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The decade of the sixties saw more than the normal 
cluota of parndox and contradiction, and attitudes 
toward the economic development of the poor na- 
tions and the relationship between rich and poor 
nations were no exception. In the realization that 
economic development was one of the world’s criti- 
cal problems, th3 United Nations titled the sixties 
the “decade of development” and set a goal of a five 
per cent annual increase in gross national product 
( G.N.P. ) for the poor countries. This growth was to be 
achieved primarily by greater effort on their part, 
but was to be significantly aided by rich countries 
\vhich would provide one per cent of their G.N.P. as 
assistance. 

I3y the end of the decade two things stood out: (1) 
the poor countries had, as a group, achieved the 
growth target set, despite the lack of promised aid, 
and (2) the optimism (or at least hope) that char- 
acterized informed opinion in much of the world at 
the beginning of the decade had been replaced by 
apprehension if not outright pessimism about the 
future. Why the apprehension in the face of “suc- 
cess,” why pessimism after the achievement of the 
growth targets? 

A partial explanation is tliat the events in the poor 
countries during the sixties which captured public 
attention were often disheartening: the Nigerian 
civil mar; the collapse of the Alliance for Progress 
and the establishment of military regimes in the im- 
portant countries of Brazil and Argentina; the third 
A r a l ~ - I ~ ~ i ~ l i  war; India’s wars with China and Paki- 
stan; poor monsoons in India. And, of course, Viet- 
nam. 

Another element in the new mood involved the 
general pessimism that came to characterize the 
outlook of much of the intellectual class and those 
who most strongly influenced the media in the richer 
countries. In part this is traceable to specific prob- 
lems-Vietnam, racial conflict, urban troubles-but 
the phenomenon is not confined to the United States. 
The rapid pace of change combined with the “rev- 
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olution of rising expectations”-more powerful and 
widespread in the rich than in the poor countries- 
has led many citizens to question the capacity of 
their institutions to deal with what they perceive as 
today’s problems. More seriously, the erosion of 
traditional values has created a cultural crisis that 
has left many disoriented and bewildered. The gen- 
eral decline in confidence has affected thinking about 
the prospects for the poor nations in several ways. If 
affluence is not only meaningless in itself but also 
threatens to destroy the environment, how enthused 
will one be about economic development as a goal 
(even a proximate one) for poor nations? Moreover, 
the rise of radical and revisionist thinking has led 
many to conclude that poor nations are poor because 
the rich nations have andrwill continue to use their 
strength to exploit them and keep them in subjuga- 
tion. Finally, the obstacles to, as well as the 
potential for, development came to be more clearly 
understood. 

A key contribution to this reappraisal was made 
by the Swedish social scientist Gunnar Myrdal in his 
study Asian Drama (1968) and in The Challenge of 
World Pouerty (1970; both published by Pantheon). 
Asiun Drutnu, the work of a number of respected 
scholars over a period of ten years, is massive in 
scope and size. Subtitled An Znqrriry Znto the Pouerty 
of Nations, it examines why the people of South and 
Southeast Asia are poor, and what keeps them that 
way. It appraises their efforts since the end of the 
second world war and the winning of independ- 
ence, and looks at their future prospects. The study 
is thorough, blunt, and profoundly pessimistic. 

a 

A brief article can only touch on the major points 
covered. For Myrdal discusses almost everything. 
One omission is the defense burdens these countries 
have assumed as a result of the attempts of outside 
powers to gain influence by supplying arms and be- 
cause of their ambitions and their quarrels with 
neighbors. Nor is there any systematic examination 
of taxation and public finance-who pays for and 
who gets what-in a study that is concerned with 
political power and social systems as well as eco- 
nomics. jVith these rather surprising exceptions, the 
sweep is vast. 
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Myrdal (who in the 1950’s had been rather opti- 
mistic about the prospects for economic develop- 
ment) begins by explaining and examining the 
modernization ideals and values which the leaders 
of these countries proclaim-essentially planned eco- 
nomic development and social reform, (Myrdal has 
been charged with viewing modernization as essen- 
tially a process of turning Asians into Swedes- 
rational, orderly, hard-working, law-abiding, etc. 
There is some truth in this, for he has no more use 
for Asian cultures than did the eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century missionaries from the West.) 
However, early in the study the evidence demon- 
strating the gap between proclaimed goals and 
policies and actual conditions begins to mount, and 
the obstacles to development became appallingly 
apparent. 

One set of obstacles to growth is the inapplica- 
bility of Western economic concepts, which arose 
under different conditions and in different cultures, 
to the very different setting of southern Asia. Yet 
these concepts are what the Western-trained leaders 
and technicians have learned, and so they rely on 
them. Myrdal holds that “this approach abstracts from 
most of the conditions that are not only peculiar to 
the underdeveloped countries but are largely respon- 
sible for their underdevelopment and for the particu- 
lar difficulties they meet in developing.” Some points 
are rather technical: the Western concepts of unenz- 
ployment and underemployment have meaning only 
where there is a fluid and standardized labor market, 
In overwhelmingly agricultural societies the concepts 
(like the concept of saoings) not only have little 
meaning but lead to distorted qalysis and ineffective 
policies: labor utilization rather than employment is 
the proper approach. Moreover, Western economic 
theory is based upon such assumptions as labor mo- 
bility and nondiscrimination; the reality of linguistic 
barriers and caste restrictions contrasts with this 
theory. 

More basically, these countries and peoples have 
been shortchanged by nature: the resource base is 
generally poor and seldom better than fair, and their 
debilitating climates are not conducive to sustained 
hard work. Their cultures are not only antithetical to 
economic development, but are strongly resistant to 
the types of changes that are necessary for economic 
progress. (There is no diplomatic politeness about 
Hindu opposition to killing useless cows.) Finally, 
the impact of the West has been more of a handicap 
than a help. This is most dramatic in the population 
explosion, but also involves the profoundly ambiva- 
lent attitude of the educated groups toward modem 
attitudes and institutions, which not only came from 

alien societies, but from the West which once ruled 
them. While Myrdal believes there has been exploita- 
tion, even after the granting of independence, he 
regards this as less important an obstacle than the 
cultures of the peoples themselves. 

For Myrdal’s major focus is on the cultural ob- 
stacles to development: tradition, superstition, class 
structures, corruption, power and property structures. 
He severely criticizes Western economists who have 
failed to see-or fail to give what he regards as 
proper emphasis to-the fact that economic develop- 
ment involves not only economics but changes ih 
social relations and attitudes as we!]. He strongly dis- 
agrees with the contention of those Western econ- 
omists-and their Asian colleagues-who hold that 
economic projects, especially new industries, will 
have a “spread effect” that will draw ever-increasing 
numbers from the traditional to the modern sector 
of the economy while changing the traditional 
growth-inhibiting outlooks into modern growth- 
stimulating attitudes, 

Thus Myrdal zeros in on the need to change the 
fundamental social relationships and attitudes in a 
rather direct manner if development is to succeed. 
But here the governments are handicapped if not 
crippled by their inability or unwillingness to use 
coercion, even to the extent of enforcing the laws 
they enact, against their people. High ideals, soaring 
rhetoric, and impressive legislation are used as a 
substitute for rather than a prelude to the necessary 
actions. This tendency leads Myrdal to label these 
countries as “soft states,” a term that appears through- 
out the study. 

Myrdal‘s solution, implied in Asian Drama and 
spelled out in The Challenge of World Pooerty, calls 
for a radical shift in social relationships and cultural 
attitudes. In particular, emphasis should be shifted 
from large-scale industrialization to agriculture, rural 
public works, and smaller-scale industry, and there 
should be radical land reform programs. The likeli- 
hood that rural societies adopting such policies 
would be shifting income from groups who save part 
-though often a small part-of their income to those 
who consume all they earn is a virtue to Myrdal; it 
would not only reduce inequality but, by fostering 
greater consumption by the under-nourished poor, 
would increase production even if it resulted in less 
savings for investment. It would also undermine 
social inequality and traditional attitudes. But he is 
pessimistic about the chances of radical reforms be- 
cause the present power structures-Westernized 
elites in the cities and rural elites in the countryside, 
who regard themselves as middle class but in reality 
are the upper class-intend to retain their firm hold 
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on power and continue to appropriate to themselves 
most of the fruits of development. Thus he comes to 
favor capitalist farming, to encourage production, 
though with specific measures-real, not rhetorical- 
to protect the interests of the poor. 

0 

Asian Drama has little in the way of recommenda- 
tions for the rich countries. Indeed, the book‘s em- 
phasis on the responsibilities of the poor countries 
for their fate was criticized by some as providing an 
C X C U S ~  for the rich countries to avoid their responsi- 
bilities regarding foreign aid. The second book deals 
more with this responsibility, but within the frame- 
work of Myrdal’s basic thesis that the keys lie within 
the poor countries themselves. Land reform, educa- 
tional reform, enforcement of the splendid-sounding 
laws on the books, birth control, and eradication of 
corruption are the tasks of these countries. The rich 
nations’ major contributions can only be indirect 
ones, such ;is not ignoring or reinforcing entrenched 
social and economic groups. IVestern governments 
should, however, take direct action, e.g., to see that 
their business firms do not engage in corrupt activi- 
ties. 

Placing the major responsibility for their condition 
on the poor miintries does not lead Myrdal to absolve 
the rich countries from blame for the present or 
obligations for the future. The blame relates to com- 
mercial relationships; the obligations ( aside from 
altering trading patterns) relate to foreign aid. He 
mdkes two points regarding trade. First, although 
classical international trade theory holds that trade 
reduces inequality, in fact, “international trade-and 
capital movements-will generally tend to breed in- 
equality, and will do so the more strongly when sub- 
stantial inequalities are already established.” His 
rcasoning is complex (as well as disputed) but he 
sees this as the natural outcome of an unregulated 
market. But in his second point, he stresses that the 
poor countries are further handicapped because “the 
commercial policies of the developed countries have 
. . . discriminated against the underdeveloped coun- 
tries in a number of ways. Among these are quotas 
and tariffs (especially on manufactured goods and 
titses on tropical agricultural products).” But he says 
bluntly that “it is wrong to put the blame on the 
‘capitalists,’ as is often done by some ignorant radi- 
cals. 011 this point, the people are the reactionaries.” 
The answer-special trade arrangements fuooring the 
poor countries-is as simple to state as it is difficult 
to secure, though Western countries are moving in 
that direction. 

Turning to foreign aid, he attacks the insincerity 

and hypocrisy of economists, government officials, 
and international civil servants who count as aid 
many financial transfers that are only marginally so; 
loans at something less than market rates and tied 
to purchases transacted in the lending country. He 
also attacks giving aid for purposes of national self- 
interest, either military or economic, Indeed, he 
insists that, in contrast to the practice of giving aid 
to prevent communism (or to spread it, if you are 
sitting in !tloscow) the only reason to supply aid is 
moral or humanitarian. Myrdal seems to say that 
human motives should never be mixed: we must 
either be saints (secular or religious variety) or sin- 
ners. He also has practical reasons for this position: 
Aid is at best an uncertain political instrument, and 
if it does not achieve its aims when it is given for 
reasons of self-interest, public support declines. In 
contrast, aid is increasing from various small but 
wcalthy countries which, being small, have moral 
and humanitarian rather than military reasons for 
helping the poor. 

But if aid in the form of grants as well as less 
restrictive loans is to be given-in increasing volume 
-for moral reasons, it cannot be given only on the 
basis of the economic growth capacities and records 
of poor countries; it must be given to those countries 
really interested in creating more just societies and 
for the programs that will bring about such justice. 

0 

These volumes represent an impressive achieve- 
ment by any standard. In some respects they break 
new ground; in others they force us to face facts 
and issues which have been slighted, sometimes to 
the point of distortion. Myrdal has also had the cour- 
age to change his mind: He now sees the weaknesses 
of the planning he once favored, and he regretfully 
acknowledges that democracy is not a requirement 
for economic progress. He is now calling on the rich 
and poor nations to face the facts and accept their 
respective responsibilities. 

Despite the contributions they make, however, 
these studies have several limitations and a number 
of weaknesses. As already mentioned, they give little 
attention to the burdens of defense or the problems 
of taxation and public finance. Moreover, Asian Drama 
is focused entirely on southern Asia and, within that 
area, largely on India. (The ChuUenge of World 
Pooerty comments on some other areas, but only 
sketchily.) This is not a fault in itself; indeed, greater 
breadth could have been achieved only in a work of 
less depth. But the reader must be cautious about 
generalizing from this area-particularly the Indian 
subcontinent-to other parts of the world. For if one 
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looks at the so-called “undeveloped world” he is 
struck by its diversity, both in performance and 
prospects. In East Asia, for example, not only Japan 
(which until recently thought of itself as the richest 
of the poor) but South Korea, Taiwan, and Hong 
Kong are progressing very rapidly. Similarly, coun- 
tries with particular raw materials, such as the oil- 
producing countries, have rather good growth 
records. And even in South Asia the picture is mixed: 
The western half of the subcontinent has made rapid 
progress, while the eastern half is in trouble. Reli- 
gion, caste, and climate are broadly similar, but initia- 
tive and enterprise are different for some reason: 
Investigation of this would be interesting and instruc- 
tive. 

One must also question Myrdal’s perspective and 
time frame. He is so determined not to fall victim to 
the “over-optimism” he accuses many economists of 
succumbing to that he sometimes sees only part of 
the story. The economy of the subcontinent was, as 
best we can tell, nearly stagnant during the first sev- 
eral decades of this century. Since independence, 
India and Pakistan have grown by roughly four per 
cent annually, which represents a significant achieve- 
ment. The fact that faster progress is necessary in 
view of their wretched poverty and rapid population 
growth should not lead us to ignore what has been 
done. 

Myrdal’s condemnation of “soft states’: as bad in 
themselves as well as being barriers to development 
is appealing in many respects, but two problems 

arise. When one looks at economic development 
across the world and in historical context the utility 
of the concept is less clear. Lebanon, Italy, and even 
the United States in certain important respects are 
soft states; yet this has not prevented economic 
development. That is not to say that softness is not 
a handicap, for i t  may be a severe one. But it may be 
less of i1 handicap to ecoriomic development than to 
other important considerations, such as social justice. 
And, i1s Sweden’s recent troubles demonstrate, even 
a “hard” state is not immune from turmoil over such 
issues. 

h4yrdal also evades an important problem concern- 
ing one crucial aspect of the relationship between the 
values of Asia’s modernizing elites (which he shares) 
and those of the population, which derive largely 
from their traditional cultures (and which he dis- 
dains). But he never makes clear whether the elites 
(who are not always chosen by the people) should 
force the people to behave in the manner the mod- 
ernizing ideals demand even if this would require 
not coercion but terror. As one commentator has 
noted: 

Dr. Myrdal never makes it clear whether, if the 
alternative is to accept caste, or for that matter 
purdah, or to shoot a very large number of people 
and to have a totalitarian society, he would prefer 
to accept caste or do the necessary shooting. But 
his demands for social revolution are so insistent 
that one sometimes suspects he would pay the 
blood price that revolution involves. On the other 
hand, he is so firmly a rationalist and a democrat 
that one finds it hard to believe that he’would 
really shoot old ladies who are not prepared to have 
an Untouchable in the house. 

Dr. Myrdal dodges his dilemma by never ad- 
mitting that if one wishes to destroy caste a large 
number of old ladies will have to be shot, or that 
if one wishes to get rid of the influence of the 
hventy-acre farmer one will have to use great 
violence against many hundreds of thousands of 
people who are at present regarded as the pillars 
of their villages. Like many Europeans looking at 
Asia, Dr. Myrdal wills the end and avoids thinking 
about the means. (Maurice. Zinkin, “South Asia’s 
Economic Transformation: The Myrdal Thesis,” 
Pacific Affairs, Winter 1968-69.) 

Finally, there is the question of the relationship 
between inequality on the one hand and economic 
growth on the other. Is the traditional view of WO- 
nomics-that inequality is necessary to provide incen- 
tives and savings, and thus investment-simply a 
Western concept that does not apply to poor Asian 
lands? Or is greater equality necessary not only for 
social cohesion during a period of rapid change but 
also a positive aid to development? 

Sweeping generalizations are particularly danger- 
ous here, but a few comments are possible. Countries 
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such  as Cuba and Guinea, which have stressed public 
o;vnersIiip and egalitarianism, have undistinguished 
growth records, to say the least. One can hold that 
shared poverty is better than growth with inequality, 
hut only if  he is prepared to accept the poverty as 
perpetual. Nor need one be blind to the weaknesses 
of private industry to observe that public sector in- 
dustries, such as the Indian government’s steel mills, 
liave not been notably successful. Huge investments 
have yielded either losses or very modest gains; yet 
if scarce resources are to be devoted in increasing 
amounts to such undertakings they must generate the 
“profits” necessary for their future growth. At the 
same time, Myrdal’s thesis that in a poor agricultural 
society increased consumption by those at the bottom 
will increase their health and energy enough to in- 
crease both growth and justice probably is a valid 
observs tion-prooidcd there are rural work programs 
as well as agricultural opportunities that offer them 
an opportunity to work harder. 

In  arguing the need for agricultural reforms and 
urging that we not be misled by the possibilities of 
teclinological solutions to social and political prob- 
lems, Myrdal stresses the socially disruptive aspects 
of the “green revolution” rather than the hope it 
offers for better living standards. Fair enough, for it 
has initially disrupted rural relationships, increased 
inequality, and led to social turmoil in places. But 
what has happened as farmers have moved to take 
advantage of the new seeds is that they have demon- 
strated that their cultural traditions do not doom 
them to inertia; they have responded to economic 
incentives in a manner not basically dissimilar to 
Europeans or Americans. The social problems re- 
main, but people are stirring; the victory of Mrs. 
Gandhi’s poorly organized part of the Congress Party 
i sbut  one indication that the winds of change are 
blowing. 

As to Myrdal’s analysis and prescriptions regard- 
ing foreign aid, there is little one can say beyond 
agreeing there should be more of it on better terms. 
However, his analysis of commercial relationships 
between rich and poor nations suffers from one of 
the same faults he ascribes to classical international 
trade theory: It is not in touch with the facts, at least 
not all the facts. The East Asian countries, as well 
as those nations with substantial mineral wealth, 
have demonstrated that rapid growth is possible by 
deliberately linking even a poor economy to the 
international market. 

But it would be unfair to close on a critical note. 
For these works have taught us much and have 
pointed out the tasks of research and policy to the 
rich and poor countries alike. As Kenneth Boulding 

has commented: “Twenty-five years ago, in American 
Dilemma, hlyrdal showed a remarkable capacity for 
telling us in this country what we should have known, 
and in a way did know already; that where ideals 
and reality did not coincide one or the other must 
give. Asian Drama has in a sense the same message 
for Asia: that the realities of the situation do not 
correspond to the ideals, the verbal pronouncements 
and the ostensible purpose of these societies.” Only 
the initial scenes of the drama have been played, and 
the outcome of this conflict of realities and ideals 
remains shrouded in mystery. 
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among local high school students. . . . 

“‘We have the hideous picture before us,’ says 
Senator Harold Hughes of Iowa, ‘of men inured to 
violence and addicted to drugs returning to civilian 
society from the war area compelled to use the skills 
of violence they have learned as soldiers in criminal 
acts here at home in order to support their habit.’ 

“Historians tell us that the techniques developed 
by empires for the subjugation of alien peoples are 
eventually applied against their own citizens at 
home. It may be that Vietnam provides a corollary: 
that problems encountered at the periphery of em- 
pire also return to haunt the mother country.” 

International Understanding Department: From the 
“Man in the News,” New York Times, July 17, 1971: 
“Hardly anyone on his staff was aware of Mr. Kis- 
singer’s side trip to Peking from Pakistan last week. 
Some of his former aides who have resigned in quiet 
unhappiness did so after it became obvious, as they 
inadvertently saw a memo on Mr. Kissinger’s desk, 
that he was not telling his staff all they felt they 
should know. 

“ ‘He’s a guy who believes that if you want to get 
things done you’ve got to keep them secret,’ said one 
of the small but growing group of former associates. 
‘He doesn’t trust the bureaucracy to keep things 
quiet.’ 

“Mr. Kissinger seems to have a perpetually owlish 
look on the face that peers out through horn-rimmed 
glasses atop a frame that is 5-feet-9 and carries 175 
pounds. . . . And he seems to delight in creating the 
Kissinger mystique that has entranced much of the 
capital. 

“On the wall of his office in the White House is 
a curious photograph-a veterinarian about to inocu- 
late a bulldog. Mr. Kissinger admired it at an exhibit 
of Soviet photographs. It was sent to him by the 
Soviet Ambassador, Anatoly F. Dobrynin, with this 
message on the back: ‘Henry, Don’t be too serious. 
Take it easy. Relax.’ ” 
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