant families into producing and 

marketing cooperatives. AID expected to foster economic growth by integrating 

highland peasants into the cash economy, allowing them to produce for broader 

markets, and making them more active consumers of manufactured goods. By 

providing peasants with new means to gain credit and build savings the coop-

eratives helped make peasants less dependent on landlords and merchants for 

crop marketing, loans, and farm inputs like tools and fertilizer. U.S. Peace Corps 

volunteers also supported cooperatives with literacy projects, some of which fos-

tered independent political organizing.15

Many of the most important impacts were brought about through collabora-

tion with Catholic missionaries. During the 1950s the Castillo Armas regime had 

invited missionaries into the country to make up for a shortage of priests. Closely 

aligned with a conservative Catholic Church, the Guatemalan oligarchy welcomed 

their arrival, expecting that their pursuit of Indian converts might contribute to 

the creation of a more docile labor force. As a more liberal-minded “Catholic 

Action” movement took hold, however, priests defied the church hierarchy and 

combined their evangelism with community development work, establishing 

schools and medical clinics and organizing cooperatives and literacy campaigns. 

Following the Second Vatican Council’s strong emphasis on the obligations of 

the faithful to respect human rights and create humane living standards, Mary-

knoll and Jesuit missionaries also organized peasant discussions of social and 

economic problems. During the early to mid-1960s, moreover, the U.S. Agency 

for International Development supported many of these efforts. Lacking experi-

ence in the country, AID officials relied on priests to establish “village improve-

ment committees” that would propose projects and apply for U.S. development 

funds. Jesuits working at the Universidad Landívar in Guatemala City used AID 

money to train students as “social promoters,” sending their comparatively afflu-

ent graduates into the countryside to organize “consciousness-raising” groups 

and development programs among the poor. In 1965, funds obtained through 

the U.S. Foreign Assistance Act also sponsored a Guatemalan leadership train-

ing program at the Inter-American Center of Loyola University in New Orleans. 

After being screened by the State Department, Guatemalan participants trained 
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on U.S. farms and agricultural extension projects, met local chamber of com-

merce members, and returned to work in their country’s villages as community 

organizers, union leaders, and Christian Democratic Party politicians.16

While some U.S. officials may have anticipated that the teaching of Catho-

lic social doctrine would provide an attractive alternative to Marxism, Guate-

mala’s oligarchs feared that the AID and Catholic-sponsored projects would 

upend the existing social order. In the department of Santa Cruz del Quiché, 

for example, an Indian peasant cooperative managed to purchase fertilizer 

at discounted prices, allowing its members to undermine the power of local 

merchants and labor contractors. Complaints to the governor resulted in the 

expulsion of the missionaries, but the cooperative was undaunted, quickly 

doubling its membership. In response to these sorts of challenges, elites moved 

quickly. Red-baiting anyone who attempted to organize upland peasants and 

any program that threatened to disrupt the existing patterns of class and eth-

nic exploitation, the elites condemned the interference of “subversives” and 

“Communists.” When radical students arranged meetings between Maryknoll 

missionaries and FAR guerrillas, and the two parties found common ground 

in their commitment to sweeping social change on behalf of the poor, the oli-

garchy’s worst fears were confirmed. After successfully demanding the depor-

tation of the offending priests and nuns, the Guatemalan military searched 

missionary schools and targeted cooperative leaders and Mayan converts for 

arrest. Resenting challenges to their authority, landowners and merchants also 

provided the Guatemalan military with blacklists, facilitating a campaign of 

kidnapping and assassination that accelerated over the next two decades.17

The U.S. commitment to “peaceful revolution” and democracy soon evapo-

rated. When liberal reforms created political conflict, the United States aban-

doned them in favor of immediate security goals. Where the Alliance had 

promised progressive structural change in opposition to oligarchic control, U.S. 

policymakers came to embrace visions of “military modernization” and threw 

their support behind a brutal counterinsurgency war. The idea that postcolo-

nial militaries could play pivotal roles in accelerating modernization provided 

an easy way to reconcile support for development with the empowerment of 

security forces. A broad range of U.S. experts also provided the rationale for 

a more repressive turn. According to sociologist Edward Shils, as “major rep-

resentatives of modernity in technology and administration,” military forces 

could “integrate diverse ethnic groups into a national community,” “teach skills 

useful in economic development,” “widen horizons beyond village and local-

ity,” and “keep young men from being infected by nationalistic demagoguery.” 

As one State Department intelligence report argued in early 1962, the Latin 

American military could play a most beneficial role if it “[became] directly 
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involved in bringing the benefits of the Alliance to the people, especially in 

rural areas.”18

Expanding military control over the countryside, of course, was precisely 

what Guatemala’s government intended. While its policies had nothing to do 

with social reform or democratic development, they enjoyed strong U.S. support. 

Between 1961 and 1963 the United States delivered $4.3 million in military aid 

to Guatemala, more than four times the amount supplied by the Eisenhower ad-

ministration in the previous four years. After seizing power in 1963, Colonel Per-

alta Azudia also defined his own vision of modernization. “Security and order,” 

he declared in his first major speech, “are the indispensable prerequisites for the 

realization of the values of economic and social evolution. Whoever disturbs 

the public order will be rigorously repressed.” Although that formulation fully 

inverted the Kennedy administration’s argument that immediate progressive 

change was essential for the long-term achievement of security, U.S. government 

support for the Guatemalan regime increased. After briefly suspending relations 

to express its official disapproval of Peralta’s coup, the Kennedy administration 

quickly restored relations even as Peralta refused U.S. requests to schedule presi-

dential elections and end an extralegal system of military tribunals. AID support 

for the Guatemalan “civic action” and police training programs also funded the 

delivery of pistols, machine guns, mortars, and helicopters, while U.S. Special 

Forces troops traveled to Guatemala to train army officers in counterinsurgency 

techniques.19

That U.S. assistance helped the Guatemalan military unleash a relentless cam-

paign against all forms of opposition. Making full use of the tools the United 

States supplied, military forces arbitrarily exiled, imprisoned, and tortured union 

organizers, cooperative leaders, and opposition party members. A new Mobile 

Military Police and a network of military commissioners expanded state control 

in rural areas, providing surveillance, conducting interrogations, and collaborat-

ing with large plantation owners to discipline the indigenous workforce. Just 

prior to the 1966 elections, military intelligence and judicial police also captured 

and secretly executed more than thirty political activists and Communist Party 

members in Guatemala City—the start of a wider pattern of mass “disappear-

ances.” In October 1966 the army went on to deploy U.S.-supplied arms and 

aircraft in a “scorched earth” campaign, killing up to 8,000 in peasant communi-

ties thought to be aligned with guerrilla forces. In the same year right-wing death 

squads such as the infamous Mano Blanca began to operate, murdering political 

opponents with military collaboration.20

These developments, of course, were patently clear to U.S. officials. Yet be-

tween 1964 and 1966 the United States provided an additional $34 million in 

development aid to Guatemala, even as U.S. ambassador John Bell warned that 
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all proposals for social reform had stalled in the face of determined opposition 

by the military and conservative oligarchs. In October 1967, Thomas Hughes 

of the State Department’s intelligence branch warned Secretary of State Dean 

Rusk that the counterinsurgency program was “running wild” as Guatemalan 

security forces employed methods that “resembled those of the guerrillas them-

selves: kidnappings, torture, and summary executions.” Rural and urban coun-

terinsurgency units, Hughes reported, not only attacked “known” Communists 

and sympathizers, but “threatened and acted against an alarmingly broad range 

of Guatemalans of all social sectors and political persuasions.” According to 

Hughes, “labor leaders, businessmen, students and intellectuals, government of-

ficials, and politicians have all been included at various times on the ‘target lists’ 

of clandestine anti-communist organizations.”21

As frustrations mounted, U.S. policymakers blamed the Alliance’s failures on 

the oligarchy’s intransigence. “What is wrong,” one official lamented, “is that you 

are dealing with a society here that has a concept of mankind opposed to that 

of Western civilization. In Guatemala, the educated, the people of means, and 

their children, are interested only in amassing as much as they can for themselves 

and their families. They have no sense of obligation for the rest of society.” The 

cycles of violence and oppression that devastated Guatemala, leading to civil war, 

three decades of military dictatorship, and the deaths of approximately 200,000 

citizens between 1966 and 1996, certainly had deep domestic roots. The failure 

of the United States to resolve the fundamental contradictions at the core of 

its vision of modernization, however, helped accelerate the tragedy. When pro-

grams intended to promote progressive economic and political change gener-

ated conflict in Guatemala’s deeply stratified society, U.S. policymakers quietly 

abandoned them in favor of shoring up the forces they identified with the pres-

ervation of security and order. Unwilling to go where destabilizing interventions 

might lead, the Kennedy and Johnson administrations dispensed with their re-

formist ambitions and fueled the forces of reaction, ultimately achieving neither 

democracy nor stability, and contributing to precisely the kind of revolutionary 

violence they wished to prevent.22

Nation Building in South Vietnam
The presidential palace in Saigon was a long way from his office in East Lansing, 

but Wesley Fishel had little doubt about the path to progress in South Vietnam. 

A political scientist at Michigan State University (MSU), Fishel became one of 

South Vietnamese prime minister Ngo Dinh Diem’s closest U.S. advisers and 

confidants during the late 1950s and early 1960s. Between 1954 and 1955, Fishel 
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served as a liaison between Diem and General Lawton Collins, President Eisen-

hower’s personal envoy to South Vietnam. From 1955 through 1962, he helped 

lead an MSU team that assisted Diem’s government with training and advice 

on matters of refugee resettlement, civil service education, and police adminis-

tration. But, above all, in a flood of government memoranda, public speeches, 

scholarly articles, and popular essays, Fishel conveyed to U.S. audiences an opti-

mistic vision of Vietnamese modernization that elided the increasing repression 

by Diem’s corrupt, dictatorial regime.

As Fishel conceded in 1961, Diem’s government was not yet a model of liberal 

democracy. The press remained subject to government intervention, the execu-

tive branch held far greater power than either the judiciary or the legislature, and 

the country’s constitution included a clause permitting the abrogation of the bill 

of rights in conditions of emergency. It was important to understand, however, 

that South Vietnam was in the midst of a great nation-building struggle. French 

colonialism had devastated Vietnam, and “the resultant society was a product 

of political miscegenation: one with a traditional base, influenced by Confu-

cian, Taoist, and Buddhist ideas and values, topped by a weighty superstruc-

ture of Western organizations, principles, laws and techniques.” The stunning 

defeat and departure of the French in 1954 had also “left a sudden, and nearly 

disastrous political vacuum” as the new government sought to defeat a danger-

ous revolutionary insurgency. Yet Diem remained committed to programs that 

would “stimulate a rapid development of national consciousness and engender 

strong support,” and he knew that the keys to victory were to be found in the 

countryside, among a peasantry caught up in a sweeping transition away from 

the traditional loyalties of family and village toward a modern desire for higher 

living standards, economic growth, and active, political participation. By “jour-

neying about their zones of responsibility, learning the problems of the people,” 

Fishel claimed, Diem’s province and district chiefs would bridge the gap between 

the central government and the rural masses, build an educated electorate, and 

“bring every district in the country into contact with its neighbors and with 

the capital.” The new South Vietnamese state, Fishel concluded, would overcome 

both the colonial legacy and the Communist threat. With the guidance and sup-

port of the United States, it would seize the moment to build a nation where 

none had existed before.23

Fishel’s interpretation reflects the extent to which U.S. social scientists and 

policymakers envisioned nation building in South Vietnam as part of a universal 

process of modernization that, once it gained sufficient momentum, would be-

come an inexorable force. In this vision of nation building, the South Vietnamese 

were framed as essentially malleable, and their history and culture were rele-

gated to a seemingly irrelevant past. As “traditional” peasants became “modern” 
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citizens, U.S. policymakers expected, a new, distinctly South Vietnamese nation-

alism could be created to undercut Ho Chi Minh’s revolutionary appeal. The 

condition of war, moreover, was hardly an obstacle to the process. The National 

Liberation Front (NLF) could certainly challenge Diem’s regime, but the sheer 

violence and disruption of war also appeared to provide a setting in which state-

driven development might prevail.24

The challenge for the United States in Vietnam, modernizers believed, was to 

create a nation-state capable of driving that society through the essential transi-

tion before Communists might direct it down a dangerous false path. That prob-

lem remained central for much of the United States’ war in Vietnam, but it can 

be illustrated most clearly by focusing on the early 1960s, when U.S. policymak-

ers envisioned nation building as a way to redirect the revolution and avoid a 

wider war. In the immediate aftermath of World War II, U.S. policymakers knew 

little about Vietnam. While claiming to reject imperialism, they relied heavily 

on French colonial descriptions of the country’s inhabitants. Viewed through 

a framework stressing the gap between the backward nature of nonwhite, tra-

ditional societies and Western progress, the Vietnamese appeared to be moti-

vated more by immediate self-interest than adherence to principle, driven more 

by emotion than logic. Such a people, most U.S. analysts concluded, were in-

capable of self-government and vulnerable to foreign subversion. The need for 

French cooperation in the reconstruction of Europe and the formation of an 

anti-Soviet, Cold War alliance, moreover, led U.S. policymakers to ignore Ho 

Chi Minh’s 1945 declaration of independence in favor of the preservation of 

French sovereignty over Indochina. The Chinese Revolution and war in Korea 

only amplified U.S. anxiety about the dangers of Communist gains, and by 1950 

the United States began to provide millions of dollars in military aid to support 

French counterinsurgency efforts. When the revolutionaries decisively defeated 

France at Dienbienphu, the subsequent Geneva Accords of 1954 partitioned 

Vietnam into northern and southern halves, pending national elections to re-

unify the country in 1956. Worried that Ho Chi Minh’s stature as an anticolonial 

hero would almost certainly enable him to prevail at the ballot box, the United 

States rejected reunification and began its long drive to create a viable, distinctly 

South Vietnamese state with a growing economy and enough political legitimacy 

to redirect the revolution into liberal, capitalist channels. Determined to back 

South Vietnamese prime minister Ngo Dinh Diem, an anti-French Catholic with 

an influential lobby in the United States, U.S. policymakers came to view nation 

building as an urgent imperative. If it failed, they feared, the United States would 

have to go to war in Southeast Asia.25

Between 1955 and 1961, the United States poured $1.65 billion into South 

Vietnam, making that country the fifth largest recipient of U.S. aid at the time. 
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The U.S. mission in Saigon was also the largest in the world. Yet rather than 

engineering a new sense of national solidarity, Diem and his U.S. backers were 

most successful in alienating the South Vietnamese public. At the time of the 

Geneva settlement, one-quarter of 1 percent of the rural population owned a full 

40 percent of rice land in the South. Saigon’s conservative land reform program, 

however, affected less than 10 percent of the country’s tenant farmers and utterly 

failed to compete with the revolutionary practice of directly redistributing land-

lord holdings. A U.S.-sponsored Commercial Import Program proved equally 

unproductive as American dollars and import credits funded consumer pur-

chases by wealthy urbanites and did nothing to promote local industrial growth. 

Armed with military aid from the United States, Diem created a powerful secret 

police, killed, imprisoned, and tortured Viet Minh sympathizers, and mounted a 

drive to suppress any and all dissent against his regime. In December 1960, an al-

liance of Diem’s southern opponents, led by Communist Party members but also 

including anti-French Viet Minh veterans, professionals, intellectuals, students, 

and peasants created the NLF to lead an armed revolt.26

By 1961, it was increasingly clear to U.S. policymakers that their attempt to 

create a sense of popular loyalty to a separate, southern Vietnamese nation-state 

was failing miserably. American CIA operative Edward Lansdale hoped that Diem 

might become a compelling leader, but it soon became obvious to him and many 

other U.S. advisers that the United States and the South Vietnamese were losing 

the crucial war in the countryside. “It was a shock to me,” Lansdale wrote to Sec-

retary of Defense Robert McNamara, “to look over maps of the estimated situa-

tion with U.S. and Vietnamese intelligence personnel” and find that the NLF “had 

been able to infiltrate the most productive area of South Vietnam and gain control 

of nearly all of it except for narrow corridors protected by military actions.” Other 

assessments that year were similarly bleak. The prominent journalist Theodore 

White offered this report from Saigon in a letter to his friend John F. Kennedy: 

“The situation gets steadily worse almost week by week. . . . Guerrillas now control 

almost all the Southern delta—so much that I could find no American who would 

drive me outside Saigon in his car even by day without military convoy. . . . What 

perplexes the hell out of me is that the Commies, on their side, seem able to find 

people willing to die for their cause.”27

By this point, moreover, Vietnam had emerged as a crucial “test case” of 

America’s ability to combat “wars of national liberation.” A loss there, Kennedy 

and his advisers feared, would do immense damage to U.S. credibility around the 

world. Yet U.S. officials remained reluctant to commit American combat troops 

in the field. Diem’s hold on his own government remained tenuous at best, and 

he had narrowly survived a coup attempt against him in 1960. To deploy U.S. 

soldiers, Kennedy worried, might create an irreversible public commitment to 
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a figure whose leadership ability now appeared questionable at best. It might 

be necessary to send American troops at some point in the future, Kennedy be-

lieved, but the fact that neither France nor Britain was likely to assist in a direct 

military campaign and the danger that the Soviets or Chinese might respond 

to U.S. combat forces by sending in their own troops led the president toward 

another approach. While amplifying U.S. support for Diem’s army and radi-

cally increasing the number of U.S. military advisers, the Kennedy administra-

tion would ultimately try to defeat the revolutionaries through a dramatically 

expanded nation-building program. Modernization, policymakers concluded, 

could prevail as a means of counterinsurgency and a weapon of war.

In thinking about the challenge they faced in Vietnam, the British struggle 

against the Malayan Communists seemed especially important to U.S. planners. 

From late 1952 through early 1953 political scientist Lucian Pye conducted field-

work in Malaya, seeking to learn the reasons why Malayan Chinese joined the 

Communist Party. His conclusions, based on interviews with “surrendered enemy 

personnel,” focused less on matters of the distribution of resources, economic 

conditions, and political repression and more on the universal dynamics of mod-

ernization itself. Revolutionary insurgencies, Pye argued, “[are] intimately related 

to a general process now going on in most underdeveloped areas of the world. 

Large numbers of people are losing their sense of identity with their traditional 

ways of life and are seeking restlessly to realize a modern way.” In this setting, 

communism appealed to those caught up in the transition, those who, accord-

ing to Pye, felt “isolated from, and even hostile to the ways of their forefathers,” 

but were not yet “personally a part of the new.” These people, he observed, “are 

anxious to belong to the future, but they are concerned lest it pass them by.” For 

those whose worlds were destabilized by increasing violence and rapid economic 

change, the party offered a vital element of stability and a vehicle for their recently 

awakened ambitions. In Pye’s terms, the key to competing with a revolutionary 

insurgency lay in an expanded state structure reaching from the capital into dis-

tant provinces and villages, one that could meet the needs of an alienated, anxious 

peasantry more effectively than the revolution could.28

Walt Rostow arrived at a similar conclusion on a visit to South Vietnam in 

the fall of 1961. After interviewing captured NLF soldiers, he determined that 

the revolution appealed most to “young men in a developing region who had 

been caught up for the first time—and found various degrees of satisfaction and 

disappointment—in a modern organizational structure reaching beyond family, 

hamlet and village.” NLF recruits, he determined, did not join the revolution 

because they were inspired by Marx, Lenin, or even Ho Chi Minh. They did not 

fight because they espoused a historical vision of a united Vietnam or because 

they were alienated by Diem’s regime. Instead, they were dislocated, rootless 
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young men who wanted above all to become part of a larger, modern institution 

and pinned their hopes on the Vietcong. The solution, therefore, was to promote 

a pattern of nation building that would replace the institutions of the insurgency 

with those of the state and give the peasant caught in the “transition” toward 

modernity a renewed sense of the potential for personal advance. As the State 

Department’s Vietnam Task Force concluded in mid-1961, the problem was to 

“bring the rural people of Vietnam into the body politic.”29

Inspired by those arguments, and convinced that the war would be won or 

lost in the countryside, where the vast majority of Vietnam’s population lived, 

in early 1962 the U.S. government made the strategic hamlet program the cen-

terpiece of its nation-building efforts. Based roughly on population resettlement 

plans used in Malaya and promoted by Robert G. K. Thompson, head of the Brit-

ish Advisory Mission in Saigon, the program aimed to condense South Vietnam’s 

roughly 16,000 hamlets (each estimated to have a population of slightly less than 

1,000) into about 12,000 “strategic hamlets” more easily defended against in-

cursion, subjected to military control, and made the target of a battery of gov-

ernment programs intended to create a new and vital nationalism. Designed to 

resettle approximately 15 million people, the strategic hamlet program was, in 

Vietnam expert Bernard Fall’s estimation, the “most mammoth example of ‘so-

cial engineering’ in the non-Communist world.”30

At Kennedy’s direction, State Department intelligence chief Roger Hilsman, 

himself a Yale-trained political scientist and veteran of the Office of Strategic 

Services, outlined a design for the program in the February 1962 plan “Strategic 

Concept for Vietnam.” On one hand, the plan heavily emphasized security mea-

sures. “Each strategic village,” Hilsman proposed, “will be protected by a ditch 

and a fence of barbed wire. It will include one or more observation towers, guard 

posts, and a defense post for central storage of arms. . . . The area immediately 

around the village will be cleared for fields of fire and the area approaching the 

clearing, including the ditch, will be strewn with booby-traps (spikes, pits, explo-

sives, etc.) and other personal obstacles.” Hilsman recommended that each ham-

let be protected by a “self-defense corps” of 75 to 100 men armed with carbines 

and shotguns, but he also made it clear that hamlet watchtowers faced inward as 

well as out. Security forces were charged with “enforcing curfews, checking iden-

tity cards, and ferreting out hard core Communists” to achieve what Thompson 

referred to as “the physical and political separation of the guerrillas from the 

population.” As he vividly described it, “one must get all the ‘little fishes’ out of 

the ‘water’ and keep them out; then they will die.”31

While conditions varied from case to case, in practice hamlet construction 

generally involved a series of steps. South Vietnamese government “Rural Re-

construction” teams of ten to twenty men would take a census of an existing vil-
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would then be broken into work groups, given labor schedules, and required 

to build fortifications for the new settlement. Houses outside the perimeter of 

the new hamlet would be brought in or destroyed, and a hamlet militia would 

be selected and trained. Finally, peasants would be issued identification cards, 

photos of families would be posted on the walls of homes, and a hamlet admin-

istrative center would track all population movements and enforce curfews. 

The space inside the hamlet would become a realm of heightened surveillance, 

while the territory outside it became a free-fire zone.32

U.S. planners believed that, beyond such security benefits, the strategic ham-

lets would be most crucial in promoting the essential task of nation building. 

“The problem presented by the Viet Cong,” Hilsman emphasized, “is a political 

and not a military problem—or, more accurately, it is a problem in civic action.” 

“Civic Action teams” of Vietnamese backed by U.S. supplies and advice were the 

“most important element in eliminating the Viet Cong” because they were to 

build an “essential socio-political base” by forming a new set of ties between the 

rural peasantry and Diem’s regime. Hilsman’s goal was to “set up village gov-

ernment and tie it into the district and national levels assuring the flow of in-

formation on village needs and problems upward and the flow of government 

services downward.” The government provision of livestock, rice seed, cooking 

oil, and schools, in this vision, was expected to do more than raise peasant mo-

rale. It would also transform rural consciousness and become part of a process in 

which “traditional” loyalties to family and formerly isolated, largely autonomous 

villages would be replaced by “modern” identification with a specifically South 

Vietnamese nation-state. While a few figures within the U.S. government re-

mained skeptical of such an effort, and some military officers strongly dissented 

in favor of a more orthodox “search and destroy” approach, the plan met with 

widespread approval. Nation building, in this vision, would steadily proceed one 

hamlet at a time.33

The strategic hamlet program was not imposed on Ngo Dinh Diem’s gov-

ernment. Diem’s regime arrived at the concept through its own planning and 

experience. In 1959 and 1960 Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu had already 

started to relocate peasants to “prosperity and density centers” or “agrovilles” in 

which they could be more closely indoctrinated and controlled. In Diem’s view, 

“communism, underdevelopment, and disunity” were all essentially related, 

and his government’s plans for population resettlement reflected an attempt to 

frame an integrated response to the crisis. Alongside his British and American 

supporters, Diem articulated his own vision of modernization, speaking repeat-

edly of the need to transform peasant attitudes and worldviews. More impor-

tantly, he also believed that the strategic hamlet program would help expand the 

reach of his national government into remote rural areas, allowing his province 
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cadres directly responsible to Saigon. While Diem resented what he viewed as 

aggressive U.S. meddling in South Vietnamese planning, he shared the broader 

ambition of his superpower sponsor to integrate security and development in 

the countryside.34

In contrast to such lofty expectations, in practice the program was a disaster 

from the start. Serious efforts to implement it began in March 1962, with Oper-

ation Sunrise—a plan to create new hamlets in part of Binh Duong, a province 

to the north of Saigon that was heavily infiltrated by the NLF. South Vietnamese 

troops swept through the area to drive the guerrillas out, and the U.S. Agency 

for International Development provided $300,000, about $21 per family, to 

compensate resettled peasants for their property losses and to equip civic action 

teams with medicine, fertilizer, farming implements, and ID cards. According 

to one report, 70 families agreed to move, and 140 others were resettled at gun-

point. All were forced to build new homes and dig trenches in the new hamlets 

while South Vietnamese soldiers burned their former dwellings. By May, even 

the government newspaper admitted that after six weeks only about 7 percent 

of the district’s 38,000 peasants had permanently relocated either voluntarily or 

by force. The fact that the NLF enjoyed substantial local support also became 

clear as guerillas ambushed a government convoy with help from villagers, who 

sabotaged roads and prevented reinforcements from arriving.35

Throughout 1962 and 1963 further evidence accumulated demonstrating that 

the program was failing dramatically. CIA field reports, AID officers, and RAND 

Corporation studies all documented the degree to which peasants resented being 

forced off ancestral lands, put on corvée teams, and denied access to their crops 

and fields. As Bernard Fall reported, not much nation building took place in such 

a repressive environment: “Egress and ingress controls upon which the system 

hinges necessarily give the strategic village the aspect of a detention area rather 

than that of a harmonious socio-economic unit. The Wall Street Journal’s local 

observer, a former OSS operative who was wholly sympathetic to the cause of 

South Vietnam, nevertheless felt that a visit to such a hamlet left one with the im-

pression of having ‘blundered into some sort of prison camp.’ ” Surveys also re-

vealed that the NLF had successfully strengthened its hold on areas in which the 

hamlet program was promoted. One report on Long An province noted: “Both 

the hamlet gate and barbed wires are 100 percent destroyed by enemies. . . . The 

hamlet hall was burnt down by the VC. . . . All the members of the service admin-

istration, the hamlet council and all the hamlet armed forces cannot carry on 

any more work because there is no security and their morale is rather confused, 

being afraid of enemies.” In case after case, and in province after province, revo-

lutionaries infiltrated or overwhelmed hamlets, frequently with the cooperation 

of their inhabitants.36
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Such apparently clear evidence of failure, however, provoked little serious 

analysis of the possibility that the fundamental assumptions of the program 

might be flawed. Instead, the powerful appeal of modernization as a vehicle for 

nation building prevented its advocates from recognizing the significance of 

disconfirming evidence. U.S. intelligence reports frequently cast blame on their 

Vietnamese allies. Province chiefs, they lamented, embezzled funds. South Viet-

namese army officers refused to respond to night attacks. Civic action cadres 

rigged hamlet elections to get the results they wanted. U.S. policymakers also 

criticized Diem’s desire to implement the program as rapidly as possible as a 

means of appointing his political favorites to positions of provincial leadership. 

These abuses were indeed widespread, yet by constantly citing administrative 

matters such criticism effectively prevented a more thoroughgoing challenge to 

the possibility that modernization through a bureaucratic regime, replete with 

constant surveillance and rigid controls on social and economic life, was not 

something that Vietnamese desired. The romance of nation building and the 

belief that the United States could engineer a transformative revolution to create 

a viable new state obscured the fact that, in the end, Vietnamese society, culture, 

and nationalism were not so malleable. As a former U.S. adviser to the Saigon 

government reflected, “ways I had been taught to think about the problem sub-

sequently proved to be the greatest obstacle to understanding.” In the early 1960s, 

the possibility that much of Vietnam’s population was attracted to the revolution 

because it redistributed political and economic power, and that Diem’s repressive 

regime was not one that rural Vietnamese were interested in identifying with or 

participating in at all was rarely considered seriously.37

By late 1963, the U.S. government would ultimately conclude that Diem was 

indeed a liability, and U.S. officials would support a coup to overthrow him. Yet 

plans for village-level “pacification” programs blending security, violence, and 

nation building were soon repeated in the form of “New Life” hamlets starting 

in 1964 and the program for Civilian Operations and Revolutionary Develop-

ment Support (CORDS) in 1966 and 1967. Building on an idea put forward by 

South Vietnamese prime minister Nguyen Cao Ky, U.S. policymakers endorsed 

a plan to send “revolutionary development” cadres into remote villages to build 

schools, construct dams, and transform peasant attitudes. Yet if CORDS was 

“revolutionary,” it promoted a revolution from above. Rather than empower-

ing peasants or promoting local autonomy, it sought to tie remote villages into 

a firm hierarchical structure enforced by the military and anchored in Saigon. 

The results, moreover, were consistently poor. Although the program deployed 

more than five thousand military and civilian personnel into 44 provinces and 

234 districts, the CIA reported steady losses in the countryside as revolutionaries 

took control of one village after another.38
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Through the mid-1960s, U.S. officials had clung to the hope that they could 

create a South Vietnamese government with sufficient political legitimacy to 

win the war. As nation building failed and the revolutionaries continued to gain 

the upper hand, however, U.S. policymakers ultimately abandoned their ambi-

tions for structural change in favor of an ever-expanding war of attrition. In 

April 1965 Lyndon Johnson dramatically offered to construct a Tennessee Valley 

Authority on the Mekong Delta, promising to bring the blessings of the New 

Deal to Southeast Asia. But in that same year the president also began to dis-

count plans for social engineering in favor of the deployment of overwhelming 

force. Even in the absence of a legitimate South Vietnamese government worth 

defending, Johnson believed that America’s Cold War credibility demanded a 

sharp military escalation. In the early 1960s, modernization was framed as an 

alternative to direct U.S. military commitment, but as hopes for it dimmed the 

United States launched a massive bombing campaign and began a troop deploy-

ment that would ultimately station a half-million soldiers in South Vietnam. 

Recognizing the long odds for success, Lyndon Johnson and his advisers also 

supported a military strategy that did far more to displace rural populations 

than it did to resettle them. By January 1968 the intensified war in the country-

side created approximately four million refugees. U.S. officials downplayed that 

fact, blaming it on insurgent terrorism or casting it as a political decision made 

by Vietnamese to “vote with their feet” and relocate to government-controlled 

areas. “The refugee camps,” one U.S. pacification officer maintained, “bring the 

people in closer to the urban centers, where they can have modern experiences 

and learn modern practices. It’s a modernization experience.” In truth, however, 

the escalating violence did far more to obliterate South Vietnamese rural life 

than to modernize it.39

By the time Lyndon Johnson left office in 1968, U.S. policymakers had largely 

abandoned the attempt to create a new, viable, and independent state in South 

Vietnam. The construction of a massive military infrastructure and the pur-

suit of an expanded “search and destroy” strategy replaced visions of Vietnam-

ese social and political transformation. Richard Nixon continued to define the 

defense of South Vietnam as essential for the preservation of the credibility of 

the United States, but the language of reform, democracy, and modernization 

steadily faded away. In 1970, the Nixon administration abandoned rural “pacifi-

cation” and dropped the CORDS program altogether, promoting instead a rapid 

military buildup of South Vietnamese defensive forces and a phased withdrawal 

of U.S. troops. The final collapse of the Saigon government in 1975, and the total 

failure of a war whose fundamental purposes were initially framed in terms of 

democratic development and nation building, would also do great damage to the 

ideology of modernization itself.
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Iran and the White Revolution
The pattern of U.S. engagement in Iran shares striking similarities with that in 

Guatemala and Vietnam. As in those two countries, the United States intervened 

directly in Iran to fend off nationalist and revolutionary challenges in the early 

1950s. It then backed a repressive, dictatorial regime, providing military and eco-

nomic aid through the rest of the decade. By the early 1960s, as political instability 

grew, U.S. policymakers turned to policies of modernization, hoping that mod-

erate reforms and economic growth would alleviate insurgent pressures and that 

accelerated development would achieve long-term security. As in Guatemala and 

Vietnam, U.S. enthusiasm for accelerated development in Iran also lacked any 

real commitment to democracy. U.S. policymakers embraced the shah of Iran’s 

authoritarian vision of modernization, throwing their resources behind a regime 

that remained most interested in preserving a system of political oppression and 

social control. As in the other cases, moreover, the results were disastrous. While 

U.S. policies helped push Guatemala into a prolonged civil war and failed to slow 

the revolutionary Communist advance in Vietnam, in Iran they contributed to 

the social forces that enabled the Islamic Revolution to triumph in 1979.

In Iran the nationalist challenge emerged in the form of Mohammad Mosad-

deq, a venerable statesman and powerful member of the Iranian parliament, the 

Majlis. Though he came from an elite, privileged family, Mosaddeq’s sincere com-

mitment to constitutional government made him an enemy of the ruling Pahlavi 

autocracy. His ardent conviction that Iran should free itself from the shackles of 

foreign control also aroused the ire of Great Britain, which controlled Iran’s vast 

oil wealth through the massive Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC). In the wake 

of World War II, the terms of Britain’s exclusive oil concession in Iran, the prod-

uct of a deal first struck in 1901, became an increasing source of populist anger. 

By 1947, the AIOC enjoyed after-tax profits equivalent to $112 million annually, 

while Iran received only about one-sixth that amount in royalties. The AIOC’s re-

fusal to modify the terms of its contract, and its brutal treatment of Iranian work-

ers, triggered growing protests on the streets and in the Majlis. As the leader of 

the National Front, a coalition of secular and religious parties opposed to British 

influence and determined to curb the power of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, 

Mossadeq demanded that the AIOC split its profits with Iran on a fifty-fifty basis, 

as Western oil companies did with Saudi Arabia. When the AIOC refused to even 

consider such proposals, the Majlis responded by nationalizing Iran’s oil reserves 

and electing Mossadeq prime minister in the spring of 1951. Over the shah’s ob-

jections, Mossadeq then stunned the British by expropriating the AIOC without 

compensation and demanding that all British businessmen and military person-

nel leave the country. As long as a foreign power controlled Iran’s most valuable 
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resource and repeatedly intervened in its internal affairs, he argued, Iran’s sover-

eignty would be in jeopardy.40

U.S. officials watched the situation unfold with growing dismay. Frustrated by 

the AIOC’s intransigence, they tried to encourage the British to accept a greater 

degree of profit sharing. But they worried that Mossadeq’s actions would inspire 

further nationalist challenges and threaten lucrative oil concessions held by the 

United States and its allies across the Middle East. Roughly 70 percent of the oil 

used for the post–World War II reconstruction of Western Europe and Japan 

came from the region. U.S. officials also feared the possibility of subversion 

from within. Although banned by the shah in 1949, the leftist, Soviet-supported 

Tudeh Party led popular demonstrations against the monarchy and the AIOC, 

proposing that Iran end its trade with the West and rely on Soviet markets and 

economic aid instead. The shah soon proved unable to retain control of his own 

government. After he dismissed Mossadeq in mid-1952, mass protests and riot-

ing forced him to return the prime minister to office.41

Distrustful of Mossadeq’s intentions and unwilling to accept any risk of ex-

panded Soviet influence, the United States ultimately joined forces with Britain 

to launch a coup in August 1953. After supporting a global boycott of Iranian oil 

and severely damaging Iran’s economy, the Eisenhower administration worked 

with conservative landowners and alienated military officers to force Mos-

sadeq from office. With the shah’s power safely restored, the United States then 

brokered a new oil deal. The AIOC, now renamed British Petroleum, retained 

40 percent of its original concession. Another 40 percent went to several U.S.-

owned firms, and the remaining 20 percent was divided between French and 

Dutch companies. The agreement also provided for the fifty-fifty profit shar-

ing that Mossadeq had originally sought, but because the consortium of foreign 

firms retained full authority over matters of pricing and production, it denied 

Iran the power that would have come with real nationalization. The shah, for 

his part, moved quickly to consolidate his authority. His government declared 

martial law, arrested National Front leaders, purged the army of Tudeh members, 

and forcefully put down demonstrations among students at Tehran University. 

Pro-government mobs and organized gangs intimidated voters, loyal provincial 

governors deployed police to supervise elections, and a carefully rigged process 

ensured that pro-shah politicians would dominate the Majlis.42

Determined to keep the oil flowing, keep the Soviets out, and preserve stabil-

ity in Iran, Washington bolstered the shah’s royal dictatorship. Between 1954 and 

1961, the United States provided an average of $64.5 million in economic aid to 

Iran per year. In the first decade following the coup, U.S. financial support con-

stituted about 80 percent of the total spending by Iran’s Plan Organization, the 

country’s main development body. An ambitious seven-year development plan 
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focused on major “showcase” projects, including highways, dams, and power 

plants, but little was done to increase the productivity of the country’s large peas-

ant population and working class. The shah refused calls for land reform, and 

government repression prevented the formation of effective labor unions, keep-

ing wages low. With foreign investment in the oil industry and access to West-

ern markets restored following the boycott, Iran’s petroleum revenues climbed 

steeply from $34 million in 1954–55 to $181 million by 1956–57 and $358 mil-

lion in 1960–61. Encouraged by gains in the country’s gross national product 

and by the steady flow of U.S. aid, the shah concluded that no major structural 

changes in the country’s political economy were necessary.43

U.S. support also helped the shah build a formidable defense and internal se-

curity apparatus. After Iran joined Iraq, Turkey, Pakistan, and Britain in the anti-

Soviet Baghdad Pact in 1955, U.S. policymakers began to think of the country as 

a valuable regional barrier to Communist expansion and Nasserist radicalism. 

Between 1954 and 1961 annual U.S. military aid averaged $60 million, the be-

ginning of a program that would steadily grow and involve Iranian purchases of 

increasingly sophisticated U.S. weaponry. In 1957, U.S. aid and technical training 

by the CIA helped the shah create a “National Security and Information Organi-

zation,” better known by its Persian acronym, SAVAK. Given sweeping powers of 

arrest and prolonged detention, SAVAK routinely employed torture as a method 

of interrogation. It also helped the shah’s regime penetrate trade unions, investi-

gate university and civil service applicants, and control political activity among 

the intelligentsia and the middle and working classes.44

By the end of the decade, however, the combination of an economic crisis and 

rising political turmoil led U.S. policymakers to reassess their relationship with 

Iran. In 1958, just over the border in Iraq, the ardent nationalist Colonel Abdel 

Karim Qassim overthrew that country’s pro-Western monarchy, raising ques-

tions about the stability of the Tehran government as well. Iran’s heavy foreign 

borrowing, deficit financing, importation of luxury goods, and a poor harvest 

also led to high inflation and a growing gap in living standards. New entrepre-

neurial classes joined old-line landowners in elite circles, but rising prices for 

consumer staples damaged popular living standards while a fiscal austerity pro-

gram, imposed as a condition for loans from the International Monetary Fund, 

froze government wages. Blatant corruption fed rising discontent, and a revived 

National Front condemned the clearly fraudulent 1960 Majlis elections. In May 

1961 schoolteachers went on strike, and massive protests erupted in front of the 

Majlis buildings. Police opened fire on the crowd, killing a demonstrator, and 

deepening the shah’s political crisis.45

In Washington these developments aroused concern. While the shah con-

stantly demanded increased military aid, he seemed oblivious to the sources 
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fueling internal dissent. In late 1958, Eisenhower’s National Security Council 

noted the shah’s support base in “large landowners and their conservative busi-

ness associates, the top ranks of the government bureaucracy, and senior military 

officers” but worried about the “awakening popular expectations for reform of 

Iran’s archaic social, economic, and political structure.” Yet the Eisenhower ad-

ministration did little to press for changes, fearing that there was no reliable, 

firmly anti-Communist alternative to the shah’s regime. In cases like Iran, Eisen-

hower reflected, the United States was trapped. U.S. aid policies often supported 

ruling classes unwilling to consider progressive reforms and deepened inequali-

ties of income, leading to further unrest. But to turn away from dictatorships like 

the shah’s, he feared, would open the floodgates for Soviet-sponsored subversion, 

leaving the United States to “stand by and watch a wave of revolution sweeping 

around the world.” Unable to solve the problem, Eisenhower left it for the Ken-

nedy administration to consider.46

The shah hoped that unqualified U.S. support would continue, sending John 

F. Kennedy a letter describing Iran as “the one country that enjoys a democratic 

regime with all the freedoms except freedom to commit treason and to betray the 

interests of the Fatherland.” But the new president delayed further aid and began 

a review of U.S. policy. He found his advisers divided on the matter. Conserva-

tive voices within the State Department worried about the possibility that reform 

might unleash radical forces capable of driving the shah from power. Pushing the 

shah too far, too fast, figures like Secretary of State Dean Rusk and Ambassador-

Designate Julius Holmes suggested, might lead the shah to embrace a neutralist 

policy, turning away from the West and playing the United States and the USSR 

against each other in pursuit of trade deals and increased aid. While noting that 

National Front members and former associates of Mossadeq still commanded 

the support of Iran’s educated classes, several prominent analysts feared that 

Communists could gain greater influence. The State Department’s Iran desk of-

ficer at the time, John Bowling, gave Kennedy a pessimistic assessment. The sta-

tus quo in Iran wasn’t optimal, he admitted, but it was about the best that could 

be achieved there.47

Other influential advisers disagreed and insisted that Iran’s problems de-

manded a more comprehensive policy of modernization. Kenneth Hansen, an 

assistant director of the Bureau of the Budget who had spent several years in Iran 

with a U.S. economic advisory group, insisted that any new aid program had 

to address “the vital areas of productivity and social and institutional change.” 

U.S. experts on Iran, including political scientists Richard Cottam and Man-

fred Halpern, also argued that liberal reforms were essential and that the United 

States should try to reduce the shah’s power, possibly relegating him to the role 

of a constitutional monarch. Robert Komer, working at that point on Middle 

    
        

    



COUNTERINSURGENCY AND REPRESSION     147

East affairs for the National Security Council, warned that without accelerated 

development “the continued slide towards chaos in Iran could result in as great a 

setback as in South Vietnam.” Critical of what he called State Department “Do-

Nothingism,” Komer soon insisted that the overriding objective of U.S. policy 

should be to achieve a “ ‘controlled revolution’ in Iran.”48

Worried by the delay in U.S. aid, and hoping to appeal to the new U.S. ad-

ministration, the shah decided to make a reformist gesture. In May 1961 he ap-

pointed Ali Amini, a former ambassador to the United States, as prime minister. 

A “maverick aristocrat” and proponent of land reform, Amini was respected in 

Washington and enjoyed credibility among National Front members as well. 

Within the Kennedy administration, the advocates of modernization were en-

couraged. Kennedy’s Iran Task Force argued that “profound political and social 

change in one form or another is virtually inevitable” and recommended support 

for Amini. Convinced by those arguments, Kennedy’s National Security Council 

decided that the administration should back the Amini government as “the best 

instrument in sight for promoting orderly political, economic, and social evolu-

tion in Iran.” In November 1961, U.S. aid to Iran resumed.49

Amini soon ran into difficulty. The new prime minister moved quickly to exile 

the head of SAVAK, opened discussions with the National Front, and put middle-

class figures into the Ministries of Justice and Education. Most dramatically, he 

appointed the radical journalist Hassan Arsanjani as minister of agriculture and 

supported a sweeping land reform program designed to create a new class of 

independent small farmers among the country’s rural peasants and sharecrop-

pers. But Amini never secured a substantial base of political support. While con-

servative landowners protested against the agrarian reforms, the National Front 

resented his failure to call new, free elections for the Majlis. The shah, for his part, 

remained unwilling to allow a potential rival too much power. When Amini tried 

to control inflation and limit government spending, the shah refused to cut the 

expanding military budget. Attacked from both the right and the left and lacking 

the shah’s support, Amini’s position became increasingly untenable. In July 1962, 

after only fourteen months in office, he resigned.50

Throughout this period the modernizers within the Kennedy administration 

continued to press their case. As Washington prepared to welcome the shah for 

a visit in April 1962, Hansen recommended that the United States fully endorse 

Amini’s program, emphasizing the need to “provide the impetus toward faster 

economic progress, reform, and the beginnings of a political synthesis which will 

speed the process of modernization.” Komer concurred, asking the president to 

tell the shah that U.S. aid would focus on “development and reform, together 

with improved counter-insurgency capabilities.” In his meetings with the Ira-

nian monarch, Kennedy himself also emphasized the need for the shah to meet 
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the needs of the country’s impoverished masses. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, he 

explained, was “still regarded almost as a god in places like West Virginia,” and 

the shah could learn from his example. Iran, U.S. policymakers suggested, might 

launch a New Deal of its own.51

Responding to the Kennedy administration’s focus on modernization, the 

shah moved decisively to adapt the concept to his own purposes. In January 1963 

he dramatically unveiled the “White Revolution,” a six-point plan to place Iran 

on a transformative course. Land reform, the nationalization of forests, the sale 

of state-owned factories to entrepreneurs, profit sharing for industrial workers, 

the advancement of women’s suffrage, and the creation of a new literacy corps, 

he argued, would all restructure Iranian society and politics. Peasants and work-

ers, he claimed, would gain a stake in society, becoming more productive, in-

dependent citizens. New women’s voting rights and greater popular education 

would also deepen democracy, while forward-looking middle classes gained new 

authority. The White Revolution, the shah declared, would create “a social trans-

formation unprecedented in Iran’s three-thousand-year history.” “We mean,” he 

proclaimed, “for Iran to march in step, shoulder to shoulder, with the most pro-

gressive countries of the world.”52

Although they knew that Mohammad Reza Pahlavi was no FDR, U.S. poli-

cymakers embraced his new approach. The shah, one State Department analyst 

argued, had “launched and pushed with boldness and determination a reform 

program which is drastically and irrevocably altering the political situation and 

prospects of Iran.” The previously “ineffectual” monarch had long presided over 

“an apathetic, poverty-ridden peasant and proletarian mass [that] presented a 

rich target for would-be revolutionary agitators.” Now, however, his daring move 

had made him “a savior and hero” in peasant eyes. While landowning elites and 

conservative Islamic leaders would certainly fight him, and the ultimate results 

remained unclear, U.S. economic, technical, and food aid could help Iran through 

a “dramatic but dangerous transition.” Komer also believed that the shah had fi-

nally accepted U.S. advice. While the future was uncertain, after “encouraging the 

shah to take [the] reform track,” he remarked, “we’re going to have to ride this 

tiger.” The shah’s program, Komer concluded, was pushing Iran out of the tra-

ditional past and into a modern era. Despite the “dislocations” created, “tribal 

dissidence and [the] opposition of mullahs seem [to be] vestigial remnants of 

yesterday’s business, not today’s.” Rusk now agreed as well, holding that “support 

and encouragement of the shah and his reform program is correct.”53

While a few U.S. officials lamented the absence of any real democratic ad-

vances, noting that the shah’s program was proceeding hand in hand with dic-

tatorial repression, the Kennedy administration cast aside such concerns. When 

the shah claimed victory in a national referendum on the White Revolution, 
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claiming 99.9 percent approval, U.S. policymakers chose to ignore the obviously 

fraudulent results. In a congratulatory telegram Kennedy instead praised the dic-

tator, emphasizing his pleasure at learning that “a vast majority has supported 

your leadership in a clear and open expression of their will.” As the shah’s se-

curity forces rounded up and incarcerated National Front leaders, the United 

States remained silent, quietly dropping its previously stated goal of moving Iran 

toward a constitutional monarchy.54

U.S. policymakers also downplayed the significance of growing opposition 

to the shah’s program. Islamic clerics resented provisions in the land reform 

legislation that affected the property of religious foundations, and objected to 

proposals that women be allowed to vote or enter political campaigns. When the 

influential Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini spoke out against the shah’s dictator-

ship and condemned U.S. influence in Iran from the main madrasa in the city 

of Qom, Iranian paratroopers and SAVAK operatives attacked the school, kill-

ing students, arresting the cleric, and triggering widespread protests. As massive 

antigovernment demonstrations and riots spread to Tehran and other cities in 

the early summer of 1963, the shah ordered his troops to shoot to kill, taking the 

lives of hundreds, perhaps thousands of demonstrators. U.S. convictions that the 

shah had finally embraced a modernizing agenda, however, led the United States 

to disregard this growing wave of dissent. Reading his U.S. audience well, the 

shah described his opponents as “black reactionaries,” intransigent obstacles in 

the path toward Iranian modernity. Many U.S. officials accepted that perspective. 

In an accommodating, supportive letter, Kennedy told the shah that he shared 

“the regret you must feel over the loss of life connected with the recent unfor-

tunate attempts to block your reform programs.” The president expressed his 

confidence, however, “that such manifestations will gradually disappear as your 

people realize the importance of the measures you are taking to establish social 

justice and equal opportunity for all Iranians.”55

Although some U.S. experts still dissented, modernization under the shah’s 

authority was increasingly perceived as an ideal means to ensure the goal of Ira-

nian security. As the historian James Goode put it, by 1963 “the White Revolu-

tion had coopted the New Frontier.” With the United States now fully behind 

him and calls for political liberalization long discarded, the shah put forward 

his own authoritarian vision of development. In addition to securing uncritical 

U.S. support, the shah expected that land reform, the central element of his pro-

gram, would accomplish several domestic objectives. It would weaken the power 

of the landholding and clerical classes that dominated the Majlis, securing the 

shah greater personal control. It would undercut the appeal of the Left and the 

National Front, appropriating their calls for socioeconomic change. By distribut-

ing land to peasants, it would also solidify a new alliance between the monarchy 
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and the Iranian masses, creating a populist base of support. Where liberals and 

radicals like Amini and Arsanjani imagined a process that would curtail or even 

eliminate the sphere of royal authority in favor of a genuinely democratic transi-

tion, the shah cast himself as a “modernizing monarch” and defined a process 

that could unfold only through his own benevolent authority and control. The 

White Revolution, in his terms, was framed as the “Shah-People Revolution,” a 

platform that stressed the maintenance of social order and rejected all political 

opposition as illegitimate. “We have been able to achieve all these outstanding 

successes,” the shah insisted, “because traitors, subversives and demagogues have 

been kept out of affairs.” Standing between the traditionalist forces of “black re-

action” and the Communist proponents of “red subversion,” the shah declared 

that only he could lead Iran into modernity, accelerating a universal transfor-

mation that took other nations hundreds of years.56

The shah’s authoritarian development program unfolded in ways that ex-

panded state control far more than it empowered Iran’s peasant and working 

classes. Through the White Revolution, the shah intended to replace the power 

of landlords with the power of the state, consolidating his royal dictatorship 

and preventing the emergence of affluent rivals. Absentee landlords dominated 

the countryside, often owning entire villages through which they provided the 

government with military recruits, taxes, and food supplies, all drawn from the 

peasantry. With 55 percent of farmland owned by 1 percent of the population, 

landlords also controlled rural politics, wielding vast influence in voting for the 

Majlis. Radicals like Arsanjani hoped that breaking up large estates and turning 

sharecroppers into landowners would create a new, independent class that would 

play a leading role in shaping village life. Drawn together through membership 

in local cooperatives, small farmers would gain independent access to credit, 

and as their productivity rose they would form new political associations that 

would allow them to run their own schools, improve health care, and elect their 

own representatives. The shah, however, wanted nothing less than total, undi-

vided authority. After forcing Arsanjani to resign in March 1963, he redirected 

the function of the cooperatives, requiring their members to join the shah’s rul-

ing Iran Novin or “New Iran” political party. Government officials claimed the 

power to appoint the committee members of local cooperatives, and the shah’s 

literacy corps, health corps, and extension services sent thousands of military-

trained high school graduates into villages to complete eighteen-month terms 

of service. These urban arrivals knew little about farming or agrarian society, 

but their presence was intended to secure state power in rural areas. Alongside 

them, SAVAK also deployed agents in remote towns, all contributing to a sharp 

increase in the state’s capabilities for surveillance and social control.57
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While the power of large landowners was replaced by greater central au-

thority, the shah’s reform program did little to improve rural life. Through 

the 1960s, the Iranian government steadily throttled back the speed and scale 

of land redistribution. By the early 1970s, convinced of the need to raise agricul-

tural productivity through mechanization and hoping to further state control, the 

shah also began to promote corporate farms, forcing peasants to surrender their 

newly received land in exchange for shares of collective profit. In other cases, 

the government pressured peasants to sell their plots, evicted those that refused, 

and bulldozed entire villages before leasing large landholdings to Iranian and 

multinational agribusinesses.58

By the mid-1970s, the White Revolution contributed to growing social and 

political instability. While landlord control was indeed weakened, most peasants 

who received land were left with allotments far too small to support their fami-

lies, and rural wage laborers often received no land at all. Chronically under-

funded, government-managed cooperatives provided little credit, and hundreds 

of thousands of villagers found that the shah’s agrarian reforms had deepened 

their poverty. Moving into overcrowded, polluted slums in Tehran and other 

major cities, they sought low-paying, unskilled work in construction and man-

ufacturing, or survived as servants, porters, and street vendors. By the eve of the 

Islamic Revolution, millions of alienated migrant workers also began to play 

significant roles in the growing political opposition to the shah, organizing the 

poor for demonstrations in slum areas and spreading revolutionary ideology 

back to their former villages in the countryside. In trying to break the authority 

of powerful landlords and simultaneously prevent the rise of a politically in-

dependent peasant class, the shah helped create the conditions for his eventual 

overthrow.59

Following the Kennedy period, the Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and Carter admin-

istrations all lined up in support of Iran’s authoritarian regime. Preoccupied with 

Vietnam and glad to have Iran’s endorsement there, Johnson praised the shah for 

“the heartening economic and social progress Iran has made under your leader-

ship.” U.S. ambassador Armin Meyer described Iran as a “show-case of mod-

ernization in this part of the world,” and Walt Rostow, now Johnson’s national 

security adviser, suggested the country was “at that point on the development 

ladder where the ‘take off ’ is just about finished.”60

A longtime admirer of the shah, Nixon defined Iranian power in the Persian 

Gulf as “the key pillar of support for American interests in an increasingly im-

portant part of the world.” He also offered Iran a virtually unlimited opportunity 

to purchase conventional arms and aircraft from the United States and stood by 

as the shah built an increasingly repressive security apparatus. By 1977 SAVAK 
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employed more than five thousand full-time agents and a much larger num-

ber of part-time informers. Speaking in 1975, the secretary-general of Amnesty 

International concluded that “no country in the world has a worse record of 

human rights than Iran.”61

By the time Jimmy Carter took office in 1977, the failures of the White Revo-

lution were hard to miss. Although the shah had built the fifth largest military 

in the world, Iran’s health care system was among the worst in the Middle East. 

Nearly 70 percent of the population remained illiterate, 96 percent of those liv-

ing in rural areas lacked electricity, and agricultural productivity had fallen be-

hind population growth. Swelling with rural migrants, 42 percent of Tehran’s 

population lacked adequate housing, and many lived without a functioning 

sewage system or public transportation. The shah’s continued denunciation of 

Islamic leaders as “reactionary,” his extension of the power of secular courts over 

religious ones, and his deployment of a government “religious corps” into the 

countryside stimulated strong clerical opposition. Alarmed by the rapid influx 

into the cities and the resulting social problems, including alcoholism, drug use, 

crime, and prostitution, Islamic clerics condemned the state for policies that, in 

their view, led to moral failings. The most radical among them demanded not a 

constitutional monarchy, as the National Front had once hoped to achieve, but 

instead a political revolution and the creation of a clergy-led government under 

Islamic law.62

Although Jimmy Carter urged the shah to embrace political reforms in No-

vember of 1977, he did little to alter the long-standing pattern of firm U.S. sup-

port and watched in frustration as the Iranian regime collapsed in late 1978. 

By that point the shah’s repression had thrown a diverse range of groups to-

gether, bringing large landowners, the Left, the remnants of the National Front, 

students, workers, and Islamist activists into combined opposition. Although 

State Department reports noted unmet “rising expectations,” and White House 

officials warned of growing clerical opposition, most U.S. advisers still wor-

ried more about the possibility of Soviet-sponsored subversion than Islamist 

radicalism. The ideology of political Islam, of course, predated the Cold War 

and was not merely a reaction to the shah’s repression. Attempts to overhaul 

the economic and social life of the region also drew inspiration from the pe-

riods of British and even Ottoman domination. But the shah’s policies pro-

vided fertile ground for his radical opponents. Still working within a Cold War 

framework, his U.S. supporters ignored the possibility that modernization 

could trigger revolutions in which supposedly irrational and traditional forces, 

thought to have been swept aside by the acceleration of history, might return 

to seize power.63
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Toward a Crossroads
In Guatemala, Vietnam, and Iran, U.S. policymakers pursued remarkably 

similar approaches. After intervening in the 1950s to prevent nationalist and 

revolutionary forces from taking power, the United States backed repressive 

dictatorships. When political and economic crises emerged in the early 1960s, 

U.S. policymakers turned to strategies of modernization, expecting to alleviate 

the underlying structural conditions that gave rise to insurgencies and radi-

cal opposition. Police training programs and deliveries of military equipment 

were presented as tools for the defense of democracy, but in each country U.S. 

policymakers abandoned any commitment to political liberalization, choosing 

instead to back governments that devastated their own populations in the name 

of development.64

U.S. officials anticipated that these approaches would satisfy immediate eco-

nomic and security goals. As in Indonesia, another important case in which the 

United States backed a brutally repressive form of modernization, policymakers 

aimed to ensure containment, keep markets open, and promote the flow of stra-

tegic resources into U.S. and allied hands. The concept of modernization pro-

vided dictatorial regimes with a powerful narrative, useful for defending their 

legitimacy, seeking external support, and crushing opposition. Yet the lasting 

results were uniformly tragic as authoritarian policies of modernization empow-

ered governments that destroyed democratic institutions and contributed to cul-

tures of corruption and rampant violence, deepening problems that endured in 

many societies long after the Cold War ended.65

The stunning failures in Vietnam and Iran, moreover, also helped stimulate a 

broader intellectual and political debate over modernization through the 1970s. 

As both a social scientific theory and an option for government policy, modern-

ization became the focus of searing criticism. Where its liberal defenders had 

described modernization as a way to comprehend the course of universal social 

change, promote development, and ensure security, critics on both the left and 

the right would attack its intellectual fallacies as well as its longer-run effects. The 

result would be a dramatic reorientation in thinking and policy.
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6

MODERNIZATION UNDER FIRE
Alternative Paradigms, Sustainable Development, 
and the Neoliberal Turn

Modernization, as a social theory and a political ideology, was at the peak of 

its power in the early and mid-1960s. It integrated research across social sci-

entific disciplines, shaped the direction of U.S. efforts to promote the develop-

ment of the postcolonial world, and fired the imagination of liberals. Yet over 

the next fifteen years the concept was largely discredited in academic and public 

life, challenged on the left by arguments about the devastating effects of inter-

national capitalism, and on the right by a rising neoliberal chorus condemning 

attempts at social engineering and proclaiming the virtue of free markets. The 

editors of one prominent journal reflected that in its heyday modernization em-

bodied a spirit of tremendous optimism and enthusiasm. It was a grand project 

to create a “truly interdisciplinary and universal social science” that could help 

promote “economic growth and political development around the world.” But 

by the mid-1970s its weaknesses were “blindingly apparent,” and its aspirations 

seemed “tinged, or maybe poisoned, with American imperialism [and] Western 

ethnocentrism.”1

How was it that a concept with such great intellectual and political appeal was 

so quickly disavowed and repudiated? What led many social scientists, govern-

ment policymakers, and influential opinion leaders in the United States to reject 

modernization in favor of competing paradigms of social change, development, 

and foreign policy? First, modernization was seriously damaged by the broader 

crisis of liberalism in the late 1960s and early 1970s. A liberal ideal, moderniza-

tion was grounded in the faith that government elites and experts, armed with 
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the proper knowledge and rational techniques, could catalyze progressive change 

at home and abroad. By placing the United States at the apex of a single, uni-

versal scale of achievement, it also described a society that had discovered the 

optimum path toward affluence, liberty, and social justice and was now qualified 

to chart the way for an “emerging” world. Those assumptions, however, were se-

verely challenged during the late 1960s and early 1970s as the United States’ own 

domestic failings—persistent poverty, continued racial injustice, urban violence, 

and gender-based discrimination—became glaringly evident. The war in Viet-

nam, finally, shattered liberal claims about the promotion of democracy, devel-

opment, and freedom. In that context, criticisms of modernization from within 

and outside of the paradigm gained new weight. As liberalism came under fire, 

the political and cultural foundations on which modernization stood were also 

seriously damaged.2

Second, conservative, or “neoliberal,” arguments about the virtues of market 

capitalism ultimately triumphed in the late 1970s and early 1980s. This, ironi-

cally, was largely due to the fact that they provided an optimistic, confident vision 

much like that of modernization itself. Modernization, above all, had framed a 

compelling narrative, an integrated plotline of rapid, universal, linear advance 

promising nothing less than an acceleration of history. International develop-

ment programs of the 1960s, however, failed to meet expectations, and by the 

mid-1970s the field was profoundly divided by several competing models. Post-

colonial nations lamented declining terms of trade, World Bank experts called 

for a focus on basic needs, and other critics advocated policies of “sustainable 

development.” Given the intractable problems of inequality, poverty, and envi-

ronmental degradation, liberal experts now described development as a poten-

tially infinite struggle, and one that had achieved far less than it had originally 

promised. When global economic crises emerged in the 1970s, the more diffuse, 

fragmented vision of development also proved vulnerable to a powerful chal-

lenge from the right. With modernization discredited and no single, overrid-

ing narrative of progress to replace it, neoliberals took the field with their own 

promises of accelerated, benevolent change. They also insisted that their meth-

ods would be more essentially natural, rejecting “social engineering” and replac-

ing the liberal, visible hand of the modernizer with the classical, invisible hand 

of the market. Above all, neoliberals provided the kind of appealing, reassuring 

answers that modernizers once did. Like modernizers, they defined development 

as something that could be achieved quickly and comparatively cheaply, driving 

the world down a common, historical path toward a single, utopian end point. 

Neoliberalism, in other words, prevailed precisely because it revived a vision of 

the global mission of the United States and made the same kind of transforma-

tive claims that modernization had.
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Modernization and the Crisis of Liberalism
Between the mid-1960s and the mid-1970s, political and cultural life in the 

United States underwent a dramatic sea change. Liberalism, as Allen Matusow 

aptly put it, came “unraveled.” There are many ways in which that phenomenon 

can be illustrated, but perhaps one of the most dramatic moments took place 

on April 4, 1967. On that evening, Martin Luther King, Jr., delivered a searing 

attack on the Vietnam War from the pulpit of New York City’s massive Riverside 

Church. While his advisers had warned him that speaking out against the war 

would alienate Lyndon Johnson and might jeopardize liberal support for further 

advances in civil rights, King argued that the war was irreconcilable with the 

black freedom struggle and, more deeply, with the nation’s fundamental prin-

ciples. The president’s Great Society programs, he declared, had once offered “a 

real promise of hope for the poor,” but Vietnam drew vital resources away from 

the cause of social justice at home and sent young black men “8,000 miles away 

to guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found in Southwest 

Georgia or East Harlem.” The war also created a hell for the peasants of Viet-

nam, King reflected: “[They watch] as we poison their water, as we kill a million 

acres of their crops. . . . They wander into the hospitals, with at least 20 casualties 

from American firepower for one Vietcong-inflicted injury. They wander into 

the towns and see thousands of children, homeless, without clothes, running 

in packs on the streets like animals.” It would be impossible, King concluded, to 

“raise my voice against the violence of the oppressed in the ghettos without hav-

ing first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today—

my own government.”3

In King’s powerful dissent, the failures of domestic and foreign policy were 

clearly linked. Together, they were evidence of the crisis of liberalism and a 

symptom of a deep, pervasive sickness afflicting a society that had lost its way. As 

Cold War liberals, the proponents of modernization held fast to two essential be-

liefs. First, they were confident that an activist state, using the best tools of social 

scientific management, could generate sustained economic growth and solve the 

few remaining problems facing American society. Second, they envisioned the 

United States as standing at the leading edge of history’s evolutionary course and 

identified it as a uniquely benevolent global force. Although not yet perfect, they 

believed that the nation’s democratic institutions, its thriving capitalist economy, 

and its moderate provisions for social welfare represented the best of all possible 

worlds and a model for all societies. Between the late 1960s and the early 1970s, 

many concluded that both of those basic assumptions were clearly false. The 

United States’ liberal establishment, it appeared, had neither the capacity nor 

the will to solve problems that were, in fact, severe and structural, not minor or 
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cosmetic. Beset with increasing evidence of domestic crises, its claims to enlight-

ened world leadership were also betrayed by a long, brutal, and devastating war 

in Southeast Asia.

Since the 1950s, policymakers had recognized that the persistence of racial 

discrimination in the United States was a severe liability in the Cold War strug-

gle, particularly among the postcolonial world’s people of color. They also tried 

to put the most positive spin possible on growing evidence of popular anger 

and continued injustice. As the title of a U.S. exhibit at the 1958 World’s Fair de-

fined it, segregation was an example of the “Unfinished Business” of the United 

States, one of the remaining flaws that would soon be addressed and eliminated. 

In a similar sense, the U.S. Information Agency described the 1963 March on 

Washington as an example of the vitality of American democracy, and Lyndon 

Johnson heralded the Voting Rights Act of 1965 as a “triumph for freedom as 

huge as any victory that has ever been won on any battlefield.”4

Over the next several years, however, such claims were decidedly undercut by 

the fact that liberal measures designed to ensure advances in formal, legal equal-

ity did little to address the realities of continued black poverty and unemploy-

ment. Liberal solutions successfully confronted the obvious and internationally 

embarrassing problems of racial segregation, but they failed to grapple with the 

deeper structural forces that connected race and class. Between 1965 and 1968, as 

Watts, Detroit, Newark, Washington, and Cincinnati exploded in violence fueled 

by persistent racial injustice, those problems became harder to rationalize away. 

They also cast serious doubt on assertions that the United States was a global 

model. As the mayor of Detroit commented after rioting over fourteen square 

miles resulted in forty-three deaths, seven thousand arrests, and the destruc-

tion of 1,300 buildings, his city looked more like “Berlin in 1945” than a center 

of urban modernity. The rise of radical nationalist movements among African 

Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans rejecting the promise of assimilation 

and integration also exposed the limits of liberal politics.5

Liberal attempts to win what Lyndon Johnson called an “unconditional war on 

poverty” also produced mixed, often disappointing results. Buoyed by twenty years 

of strong economic growth, declining unemployment, and low inflation, Johnson 

and his planners expected that the tools of Keynesian fiscal policy would enable 

them to spread U.S. affluence more widely. The key, they believed, would be to 

improve the productivity of the poor to enable them to partake more fully in the 

ever-increasing size of the U.S. economy. Investments in job training, education, 

community action programs, and better access to health care were all expected to 

produce rapid improvements. As Johnson told an aide in 1964, “I’m sick of all the 

people who talk about the things we can’t do. Hell, we’re the richest country in the 

world, the most powerful. We can do it all. . . . We can do it if we believe it.”6
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Yet the liberal definition of poverty in absolute terms of annual income, in-

stead of relative terms of socioeconomic inequality, resulted in a program that 

failed to meet such high expectations. As federal spending on poverty rose to 

more than $27 billion over six years, the percentage of people in the United States 

living below the official “poverty line” declined from twenty to twelve. But many 

programs proved inefficient and incapable of assisting those they were intended 

to benefit. Funds targeted for the education of poor children were spent by local 

school boards on general overhead, medical price inflation wiped out resources 

expected to improve health care for the impoverished, training programs pre-

pared candidates for entry-level positions for which there was already a surplus 

of job seekers, and community action programs were gutted by municipal offi-

cials determined to ensure their own control of federal funding. By design, there 

was also little real redistribution of wealth in a society of starkly evident and 

steadily increasing inequality.7

Even among many of the comparatively affluent, the nation’s culture and 

society also came to appear less enlightened, progressive, and exemplary than 

stifling, confining, and oppressive. In her landmark book of 1963, The Feminine 

Mystique, Betty Friedan described the “problem that has no name,” the gnawing 

frustration and depression faced by educated, skilled women who, after mar-

riage, were expected to find personal satisfaction in a narrow sphere of suburban 

consumption, homemaking, and child rearing. The denial of their creative and 

intellectual potential, Friedan argued, left them trapped in “comfortable con-

centration camps,” a jarring phrase that, as historian Howard Brick observed, 

cast U.S. modernity in the language of the Holocaust. On university campuses 

in the United States, affluent students also condemned a bureaucratic, alienating 

educational system that produced technocratic “organization men” instead of 

offering a vibrant setting for free, critical inquiry. Like Mario Savio, the hero of 

the University of California’s Free Speech Movement, they concluded that the 

“operations of the machine” had become so oppressive that they had no choice 

but to put their “bodies upon the gears and upon the wheels, upon the levers, 

upon all the apparatus . . . to make it stop.” For many of them, moreover, that 

meant rejecting liberal leadership and turning toward a radical politics of direct 

confrontation.8

Above all, however, it was the war in Vietnam that galvanized a broad rejection 

of the liberal and modernizing claims of the superiority and global benevolence 

of the United States. Through 1968, growing evidence of Saigon’s dictatorial re-

pression, the escalating U.S. and Vietnamese death tolls, and the increasing bur-

dens of the military draft all enervated the Johnson administration’s defense of 

a war to secure South Vietnamese freedom from totalitarianism. Radicals in the 

United States, of course, were quick to link the war to a broader indictment of U.S. 
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society. Paul Potter, president of Students for a Democratic Society, famously asked 

in 1965: “What kind of system is it that justifies the United States or any country 

seizing the destinies of the Vietnamese people and using them callously for its 

own purpose?” It was the same “system,” he argued, that “disenfranchises people 

in the South,” “leaves millions upon millions of people throughout the country 

impoverished,” “creates faceless and terrible bureaucracies,” “puts material values 

before human values—and still persists in calling itself free.” Within two years, 

Martin Luther King’s sermon at the Riverside Church made a similar, sweeping 

indictment, demonstrating the extent to which the failures of liberalism were in-

creasingly part of a broader, widely shared critical discourse.9

The war’s costs also helped dash expectations that the powerful engines of 

U.S. economic growth would continue to expand the horizons of liberal and 

modernizing capabilities at home and abroad. By early 1968, federal spending 

drove inflation up, worsened a serious balance of payments deficit, and led to 

a run on the nation’s gold supplies. In 1971, as the United States ran a trade 

deficit for the first time since the 1890s, the Nixon administration abolished 

the convertibility of the dollar into gold, ending the Bretton Woods system that 

had made U.S. currency the benchmark for the rest of the world in the post-

war period. The Arab oil embargo of 1973 also undermined the U.S. economy, 

compounding double-digit inflation and pushing the country into a painful 

recession.10

The optimistic assessments of a forthcoming American Century, so boldly 

recapitulated in the assumptions of modernization theorists, depended on the 

ability of the liberal state to continue to deliver the kind of prosperity that had 

characterized the first two decades of the postwar period. When those expec-

tations for a constantly growing economy and an increasingly affluent society 

collapsed, many of those international ambitions did as well. The United States, 

Richard Nixon declared in 1969, would assist in the “defense and development of 

allies and friends,” but it “cannot—and will not—conceive of all the plans, design 

all the programs, execute all the decisions and undertake all the defense of the 

free nations of the world.”11

Challenging the Paradigm
As modernization’s liberal foundations were challenged, social scientists also 

began a critical reassessment of the theory’s core assumptions and arguments. 

At first, this process moved forward among scholars working within the mod-

ernization paradigm, carefully testing and assessing its specific principles across 

different regions and cases. Over time, however, internal criticisms gave way to 
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more radical, alternative formulations. Many critics, examining the relation-

ship between the production of knowledge and the imperatives of the national 

security state, attacked modernization’s claims to scientific objectivity and rigor. 

Rather than an empirical theory of universal social change, they found mod-

ernization to be a Cold War product legitimating a resurgent U.S. imperialism. 

Others, stressing the historical impact of international capitalism, finally went 

on to build rival social theories based on concepts of dependency and world 

systems.

One of the most striking lines of criticism to emerge in the 1960s dealt with 

modernization’s most basic assumption, the idea of discrete traditional and 

modern conditions, and their position as opposite poles on a single historical 

scale. The sociologist Joseph Gusfield pointed out that theorists assumed that 

“existing institutions and values, the content of tradition, are impediments to 

changes and are obstacles to modernization.” Such perceptions, however, rested 

on a vision of traditional worlds as necessarily static when, in fact, they were 

long open to change even before the arrival of Western institutions. Older tradi-

tions, moreover, were not necessarily replaced by new ones. In fact, traditional 

structures often provided “sources of legitimation which are capable of being 

utilized in the pursuit of new goals and with new processes.” Drawing on the 

pathbreaking work of Indian scholars M. N. Srinivas and Rajni Kothari, Gusfield 

and his colleagues in the United States came to understand tradition and moder-

nity as mutually reinforcing instead of diametrically opposed. After all, Western 

technologies of printing, radio, and film promoted not only modern knowledge 

and business practices but also Hindu epics, mythology, and religious literature. 

Structures of caste, kinship, and village provided the social cohesion, legitimacy, 

and authority necessary for new, modern political parties to be organized and 

built. Westernization, moreover, gave birth not only to nationalism, but also to 

diverse forms of religious revivals, linguistic consciousness, and communal poli-

tics. Similar conclusions, drawn from research in countries like Nigeria, Ghana, 

and Indonesia, steadily led U.S. scholars to conclude that it was time to “reject 

dichotomous conceptualizations of the nature and process of change in the so-

called developing areas.”12

Other scholars, often from diverse ideological positions, came to criticize 

modernization’s assumptions of linear, directional change. Historical and em-

pirical research, they argued, simply did not support the claim that all societies 

marched along the same universal path. Even among European nations, eco-

nomic historian Alexander Gerschenkron contended, countries beginning the 

process of industrialization at different historical periods and in different con-

ditions of “backwardness” followed different patterns with respect to the scale 

of enterprises, banking structures, agricultural production, and labor systems. 
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Theories of uniform stages like Walt Rostow’s, Gerschenkron warned, masked 

“conceptual and empirical deficiencies.”13

From opposite ends of the political spectrum, radical sociologist C. Wright 

Mills and conservative political scientist Samuel Huntington also attacked mod-

ernization theory’s assumption of universal convergence on a common point of 

consensual equilibrium. In one of the earliest and most devastating critiques, 

Mills argued that Talcott Parsons’s focus on common “value orientations” and 

moral norms as the forces integrating modern societies eliminated the realities 

of class conflict and coercion. “To accept his scheme,” Mills lamented, “we are 

required to read out of the picture the facts of power and indeed of all institu-

tional structures, in particular the economic, the political, the military. In this 

curious ‘general theory,’ such structures of domination have no place.” The social 

structure that Parsons and other theorists defined as modern, natural, and lib-

eral, Mills argued, was instead based on coercion. Serious expressions of dissent, 

moreover, were simply cast aside as “pathological” or “maladjusted.”14

For his part, Huntington doubted that the process of modernization pro-

duced any kind of stability at all, liberal or otherwise. Where Mills lamented 

a dearth of democracy, Huntington condemned it as leading to dangerous in-

stability. “Rapid increases in mobilization and participation, the principal po-

litical aspects of modernization,” he argued, “undermine political institutions. 

Rapid modernization, in brief, produces not political development but politi-

cal decay.” Where modernization theorists were ambivalent about democracy, 

often preferring antipopulist forms of elite politics and issuing apologies for 

authoritarian regimes, Huntington eagerly defended military dictatorship. The 

naïve, utopian ambitions of liberal progressives to promote economic growth 

and political participation, he warned, were equally likely to end in civil wars, 

ethnic conflict, and revolution. The real test of modernity was the preservation 

of social order.15

Other scholars dismantled the theory of modernization by critically ex-

amining the intellectual history of its assumptions and creation. According 

to historian Robert Nisbet, modernization theory recapitulated much older, 

nineteenth-century ideas about social evolution. While claiming to be empiri-

cal and scientific, it followed in the well-trod footsteps of Comte, Marx, Toc-

queville, and Hegel by defining change as directional, continuous, and flowing 

from uniform causes. Freighted with such a high degree of abstraction, theorists 

produced a profoundly ahistorical history. Rather than carrying out a rigorous 

analysis of cause and effect in specific contexts, they simply classified foreign so-

cieties in relation to the modern template, plotting evidence of social difference 

as discrete points along a universal trajectory. The result, Nisbet maintained, was 

nothing more than “a finely graded, logically continuous series of ‘stills’ as in a 
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movie film.” He explained: “It is the eye—or in this instance, the disposition to 

believe—that creates the illusion of actual development, growth or change.”16

Kenyan political scientist Ali Mazrui also identified modernization with a 

long-standing intellectual tradition. The idea of evolution toward a modernity 

defined in explicitly Western terms, he argued, revealed an ethnocentrism “which 

has strong links with older theories of Anglo-Saxon leadership as a central force 

of a new wave of civilization.” Assumptions that the “demonstration effect” of 

Western contact was necessary to drive supposedly benighted, fatalistic societies 

out of stasis and into motion simply recapitulated imperial understandings that 

“human progress was possible because the more backward of the races at least 

had the ability to imitate.”17

Most dramatically, modernization was also attacked as part of the broader 

radical campaign against war-related scholarly research. Social scientists who had 

enlisted in the service of the Cold War national security state, critics maintained, 

had abandoned their responsibility for scholarly independence. MIT linguistics 

professor Noam Chomsky contended that by legitimating the brutal destruction 

of the Vietnamese peasantry as a benevolent project, and seeking to furnish tech-

niques for the effective manipulation and direction of Vietnamese society, schol-

ars had forfeited the moral responsibility of intellectuals to “seek the truth lying 

hidden behind the veil of distortion and misrepresentation, ideology, and class 

interest.” By the early 1970s, the accelerated bombing of Vietnam, the invasions 

of Cambodia and Laos, news of the massacre at My Lai, and the deaths of student 

protesters at Kent State and Jackson State generated massive resistance to war-

related social research, and protests erupted at some of the most prestigious uni-

versities in the United States, including Columbia, MIT, Stanford, and Berkeley. 

Even scholars of modernization who had restricted themselves to largely abstract 

questions and had no contact with federal support or government policymaking 

found themselves criticized as having helped produce an ideology that effectively 

legitimized an immoral war.18

The criticism of modernization theory, both in terms of its empirical va-

lidity and its ideological effects, ultimately helped pave the way for the rise of 

alternative, left-leaning frameworks for understanding global change. Among 

the most influential of these was dependency theory, an argument that inverted 

most of modernization’s central claims. Driven forward by the research of fig-

ures like Argentine economist Raúl Prebisch and the North American Marxists 

Paul Sweezy and Paul Baran, dependency theorists described a historical pattern 

of unequal capitalist exchanges between the advanced metropolitan “centers” 

and the exploited “peripheries” of the world. Prebisch’s work at the United Na-

tions Economic Commission for Latin America demonstrated that the “terms 

of trade” between the producers of primary commodities and the producers of 
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manufactured goods had steadily shifted over time. Technological innovations 

and industrialization allowed Western exporters to make large profits, while “de-

veloping” countries trying to maximize their “comparative advantage” in agri-

cultural products and natural resources steadily lost ground. Drawing on Lenin’s 

theories of imperialism, Sweezy and Baran launched a broader, more politically 

charged attack, rejecting the idea that poorer nations could replicate the expe-

rience of advanced ones. Baran claimed that the raw materials and outlets for 

investment found in the “backward world” had always “represented the indis-

pensable hinterland of the highly developed West.” As they extracted material 

and natural wealth, Europeans and North Americans seized land, crushed local 

industry, and destroyed any real possibility of self-sufficiency.19

Andre Gunder Frank, a German-American living in Chile, popularized 

those arguments and struck directly at the concept of modernization. Reject-

ing the idea of sequential stages of development, Frank pointed out that while 

the world’s advanced industrial economies were once “undeveloped,” they were 

never “underdeveloped.” “Underdevelopment,” he explained, was not an original 

or “traditional” condition deriving from internal economic, political, or cultural 

factors. Nor was it the bottom rung of a universal ladder toward progress. It was 

instead a historical product, the result of centuries of capitalist exploitation by 

European and North American “metropoles” and their allies among local elites. 

“No country, once underdeveloped,” he declared, “ever managed to develop by 

[Walt] Rostow’s stages.”20

By the early 1970s, sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein built on the dependency 

critique to formulate a theory based on the idea of a single capitalist “world sys-

tem.” Rather than focusing on economic interactions between particular coun-

tries or the classes within them, Wallerstein emphasized the historical evolution 

of a global division of labor among “core,” “peripheral,” and “semi-peripheral” 

regions of the “capitalist world-economy.” While core areas were marked by the 

rise of strong states and the accumulation of capital, skilled labor, and urban-

ization, peripheral areas provided primary goods at low prices and possessed 

little technology or capital. The “semiperiphery,” finally, was made up of coun-

tries that could function as “both exploiter and exploited,” seeking investments 

in the periphery, providing luxury goods for the core’s elites, and preventing a 

unified, anticapitalist revolt. Like dependency theory, world systems approaches 

rejected assumptions of linear progress through common stages toward a uto-

pian convergence. “Modernization,” Wallerstein sarcastically declared in 1979, 

was a “worthy parable for the times.” In the midst of global decolonization, it 

allowed liberal scholars and policymakers to promise rapid social and economic 

advance. If “the underdeveloped were clever enough to invent an indigenous 

version of Calvinism” or “if transistors were placed in remote villages” or “if 
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farsighted elites mobilized benighted masses with the aid of altruistic outsiders,” 

then the postcolonial world would “cross the river Jordan and come into a land 

flowing with milk and honey.” It was now time, Wallerstein proclaimed, “to put 

away childish things, and look reality in its face.”21

Poverty, Inequality, and 
Sustainable Development
While intellectuals attacked the validity of modernization as a social theory, 

by the early 1970s international development experts pondered its continued 

relevance as a guide for policy. Since the end of World War II, modernization 

had provided development professionals with an integrating framework. It 

had inspired confidence that the industrialized societies of the West possessed 

both the resources and the technical knowledge to transform the decolonizing 

world along multiple axes of progress. As national planning, new technologies, 

and targeted investment increased economic growth, the people of the Third 

World would develop new attitudes and social practices, stimulating greater 

productivity and contributing to the rise of democratic institutions. By the 

early 1970s, however, such expectations appeared wholly unrealistic.

As experts assessed the results of the 1960s, the “Decade of Development” 

came to look more like the “Decade of Disappointment.” Attempts to increase 

economic growth rates, it turned out, did not make much of a dent in the per-

sistent poverty and growing unemployment of many Latin American, Asian, 

African, and Middle Eastern nations. Problems surrounding the lack of techni-

cal skill, difficulties of systematic planning, cost of debt service, inequalities of 

international trade, and the determined resistance of oligarchies to reform all 

diminished expectations. The Alliance for Progress, so boldly launched as a Latin 

American showcase program in 1961, proved a most illustrative case. Despite 

the increase in public lending and campaigns for greater private investment, the 

regional per capita growth rate target of 2.5 percent per year was not met, and 

sharp inequalities of income remained largely unchanged. Modest gains in trade 

diversification, increased industrialization, and agricultural productivity were 

undercut by rising unemployment and marginal progress in agrarian reform. 

Social indicators in adult literacy, life expectancy, and housing construction also 

remained well below stated goals. The disillusionment was exacerbated by politi-

cal reversals. In the first eight years of the Alliance, the region experienced sixteen 

military coups, destroying hopes for a progressive “middle-class revolution.”22

A similar pattern unfolded across the global South. At the outset of the 1960s, 

UN Secretary-General U Thant called for a campaign to help poor nations 

    
        

    



168      CHAPTER 6

“compress the stages of growth through which developed countries have passed.” 

Integrated national planning and expanded funding were expected to catalyze a 

comprehensive advance. Approximately ninety low-income countries managed 

aggregate economic growth rates close to official targets, but per capita gains 

were disappointing, and these accomplishments brought little measurable im-

provement to popular living standards. Advances in health care helped reduce 

infant mortality and raise life expectancies, but malnutrition, hunger, and un-

employment continued to grow. One expert grimly predicted that by the year 

2000 much of the world’s poor would be “left behind in the drive for moderniza-

tion and subsist in conditions which will make present urban ghettoes and rural 

slums look like model settlements.”23

With modernization’s fundamental assumptions cast into question, experts 

in postcolonial countries, U.S. agencies, multilateral bodies, and nongovernment 

organizations began to pursue a range of competing approaches. One of the 

most striking challenges to the dominant model appeared in the call for a New 

International Economic Order (NIEO). Working through the new United Na-

tions Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), a large group of low-

income countries, labeled the G-77, argued that the terms of international trade 

made development impossible. Forced to sell their primary goods on world mar-

kets with unstable prices, they were hurt by the restrictive tariffs and domestic 

subsidies imposed by affluent nations. Their low export earnings, in turn, lim-

ited their access to the capital goods needed to industrialize, locking them into 

a position of long-term inequality. In response to their protests, in 1974 the UN 

General Assembly adopted the “Declaration on the Establishment of a New In-

ternational Economic Order,” a manifesto demanding greater aid for developing 

states, preferential trade concessions, the right to nationalize natural resources, 

and the regulation of multinational corporations. At subsequent international 

conferences the G-77 nations sought to establish commodity cartels and gain 

increased decision-making power in UN and Bretton Woods institutions.24

With the United States, West Germany, Britain, Japan, and other leading 

industrialized nations strongly opposed, the NIEO’s proposal for a redistribu-

tion of global economic power ultimately produced few results. But prominent 

development experts in the United States and Britain did begin a fundamen-

tal reevaluation of their field’s practices. “Why,” British economist Dudley Seers 

asked, “do we confuse development with economic growth?” It was certainly true 

that the GNP was a “convenient indicator,” a quantifiable variable that could be 

easily plugged into models. But the modernizing assumption that “increases in 

national income, if they are sufficiently fast, sooner or later lead to the solution 

of all social and political problems” was simply wrong. Political upheavals and 

social crises occurred even where per capita incomes were rising, and attempts 
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to promote economic “take-offs” did not necessarily reduce the poverty and in-

justice at the root of popular anger. Stressing the value judgments inherent in 

the concept of “development,” Seers then went on to redefine the term. Instead 

of representing a mere synonym for growth, he argued that development involved 

“creating the conditions for the realization of the human personality.” Instead of 

systematic modernization, genuine development demanded meeting the abso-

lute, basic needs of human beings for food, clothing, and shelter. It required di-

rect, focused, and planned efforts to promote full employment and reduce social 

and economic inequality.25

During the 1970s, UN agencies also called for a new, “human-centered pattern 

of development.” The United Nations Economic and Social Council’s campaign 

for literacy and universal primary education, the World Health Organization’s 

efforts to promote broader access to medical care, and the Food and Agriculture 

Organization’s “Campaign Against Hunger” all reflected a new ethos focusing on 

equity and the need to reach across socioeconomic barriers. Between 1970 and 

1976, the International Labor Organization also sent employment missions to 

Colombia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, the Dominican Republic, Iran, and the Philippines, 

contending that the best way to alleviate poverty was by diverting an increasing 

share of a country’s growing income toward programs specifically designed to 

improve the skills, credit, and resources of the working poor.26

Those arguments and policy changes ultimately made a dramatic impact in 

an unlikely place—the World Bank, under the direction of former U.S. Secretary 

of Defense Robert McNamara. One of the principal architects of the Vietnam 

War, McNamara had long subscribed to the liberal, modernizing vision of the 

massive, structural transformation of “traditional” societies. Like modernization 

theorists, he had also considered the reduction of poverty less a goal in its own 

right than a by-product of aggregate economic growth and industrialization. 

After he became the bank president, however, McNamara found himself increas-

ingly persuaded by the new emphasis on inequality and destitution. McNamara’s 

long-standing concern with international security and stability also led him to 

see poor, frustrated populations as a dangerous source of political instability. 

On April 4, 1968, as his first official meeting with the bank’s senior bureaucrats 

ended, Washington erupted into rioting following the murder of Martin Luther 

King, Jr. With the United States’ own failure to confront poverty and injustice 

on full display outside his office windows, the global problem took on added 

significance.27

Frustrated with the relatively small scale of its programs, McNamara was de-

termined to transform the World Bank into a leading development agency. He 

moved aggressively to raise more money from foreign donors around the world, 

and by the time he left office in 1981, the bank’s lending had increased in real 
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terms by a factor of five. Persuaded that the bank’s traditional projects of power 

plants, dams, and transportation networks did little to meet the needs of the poor, 

he also searched for a philosophy on which to base a new series of programs. 

British expatriate writer Barbara Ward, Harvard economist Hollis Chenery, and 

Pakistani economist and national planner Mahbub ul Haq helped provide him 

with one. The population making up the bottom 40 percent of a poor country’s 

income distribution, they argued, was the essential target, and the key was to in-

corporate programs specifically intended to raise their productivity into overall 

development planning. As Chenery later explained in the landmark book of 1974 

Redistribution with Growth, “in the early stages of development income tends to 

be more concentrated.” As new, technologically advanced, higher-productivity 

sectors took hold in industry and agriculture, they absorbed a large proportion 

of the total pool of public and private investment. The poor, however, lacked ac-

cess to land, education, and credit—factors that limited their ability to enter the 

“organized market economy.” As aggregate economic growth continued, their 

opportunity was also constrained by rapid population increases, which created a 

surplus of unskilled labor among small farmers, rural artisans, and urban work-

ers. The essential task, therefore, was to redirect public investment to create jobs 

for the poor, improve their access to education and land, and give them the skills, 

tools, and resources necessary to participate in the new economy.28

In 1972, McNamara made those arguments the basis of the World Bank’s new 

development policy. He declared in his annual address to the bank’s international 

board of governors that “development’s most fundamental goal” was not mod-

ernization, but instead “ending the inhuman deprivation in hundreds of millions 

of individual lives throughout the developing world.” While he still emphasized 

security and warned that “a decisive choice [had to] be made between the politi-

cal costs of reform and the political risks of rebellion,” McNamara also framed 

the problem of social equity as an inescapable moral challenge. Left “beyond the 

reach of traditional market forces and public services,” the poorest 40 percent 

of the developing world’s population were plagued by hunger, malnutrition, il-

literacy, and disease. Promoting income growth and job creation for them, he 

concluded, was the bank’s most urgent imperative.29

Over the next several years the World Bank became the leader of an interna-

tional antipoverty campaign. Working in destitute regions of Brazil, Nigeria, Tan-

zania, and many other countries, the bank targeted populations with per capita 

incomes that were often well under $100 per year. Planners delivered integrated 

“packages of inputs,” including credit, agricultural extension services, roads, edu-

cation, and health services. They also set ambitious goals, typically aiming to 

double small farm incomes within five or six years. In urban areas across Africa, 

Asia, and Latin America, job creation programs based on small-scale industry 
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and improved access to education, health care, and housing became priorities. 

“Slum upgrading” projects also went forward as bank planners tried to provide 

sanitation, drainage, and footpaths in the massive settlements inhabited by desti-

tute workers on city outskirts.30

In many cases, planners found their projects circumscribed by a range of 

practical and political limitations. In rural areas, for example, most of the ben-

eficiaries of World Bank programs were small farmers who owned their own 

land. Because the bank considered landless tenants, sharecroppers, and squatters 

too difficult to reach, the “poorest of the poor” were often ignored. Bank staff 

also found it difficult to determine who benefited from particular projects. In 

urban housing work, for example, did the greatest gains go to the poor families 

or to the contractors and investors who built the houses and later moved in to 

purchase the improved land? The bank’s antipoverty objectives also ran into re-

sistance from national elites. Although concerned with poverty, governments in 

countries like Nigeria, Indonesia, Mexico, and India were not enthusiastic about 

promoting labor-intensive approaches to small-scale industrialization and ag-

riculture, fearing that the new emphasis on poverty reduction and job creation 

would leave them with inferior prospects for long-term, technologically driven 

growth. Recommended changes in trade policy, taxation, public spending, and 

agrarian reform, which went against the interests of the politically powerful 

classes, also limited the potential of antipoverty programs.31

Like the new emphasis on basic human needs, debates over the impact of 

development on the environment challenged the assumptions underlying mod-

ernization. The proponents of modernization, focused on the potential for “big 

pushes” and “take-offs,” had never given much thought to questions of scarcity 

or environmental damage. During the mid-1960s, however, a growing environ-

mental movement within the United States transformed the political climate. 

Following the publication in 1962 of Rachel Carson’s classic study of chemical 

pesticides, Silent Spring, activists gained federal passage of several key measures, 

including the Clean Air Act, the Water Quality Act, the Noise Control Act, and 

the Beautification Act. By the time student radicals organized the first Earth Day 

in April 1970, environmentalism and its varied critique of consumption, pol-

lution, and damaging technologies began to affect discussions of international 

development policy as well.32

Standing prominently among the environmental critics of modernization was 

none other than George F. Kennan, author of the Cold War concept of contain-

ment. In 1970 Kennan warned that the pollution of the oceans and atmosphere 

with industrial waste, car and jet exhaust, chemicals, and radioactive materials 

threatened to produce a “world wasteland.” Development policy, accordingly, 

needed to take environmental questions into account. “The principle,” Kennan 
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argued, “should be that one exploits what a careful regard for the needs of conser-

vation leaves to be exploited, not that one conserves what a liberal indulgence of 

the impulse of development leaves to be conserved.” Recommending the creation 

of a supranational “International Environmental Authority” with the power to 

enforce common standards, Kennan urged “the great communist and Western 

powers” to “replace the waning fixations of the cold war” with a venture to “re-

store the hope, the beauty, and the salubriousness of the natural environment in 

which man has his being.”33

Stark warnings were also issued in The Limits to Growth, a highly publicized 

1972 study sponsored by the Club of Rome, a prominent international associa-

tion of economists, educators, businesspeople, and government officials. Their 

“Project on the Predicament of Mankind,” based on the computerized analysis of 

a global “system dynamics” model, predicted a bleak future. Given the intercon-

nected forces of “accelerating industrialization, rapid population growth, wide-

spread malnutrition, depletion of nonrenewable resources, and a deteriorating 

environment,” they concluded that unless present trends of development were 

sharply altered, “the limits to growth on this planet will be reached sometime 

within the next one hundred years.” If radical changes in production, consump-

tion, and birthrates were not imposed soon, when it might still be possible to 

reverse the damage, a cataclysmic “resource crisis” would trigger a global “col-

lapse into a dismal, depleted existence.” Where modernization theorists had 

envisioned a world moving from “tradition” to “modernity,” the Club of Rome 

now advocated a “great transition” of a very different kind—“the transition from 

growth to global equilibrium.”34

Such environmental forecasts produced a wide range of political responses. 

Although The Limits to Growth received broad public attention, and more than 

four million copies of the book were printed in thirty languages, many critics dis-

counted the dire predictions. Warnings about the fixed limits of arable land and 

exhaustible minerals, they argued, ignored the reality that while consumption 

grew exponentially, so too did the effects of technologies that could push limits 

back. Economist Carl Kaysen contended that rising market prices for resources 

and commodities would function as natural adjustment mechanisms. Instead 

of a dire, sudden collapse, human production and consumption would smoothly 

and gradually adjust to the limits of an eventual growth ceiling. The solution to 

rapid population increases in the postcolonial world, critics also insisted, was 

greater economic growth and the redistribution of it to meet human needs, not 

the imposition of limits, which would only exacerbate human suffering.35

From the early 1970s through the 1980s, debates over development and the 

environment were also shaped by two additional concepts, those of “appropri-

ate technology” and “sustainability.” Published in 1973, E. F. Schumacher’s Small 
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Is Beautiful provided an especially popular critique. A German-born economist 

who spent much of his life working in Britain, Schumacher tapped into the coun-

tercultural temper of 1970s environmentalism with a sharp critique of mod-

ernization and a poetic embrace of what he called “Buddhist economics.” The 

“modern industrial system, with all its intellectual sophistication,” he declared, 

“consumes the very basis on which it has been erected.” Depleting resources and 

spoiling the world’s natural beauty, this system also failed to bring about its much 

heralded psychological transformations. Instead of converting passive, fatalistic, 

traditional peoples into activist citizens, modern factories and urban centers 

replaced personally and spiritually fulfilling labor with slavery to machines. By 

elevating the maximization of production over human liberation, modern so-

cial orders forced individuals off the land and into the marginal, destitute life 

of urban migrants. Like those focused on “basic human needs,” Schumacher 

stressed problems of inequality and poverty. Unlike them, however, he insisted 

that introducing advanced, Western technologies into postcolonial countries 

was a disastrous mistake. Less costly, labor-intensive “intermediate technologies” 

geared to simple, local strategies of production could be installed, repaired, and 

maintained far more cheaply. Dispersed through the countryside of low-income 

nations, such technologies would also encourage small-scale businesses and en-

trepreneurship, enabling people to produce the clothing, farm tools, household 

goods, and building materials most needed by the poor.36

Among development professionals and scholars, the idea of “sustainability” 

proved equally influential. The distinguished political scientist Karl Deutsch 

observed in 1977 that long-term development could go forward only if it were 

environmentally sustainable. Decisions about consumption and investment, 

therefore, could not be left to the functioning of markets that routinely ignored 

environmental concerns. Prominent research and advocacy groups gave this idea 

broad circulation. Worldwatch Institute director Lester Brown argued that any 

concept of development had to accept the need for a global “transition to sus-

tainability.” Where Talcott Parsons and other theorists had once focused on the 

passage from tradition to modernity, Brown called for a shift from “planned obso-

lescence” to “durability,” from “material possessions” to “personal development,” 

and from “the domination of nature” to a harmonious existence within it.37

Like the basic needs approach, environmental criticism met determined re-

sistance. The rise of laissez-faire conservatism in the United States, Great Britain, 

and much of Western Europe in the 1980s brought governments to power that 

had little to no interest in environmental concerns. This became patently clear 

in 1987, when the World Commission on Environment and Development pre-

sented its report to the UN General Assembly. Under the leadership of Norwe-

gian prime minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, the commission recounted several 
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years of crisis marked by drought and famine in Africa, the Bhopal gas disaster in 

India, and the death of tens of millions of children due to unsafe drinking water 

and malnutrition. Environmental degradation, the commission warned, was now 

“a survival issue for developing nations.” But despite pious promises on all sides, 

no policies or programs offered any real hope of arresting the “downward spiral 

of linked ecological and economic decline in which many of the poorest nations 

are trapped.” As the industrialized countries continued to consume a vastly dis-

proportionate share of the world’s “ecological capital,” developing countries were 

forced to overexploit their limited natural resources.38

In addition to arguments about inequality, poverty, and the environment, dis-

senters regarding modernization also raised questions about the impact of devel-

opment projects on the status of women. The concept of modernization, scholars 

like Ester Boserup argued, reproduced classic, liberal assumptions about gender 

and labor. By defining progress in terms of the division of home and workplace 

as well as the rise of “rational” and “achievement-oriented” men, moderniza-

tion theorists defined women as repositories of backwardness. The purportedly 

objective, social scientific categories of tradition and modernity, feminist crit-

ics maintained, were in fact heavily gendered, contributing to the creation of 

policies that focused on the promotion of male opportunity and undervalued 

women’s vital economic roles. Since the colonial period, as development schemes 

drew men out of villages for work on plantations, mines, and road-building proj-

ects, women’s work in food production had substantially increased. Since men 

carried harvests to market, however, women’s labor was typically unrecognized 

and unpaid. Development programs of the 1960s put technologically improved 

seeds, fertilizer, and mechanized equipment in male hands, and men held the cash 

proceeds deriving from the sale of larger harvests. Even as rural incomes grew, 

newfound wealth did not trickle down to other family members. While male 

heads of households bought watches, bicycles, and radios—all signs of greater 

prosperity—family nutritional levels actually fell. Conditions in urban areas 

were equally bleak. Job training programs focused on men, and sex stereotyping 

in employment often pushed women into the “informal sector” of the economy, 

where many were forced to survive through petty trading or prostitution.39

According to feminist critics, therefore, development policies based on 

theories of modernization deepened women’s inequality. Even basic needs ap-

proaches—stressing health, nutrition, and improved child-care—did not go far 

enough. In response to those arguments, through the 1970s “Women in Devel-

opment” programs appeared in UN agencies as well as AID. Rather than focusing 

on overall family welfare, they began to stress the need to create greater income-

earning opportunities for women, including training programs, access to credit, 

and assistance with marketing. Major UN conferences on the status of women in 
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Mexico City (1975), Copenhagen (1980), and Nairobi (1985) went beyond ques-

tions of living standards to stress equality, autonomy, and the defense of women’s 

political, economic, and civil rights.40

The Neoliberal Turn
The critical reassessment of development during the 1970s marked a pivotal 

change in the field. It exposed modernization’s failures, set out new agendas, and 

forced professionals to reconsider their fundamental objectives, values, and goals. 

The intellectual challenge to modernization and the decentering of development 

had other implications as well. As the premium placed on unlimited growth, ag-

gregate productivity, and high technology was replaced by an emphasis on prob-

lems of poverty and inequality within the boundaries of a fragile ecosystem, the 

task of accelerating progress came to appear far more complex. Modernization 

had embodied the tremendous optimism of liberals in the United States at the 

apex of their nation’s power. Its narrative gave the postwar development project 

a clear sense of direction, speed, and feasibility, defining the economic and so-

cial levers that could be managed to produce a “take-off,” after which countries 

would be able to move into “self-sustaining growth.” It promised, in other words, 

that development had a clear end, that its goals could be realized within a finite 

period, and that the “developing” world could foresee a readily attainable future 

in the image of the industrialized nations. But by the 1970s all those integrating 

assumptions were replaced by a much greater sense of fragmentation, ambiguity, 

and uncertainty.

Therefore, although it addressed serious problems and deficiencies, the new, 

diverse, and far more complex agenda lacked the crucial attribute that modern-

ization had once possessed—the confidence that development could be achieved 

rapidly and that the world would soon converge on the kind of political and eco-

nomic order found most clearly in the West, and especially in the United States. 

Conservative, “neoliberal” arguments, however, recapitulated precisely those 

claims. By rejecting integrated planning and Keynesian fiscal policy as coercive 

interventions, neoliberals also stressed methods seemingly in harmony with 

the essentials of human nature. Economist Milton Friedman argued that unre-

stricted markets allowed citizens to pursue freely their own interests through a 

system of wholly voluntary exchange. That economic freedom, moreover, was 

“an indispensable means toward the achievement of political freedom.” Devel-

opment, in this light, was actually a simple matter, best accomplished by getting 

the state out of the way and letting the engines of capitalism run their inevitable 

course.41
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Among development experts, these ideas emerged in the form of a conserva-

tive “counterrevolution.” Development problems, these dissenters argued, cen-

tered fundamentally on the need to direct resources and investment to the most 

productive sectors of society. That task, moreover, was one that markets could 

always handle more effectively than governments. Like modernization theo-

rists, the neoliberals defined aggregate economic growth as an essential goal. 

Unlike them, they rejected the idea of government intervention and planning 

intended to create a “big push” toward take-off. Optimum results, they main-

tained, would instead be achieved through the rational choices of individuals in 

the capitalist marketplace. Plans to address questions of poverty and inequal-

ity, they also believed, were ultimately misguided and wasteful. The most rapid 

progress, in fact, often came through natural inequality, as expanding progress 

eventually lifted all boats.42

These views gained increasing circulation among conservative scholars in 

the 1970s. Experts like University of Chicago economist Harry G. Johnson con-

tended that development planning had resulted in unproductive investments 

in state-owned industries and allowed corrupt officials to enrich themselves 

by manipulating price and wage controls. British economist Ian Little took a 

similar tack, arguing that planners always relied on insufficient data to direct 

the complex workings of the economy. The situation, he explained, was “rather 

like an architect designing a building with no knowledge of the strength of the 

materials—the building blocks—that might be used.” “It could thus be a re-

deeming feature,” Little concluded, “that so many plans went unimplemented.” 

Deepak Lal, an economist and consultant to the Indian Planning Commission 

and the World Bank, also rejected the idea that the particular needs of develop-

ing countries demanded a greater degree of state intervention. The economics 

of classical liberalism, built around free trade, price mechanisms, and the self-

interested pursuit of profit, he argued, produced universally optimum solutions. 

Because official interventions to promote some sectors of the economy often did 

far greater harm to others, it was better for governments not to act. Reformist 

interventions in the name of social equity, he claimed, also wound up violating 

principles of individual liberty.43

British economist P. T. Bauer, perhaps the most famous of the conservative 

“counterrevolutionaries,” pushed such arguments further. In addition to attack-

ing the failures of planning, he assaulted the entire field of development eco-

nomics itself. Its promises of rapid material progress, he claimed, were “oversold 

to a credulous public” plagued by “widespread feelings of guilt.” In his fieldwork 

in British colonial Malaya and West Africa, he argued that non-Europeans cre-

ated thriving local economies without the need for an expensive infrastructure 

or the injection of foreign aid. Relying on a remarkably sunny view of British 

    
        

    



MODERNIZATION UNDER FIRE      177

imperialism, Bauer maintained that progress in those regions was not the result 

of the “forcible modernization of attitudes or behavior, nor of large-scale state-

sponsored industrialization, nor of any other form of big push.” Instead of “con-

scious efforts at nation building (as if people were lifeless bricks, to be moved 

about by some master builder),” rising prosperity was “the result of individual 

voluntary responses of millions of people to emerging or expanding opportuni-

ties created largely by external contacts and brought to their notice in a variety 

of ways, primarily through the market.” If government would only get out of the 

way, unfettered capitalism could unleash long-suppressed human potential.44

In the United States, such antistatist ideas clearly resonated with a broader 

rejection of Keynesian economic policies. From the New Deal of the mid-1930s 

through the Great Society of the late 1960s, the idea of federal intervention in 

public life for the promotion of high employment levels, economic growth, and 

technological progress had been well established. Keynesian fiscal policy, in par-

ticular, was accepted as a successful means for the state to create the conditions 

in which capitalism would serve larger social objectives. By the mid-1970s, how-

ever, as inflation and unemployment rose together to new heights, conservative 

critics argued that liberal economic policies had produced a structural crisis. Ex-

cessive government regulation, they claimed, had shackled the economy and lim-

ited job creation, while misguided and irresponsible social welfare spending and 

entitlement programs had triggered runaway inflation. The tax policies needed 

to pay for government programs were also condemned as obstacles to productive 

investment. Capturing the erosion of the previous consensus, the economist and 

blunt-speaking Federal Reserve chairman Paul Volcker told a journalist: “We’re 

all Keynesians now—in terms of the way we look at things. National income sta-

tistics are a Keynesian view of the world, and the language of economists tends 

to be Keynesian. But if you mean by Keynesian that we’ve got to pump up the 

economy, that all these relationships are pretty clear and simple, that this gives us 

a tool for eternal prosperity if we do it right, that’s all bullshit.”45

By the early 1980s, the ascendancy of Ronald Reagan to the White House cre-

ated the conditions in which the antistatist, pro-market doctrine of the neoliberals 

would transform U.S. foreign development policy. With the Reagan administra-

tion turning toward supply-side economics and the massive tax cuts that would 

supposedly empower private entrepreneurship, the idea of spending substantial 

amounts of public money to promote modernization abroad came under with-

ering fire. As conservative intellectuals and think tanks condemned the Great 

Society’s social welfare programs for eroding market incentives, encouraging a 

culture of entitlement, and destroying the potential for individual initiative, crit-

ics also attacked attempts at “social engineering” abroad. Massive Western aid 

projects and national planning, analysts like Grace Goodell argued, were largely 
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responsible “for the syndrome of overbearing government and popular (even 

middle-class) apathy that marks Third World poverty.” By promoting irrespon-

sible governments instead of free markets, modernization created paternalistic 

bureaucracies that contributed to “local ennui, the solidification of centralized 

power, [and] society’s acceptance of corruption as a way of life.” Since social sci-

entists and development administrators really had “little idea about how to solve 

a wide range of social problems either in their own country or in less developed 

countries,” they often did more harm than good.46

The international economic crises of the 1970s and early 1980s contributed to 

the neoliberal ascendancy and the broader turn against development. In particu-

lar, the “oil shocks” of the period produced important and unanticipated effects. 

The Arab oil embargo following the 1973 Arab-Israeli war quadrupled oil prices, 

and the cutoff of Iranian oil exports following the 1979 revolution tripled them 

yet again. These events plunged the United States into recession, decreasing the 

willingness of U.S. politicians to provide further funding for development abroad 

in times of economic turmoil at home. The oil shocks also rattled the global 

monetary system. Much of the wealth or “petrodollars” that nations belonging to 

the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) gained from the 

industrialized countries in higher oil revenues was ultimately invested in West-

ern commercial banks. Those banks, in turn, found ready customers among the 

non–oil exporting, low-income countries that were hit hard by the rising costs of 

oil, fertilizer, food, and manufactured imports. As industrialized economies fell 

into recession and cut their aid levels, the poorest nations faced economic ruin. 

Borrowing from commercial sources now appeared as a vital means to avoid a 

crisis, pursue economic recovery, and obtain development funds.47

The result helped pave the way for the debt crisis of the 1980s. As borrowing 

by lower-income countries continued, rising to a level of $165 billion in 1978, 

poor nations resorted to paying off their current loans with new ones, deriving 

less and less benefit from the capital they received. In 1981, the Latin American 

countries borrowed $34.6 billion, but they also paid back $28.2 billion in inter-

est, leaving only $6.4 billion for the purposes of investment. Finally, in 1982, the 

bubble burst. After Argentina went to war with Britain over the Falkland Islands 

in May, bankers became more cautious about the political risks of lending. The 

Mexican government’s announcement in August that it was officially broke also 

triggered a widespread realization that the lower-income countries, especially in 

Latin American and Africa, were in no position to continue carrying such heavy 

debt burdens.48

The proposed solution to this problem was a decidedly neoliberal one. Al-

though commercial creditors agreed to reschedule debts, and bilateral agencies 

reduced some obligations, the industrialized countries made further assistance 
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contingent on policies of “structural adjustment.” According to the new “Wash-

ington Consensus,” the countries of the developing world had lived beyond their 

means. Their failures, insisted Reagan administration, World Bank, and Inter-

national Monetary Fund officials, were due to the unbridled government inter-

vention and irresponsible spending that had produced unbalanced budgets and 

overvalued currencies. To correct this problem, they would have to turn to the 

right by promoting free trade, opening their doors to foreign investment, priva-

tizing state enterprises, and deregulating domestic markets. In place of earlier 

calls to fight poverty and social inequality, the governments of developing coun-

tries were now ordered to embrace the market.49

Neoliberals also looked to the “East Asian miracle” to bolster their claims 

about the failures of state-led modernization. During the 1970s, the “four tigers” 

of Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan enjoyed tremendous eco-

nomic growth rates averaging 8 to 10 percent per year. After the U.S. economy 

recovered from recession in the early 1980s, those high annual rates returned 

as the four tigers complemented their existing manufacturing base in textiles 

and simple consumer goods with more capital-intensive electronics products. 

Over the longer haul, figures for increases in real income per capita were even 

more impressive, quadrupling between 1960 and 1985. Comparing the thriving 

economies of these four East Asian countries with those of most Latin American, 

African, and other Asian nations, neoliberals thought that they could discern the 

secret of success. The “great leap from poverty to wealth,” the Economist maga-

zine maintained in 1987, was largely due to “the use of free markets instead of 

bureaucrats’ orders to tell people what they ought to produce and how much of 

it.” In a major 1993 study, the World Bank arrived at similar conclusions. The 

astounding success in East Asia was caused primarily by “the application of a set 

of common, market-friendly economic policies, leading to both higher accumu-

lation and better allocation of resources.”50

Such interpretations, however, radically simplified a much more complex 

picture. In South Korea and Taiwan, the two “tigers” in which United States in-

tervention played a significant role, the foundations for success were set by gov-

ernment policies that involved a very high degree of state control over economic 

life. In Taiwan, the U.S. aid mission supported systematic economic intervention 

under the authority of the Kuomintang’s one-party state from the late 1940s 

through the end of U.S. economic aid in 1965. U.S. advisers strongly endorsed 

the government’s “planned free economy” over a policy of immediate economic 

liberalization, reasoning that since there were few prospects for private capital 

investment, such a strategy was necessary to promote industrialization. With 

U.S. support, Taiwan’s Economic Stabilization Board coordinated the function-

ing of government-controlled or state-owned banks, sugar plantations, railroads, 
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public utilities, and major industries. During the 1950s, the government also 

used a strategy of import substitution, subsidies, tariff barriers, and price con-

trols to promote domestic textile and light manufacturing industries. Taiwan’s 

shift toward the market, in other words, was a very gradual one, unfolding from 

the late 1940s through the 1970s. Only after establishing the basis for an indus-

trial economy and guiding it toward exports, did the government pare back its 

role. The country’s chief economic official, K. T. Li, recalled: “What we as policy 

makers did in Taiwan was to help various parts of the economy first to stand and 

then to walk. And then we let go.”51

The pattern in South Korea was similar, with the United States strongly sup-

porting a “developmental autocracy” heavily engaged in economic planning. 

Massive U.S. military and economic aid allowed Syngman Rhee to build an anti-

Communist state capable of weathering the storms of the Korean War, but little 

economic growth took place in the country until the early 1960s. After a military 

junta under General Park Chung Hee took power in 1961, however, a Govern-

ment Economic Planning Board worked with U.S. officials to raise domestic tax 

revenues and interest rates to create a pool for investment. The government also 

promoted exports by helping a select group of firms evolve into massive con-

glomerates, or chaebols, through low-interest loans, tax incentives, and cheap 

transportation rates. These large, diversified industrial groups, including giants 

like Hyundai, Samsung, and Daewoo, ultimately dominated the economy and 

helped secure their relationship with the government by providing kickbacks 

and contributions to Park’s political machine. Only after Park’s assassination in 

1979 and the brutal suppression of pro-democracy demonstrations in 1980, did 

the South Korean government, under U.S. pressure, revise its trade and financial 

policies and open the economy to international markets. During the 1980s, how-

ever, neoliberals ignored that historical evidence, insisting that high rates of eco-

nomic growth were solely the result of more contemporary liberalizing trends.52

The neoliberal attack on modernization and state-led development also 

dovetailed with a broader conservative rejection of the concept of postcolonial 

“nation building.” Liberal modernizers argued that the United States could chan-

nel the ambitions of nationalists, linking the objectives of development with the 

attainment of security. By the 1980s, however, U.S. conservatives rejected that 

formulation and the political strategies that went with it. Where modernizers 

called for the United States to defuse revolutionary threats by accelerating a 

broader process of social transformation, Ronald Reagan framed the problem 

in far more reductive terms. As he declared in the 1980 election campaign, “let 

us not delude ourselves. The Soviet Union underlies all the unrest that is going 

on. If they weren’t engaged in this game of dominoes, there wouldn’t be any hot 

spots in the world.”53
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Through much of the 1980s, Reagan administration officials and their sup-

porters moved toward a hard-line, militarized approach to Cold War con-

tainment. Self-abasing, apologetic, liberal attempts to conciliate postcolonial 

nationalists, they argued, had produced only ungrateful, irrational calls for an 

international redistribution of wealth. The poverty of postcolonial states, con-

servatives insisted, was primarily their own fault, and the liberal failure to stand 

up to the impudent demands and radical movements of these states, conserva-

tives believed, had led to disaster in Vietnam, resulted in the loss of the Pan-

ama Canal, and encouraged Communist aggression in Angola and Afghanistan. 

Jimmy Carter’s emphasis on human rights and expanded foreign aid, Reagan 

insisted, was nothing more than a “foreign policy bordering on appeasement,” a 

strategy of standing by while friendly governments were overthrown and Iranian 

radicals invaded the U.S. embassy to take American hostages. Conservatives also 

had very little patience for nonalignment. Third World countries, they declared, 

would have to “stand up and be counted.” Rather than trying to steer the course 

of their development, the United States also relied more heavily on ostentatious 

displays of force, as in the invasion of Grenada, the bombing of Libya, and the 

interventions in Afghanistan, Angola, Cambodia, Guatemala, Honduras, El Sal-

vador, and Nicaragua.54

Of course, conservatives continued to describe a world that could be driven in 

the direction of the United States. The key to this, however, would certainly not be 

found in the export of New Deal institutions, comprehensive development plan-

ning, or publicly funded attempts to push the trajectory of postcolonial states 

in liberal directions. As U.S. ambassador to the UN Jeanne Kirkpatrick argued, 

modernization theory’s “shortcomings as an analytical tool” were eclipsed only 

by its serious “inadequacies as a framework for thinking about foreign policy.” 

U.S. attempts to direct the course of development in countries like Vietnam and 

Iran, she lamented, had only weakened the ability of steadfast, anti-Communist 

allies to fight off dangerous revolutions. Dictatorships could gradually move in 

democratic directions, but it was counterproductive to interfere in their internal 

affairs and insist on sudden, overnight steps toward political reform, especially if 

they were under siege by hostile revolutionaries.55

The correct way to produce global transformations, many Reagan-era con-

servatives argued, would instead be found in the blending of military force and 

neoliberal ideology. During the 1960s, U.S. policymakers had sought to forge ties 

to nationalists in places like India, Egypt, and Ghana, hoping to prevent them 

from turning to the left, and aiming to alleviate the social and economic desti-

tution that fed revolutionary ambitions. The Reagan administration, however, 

sought to isolate such figures, directing U.S. economic and military aid only to 

those with clear, unequivocal anti-Communist track records. An ever-vigilant, 
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forceful assault on communism, conservatives believed, would deter the Soviets 

and keep Third World elites in line. By eliminating radical threats, such an at-

tack would also allow free markets and private investment to work their magic, 

creating businesses, stimulating entrepreneurial incentives, giving rise to middle 

classes, securing social justice, and eventually paving the way for the inevitable 

rise of democratic values and institutions. In his 1985 State of the Union address, 

Reagan declared: “America’s economic success is freedom’s success; it can be re-

peated a hundred times in a hundred different nations.”56

By the 1980s, then, the ideology of modernization was in a state of near col-

lapse. From the late 1960s through the 1970s, the crisis of U.S. liberalism, the rise 

of competing social scientific models, the controversial redefinition of develop-

ment, and finally the neoliberal shift in political life in the United States all de-

stroyed the essential foundations on which modernization was based. Yet even in 

the midst of that escalating wave of criticism and rejection, the essential convic-

tion that the United States had a unique, global mission to transform the world in 

its own image survived. Ronald Reagan proclaimed in his 1989 “farewell address” 

that America remained a “shining city upon a hill,” “still a beacon, still a magnet 

for all who must have freedom, for all the pilgrims from all the lost places who 

are hurtling through the darkness, toward home.” With the triumphant end of 

the Cold War, the belief that the United States could lead a world converging on 

“market democracy” would continue to grow and deepen. Shortly after the turn 

of the new century, as the United States faced what its leaders described as yet 

another struggle of potentially infinite duration for absolute ends, a revised, re-

formulated vision of modernization would also stage a remarkable comeback.57
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THE GHOSTS OF MODERNIZATION
From Cold War Victory to Afghanistan and Iraq

The end of the Cold War radically altered the world’s geopolitical structure. For 

more than four decades, U.S. foreign policymakers had waged an intense, relent-

less, worldwide struggle against Soviet communism. Then, between 1989 and 

1991, Eastern Europe’s Communist states suddenly collapsed, jubilant crowds 

tore down the Berlin Wall, and the Soviet Union itself dissolved. U.S. officials 

had long anticipated that a global strategy of military containment and eco-

nomic liberalization would exacerbate internal strains within the Soviet system. 

In the late 1980s, however, very few U.S. analysts anticipated such a rapid turn 

of events. As the Soviet Union fractured into constituent republics, and the long 

anti-Communist crusade raced to a surprising finish, U.S. officials faced the fu-

ture with an uneasy blend of triumphal celebration and nagging uncertainty. 

With its greatest ideological competitor gone, what principles and strategies 

would guide the exercise of U.S. power in a new era?

In thinking about the postcolonial world, U.S. policymakers found few easy 

answers to that question. Where some experts insisted that the Cold War’s end 

marked a moment of unprecedented opportunity, the start of an era in which the 

United States’ liberal, capitalist, and democratic institutions could be spread to 

every corner of the globe, others spoke in much darker tones. Although the Cold 

War had partially suppressed and distracted attention from them, long-festering 

forces of ethnic conflict, religious violence, and militant nationalism were on 

the rise. How would the sole remaining superpower try to shape this far less 

predictable environment? What could it do to confront the threats generated by 
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deepening poverty, global migration, the instability of “failed states,” and the rise 

of Islamic radicalism? “Until the Cold War was over,” historian Ronald Steel re-

flected, “we did not appreciate that the conflict, for all its inequities and dangers, 

imposed a kind of order on the world. Now even that is gone.”1

Amid those uncertainties Americans returned to an older set of beliefs tightly 

connected to deeply rooted understandings of national identity and mission. 

From the “nation-building” efforts of the 1990s through the invasions of Af-

ghanistan and Iraq after September 11, 2001, U.S. policymakers, intellectuals, 

and opinion leaders approached the postcolonial world through a very famil-

iar framework. Modernization, as a theory and a policy, was discredited in the 

wake of the U.S. failures in Vietnam and Iran, and the hope for a global New 

Deal was discarded in favor of a market-driven, neoliberal vision in the 1980s. 

Many of modernization’s fundamental assumptions, however, made a startling 

comeback in the years following the Cold War’s end. In confronting crises in 

Latin America, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, U.S. policymakers once again 

linked the promotion of development with the enhancement of security. Just as 

they had during the Cold War, U.S. officials assumed that the forces of liberal, 

capitalist modernity would sweep all before them, transforming the political life, 

economies, and cultures of malleable foreign societies in predictable and ulti-

mately benevolent ways. History, they insisted, had a clear direction, and its ac-

celeration would create a better, freer, and ultimately more secure global order. 

Finally, as they had during the Cold War, U.S. policymakers blended the language 

of idealistic, democratizing reform with the deployment of lethal force. Where 

possible, the United States would encourage the spread of “market democracy” 

using development aid, trade policy, and the transfer of technology. Where nec-

essary, it would impose modernity through far more direct, far more coercive 

means. In a period of neoliberal consensus, the original preference for state-led, 

government-planned development policies remained dead and buried. But in 

the post–Cold War era, and especially after September 11, 2001, many of mod-

ernization’s essential elements rose dramatically from the grave.

“The End of History”
The Cold War’s sudden end provoked a variety of competing arguments about 

the causes of the Soviet collapse and the meaning of the U.S. victory. For some 

conservative commentators, the matter was clear. The U.S. defense buildup of 

the 1980s had essentially driven the Soviet Union into bankruptcy. Unable to 

compete with the United States in a costly arms race that stretched from conven-

tional weaponry through nuclear technology and into Ronald Reagan’s Strategic 
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Defense Initiative, Mikhail Gorbachev had little choice but to reverse decades of 

Soviet policy and abandon his country’s global ambitions. “When communism 

came down,” Senator Jack Kemp declared in a tribute to Reagan, “it wasn’t be-

cause it fell. It was because he pushed it.” Others, however, emphasized a longer, 

more complex causal chain. The Soviet demise, they argued, was due to decades 

of poor economic growth, the impact of the Afghanistan war, and the enormous 

expense of attempting to shore up and maintain control over its allies. Mikhail 

Gorbachev’s bid to save socialism by restructuring the Soviet economy and al-

lowing a greater measure of political openness, in that context, effectively un-

leashed forces he could not control, resulting in the collapse of the system he 

desperately wanted to reform. Still other arguments stressed the vast compara-

tive gap, between the Communist and Western worlds, in popular living stan-

dards and civil liberties. Once they had the chance, Soviet and Eastern European 

citizens played a crucial role by rebelling against a failed, corrupt, and repressive 

social order in favor of the far more affluent and attractive one they could see just 

over the Cold War’s walls.2

At another level, well beyond the politics of the 1980s or the relative strengths 

and weaknesses of the Soviet and American societies, some analysts perceived 

a wider, far more powerful process at work. In these interpretations, the Soviet 

collapse represented a deeper historical phenomenon—the manifestation of an 

underlying global trend that had fundamentally shaped the past and would con-

tinue to transform the future. The most famous of these arguments appeared in 

a 1989 essay by Francis Fukuyama, then a little-known State Department official. 

Arriving as anti-Communist movements gained momentum in Eastern Europe, 

Gorbachev’s reforms triggered upheavals in the Soviet Union, and a brief out-

pouring of democratic dissent took hold in China, Fukuyama’s article seemed 

to capture the spirit of the times. Around the world, he argued, “an unabashed 

victory of economic and political liberalism” was taking hold. “What we may be 

witnessing,” he declared, was not merely the end of the Cold War, but instead 

“the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolu-

tion and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of 

human government.” Through two world wars and a long cold war, Fukuyama 

argued, the challenges of fascism and communism had been defeated, and liberal 

capitalism had emerged as the only remaining form of social order. As markets 

opened, and citizens across the globe pursued the benefits of thriving consumer 

culture, economic liberalism led to greater political liberalism, and freedom 

flourished. Drawing on Hegelian philosophy, Fukuyama insisted that the realiza-

tion of a fundamental, universal ideal was now finally at hand.3

Fukuyama’s assessment of a world converging on liberal, capitalist democracy 

was sensationally popular and immediately familiar. In essence, it recapitulated 
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the same set of deeply rooted assumptions that had formed the base of Cold War 

visions of modernization. Like the modernization theorists of the 1960s, Fuku-

yama envisioned a universal process in which the world inexorably moved toward 

the kind of social and political order exemplified by the West and particularly 

by the United States. The United States, he asserted, represented an ideal end 

point, a “fundamentally egalitarian and moderately redistributionist” society 

with only a few remaining pockets of poverty and no intractable forms of eco-

nomic injustice or class conflict. Forces of nationalism and religion, Fukuyama 

acknowledged, left the “vast bulk of the Third World” still “very much mired in 

history” and likely to remain a “terrain of conflict for many years to come.” But 

eventually the postcolonial world would also be transformed by the inherent link 

between capitalist economics and liberal politics. Even in postrevolutionary Iran, 

he noted, “the omnipresent signs advertising the products of Sony, Hitachi, and 

JVC” conveyed a “virtually irresistible” appeal and “gave the lie to the regime’s 

pretensions of restoring a state based on the rule of the Shariah.” Though he 

professed personal unease with the materialism of the new order, and a wistful 

nostalgia for a “worldwide ideological struggle that called forth daring, courage, 

imagination, and idealism,” Fukuyama’s vision was ultimately a triumphant one. 

Liberal capitalism had vanquished its great adversary, and the field was now clear 

for the consolidation of its transformative global project.4

Though particularly sweeping in its claims, Fukuyama’s argument was only 

one of many that defined the end of the Cold War as the start of an era of tre-

mendous liberal promise. Beginning in the mid-1980s, the fall of many Latin 

American dictatorships, the erosion of authoritarian rule in parts of East and 

South Asia, the decline of one-party governments in some sub-Saharan African 

countries, and, finally, the momentous collapse of Soviet and Eastern European 

communism also inspired theories of a universal “democratic transition.” Eager 

to define any movement away from dictatorial government as a step toward 

democratic progress, scholars and policymakers alike envisioned the unfold-

ing of democracy through a common series of stages. In one case after another, 

they argued, insurgent popular protests led to divisions among ruling elites, the 

collapse of dictatorial regimes, and the emergence of democratic structures. 

Thomas Carothers critically observed that the concept of a natural “transition” 

implied that many varieties of political change all had a clear historical direction. 

It also obscured the degree to which many supposedly “democratizing” nations 

were still plagued by official corruption, low levels of political participation, lack 

of public trust in government, and the continued dominance of single parties, 

families, or leaders. Where they should have considered diverse and complex 

forms of political change, experts instead celebrated what former Secretary of 

State George Shultz defined as “the worldwide democratic revolution.”5
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These millennial interpretations also returned concepts of modernization to 

center stage. In the fall of 1990, Lucian Pye noted that the global “crisis of au-

thoritarianism” vindicated the predictions that he and his colleagues had made 

decades before. The transformative forces of economic growth, global commu-

nications, technological innovation, and international trade had weakened dic-

tatorial control, empowered individuals, and fostered pluralist movements, just 

as modernization theorists said they would. The only real mistake theorists had 

made, Pye argued, was to underestimate the “magnitude these factors of change 

would acquire in the decades ahead and the extent to which they would become 

part of closely knit international systems.” Emphasizing a point he had made re-

peatedly in his long career, Pye stressed that political culture would frequently 

override economic factors. Markets alone would not produce democratization, 

as China’s brutally repressive response to the Tiananmen protests of 1989 so 

clearly proved. But modernization would continue to advance, placing limits on 

the “free play of ideology,” forcing authoritarian regimes to respond to demands 

for liberalization, and promoting the transition of the world’s societies “from 

one state of equilibrium to another.” Writing in 1991, political scientist Howard 

J. Wiarda acknowledged that scholars like Walt Rostow, Gabriel Almond, and 

Pye might have oversimplified matters thirty years ago, but they were clearly 

“correct in the long run.” Although “there is no necessary, automatic, or ex-

actly causative relationship between development and democracy—as some 

of the early development literature suggested—there are tendencies, correla-

tions, and long-term relationships among these factors that cannot be ignored,” 

Wiarda noted.6

Theories of a “democratic peace” reflected the moment’s optimism as well. 

Political scientist Bruce Russett observed that the Soviets had surrendered “to the 

force of Western values of economic and especially political freedom.” Moreover, 

noted Russett, the collapse of authoritarianism illuminated the “striking fact” 

that “in the modern international system, democracies have almost never fought 

each other.” Because checks and balances restrained the quick resort to arms, and 

democratic leaders resolved disputes using the same patterns of conflict resolu-

tion that they used in domestic life, theorists argued, war among democracies 

was virtually unheard-of. Promoting democracy, therefore, should become an 

essential goal of the United States. “If history is imagined to be the history of 

wars and conquest,” Russett contended, “then a democratic world might in that 

sense represent ‘the end of history.’ ”7

Within a few years, celebratory accounts of “globalization” added a neolib-

eral, economic emphasis to the growing literature on democratization. As New 

York Times columnist Thomas Friedman declared in his immensely popular 

book The Lexus and the Olive Tree (1999),“the driving idea behind globalization 
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is free-market capitalism—the more you let market forces rule and the more 

you open your economy to free trade and competition, the more efficient and 

flourishing your economy will be. Globalization means the spread of free- market 

capitalism to virtually every country in the world.” In language that reprised 

older assumptions about the gap between tradition and modernity, Friedman 

acknowledged that some societies would certainly resist globalization as a threat 

to their culture, identity, and values, launching an angry backlash against what 

they perceived as hostile, external forces. On the whole, however, globalization 

would proceed from the bottom up, “from street level, from people’s very souls 

and from their very deepest aspirations.” Pushed forward by the “democratiza-

tions of finance, technology and information,” globalization’s irrepressible na-

ture, Friedman explained, ultimately derived from “the basic human desire for a 

better life—a life with more freedom to choose how to prosper, what to eat, what 

to wear, where to live, where to travel, how to work, what to read, what to write 

and what to learn.”8

This vision defined globalization as an inexorable force, driven by capitalism 

and the integration of nations and technologies, but deeply rooted in human na-

ture. It also linked the expansion of markets with the ultimate spread of human 

liberty. Unlike laissez-faire conservatives, Friedman insisted that “globally inte-

grated free market capitalism” had to proceed in tandem with at least minimal 

“social safety nets” to protect those that lacked the ability to adapt to global-

ization’s potentially disruptive impact. Democracy, he also emphasized, was es-

sential to enable individuals to become invested in the process and to shape its 

effects. Yet Friedman’s work ultimately cast globalization as a powerfully benevo-

lent process and defined the United States as its foremost exemplar. The United 

States, Friedman concluded, “not only can be, it must be, a beacon for the whole 

world.” And he urged: “Let us not squander this precious legacy.”9

Not all experts, of course, agreed with this shining vision of a world converg-

ing on liberal, democratic capitalism. Writing from the realist perspective, some 

warned that the essentially “anarchic nature of the international system” would 

only be exacerbated by the collapse of the Cold War’s bipolar structure. Where 

the presence of two great alliance systems had at least provided for some ele-

ment of stability, nations would now aggressively seek to ensure their survival 

by amplifying their military power. Given the risk of resurgent nationalism, the 

danger of devastating conflicts would only grow. Robert Kaplan expected that 

unresolved problems of overpopulation, environmental degradation, poverty, 

and disease would lead to civil and regional wars. Rather than moving toward 

an end point resembling the United States, much of the postcolonial world was 

coming to look like Sierra Leone, plagued by malaria, HIV, overcrowded cities, 

squalid living conditions, and rampant crime. Instead of embracing a utopian 
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“end of history,” Kaplan predicted, the “classificatory grid of nation-states” 

would soon be “replaced by a jagged-glass pattern of city-states, shanty-states, 

nebulous and anarchic regionalisms.” Samuel P. Huntington, finally, continued 

his long crusade against the pretensions of liberal internationalism by predict-

ing a “clash of civilizations.” As the significance of ideology faded, he warned, 

the ancient elements of language, history, religion, and tradition would take on 

greater weight in international politics. Advances in communications and trans-

portation would also sharpen perceptions of cultural difference and fuel growing 

resentment of Western attempts to promote “democracy and liberalism as uni-

versal values.” Forecasting a Chinese and Islamic assault on the West, Hunting-

ton recommended that Americans and Europeans study foreign cultures, tighten 

their mutual alliance, and arm themselves to the teeth.10

On the whole, however, the more optimistic assessments carried the day. 

Like the modernization theories before them, the neoliberal arguments of the 

1990s emphasized universal transformations. Celebrations of the global spread 

of “market democracy” made questions about the impact of specific historical 

and cultural forces on problems of development seem irrelevant. Markets, neo-

liberals insisted, would themselves provide the essential basis for the solution of 

all significant social problems. Like theories of modernization, finally, neoliberal 

arguments provided the people of the United States with a most appealing nar-

rative about themselves and the world they lived in. To promote “market democ-

racy,” in this framework, was to reconcile self-interest with moral mission. It was 

to ensure U.S. security and economic prosperity while furthering the reach of the 

only system that truly served the cause of human freedom.11

Intervention and Nation Building in the 1990s
During the 1990s, the vision of market democracy’s transformative potential 

also appeared repeatedly in the rhetoric of U.S. foreign policymakers. Once they 

realized that the Soviet Union was indeed on the way to dissolution, President 

George H. W. Bush and his advisers celebrated the global spread of liberal capi-

talism. Bush told the board of governors of the World Bank and the IMF in 

September 1990 that the “movement toward democratic rule” and the expan-

sion of capitalist markets represented the fulfillment of a long human struggle. 

Such transformations were not always easy, he acknowledged, but “the jury is 

no longer out—history has decided.” Defending the value of “setting individuals 

free . . . free to use their initiative and abilities in the marketplace,” Bush pledged 

to promote development in the “newly emerging democracies of Latin America, 

Central and Eastern Europe, Africa and Asia.”12
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George H. W. Bush and his advisers also invoked the language of transfor-

mative mission to define their wider strategic goals. While the Iraqi invasion of 

Kuwait in 1990 threatened obvious U.S. interests regarding oil supplies, Middle 

Eastern stability, and the security of the United States’ ally Israel, Bush framed 

the Gulf War as a struggle for a “new world order.” The United States, of course, 

made little attempt to liberalize Kuwait, but the administration continued to de-

fine the spread of democracy as a policy imperative. As Secretary of State James 

Baker declared in February of 1992, “the Cold War has ended, and we now have a 

chance to forge a democratic peace, an enduring peace built on shared values—

democracy and political and economic freedom.”13

Even more dramatically, the administration of Bill Clinton framed the ex-

pansion of market capitalism and democratic government as a vital U.S. objec-

tive. Rejecting the realist tradition of balance-of-power politics, the president 

and his advisers embraced globalization as a benevolent transnational force. In 

February 1993, Clinton asserted that the elimination of government-imposed 

barriers to free trade would promote economic integration, allowing liberal val-

ues as well as goods to flow across international borders. “Our leadership,” he 

argued, “is important for the world’s new and emerging democracies. To grow 

and deepen their legitimacy, to foster a middle class and a civic culture, they 

need the ability to tap into a growing global economy. . . . If we could make a gar-

den of democracy and prosperity and free enterprise in every part of this globe, 

the world would be a safer and a better and a more prosperous place for the 

United States and for all of you to raise your children in.” Anthony Lake, Clin-

ton’s national security adviser, gave these ideas particularly forceful expression 

in September 1993: “Throughout the Cold War, we contained a global threat to 

market democracies; now we should seek to enlarge their reach, particularly in 

places of special significance to us.” Making full use of the revolution in infor-

mation technology produced by networks of computers, fiber optic cable, and 

satellites, the United States would spread liberal ideals that “are both American 

and universal.” Since democracies “tend not to wage war on each other or spon-

sor terrorism,” their proliferation would improve U.S. security.14

Lake also insisted that while liberal capitalism would ultimately transform 

the world, the United States could not simply wait for utopia to arrive. In some 

instances the United States would have to take direct action to fend off threats 

and quicken history’s course. In an influential 1994 article, Lake identified Cuba, 

North Korea, Iran, Iraq, and Libya as “backlash states.” Although their political 

systems varied, he explained, they shared a common “antipathy toward popular 

participation,” and a “chronic inability to engage constructively with the outside 

world.” Frightened by the prospect that the liberating forces of democratization 

and markets would undermine their authoritarian rule, a “siege mentality” led 
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these states to sponsor terrorism and pursue weapons of mass destruction. Using 

diplomacy, economic pressure, and UN sanctions, the United States would con-

tain and transform them. Iran and Iraq in particular, Lake warned, would learn 

“that there is a price to pay for their recalcitrant commitment to remain on the 

wrong side of history.”15

Putting such principles into practice, however, was another matter altogether. 

While the administrations of George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton enjoyed suc-

cess in brokering the North American Free Trade Agreement with Canada and 

Mexico and maintained that expanded trade with Eastern Europe and China 

would ultimately liberalize areas long dominated by authoritarianism, many of 

their ambitions for the postcolonial world went unrealized. As with past attempts 

by the United States to promote modernization during the Cold War, interven-

tions under the Bush and Clinton administrations in the name of development, 

democracy, and capitalism rarely went according to plan. In Panama, Somalia, 

and Haiti, in particular, U.S. objectives would prove far more difficult and costly 

than anticipated.

George H. W. Bush’s reasons for invading Panama in December 1989 did 

not match his exalted rhetoric about the world’s democratic destiny. Since the 

1950s, U.S. intelligence agencies had viewed Manuel Noriega as an ideal anti-

Communist ally, and the United States continued to support him after he seized 

power as the head of the Panamanian Defense Forces in 1983. By the mid-1980s, 

however, Noriega became a source of increasing embarrassment as his narcotics 

dealing, arms trading, and violations of the U.S. embargo against Cuba became 

the subject of congressional inquiry and extensive media coverage. After Noriega 

was indicted by U.S. federal grand juries on drug-trafficking, racketeering, and 

money-laundering charges in early 1988, the Reagan White House finally im-

posed economic sanctions on Panama. In May 1989, after Noriega’s thuggish 

“Dignity Battalions” assaulted his political opponents, and he nullified the re-

sults of a national election, the Bush administration resolved to remove him 

from power. On December 17, Bush ordered Operation Just Cause, and three 

days later 27,000 U.S. troops invaded Panama. Under U.S. protection, the win-

ners of the cancelled elections were then sworn into office.16

Given the degree to which U.S. officials had long supported Noriega’s repres-

sive rule, the Bush administration’s insistence that the invasion was driven by 

a commitment to defend democracy lacked credibility. The need to eliminate 

a political liability as the U.S. government launched its own domestic antidrug 

campaign was a far more plausible motive. Yet once U.S. forces had removed the 

troublesome Panamanian from power, the problems of political reconstruction 

and “nation building” became difficult to avoid. Having declared that the inva-

sion would support the construction of a successful democratic society, the Bush 
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administration had little choice but to engage in that task. Civilian and military 

planners also approached it with a set of assumptions very similar to those that 

had shaped U.S. engagements with the postcolonial world during the Cold War. 

Panamanian society and culture, they expected, would be easily malleable, and 

reconstruction would be rapidly accomplished.

Operation Blind Logic, the appropriately named plan for the reconstruction 

of Panama, was extremely ambitious and deeply flawed. In the wake of the in-

vasion U.S. Army officers were ordered to “conduct nation building operations 

to ensure that democracy, internationally recognized standards of justice, and 

professional public services are established and institutionalized in Panama.” In 

addition to distributing food and fuel, ensuring water supplies, electricity, and 

communications, constructing a national police force, and publishing a news-

paper, occupation forces were also charged with restructuring the Ministries 

of Justice, Planning and Finance, Industry and Commerce, Foreign Relations, 

Treasury, Presidency, Labor, Agriculture, Health, Education, Housing, and Public 

Works. All this, moreover, was expected to be done within a single year.17

The results were profoundly disappointing. As in the 2003 invasion of Iraq, 

planning for reconstruction was concentrated in the Pentagon, funding was 

woefully inadequate, and little effort was made to coordinate with the State De-

partment, AID, and the Justice Department. As they would in Iraq, U.S. planners 

also assumed that once the head of the state was removed, the Panamanian gov-

ernment would continue to function efficiently, allowing for a rapid transition. 

U.S. forces, therefore, were totally unprepared to handle the realities of massive 

postinvasion looting, a bankrupt treasury, and the collapse of Panama’s civilian 

agencies. General Maxwell Thurman, commander in chief of the U.S. Army’s 

Southern Command and lead military planner, recounted: “Blind Logic was not 

suitable for the reconstruction of Panama because it did not accurately assess the 

dimensions of the task. . . . It was based on the hope that life would quickly return 

to normal, people would go back to work, and schools would reopen. Unfortu-

nately this was a faulty premise.” Instead of simply facilitating and assisting the 

Panamanian authorities, Thurman lamented, “we ended up having to rebuild an 

entire government.”18

More significantly, U.S. planners acted as if Panama’s history, culture, and 

social structure were irrelevant, and their easy assumptions led to ill-defined and 

overly optimistic expectations. As frustrations mounted in the months after the 

invasion, planners finally acknowledged that the problem wasn’t one of “restor-

ing” democracy at all, because there really was “no history of democracy in Pan-

ama.” As one analyst explained, platitudes about the ability to transform Panama 

obscured the hard questions about what the United States might realistically ac-

complish, questions such as the following: “What kind of democracy was possible 
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in Panama? How long would it take to establish and secure? What were the major 

obstacles that had to be overcome? Would an operative civil government exist 

once the PDF [Panamanian Defense Force] was destroyed? What would replace 

the PDF? What was the state of the economic and social infrastructure?” The 

fact that Panama lacked civic and democratic traditions, and that there were few 

institutions through which democratic institutions could be constructed, never 

seemed to enter into the equation. The country’s political economy, and the ex-

tent to which sharp inequalities of wealth and power would make democracy a 

difficult prospect, were also given little consideration.19

In his 1990 State of the Union address, President Bush declared that the in-

vasion of Panama was part of the wider “Revolution of ‘89,” a “chain reaction, 

changes so striking that it marks the beginning of a new era in the world’s af-

fairs.” “One year ago—one year ago;” he proclaimed, “the people of Panama lived 

in fear, under the thumb of a dictator. Today democracy is restored; Panama is 

free.” The reality, however, was more complex. Although an elected, civilian-led 

government was put in place, the overwhelming power of the executive branch 

prevented popular accountability, and endemic corruption continued to under-

mine the government’s legitimacy. Through the mid-1990s Panama’s gross do-

mestic product also stagnated at preinvasion levels, and the country’s income 

inequality remained among the highest in Latin America. When “nation build-

ing” in Panama turned out to be far more lengthy, costly, and uncertain than 

expected, the U.S. commitment to it quickly faded. Although Congress autho-

rized $471 million in aid for Panama in 1990, and $395 million in 1991, making 

it the fifth largest recipient of U.S. economic aid in the world, assistance fell to 

less than $6 million by 1993 and remained at roughly that level through the end 

of the decade.20

U.S. motives for intervention in Somalia were radically different, yet assump-

tions that the United States could produce a rapid transformation contributed to 

disaster there as well. Created out of former British and Italian colonies in 1960, 

Somalia was governed under a military dictatorship from 1969 until 1991, when 

the country plunged into civil war. By the early 1990s, roughly a half- million 

Somalis had fled as refugees, another half-million were displaced internally, and 

an estimated 350,000 had perished due to a severe drought and famine. As re-

gional warlords seized relief supplies and traded them for weapons, international 

humanitarian organizations found themselves unable to deliver food aid, and an 

already very weak state imploded. Under a Security Council resolution in April 

1992, the United Nations deployed a small force to try to preserve a cease-fire 

and protect food delivery, but it soon became clear that a much larger com-

mitment was necessary. In the fall of 1992, with public pressure for humani-

tarian action mounting, George Bush offered to bolster the UN operation with 
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U.S. troops serving under a separate American command. By the time Bill Clin-

ton took office, 28,000 U.S. soldiers were deployed through Operation Restore 

Hope, a mission to secure ports and food distribution points, protect relief 

operations, and assist the UN and nongovernment organizations in providing 

humanitarian aid.21

Initially, Operation Restore Hope’s purposes were narrowly defined, and with 

famine seemingly averted U.S. forces were reduced to 4,000 by June 1993. Before 

long, however, Clinton administration officials and UN authorities concluded 

that to prevent Somalia from reverting to anarchic warfare when peacekeeping 

forces left it would be essential to promote economic development and political 

reconstruction. This was a task that they embraced with enthusiasm. In March 

1993, under Resolution 814, later nicknamed “the Mother of All Resolutions,” 

the United States led the UN Security Council in calling for a program to “assist 

the people of Somalia to promote and advance political reconciliation, through 

broad participation by all sectors of Somali society, and the re-establishment of 

national and regional institutions and civil administration in the entire country.” 

As U.S. ambassador to the United Nations Madeleine Albright declared, “we will 

embark on an unprecedented enterprise aimed at nothing less than the restora-

tion of an entire country as a proud, functioning, and viable member of the 

community of nations.” U.S. troops, she later added, would remain in Somalia 

“as long as needed to lift the country and its people from the category of a failed 

state into that of an emerging democracy.”22

The essential problems of a country lacking any legitimate authority were not 

so easily overcome. Western governments, regional organizations, and Somali 

intellectuals promoted reconciliation efforts to stop the fighting, and confer-

ences drafted plans for the formation of local administrative councils, a national 

police force, a health-care system, expanded primary education, and the delivery 

of water, food, and sanitation. In March 1993, a seventy-four member Transi-

tional National Council, made up of representatives from across Somalia, also 

drafted a temporary charter for a new government. But while U.S. and UN forces 

helped alleviate the effects of a devastating, politically driven famine, Somali 

warlords refused to disarm, harassed relief agencies, and actively worked against 

the UN. In June 1993, troops under Mohamed Farah Aideed, one of the principal 

parties in the civil war, attacked Pakistani soldiers serving under UN authority, 

killing twenty-four. In retaliation, the UN command issued a bounty for Aid-

eed’s capture and launched a military offensive against him. On October 3, in the 

course of a firefight in Mogadishu, Aideed’s forces downed two U.S. helicopters, 

killed eighteen American soldiers, wounded seventy-seven more, and dragged 

one of the dead through the streets. Extensive U.S. media coverage of the debacle 

stirred public and congressional anger as commentators sharply criticized the 
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deployment of U.S. forces in a region where no immediate national interests 

could be discerned. Fearing a backlash that would damage his presidency, Bill 

Clinton quickly reversed course, promising to remove all U.S. troops by the fol-

lowing spring and insisting, in stark contrast to the UN resolution and his own 

administration’s statements, that “the U.S. military mission is not now nor was it 

ever one of ‘nation building.’ ”23

Following the debacle in Somalia, the Clinton administration also defined 

the purpose of its intervention in Haiti in narrower terms, closely linking the 

restoration of democracy to more traditional arguments about the United States’ 

hemispheric interests. Since overthrowing the democratically elected, populist 

priest Jean-Bertrand Aristide in September 1991, the dictatorship of General 

Raoul Cedras had defied demands by the United States, the United Nations, 

and the Organization of American States that it restore the Haitian president 

to power. The Cedras regime also killed thousands of Haitians and forced tens 

of thousands more to flee the country, many of whom arrived in the United 

States as refugees. Under international pressure, Cedras finally agreed to step 

down, and 20,000 U.S. troops led a multinational UN force in an unopposed 

occupation, returning Aristide to office in September 1994. Backing away from 

broader arguments about the global “enlargement” of market democracies, Clin-

ton opined: “The United States cannot, indeed, we should not, be the world’s 

policemen. . . . But when brutality occurs close to our shores, it affects our na-

tional interests, and we have a responsibility to act.” Clinton now stressed Haiti’s 

proximity and a more specific responsibility in Latin America reminiscent of the 

Monroe Doctrine. “History,” he reflected, “has taught us that preserving democ-

racy in our own hemisphere strengthens America’s security and prosperity.”24

By the mid-1990s, the Clinton administration had retreated from its earlier 

ambitions. As critics attacked Clinton and his advisers for having “tried, and 

failed, to turn American foreign policy into a branch of social work,” the ero-

sion of domestic public support for policies intended to “rearrange the political 

and economic lives” of postcolonial nations became painfully clear. The United 

States put Aristide back in office, but as Haiti collapsed once more into turmoil, 

it rapidly decreased its commitment. Far from trying to impose democracy and 

development, the Clinton administration also refused to take any action at all to 

stop genocide in Rwanda in 1994. While AID continued to define the promotion 

of democracy as an essential goal, the administration increasingly spoke of glo-

balization as a machine that would run on its own. In time, Clinton suggested, 

the universal solvent of open markets and integrated communications would in-

evitably produce democratic, liberalizing effects. In May 2000, Clinton declared 

that once more than 100 million of its people had Internet access, even China 

would find it “impossible to maintain a closed political and economic system.” 
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Instead of trying to direct it, as modernizers had proposed, the United States 

could patiently wait for history to unfold.25

In other ways, however, the ambition to promote liberal, democratic trans-

formations endured. UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali, for example, 

believed that the end of the Cold War invited greater international activism. “The 

nations and peoples of the United Nations,” he asserted in 1992, “are fortunate 

in a way that those of the League of Nations were not. We have been given a 

second chance to create the world of our Charter that they were denied.” That 

spirit, widely shared among many of the key delegations on the UN Security 

Council, led to increasing support for new forms of “expanded” peacekeeping, 

or “peace enforcement” missions. In traditional operations, impartial peacekeep-

ers were expected to use a minimum of force to monitor an existing cease-fire 

with the consent of the conflicting parties. In “expanded” missions, mandates 

were far more ambitious, often involving combat operations and specifically in-

tended to promote democratization and economic development in addition to 

conflict resolution. The results of these efforts, however, rarely met expectations. 

Transforming societies sharply polarized by ethnic, racial, religious, and ideolog-

ical conflicts proved extremely difficult. Liberal internationalist hopes also ran 

aground on the fact that UN missions found it nearly impossible to impose de-

mocracy when powerful local leaders and political movements had little interest 

in it, as in Somalia and Haiti. Nevertheless, expanded peacekeeping operations 

continued in the late 1990s, with deployments in some of the most complex, 

war-torn societies in the postcolonial world, including East Timor, Sierra Leone, 

and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (formerly Zaire).26

The link between development and security, one of the core assumptions of 

Cold War modernization theories, persisted through the century’s end. Where 

modernizers once feared that poverty, unmet expectations, and a lack of devel-

opment would make nonaligned, postcolonial states vulnerable to Communist 

subversion, the “failed states” of the 1990s were envisioned as possible sources 

for the spread of Islamic radicalism, terrorism, international crime, ethnic con-

flict, and drug trafficking. The underlying assumption was a familiar one—failed 

transitions to modernity in the global South represented serious security threats 

to the economically advanced democracies of the West. After the terrorist attacks 

of September 11, 2001, that argument would take on much greater weight.27

Modernization and the Bush Worldview
In the 2000 election campaign, George W. Bush and his advisers rejected the idea 

of nation building. Interventions launched in the name of humanitarianism, 
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they warned, had all too easily morphed into misguided attempts to restructure 

foreign societies with little strategic relevance. U.S. interests, they insisted, would 

be better served by a more modest policy grounded in the knowledge that mar-

kets would transform the world over time. As future National Security Advisor 

Condoleezza Rice argued in early 2000, “powerful secular trends are moving the 

world toward economic openness and—more unevenly—democracy and indi-

vidual liberty. Some states have one foot on the train and the other off. Some still 

hope to find a way to decouple democracy and economic progress. Some hold on 

to old hatreds as diversions from the modernizing task at hand. But the United 

States and its allies are on the right side of history.” In such a global environment, 

she suggested, the United States should focus primarily on its relationship with 

the world’s great powers and seek to preserve the conditions in which capitalism 

would spread its universally applicable values. Countries like Saddam Hussein’s 

Iraq, “left by the side of the road” in history’s march, were indeed dangerous, but 

in general forceful intervention for the purposes of nation building was a serious 

mistake. In words that would soon take on an ironic ring, Rice warned: “[The 

U.S. military] is not a civilian police force. It is not a political referee. And it is 

most certainly not designed to build a civilian society.”28

Those themes continued through the Bush administration’s first several 

months in office. As the president himself asserted before Congress in Febru-

ary 2001, capitalism would ultimately drive the world in American directions. 

“Freedom,” he declared, “is exported every day, as we ship goods and products 

that improve the lives of millions of people. Free trade brings greater political 

and personal freedom.” While President Bush, Vice President Dick Cheney, and 

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld all believed that the United States should 

seek a position of global hegemony, supported by unparalleled military power 

and a willingness to take unilateral action, the administration also expected that 

the promotion of an increasingly liberal order would put time on the side of 

the United States.29

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, triggered a reassessment of that 

optimistic vision. While the sudden realization of vulnerability created by the 

destruction of the World Trade Center and the strike on the Pentagon confirmed 

the administration’s unilateralist preferences and reinforced a willingness to go 

it alone when international organizations failed to comply with U.S. demands, 

it also cast doubt on the idea that U.S. policymakers could wait for the expected 

unfolding of universal liberalism. Threats to U.S. security, they now believed, de-

manded far more immediate and forceful action. As one analyst put it, Bush and 

his advisers concluded that their faith in the ultimate, long-term triumph of the 

marketplace was “not nearly attentive enough to the levers of historical change.” 

“History,” the Bush administration decided, “needs deliberate organization, 
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leadership, and direction.” To protect U.S. security from terrorist groups like Al 

Qaeda and “rogue states” like Iraq, the United States would have to accelerate his-

tory’s course using the full range of tools available to it, including war.30

The sources of the Bush administration’s approach to a “global war on ter-

ror” and the reasoning behind the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq are varied 

and complex. With good reason, many accounts stress the role of prominent 

“neoconservatives.” Figures like Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, 

National Security Council member Elliott Abrams, and Defense Policy Board 

member Richard Perle, these interpretations argue, pushed policies in danger-

ously moralistic and aggressive directions. Animated by a Manichaean vision of 

world politics, a moralistic focus on democracy, a disdain for diplomacy, and a 

reverence for military power, neoconservatives helped lead the charge for a sharp 

change of course. Uneasy with the bloodless vision of consumer capitalism’s 

global march, they seized upon the attacks of September 11 as a means to revive 

a militant, moral crusade much like the one that animated Ronald Reagan’s defi-

ant stand against the Soviet “evil empire.”31

To be sure, neoconservatives in public office and Washington think tanks had 

long pushed for a more aggressive, unilateralist, morally centered approach to 

the post–Cold War world. As early as 1992, working in the administration of 

George H. W. Bush, Paul Wolfowitz called for a massive military buildup to back 

unilateral interventions, enable preemptive strikes, and deter any other power 

from challenging the supremacy of the United States. During the mid-1990s, 

neoconservative editors and writers like William Kristol and Robert Kagan also 

pushed for a “neo-Reaganite foreign policy.” Through journals like The Weekly 

Standard and Commentary, think tanks such as the American Enterprise Insti-

tute, and lobbying groups like the Project for a New American Century, neocon-

servatives consistently promoted doctrines based on unilateral action, military 

primacy, and the expansion of liberal democracy. Containment, moreover, was 

not enough. “When it comes to dealing with tyrannical regimes, especially those 

with the power to do us or our allies harm,” Kagan and Kristol wrote in 2000, 

“the United States should not seek coexistence but transformation.”32

After September 11, many of these ideas did indeed take center stage in Bush 

administration policymaking. But these principles also overlapped with other, 

broader patterns in American thinking. The drive for U.S. hegemony and the 

focus on military force, for example, recalled the Truman administration’s pur-

suit of a “preponderance of power.” The stress on preemption was certainly con-

gruent with U.S. Cold War interventions in Iran, Guatemala, and the Dominican 

Republic. While preferring to build alliances, U.S. Cold War policymakers also 

were willing to go it alone (or with only a handful of allies) when they believed 

conditions demanded it, as in Vietnam. The expansion of liberal democracy, 
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moreover, was at the core of Democratic thinking in the early 1990s, resonated 

with liberal internationalist ambitions present throughout the Cold War, and 

echoed the deeper strains of Wilsonian ideas as well. “The neoconservative ap-

peal,” historian Tony Smith noted, “could not have been as great as it was without 

finding resonance in older and varied sources of American culture and belief.” 

What emerged in the wake of September 11, therefore, was less a revolutionary 

departure than a revival of older ways of thinking.33

Such an argument, of course, need not ignore the other immediate motives 

at hand. The destruction of Al Qaeda’s training camps, the pursuit of Osama 

bin Laden, and the elimination of the Taliban regime, which sheltered him, ob-

viously provided the immediate motives for the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan. 

Contrary to Vice President Dick Cheney’s repeated assertions, no hard evidence 

ever emerged linking Iraq to the terrorist attacks. Yet the heightened sense of the 

United States’ vulnerability after September 11 gave greater impetus to the claim 

that the mere possibility that Saddam Hussein might possess weapons of mass 

destruction (WMD) was an unacceptable risk. No longer willing to support the 

system of containment through UN weapons inspections, the Bush administra-

tion concluded with very little serious analysis or debate that its wish for Iraqi 

“regime change” had become a necessity. The largely unexamined assumptions 

that Saddam Hussein could not be deterred from acquiring WMD and that he 

might transfer them to terrorists, therefore, played vital roles in Bush adminis-

tration planning. Iraq’s geographic location, as well as its vast oil reserves, also 

gave that country enormous strategic significance.34

Yet these were certainly not the only forces at work. “Iraq’s supposed cache of 

WMD,” Paul Wolfowitz later acknowledged, “had never been the most compel-

ling casus belli. It was simply one of several.” Indeed, on another level, the inva-

sions of Afghanistan and Iraq were defined as part of a much more sweeping, 

longer-term set of objectives. As the “war on terrorism” quickly expanded from 

a fight against Al Qaeda, to a mission to destroy the governments that sheltered 

terrorists, and then on to a campaign against hostile states suspected of produc-

ing WMD, the administration’s ambitions expanded as well. Beyond eliminating 

immediate threats and controlling a strategically and economically vital region, 

the invasions were understood as part of a wider strategy to reshape the future 

of the Middle East.35

Those themes emerged with striking clarity in the two years after September 

11. In June 2002, the president used his commencement address at West Point to 

outline the administration’s overall approach. After reprising the argument that 

terrorist networks could not be deterred and that “unbalanced dictators” could 

not be contained, Bush went on to stress the wider contours of history, declaring 

that “the 20th century ended with a single surviving model of human progress,” 
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and promising to promote it globally. In the National Security Strategy of the 

United States of America, released in September 2002, the administration gave 

that transformative vision broader weight. “The events of September 11, 2001,” it 

declared, “taught us that weak states, like Afghanistan, can pose as great a danger 

to our national interests as strong states. Poverty does not make poor people 

into terrorists and murderers. Yet poverty, weak institutions, and corruption can 

make weak states vulnerable to terrorist networks and drug cartels within their 

own borders.” Here then was a vision of modernization reformulated to fit a new 

political era. As in the Cold War, security and development were firmly linked, yet 

now the danger of communism was replaced by the proliferation of terrorism. 

The solution shifted as well, from the export of New Deal institutions to a neolib-

eral emphasis on “free trade and free markets” as the forces that would “lift whole 

societies out of poverty” and serve as the primary catalysts of social change.36

As the United States launched the war in Iraq, the coupling of lethal force and 

reformist ambitions, another of modernization’s hallmarks, became increas-

ingly clear. In late February 2003, only a few weeks before going to war, Bush 

insisted that invading Iraq would accelerate vast changes throughout the entire 

Middle East. “A liberated Iraq,” he declared, “can show the power of freedom 

to transform that vital region, by bringing hope and progress into the lives of 

millions.” It would serve as a “dramatic and inspiring example,” promote pro-

gressive trends “from Morocco to Bahrain and beyond,” and encourage leaders 

to embrace a “new Arab charter that champions internal reform, greater politics 

participation [sic], economic openness, and free trade.” In time, Bush predicted, 

it might even “begin a new stage for Middle Eastern peace, and set in motion 

progress towards a truly democratic Palestinian state.” During the Cold War, 

Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson had all warned that a failure to con-

tain communism would only allow it to gather momentum and advance further. 

In the post–Cold War era, Bush and his advisers now embraced a “domino the-

ory” of their own. This time, however, the pieces would fall in the U.S. direction. 

Invading Iraq would weaken tyrannical leaders, embolden reformist forces, and 

catalyze a universal process across the lines of culture, religion, and history.37

Over the next several months, the administration’s emphasis on wider trans-

formations continued. Speaking to the United Nations General Assembly in Sep-

tember 2003, six months after U.S. troops began their drive to Baghdad, Bush 

promised that a “transformed Middle East” would “benefit the entire world, by 

undermining the ideologies that export violence to other lands.” A couple of 

months later, Bush again insisted that “as long as the Middle East remains a place 

where freedom does not flourish it will remain a place of stagnation, resentment, 

and violence ready for export.” “Iraqi democracy,” however, “will succeed—and 

that success will send the news, from Damascus to Tehran—that freedom can 
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be the future of every nation. The establishment of a free Iraq at the heart of the 

Middle East will be a watershed event in the global democratic revolution.” In 

these formulations, the war in Iraq was easily folded into the familiar framework 

of a struggle of modernity over tradition, a campaign to guide the development of 

that country and the rest of the region through a dangerous historical window.38

The public appeal of such formulations is obvious. By linking the pursuit of 

U.S. security objectives with the propagation of democracy and progress, Bush 

and his advisers reconciled U.S. interests with moral purpose. The neoliberal 

equation of capitalism with freedom and modernity, of course, also provided a 

framework through which U.S. economic interests might be defined in terms of 

progressive, global change. But it would be a mistake to treat such arguments as 

mere propaganda exercises, designed solely to deflect criticism of an intervention 

launched without UN approval and with only a thin layer of international sup-

port. While the Bush administration certainly recognized their value in that re-

gard, such arguments were also the products of a deeper worldview that strongly 

influenced the conduct of policy. Ideologies, moreover, can be all the more dam-

aging and destructive when they are sincerely held. As the U.S. experience in 

the occupation and reconstruction of Afghanistan and Iraq reveals, once these 

ideas were actually put into practice they led administration planners to rely on 

facile, unfounded assumptions of easy transformation and rapid conversion. Af-

ghanistan and Iraq, it turned out, were not so malleable, and the “end of history” 

would soon appear very remote.

Imposing Modernity in Afghanistan and Iraq
In both Afghanistan and Iraq, the Bush administration expected that rapid, 

sweeping transformations would be possible. Where Bush administration 

strategists associated the term “nation building” with a difficult, costly, long-

term commitment, they now envisioned a much lighter burden. Bolstered by 

a neoliberal vision, they imagined that once the oppressive Taliban regime and 

Saddam Hussein’s brutal dictatorship were removed that grateful Afghans and 

Iraqis would eagerly embrace newfound opportunities to reorient their societies 

in democratic, capitalist directions. Because markets were a naturally occurring 

phenomenon, prolonged government intervention was unnecessary. Nations 

might need to be built, but markets only had to be liberated. Postwar recon-

struction, therefore, would be smooth, rapid, and cheap, allowing U.S. forces to 

ensure security, transfer authority, establish stable, market-driven growth, and 

then quickly depart—all in a few short months. Reality, however, did not match 

those assumptions.
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The initial war in Afghanistan exceeded even the Bush administration’s high ex-

pectations. Relying on long-range, precision airpower, small special forces teams, 

and an alliance with Afghan warlords, an unconventional attack made rapid gains. 

By November 2001, only a month after the war started, the Taliban were driven 

from Kabul. Although U.S., coalition, and Afghan forces failed to prevent Al Qaeda 

and Taliban fighters from escaping into the mountains and across the Pakistani 

border, the Bush administration was delighted with the war’s early progress.39

The reconstruction effort, by contrast, fared poorly as the administration 

confronted a serious fallacy in its thinking. Afghanistan, Bush and his advisers 

insisted, had become a dangerous threat precisely because it was a “failed state,” 

a weak government presiding over a society so poor, divided, and backward that 

it had fallen prey to a radical Islamist movement willing to shelter transnational 

terrorists. Yet if modernization identified the absence of development as the ulti-

mate source of danger, in its post–Cold War, neoliberal variant it also suggested 

that the necessary corrections could be made quickly and easily, and with a mini-

mum of effort. That assumption helps explain the surprising fact that even as 

the administration constantly defined Afghanistan’s destitution and instability 

as a security threat, its efforts at postwar reconstruction there were very poorly 

planned and consistently underfunded. The overwhelming emphasis on private, 

market forces as the essential engines behind Afghan reconstruction, moreover, 

undermined the possibility of building an effective, secure state and increased 

the prospects for the Taliban’s resurgence.

During the run-up to the start of the Afghan war on October 7, 2001, the 

Bush administration paid little attention to questions of postwar planning. 

When the president finally raised the issue in a meeting with his primary advisers 

on October 4, he received few concrete answers. As political analysts Ivo Daalder 

and James Lindsay have emphasized, it “speaks volumes about the decisionmak-

ing process that three full weeks into high-level planning for a war, no one had 

bothered to consider how the United States would win the peace.” The question 

of Afghanistan’s political future finally entered into administration discussions 

in mid-October, when the State Department began to work with the United 

Nations, different anti-Taliban factions, and neighboring countries to create a 

“broadly representative, multi-ethnic, governing structure.” Talks under the di-

rection of UN special representative Lakhdar Brahimi in Bonn, Germany, in late 

November 2001, finally established a nominal political framework as Hamid 

Karzai became the chair of an interim government and plans were made for loya 

jirgas (deliberative councils) of elected delegates to draft a constitution prior to 

national elections.40

As chair and then president, Karzai faced an enormous task in trying to build 

a productive economy, deliver public services, create a legal infrastructure, and 
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resolve the deep disputes that divided Afghans along ethnic and political lines. 

U.S. policies, however, continued to focus on the United States’ own immediate se-

curity objectives, often exacerbating the deeper problems of building a new state. 

Ties with local and regional warlords were vital to the U.S. military’s strategy in 

the early stages of the war, and the United States and NATO forces continued to 

rely on them. Few of those actors, however, had any interest in surrendering their 

authority and arms to become part of a national democracy. With U.S. and in-

ternational assistance, moreover, their continued power helped prevent Karzai’s 

government from stretching its authority much beyond the Kabul city limits.41

At a more profound level, the attempt to engineer a market-driven Afghan 

transformation failed. Although the Bush administration continued to speak of 

the miracles of free trade and the entrepreneurial opportunities to be unleashed 

by the end of Taliban rule, Afghanistan simply lacked the essential elements for 

a wider market economy to function. Markets, of course, depend on a clear, uni-

fied legal framework to define property rights and enforce contracts, a missing 

element in Afghanistan’s patchwork of conflicting state, civil, religious, and cus-

tomary laws. As the World Bank pointed out in a 2005 report, without necessary 

public infrastructure, common legal standards, and highly educated individuals 

with managerial and technical backgrounds, Afghanistan was unlikely to experi-

ence an economic “take-off” anytime soon. Yet those essential ingredients, largely 

dependent on the creation of a viable state and its participation in national eco-

nomic life, were precisely the elements that the neoliberal focus on free trade and 

investment tended to ignore.42

Patterns of international assistance, shaped by the neoliberal aversion to a 

strong state role in development, also weakened the prospects for an Afghan 

transformation. In rural Afghanistan, markets provided few incentives to meet 

the basic needs of a desperately poor population for nutrition, safe water, health 

care, and education, making these areas crucial for state intervention. After more 

than two decades of war, moreover, Afghanistan’s life expectancy had fallen to 

forty-four, the adult literacy rate was only 28.7 percent, and child mortality rates 

were extremely high. International donors, however, largely ignored the Afghan 

state and provided funds through separate institutions directly accountable to 

their own authority. Because donors preferred to work through their own devel-

opment agencies or in conjunction with private corporations and nongovern-

ment organizations, in 2005 only 30 percent of international aid expenditures 

were incorporated into the Afghan national budget. Official corruption may have 

made that a shrewd approach, but such practices also drew the most talented 

national administrators and planners out of low-paying government employ-

ment and into international organizations, further weakening the foundations 

of the Afghan state. Unable to provide essential services or define a strategy for 
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national development, the Afghan government’s legitimacy and authority re-

mained extremely weak.43

Even after eight years of U.S. and NATO occupation, U.S. claims about the 

victory of Afghan democracy were more form than reality. Presidential and par-

liamentary elections in 2004 and 2005 were contested with heavy voter turnout, 

and the drafting of a national constitution was a significant accomplishment. But 

emphasizing those facts alone obscures the degree to which Afghanistan contin-

ued to lack a functioning national government, a democratic political culture, or 

the de facto rule of law. U.S. and international funding for Afghan development 

also remained far short of public needs. In 2002, George W. Bush proclaimed that 

“true peace will only be achieved when we give the Afghan people the means to 

achieve their own inspirations,” but by 2004 the White House included no fund-

ing for Afghanistan in its budget. In 2006, the Afghan government’s National De-

velopment Strategy estimated that it would require more than $14 billion beyond 

its expected revenue over the next five years, yet international donors committed 

only $10.5 billion. As Human Rights Watch pointed out, on a per capita basis, the 

reconstruction budgets for the 1990s interventions in Kosovo, Bosnia, and East 

Timor were up to fifty times larger. As most Afghans continued to survive on less 

than one dollar per day, the country’s opium economy increasingly expanded, 

making up 35 percent of the country’s gross domestic product and supplying 

92 percent of the world’s heroin in 2005. Finally, from 2006 through 2009, the 

Taliban mounted a serious resurgence, making steady gains in the southern and 

eastern provinces of the country and demonstrating that even the United States’ 

immediate security goals remained unmet.44

The expectation that the United States could engineer a rapid, sweeping, and 

modernizing transition in Iraq also proved disastrous. Here too the Bush ad-

ministration imagined that ending a brutal, tyrannical regime would prepare 

the ground for the swift, natural emergence of market-driven, capitalist de-

mocracy, sweeping away any historical or cultural barriers to the construction 

of a new social order. Vice President Dick Cheney told a television audience 

three days before the war started: “The read we get on the people of Iraq is 

there is no question but they want to get rid of Saddam Hussein and they will 

welcome as liberators the United States when we come to that.” U.S. policy-

makers, journalist Anthony Shadid explained, viewed Iraq through a “simple, 

two-dimensional” frame. They imagined a country “trapped in a relationship of 

submission and victimization; its people were voiceless, deprived of the power 

to determine their own destiny. Once the dictator was removed, by force if need 

be, Iraq would be free, a tabula rasa on which to build a new and different state.” 

While no doubt correct in interpreting a broad level of alienation regarding 

Saddam Hussein’s vicious dictatorship, the ideal of rapid liberation suggested 
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that the specific Iraqi context really did not matter. Instead of a country with no 

experience in democratic governance, deeply divided along religious and ethnic 

lines, and economically devastated by years of war and sanctions, the Bush ad-

ministration and U.S. occupation officials perceived Iraq as an empty vessel, an 

infinitely malleable society awaiting U.S. instruction and direction.45

That assessment reinforced the dominant conviction that serious, long-term 

planning for a difficult, costly, and complex occupation would be unnecessary. 

Expecting that the “shock and awe” of precision bombing and a lightning-fast 

drive to Baghdad would overwhelm the Iraqi resistance, Bush administration 

officials assumed that they could avoid the problems of “nation building” and 

focus instead on merely “enabling” the work of liberated Iraqis. “The concept,” 

Condoleeza Rice later explained, “was that we would defeat the army, but the 

institutions would hold, everything from ministries to police forces.” The United 

States, in effect, would lop off the head of the Iraqi state, and then redirect the 

still functioning, eagerly cooperative body toward the construction of a new lib-

eral order. Instead of the chaos and violence encountered in Somalia during the 

1990s, policymakers anticipated a transformative moment akin to the successful 

occupations of Germany and Japan at the close of World War II. Setting aside 

all consideration of Iraqi conditions, they ignored the crucial distinction that 

in Germany and Japan the occupation forces enjoyed a high degree of political 

legitimacy among the citizens of the defeated nations. Those occupations aimed 

to reconstruct countries with essentially homogenous populations and a strong, 

enduring sense of national identity, factors absent in Iraq.46

With its ideological assumptions about the ease with which Iraqi society might 

be reprogrammed firmly in place, Bush administration policymakers rejected 

serious assessments that challenged their convictions. In early 2002, more than 

a year before the March 2003 invasion, the State Department started its “Future 

of Iraq” project, an ambitious attempt to anticipate what postwar Iraq would be 

like and to make recommendations for the occupation. Drawing on the efforts of 

seventeen different working groups made up of Iraqi exiles, country specialists, 

intelligence personnel, and Middle East experts, the project eventually produced 

a thirteen-volume report running some 2,500 pages. To be sure, the study was 

not flawless. Some issues were thinly treated, it provided only general recom-

mendations, and some exiles viewed the project as a way to promote themselves 

for future Iraqi leadership. But with sections on the rebuilding of Iraqi infra-

structure, the country’s legal framework, the removal of Baath Party influence, 

public finance, agriculture, and the oil industry, the study raised many problems 

that should have merited serious consideration. In the wake of the invasion, con-

tributors advised, it would be crucial to restore electricity and water supplies im-

mediately in order to temper the likely Iraqi resentment of a foreign occupying 
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army. The removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime, a section on civil society argued, 

would create a “power vacuum” generating “popular anxieties about the viability 

of all Iraqi institutions” and making looting and violent retribution likely. In a 

similar fashion, studies by the Central Intelligence Agency emphasized the deep 

divisions within Iraqi society, the fact that years of dictatorship provided a weak 

foundation for the construction of a democratic political culture, and the poten-

tial for violence to prevent a rapid transfer of sovereignty and an easy U.S. exit. 

At weekly meetings with AID staff, representatives from NGOs and relief orga-

nizations drew on their experience in the 1990s in countries like Panama, Haiti, 

Somalia, and Lebanon to warn that nation building in Iraq would be extremely 

difficult.47

With the benefit of hindsight, such arguments appear more than a little pre-

scient. What is most striking, however, is the degree to which the Bush adminis-

tration policymakers in charge of the war and its aftermath did everything they 

could to rule such objections out of court. The president gave the responsibility 

for postwar Iraq to the Defense Department, and although the Pentagon and 

the army’s Central Command had carried out intensive planning for an inva-

sion since the fall of 2001, Donald Rumsfeld and his aides did not create a post-

war planning office until late January 2003, less than two months before the war 

began. Jay Garner, the retired general in charge of the new Office of Reconstruc-

tion and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA), found himself hamstrung by the 

Pentagon’s determination to conceal any evidence that might challenge the reign-

ing assumptions. When he asked for all government studies on the problems of 

postwar Iraq, Pentagon officials told Garner that none existed, despite the fact 

that postwar planning assessments had been carried out by the State Depart-

ment, the CIA, and the National Defense University. Garner finally learned of 

the State Department research at an interagency conference in late February, but 

when he added the director of the “Future of Iraq” project to his staff, Rumsfeld 

ordered that he be removed. In testimony before the House Budget Committee, 

Paul Wolfowitz also aggressively attacked General Eric Shinseki’s call for a much 

larger U.S. force as “wildly off the mark,” declaring: “It’s hard to conceive that it 

would take more forces to provide stability in post-Saddam Iraq than it would 

take to conduct the war itself and to secure the surrender of Saddam’s security 

forces and his army. Hard to imagine.”48

As one four-star general later recalled, a firmly held ideology was at work. The 

White House and the senior Defense Department leadership “knew that postwar 

Iraq would be easy and would be a catalyst for change in the Middle East. They 

were making simplistic assumptions and refused to put them to the test. . . . They 

did it because they already had the answer, and they wouldn’t subject their hy-

pothesis to examination.” For these officials the reassurances provided by figures 
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like Ahmad Chalabi were far more appealing. The leader of the Iraqi National 

Congress, a prominent exile organization, Chalabi was a London banker and 

mathematician trained at MIT and the University of Chicago. He was just the 

sort of Western-educated, “native elite” that modernization theorists of the 1960s 

and 1970s had envisioned as the ideal leader—ready to provide technical knowl-

edge, secure bureaucratic order, and build the foundation for enlightened de-

mocratization. Pleased with Chalabi’s rosy prediction that Iraqis would welcome 

U.S. invaders, Defense Department figures like Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfo-

witz, and Douglas Feith saw Chalabi as an ideal lever for the country’s trans-

formation, disregarding the problem that after forty years in exile his support 

within the country was uncertain at best.49

Bush administration planners also expected that the transformation of Iraq 

would be a relatively inexpensive proposition. Speaking before the House Appro-

priations Committee on March 27, 2003, just over a week after the war started, 

Wolfowitz assured Congress: “There’s a lot of money to pay for this. It doesn’t 

have to be U.S. taxpayer money.” Andrew Natsios, the head of AID, gave that 

claim a concrete figure, suggesting that the price tag for the entire U.S. contribu-

tion to Iraqi reconstruction would not exceed $1.7 billion. While the modern-

izers of the 1960s had expected that the United States might engineer stunning 

transformations in the postcolonial world, they had at least recognized that their 

ambitions to promote a global New Deal would be expensive, requesting ever 

larger amounts of foreign aid and multiyear authorizations. In the Bush admin-

istration’s neoliberal variation, however, history could be accelerated at bargain 

basement prices.50

As in Afghanistan, the initial course of the war in Iraq was a smashing suc-

cess. After a day of bombing, the ground attack began on March 20, 2003. With 

a total force of only 145,000 troops, U.S. and British commanders raced across 

Iraq. By April 7, U.S. forces took control of Baghdad’s airport and Saddam Hus-

sein’s palace complex, and two days later they helped Iraqis tear down a massive 

statue of the dictator in the city’s center, an image endlessly reproduced in the 

U.S. media. On May 1, wearing a flight suit and riding in the copilot seat of a U.S. 

Navy fighter, George W. Bush triumphantly landed aboard the U.S.S. Abraham 

Lincoln. Standing on the aircraft carrier’s deck before a massive banner reading 

“Mission Accomplished,” the president then proclaimed: “Major combat opera-

tions in Iraq have ended. In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies 

have prevailed.”51

The facts on the ground, of course, soon belied that assessment. As U.S. troops 

entered Baghdad and the Iraqi army dispersed, widespread looting of government 

offices, private businesses, museums, and weapons storage depots began. Under-

manned and unprepared for the growing chaos, U.S. forces lacked the resources 
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to secure Iraq’s borders, allowing foreign jihadists to enter the country. While 

persistent blackouts, growing street violence, increasing crime, and the lack of 

safe water and sanitation embittered Iraqi civilians, U.S. military commanders 

discovered that there were no real reconstruction plans and scrambled to come 

up with their own. With Iraqi ministries destroyed, the military absent, police 

stations vacant, and communications systems paralyzed, Jay Garner’s ORHA was 

quickly and totally overwhelmed. To make matters worse, by early May a Sunni 

insurgency including former Baath Party officials, soldiers, and intelligence of-

ficers emerged in the towns to the west of the capital.52

U.S. officials were slow to react to the fact that their ideological assumptions 

were wrong. Convinced by their own rhetoric of liberation, they were caught off 

guard by the insurgency, and their initial attempts to respond to the situation 

only made matters worse. On May 12, the White House replaced Garner and 

ORHA with the new Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) under L. Paul “Jerry” 

Bremer III. Bremer’s subsequent decision to fire all Baath Party members through 

the first three management levels in all government ministries, state-owned cor-

porations, universities, and hospitals then forced roughly 85,000 former officials 

into unemployment. His decision to dissolve the Iraqi army, national police, and 

security forces compounded that problem, depriving hundreds of thousands of 

increasingly alienated, well-armed men from the income needed to support their 

families, and providing additional recruits for the growing Sunni insurgency, 

Shiite militias, and a long, bloody, anti-American guerrilla war.53

Over the next year, expectations that the United States could easily create and 

control a government that would win broad legitimacy left occupation officials 

ill prepared to deal with the complexity of post-Saddam politics. In the early 

stages of the occupation, Bremer appointed a twenty-five-member Iraqi Govern-

ing Council, a body with representation across the country’s ethnic and religious 

groups including exiles like Chalabi as well as internal opponents of Saddam 

Hussein’s regime. He then prepared a multiyear plan for the council to draft a 

constitution that would be ratified by a national referendum and followed by 

an election to establish a new government. Only then would a transfer of sov-

ereignty take place. Rejecting calls for early elections out of fear that Baathists 

or religious radicals might win, Bremer also ignored powerful Shiite leader 

Grand Ayatollah al-Sistani’s fatwa that any Iraqi constitution had to be drafted 

by elected representatives. Bremer soon discovered, however, that he could not 

govern by fiat. While he expected the council to follow his instructions, the Iraqi 

leaders instead decided to respect al-Sistani’s position. In September 2003, when 

they charged that the U.S. occupation was fueling the insurgency, and demanded 

a more rapid transfer of power, Bremer faced an impasse. Worried that the grow-

ing insurgency would damage Republican prospects in the 2004 U.S. elections, 
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the Bush administration finally reversed course, agreeing that sovereignty should 

be transferred by mid-2004, and accepting a proposal that UN envoy Lakhdar 

Brahimi would select the members of the interim government in consultation 

with Iraqi leaders, the Governing Council, and the CPA. Where Defense Depart-

ment officials originally hoped that they could simply put Chalabi and other 

favorites into power, they found that Iraqi resistance demanded another course 

of action. In the end, the transfer of sovereignty and the creation of a govern-

ment of at least minimum legitimacy among a divided Iraqi people required the 

intervention of the United Nations, the same body that the Bush administration 

officials had rebuffed in launching a unilateral, preemptive invasion.54

As in Afghanistan, the administration’s neoliberal approach to reconstruc-

tion fared poorly. Under Saddam Hussein, Iraq’s economy was driven by a large 

number of state-owned factories and enterprises. Through the 1970s and early 

1980s, salaries were low, but government employment and state subsidies made 

consumer necessities affordable. State control of the oil industry and rising pe-

troleum prices also helped fund free education and health care. The devastating 

war with Iran in the 1980s, however, created a massive national debt, while a de-

cade of sanctions after the 1991 Gulf War cut Iraq off from the world’s economy 

and sharply eroded Iraqi living standards. As the U.S. occupation began, there-

fore, the problems of repairing the war’s damage were magnified by a long-term 

trend of economic decline.55

Bush administration and CPA officials, however, were determined to push for-

ward a rapid, neoliberal transformation, immediately placing the country on a 

free-market footing. While the economy did indeed need serious restructuring, 

U.S. policymakers rejected the idea that conditions might demand careful, grad-

ual change. Instead they tried to drive their program through with little regard 

for its effects on the Iraqi population and without consulting the interim Iraqi 

government. Drafted by AID and the Treasury Department, a classified plan ti-

tled “Moving the Iraqi Economy from Recovery to Sustainable Growth” proposed 

that the occupation create “the groundwork for a market-oriented private sector 

recovery” by selling state-owned enterprises, building a “world-class” stock ex-

change, and creating a new income tax system. Bremer and his economic advisers 

firmly shared that view, convinced that the abolition of subsidies and the swift 

creation of markets would be essential for Iraqi democracy to take root. Under 

privatization, they believed, the rigors of the competitive marketplace would nat-

urally purge the Iraqi economy of its unproductive elements, eliminating dead 

wood and allowing profitable ventures to thrive.56

Plans for a swift economic transformation soon went awry. Few of the busi-

ness executives working in the CPA’s Office of Private Sector Development had 

any experience in transitional economies, but they were all convinced that the 
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immediate need in Iraq was to “remove barriers.” By abolishing import duties, 

the CPA allowed a wave of luxury products, including televisions, cars, electron-

ics, and air conditioners, to flood into major cities, where wealthy Iraqis, many of 

them with salaries funded by the CPA itself, eagerly bought them up. While CPA 

officials proclaimed that the imported consumer goods were evidence of capital-

ism’s irresistible momentum, the trade was hardly a solid foundation for longer-

term economic growth and investment. The CPA plans to sell off state-owned 

enterprises were also opposed by the Iraqi Governing Council, which warned 

that such a move would deprive millions of Iraqi workers of their paychecks, 

increasing unemployment at the very moment that the security situation threat-

ened to spiral out of control. Finally faced with the fact that the vast majority of 

the country’s state-owned firms were damaged, insolvent, or running on obsolete 

equipment, the CPA abandoned the plan. Instead of repairing Iraqi companies 

that could meet the large domestic demand for cement, fertilizer, clothing, and 

food, the CPA free marketeers allowed them to collapse, limiting the possibility 

of future economic growth and making the country all the more dependent on 

external sources of support. Neoliberal policies slashing social welfare spending 

also alienated the Iraqi public.57

From 2004 through 2006, U.S. forces found themselves fighting on multiple 

fronts. A growing Sunni insurgency to the north and west of Baghdad and a 

multifaceted Shiite rebellion in parts of the capital and the south of the country 

worsened security and imperiled reconstruction plans. Although sovereignty was 

transferred, and Iraqi citizens turned out for elections in astonishing numbers, 

political conflict among Shiites, Sunnis, and Kurds also continued to threaten a 

fragile Iraqi government. Through it all, however, the Bush administration con-

tinued to stand by its original, upbeat assumptions. The president declared in a 

May 2005 address that even the United States had gotten off to a rocky start in 

the “years of chaos” following the American Revolution. The first American form 

of government, the Articles of Confederation, moreover, had “failed miserably.” 

Yet Iraq too would ultimately move down the universal path toward capitalist 

democracy. Initiatives like the cheerfully named Operation Adam Smith, a pro-

gram in which the U.S. Army’s First Cavalry Division set up “local chambers of 

commerce, providing Iraqi entrepreneurs with small business loans, and teach-

ing them important skills like accounting, marketing, and writing small business 

plans,” would ultimately unleash the neoliberal miracle in Iraq as well.58

The future of Iraq, of course, remains unclear. Yet several years of war and 

occupation there demonstrated the extent to which the assumptions that shaped 

the U.S. intervention were deeply flawed. Beyond the fact that there were no 

weapons of mass destruction to be found, the ideology of rapid, neoliberal trans-

formation led to a long, costly, and brutal war. As Iraqi institutions collapsed, the 
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Bush administration was forced to confront the very “nation-building” problems 

that it had initially eschewed, making a speedy U.S. withdrawal impossible. In-

stead of welcoming their liberators, large sections of Iraqi society also went to 

war against a foreign occupation. Nor did the Iraqi economy enjoy a rapid, free-

market resurgence under U.S. guidance. Elections to seat a national assembly, 

ratify a constitution, and select a new government were important steps forward, 

but prospects for the legal institutions and political culture needed to foster 

strong democracy remained uncertain. In contrast to the optimistic assessments 

put forward by its advocates, the war and occupation proved staggeringly expen-

sive in both human and material terms, costing roughly $600 billion, taking the 

lives of nearly 4,000 U.S. servicemen and women, and contributing to the violent 

deaths of approximately 93,000 Iraqi civilians in its first five years. After mid-

2007 the security situation improved as Washington deployed additional troops, 

the rebellious Shiite militias lost ground, and the prospect of steady, paid em-

ployment led many former Sunni insurgents to work alongside coalition forces. 

In 2009, however, even that gain remained fragile.59

Toward a Reckoning
History certainly did not end in 1989, but the central assumptions of moderniza-

tion survived the close of the Cold War and continued to exert a strong pull on 

U.S. approaches to the postcolonial world. In its revised, neoliberal framework, 

modernization still provided a compelling narrative, reassuring Americans that 

the ongoing project of development would ultimately lead the world to converge 

on liberal, capitalist democracy, and suggesting that the United States could di-

rect and accelerate that universal process. The failures and reversals of the Bush 

administration in Afghanistan and Iraq demonstrated that foreign societies and 

cultures were not so pliable, and that the United States could not easily impose 

its own vision of modernity at the point of a gun. Given the appeal of such a 

deeply rooted ideology, however, modernization and its promise that accelerated 

development will help ensure security seem likely to endure.

The broader history of modernization, however, clearly suggests the need 

for a reassessment. In both its 1960s form and its later neoliberal variant, mod-

ernization promised that development would be easy and fast. Social scientists 

of the Cold War period emphasized that a concentrated “big push” of directed 

investment and foreign aid would allow postcolonial societies to reach the cru-

cial “take-off” point, after which they would enter the period of “self-sustaining 

growth,” ready and able to enjoy a global New Deal without recourse to external 

help. From the 1980s onward, neoliberals presented their own panaceas. Just get 
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the state out of the way and let markets do their work, they insisted, and the ris-

ing tide of prosperity would lift all boats. But markets, of course, have no auto-

matic mechanisms to encourage steps to address inequality, poverty, hunger, or 

disease. The neoliberal hostility to government-directed social welfare policy has 

also left most of the world’s poor to suffer on their own. History, moreover, ap-

pears to have accelerated in the wrong direction. By 2008, claims about the mir-

acles of markets were overshadowed by a deep global recession—and it is worth 

remembering that this crisis started in the “modern” world and spread outward, 

doing enormous damage to the “developing” regions. While international lend-

ing institutions demand “structural adjustments,” impoverished nations find the 

thin lines of Western charity eroding amid the broad economic downturn.

Seen from this perspective, the burst of creative dissent and constructive en-

ergy unleashed by modernization’s critics merits another look. During the inter-

regnum of the 1970s, as the liberal version of modernization came under fire and 

before the neoliberal one seized the throne, critics and commentators had dared 

to step outside the dominant narrative. Instead of worshipping at the altar of 

economic growth, they had turned their eyes to questions of inequality and basic 

needs. Instead of assuming that technologies could be readily inserted without 

attention to local context, they had raised hard questions about suitability and 

likely effects, often suggesting alternatives. Instead of assuming that the mass-

consumption economies of advanced industrialized nations could continue to 

grow and be replicated without limit, they had warned of their environmental 

and gendered effects. The complexity of their critique, of course, also left them 

vulnerable. By making development appear a difficult, multifaceted, and endur-

ing problem, they framed an appeal that was politically far less powerful than the 

simple rhetoric of rapid acceleration. Their warnings of crisis also proved unable 

to compete with the more palatable claim that history was still on the side of 

the United States.

But by trying to rescue development from modernization they had taken an 

important step in the right direction. If the United States truly intends to improve 

the lives of the world’s most vulnerable people, it should ally itself with the inter-

national and nongovernmental organizations that have followed those insights, 

emphasizing the problems of poverty, inequality, and environment, and combin-

ing them with a renewed focus on an expanded conception of human rights and 

social justice. Drafted in 1948, and honored since then mostly in the breach, the 

United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights still sets a compelling 

standard, holding that all are entitled to education, employment, adequate living 

standards, health care, social security, and civil liberties. The UN’s Millennium 

Development Goals, focused on problems of hunger, education, health care, en-

vironmental stability, and women’s rights, are an especially worthwhile project, 
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reflecting a commitment to address the poverty-centered issues raised by the 

dissenters more than thirty years ago.

As liberals, the modernizers of the 1960s shared many of those progressive 

values, yet their Cold War obsessions betrayed their own principles, and their 

ambivalence about popular democracy facilitated authoritarian outcomes. An 

effective campaign for progress will need to overcome that legacy and pursue 

forms of development far more committed to empowering the poor them-

selves. As many development experts have argued, the best approaches are 

often locally centered and promoted through institutions led by and directly 

accountable to the people they assist. The process will be a long and difficult 

one, marked less by “take-offs” than by incremental gains and periodic setbacks. 

It certainly will not lead to “the end of history,” nor will it necessarily ensure, as 

economists W. W. Rostow and Max Millikan put it, “the evolution of a world in 

which threats to our security and, more broadly, to our way of life are less likely 

to arise.” But it can help improve what Nobel laureate Amartya Sen has referred 

to as the “life chances” of those in the world’s poorest regions, expanding their 

“human capability to lead more worthwhile and more free lives.” That objective 

is certainly one to strive for.60
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