
The way we were 

The Story of Aid 

Csanad Toth 

id is more than an organized effort to A transfer resources from the affluent to the 
poor. I t  is also a message to the world and a medium of 
communication. Who we are as a people and what we 
stand for as a nation are implicit in  the choices we make 
in  our aid programs and are revealed by the manner in 
which we pursue them. 

The idea of development assistance of one country to 
another was an American invention, born thirty years 
ago-a self-imposed tax by a magnanimous victor in- 
stead of the traditional booty and war reparations. 
Nowadays aid may have its own midlife crisis and show 
all the anxieties of being rejected and misunderstood. 
Yet i t  is a fascinating study of ourown character: how we 
changed and in what ways we remained the same, what 
we dreamed or feared for ourselves as a nation, our 
tentative commitments and uncertain triumphs. 

The story of aid is a story of ambivalence. Its succes- 
sive stages appear, in retrospect, as dramatic snapshots 
of our inability to forge coherent purposes from multiple 
tensions: between idealism and utilitarian injunctions, 
between domestic values and foreign policy interests, 
and between ethnocentric impulses and universal ap- 
peals. With our aid programs we have intimated to the 
world our image of t h e  future-only to succumb again 
and again to somber second thoughts about our ulterior 
motives and a slackened will to see that image come into 
sharp focus. Over the years we have become preoccupied 
with aid's failures, felt increasingly uneasy with our 
intentions and ou'r motives. While never denying the 
need for aid, we hastened to deny association with the 
image i t  conveyed. Yet unwittingly, and perhaps some- 
times even contrary to intent, in each of its stages aid did 
communicate something to the world, "to friends and 
foes alike," of who we were, of what we thought we 
wanted to become. For the past decades our aid program 
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projected to the outside world what had been foremost in 
our national consciousness. The nature of our aid pro- 
gram has been an extension of our existential situation at 
home as we explored ourselves and grappled with issues. 

he problem with most historical analyses of T aid is that they tend to brand as inappro- 
priate or objectionable those objectives of past develop- 
ment assistance that only current insights make look 
obsolete. In its formative years, in the late Forties and 
early Fifties, aid to the less-developed countries was an 
appendage of the overriding concern with the contain- 
ment of Soviet expansionism. Revisionist historians may 
well question our past interpretation of cause-and-effect 
or the wisdom of containment, but they can hardly 
question the overwhelming fear Americans had of 
communism-whether justified, spontaneous, or ma- 
nipulated. The reconstruction of a devastated Europe 
with the Marshall Plan might have been the generous 
tribute of the victor to the vanquished and thedevastated, 
but i t  also reflected our strongly and widely felt fears 
about the political future of the continent. European 
recovery did not prevent the collapse of colonial em- 
pires; in  fact, the United States encouraged decoloniza- 
tion on the Asian continent and, in a different context, in 
Latin America. Aid was offered as preventive medicine. 
against communism. While not a comprehensive plan of 
development assistance, the Point Four program was an 
extension of the coming battle we feared between com- 
peting ideologies and civilizations. 

In the decade of the Fifties the dominant concerns 
remained those of the cold war, and economic aid 
continued to be seen as preemptive efforts to counter 
Communist appeals. Our motives, however, were not so 
blatantly ulterior or simply reactive to external threats as 
current revisionist history might lead one to believe. Aid 
also reflected a new and higher degree of confidence and 
general optimism (perhaps even complacency) that 
things could not go wrong. It became less a message of 
America's commitment to other peoples' causes and 
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more a demonstration of power: America can afford to 
spread its wealth. With massive infusion of capital and 
technical assistance we conveyed the idea that through 
careful selection of tasks and with planning, societies in  
the less-developed world could find their short-cuts to 
change and eventually join the Western world. 

The gradual realization that the standards were too 
high, the expectation too great, did not produce a 
backlash of disillusionment and withdrawal.’ Instead, 
changes at home infused development assistance with a 
new sense of idealism and commitment. A new and 
younger political leadership saw in  development and aid 
to the Third World a test and challenge of its own vigor, 
its own boisterous optimism. The civil rights struggle, 
the realization of the potential political clout of hitherto 
disenfranchised minorities, lent a new perspective and 
idealism to development aid. The Peace Corps was our 
international freedom rider-a movement of talented 
amateurs equipped with only a commitment and 
memories of small victories. The Alliance for Progress 
epitomized our new frontier spirit-underlining Ameri- 
ca’s commitment to seek a better world through land 
reform and education, but most of all through structural 
changes in the political arrangements of the old orders i n  
the less-developed areas. The fear of communism was 
still implied in the reforms we sought in order not to 
make revolutions inevitable. But even this was trans- 
formed from a vision of the world as either Red or dead 
into a search for other alternatives-“third roads,” as 
they were called-and we felt called upon to help build 
them. 

There was naivetk in the idealist arrogance of the age, 
in its dispatch of “development guerrillas” all over the 
world. With an almost atavistic sense of noblesse 
oblige-or perhaps the white man’s burden-we entered 
huts in the remotest parts of Africa and thefavelas of Rio 
de  Janeiro. We raised expectations about a better future 
but, even more, about our resolve to share in the risks as 
well as the bounty of the results. All the while we 
believed that appeals to enlightened self-interest and 
high-sounding development protocols, prodded by local 
sympathizers of our development guerrillas, would 
make the old guard in the emerging world not only yield 
their privileges, their power, and position, but also 
manage this process of transfer with a New England style 
of self-denial. They did not. Of course they could not, 
for they were not the kinds of leaders that were trusted 
and represented change. 

There were real guerrillas as well, against whom our 
talented amateurs proved no match. The battle we feared 
did arrive. Never mind that on the “other side” the 
recruits came from among those whom we had courted so 
assiduously and had hoped to make allies in our earlier 
journeys toward progress. Not wishing to abandon our 
outposts of besieged idealists, we embarked on wars as 
logical extensions of development and turned develop- 
ment into a military exercise. When the Vietnam conflict 
became, in an inverted and perverse way, our domestic 
experience, the military psyche became our governing 
principle, providing the symbols, the language of devel- 
opment aid. People became targets, programs turned 
into strategies, means developed into tactics, and in an 

Orwellian newspeak we talked of delivery systems, wars 
on poverty, campaigns against hunger. The talented 
amateurs grew up into whiz-kids who systematized, 
prioritized, and computerized intangibles into unintel- 
l ig ible~.  Economic aid. though i t  played second fiddle to 
the real war effort and other military assistance, re- 
mained massive, acquiring the logic and the efficiency 
ratios of B-52s. Gone were the prodding and the sym- 
bolic gestures. We got down to the serious business of 
modernization and nation-building with the same 
single-mindedness with which we built power plants and 
dams-as if  the Harvard and MIT models of political 
development for the less-developed countries could 
harness the energies of the Third World in “construc- 
tive” directions-or at least prevent deluge. 

he road back from Vietnam and from war- T permeated development  aid was a 
humiliating retreat. Aid was smuggled back home like 
contraband, and arguments were marshaled to dump the 
entire business into the lap of international and multilat- 
eral agencies. Bilateral aid survived (habits are hard to 
shed) but became a bite noire in  Washington. Putting 
distance between our money and our intentions was 
proposed as the best way to hide or,  more drastically, to 
erase that image of the future that had turned out to have 
been monstrous. The pervasive feeling of guilt, lost 
meanings, and the profound pessimism of the Kissinger 
era inhibited the ability and the will to project a vision. In 
fact there was none. 

The international lending institutions did not need an 
image of the future. How could they, since the decision- 
making apparatus for determining who gets what, when, 
and how remained in the hands of the old guard or the 
representatives of new guards behaving in the old ways. 
They at least were free of the taint of America’s designs, 
which more than suited our prevailing national temper. 
Instead of vision, aid’s purpose was forged from the 
lowest common denominator, offending the sensitivities 
of no one and requiring no imagination. America did 
come home, as much to regenerate as to escape. There 
were no more grand designs or  alliances for progress. 
Our apparatus of the domestic War Against Poverty was 
dismantled; official foreign aid :‘retrenched,’’ assumed 
a “low profile,” and reduced the American presence 
abroad. 

Our vision of development was also dismantled, 
broken up into manageable problems. People-once 
allies, then targets-were now objects with needs. A 
new development science of “negativism” emerged, 
which defined people by their deficiencies, not their 
potential. Deficiencies in nutritional intake, deficiencies 
in literacy, shelter, and health care. ‘As people were 
reduced to their needs they were collectively magnified 
into a Malthusian specter of the apocalypse. This specter 
became the positive rationalization for aid, excluding all 
speculations about the causes or origins of these needs. 

We are currently breaking out of the vicious circle of 
self-destruction and abnegation. Our growing societal 
consciousness about ecology permits us for the first time 
to see a relationship between ‘domestic and planetary 
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concerns. Since Barry Commoner enunciated the princi- 
ple that “everything is connected to everything else” 
and energy shortages, pollution, and the wanton destruc- 
tion of the environment came to dominate our quotidian 
concerns, abstract concepts of aid have begun to make 
sense. An interdependent world is emerging, not only as 
an uncomfortable fact of mutual vulnerability among 
nations, but also as a desired end. Whether we call i t  
global village or spaceship earth, we again have an 
image of the future in which American aid need be 
neither an embarrassed stowaway nor the sole naviga- 
tional chart. 

e must take into account the criticisms of W aid and question whether some of the 
motives, purposes, and instruments that aid has adopted 
may be in conflict with what our domestic experience 
suggests aid should be. 

U.S. aid has been accused of being a conveyor belt to 
export the American experience and way of life. The 
U.S. is said to have perceived development as the 
transformation of societies in the Third World into 
replicas of our own attitudes, values, social and cultural 
institutions, economic and political systems. This is one 
of the most frequent yet least accurate criticisms. I doubt 
if aid projected the self-image of America by its declared 
motives or by the ways i t  identified its purposes and 
selected its instruments. 

I do not find.appeals to guilt or fear peculiarly 
American. Yet strangely, arguments based on guilt by 
many of aid’s harshest critics coincide with those of its 
staunchest defenders. For those critics who see America 
itself as an evil force in the world, foreign aid will be 
seen as an instrument of self-fulfilling prophecy, or at 
best a feeble attempt to atone for cur  sins by paying 

retribution. Who can deny that, in the hands of the 
imperial Kissingers, aid was manipulated m d  used as a 
tribute offered to barbarians at the gate? Such uses of aid 
bespeak not the strength of the empire but its fears, its 
decadence, and its lack of commitment. Many of the 
liberal architects of development assistance see the U.S. 
as the incarnation of privilege and, as such, burdened 
with guilt toward the world. 

Few have given a more eloquent presentation to the 
dual theme of the sins of omission and commission than 
Robert S. McNamara. Speaking to the World Bank’s 
board of governors in a sumptuous meeting place in the 
midst of Manila’s slums, he said: “It is not a scene that 
any one of us here-so favored, so’fortunate, so sur- 
rounded in  our personal lives by privilege and 
advantage-can contemplate without compassion or re- 
solve. The blunt truth is that absolute poverty today is a 
function of neglect-and of our neglect as much as of 
anyone’s.’’ True, McNamara was speaking to represen- 
tatives of governments and worldwide financial institu- 
tions. He could hardly refer to, or speak on behalf of, the 
average American taxpayer, who cames the bulk of aid’s 
burden. In any case, whether that view is stated as 
somberly as McNamara put it, or vindictively as others 
do, it  is either a gratuitous appeal to the wrong people or 
a wasted appeal to the right ones. 

Critics often argue that aid is the Trojan horse of our 
Pax Americana. Paradoxically, the underlying premise 
of their charge echoes the debating points of some of 
aid’s defenders. Both see aid as our national slush fund to 
buy friends, to pay off and barter with tin-horn dictators, 
self-styled anti-Communists, or unruly revolutionaries. 
If one considers that official U.S. economic aid is less 
than 5 per cent of the U.S. defense outlay, only a bit 
more than 1 per cent of the total federal budget, and that 
it takes the back seat to foreign military assistance, it is 
not hard to see that in our priorities development assist- 
ance weighs little as a critical tool in making our 
influence felt in the Third World. 

Traditionally we have preferred to give the largest 
amounts of aid to such projects as industrial and rural 
development, health, education, the transfer of technol- 
ogy, and control of population. The wisdom of these 
choices is open to question. As Secretary of State Cyrus 
R. Vance reminded us at the Paris Conference on 
International Economic Cooperation, “too much of our 
aid has not been intelligently directed to the purposes and 
priorities which will really mke a difference in people’s 
lives.” Again, illustrations abound. But development 
experts always bounce back with a new fad into which to 
pour their energies and our money. 

most ironic feature of American aid is that A we constantly lament that aid does not 
reach the poorest of the poor and continue to pour aid, 
both bilateral and multilateral, into the receptacles of 
governments. I t  is a truth stranger than fiction that our 
society, which prides itself on i t s  free enterprise and 
self-reliance and has made a fetish of diffused economic 
and political power and decisionmaking, behaves over- 
seas as though i t  had borrowed a page from the handbook 
of state capitalism. One need not sing the praises of the 



private sector to reject the notion that development 
should somehow be the prerogative of governments and 
the people passive recipients, clients and objects of their 
concern. While we urge that aid be distributed equitably, 
we favor governments as principal agents of change, 
oblivious to the fact that many klites in the less- 
developed areas neither share nor embrace the interests 
of their own societies. While we insist that aid be used 
efficiently, we rely on the apparatus of the state, which 
plans, centralizes, controls, bureaucratizes, and stifles 
everything it puts its hands on. Only one U.S. Govern- 
ment agency engaged in development assistance, the 
Inter-American Foundation, is mandated specifically to 
work with the nongovernmental sector. 

This Foundation is a symbolic alternative to the 
traditional bilateral and multilateral programs in which 
the U.S. has participated. I t  does not compete with the 
quantity of resources transferred by established devel- 
opment assistance agencies. The twenty or so million 
dollars this Foundation gives annually in small grants to 
Latin American and Caribbean groups is a pittance when 
compared to the mega-dollar aid program in the Western 
Hemisphere. But small as i t  is, i t  is not a mere gesture or 
palliative or an afterthought of American idealism. It is 
an aid program that, while supporting indigenous, non- 
governmental groups, expresses our societal values and 
ideas without negating or altering theirs. 

The Foundation does not propose to the aid recipients 
what is good or tell them how to achieve i t .  I t  has no 
blueprint of a better society for others. So i t  does not 
design projects, export experts, or impose benign rules. 
But the Foundation does believe i n  people-not that they 
are angels or that poverty is the wellspring of wisdom- 
and in the proposition that development and social 
change are an exercise in self-reliance, a process 
wherein people must define their own problems, propose 
their own solutions, and rely on their own creativity and 
energy to resolve them. Thus the grants the Foundation 
gives are more than transfers of money from the U.S. 
Treasury to groups of small farmers, cooperatives, 
worker-managed factories, or civic organizations. 
Rather, it  is an aid that neither embarrasses nor puts the 
recipient in the debt of gratitude, for it  is given neither 
with embarrassment nor as charity. 

Whether the experience of this small foundation is in  
itself an aberration in the story of aid or a precursor of 
things to come cannot be assessed with certainty. Nor is 
i t  in itself of cardinal importance; the success and the 
future of aid will not hinge on such a small experiment. 

The ultimate paradox is that i t  is the voices of the Third 
World, which call for a nonimitative and nondependent 
development approach, that should strike the most sym- 
pathetic chord in the American psyche. I t  is they, as 
shown in notes from the twenty-fourth Pugwash Sym- 
posium held in Dar-es-Salaam in 1975. who see self- 
reliance “as an attitude of mind, as work ethic, as a 
feature of the cultural milieux.” If  this is or should be the 
right way of doing things, i t  is a page we need not 
borrow, only rediscover. 

The continuing debate over how much aid we can 
afford and how much would be sufficient makes the 
dollar price tag a somewhat embarrassing symbol of our 

good intentions. I t  may be true that our efforts lag far 
behind our intentions and that our sacrifices are meager 
compared to the basic human needs on this planet, which 
we, the most affluent country in the world, could afford 
to alleviate. We do  in fact contribute almost a quarter of 
all official development assistance from the affluent to 
the poor countries. I t  is still less than two-tenths of 1 per 
cent of our GNP, while Sweden’s-just to mention one 
country whose effort far outshines ours in relative 
terms-is about I per cent. Quantity may be an indirect 
measure of our commitment, but the magnitude of aid is 
neither the critical ingredient of the direction of devel- 
opment nor a faithful test of our character. 

And it is just as well. Except for a few years, aid had to 
be smuggled through Congress with little enthusiasm 
and much self-deprecating apology. How i t  survives the 
whims of successive administrations and, more fre- 
quently than not, acutely hostile congresses is the 
smugglers’ secret of success. Probably because “ i t  is 
there,” or, as Senator Symington used to say, because i t  
has become a habit. Even the chorus of accusations 
cannot stay this habit’s inexorable course. For the 
accusations themselves also have a ring of familiarity, a 
certain predictability. Periodic setbacks and draconic 
cuts notwithstanding, aid continues to live another day, 
with its considerable bureaucracy and unfathomable 
entanglements with Foreign governments and a host of 
multinational agencies. 

The truth is that neither expert rationalizations nor 
expert criticisms sound convincing enough when ascrib- 
ing a purpose or a vision to aid. Were any of the charges 
or any of the sales pitches pkusible, they could garner a 
constituency of their own to scrap aid for good or to make 
it  more than a stepchild of our global diplomacy. As 
things stand, aid endures even while i t  lacks compelling 
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purpose or an energizing vision. Its defenders have 
bleached i t  of any appeal, fearful of offending sen- 
sitivities, and they decline to state unequivocally what 
they believe, lest they provide too large a target for 
attack and disagreement, So aid remains mute, and 
whatever purposes i t  serves, it  does so surreptitiously. 

“Foreign aid is a good thing,” said a staff member of 
the Agency for International Development without en- 
thusiasm or apology, when he was preparing for the 
annual joust with a House appropriations committee a 
few years ago. “Yeah, it’s necessary,” was the rejoin- 
der, “but we have to formulate the compelling reasons 
for it. * * This typical conversation obscures the obvious. 
The obvious is that no amount of development sophistry 
can marshal more compelling reasons for aid than the 
ideals of justice, human dignity, equity, freedom, and 
the common good so basic to the American experience 
and our posture toward foreigners. Compelling, not in 
the sense of realities accomplished, but as a vision to 
behold, circumscribing the measures we take to identify 
ends and the instruments we adopt to pursue them. 

Actions do not necessarily speak more forcefully than 
words. Yet because of its obsession with failures and 
consequent demoralization, and because of the barrage 
of criticism about ethnocentric aid, the aid bureaucracy 
judged silence to be the best defense. If aid is reticent to 
speak and act overtly, i t  should get out of the business of 
smuggling our good intentions. If it cannot “connect our 
actions overseas with our essential character as a na- 
tion,” to use President Carter’s words, i t  cannot be a 
serious and open partner in “a new American foreign 
policy, a policy based on constant decency in its values, 
and an optimism in its historical vision.” 

id cannot keep to its agnostic posture and A leave it to others to guess whether it does 
believe in  anything, whether i t  does not know what to 
believe in ,  or whether it  does not dare to say what it 
believes in for fear of offending the presumed sensitivity 
of the aid recip‘ient. In the final analysis, America’s 
vision of the future is ill-served by a mute aid diplomacy, 
and it is in fact paternalistic to shield the Third World 
from our beliefs. There is a great difference between 
staring what we believe in andexpecring aid recipients to 
share our beliefs simply because of our financial sup- 
port. When we share our values, or ideas, it does not 
imply that we impose them or that we set certain 
standards according to which the worth of an idea 

depends on our estimation of it, requiring the less- 
developed countries to reevaluate their estimation of the 
same thing. 

The assumption that facts speak for themselves is only 
a cop-out. Given the ambiguity of the human situation, 
facts are not so easily recognizable. Nor is the reality 
of poverty, hunger, and underdevelopment so patent- 
ly obvious that i t  does not lend itself to interpretation. 
Problems do not exist in  a perceptual vacuum. But to 
refrain from making our perceptions explicit deprives 
others of the right to see how we understand their 
problems. Without a clear statement, no debate can take 
place, and there can be no true dialogue among equals if 
one party hides his position or values. To communicate 
clearly our perception of reality does not necessarily 
contradict or constrain other interpretations. On the 
contrary, this helps to enlarge the view of that reality and 
its possibilities. 

Instead of such silent aid diplomacy or self-censorship, 
aid should be open and straightforward about its reasons. 
I t  should share the thought process that leads it to make a 
given decision, to communicate clearly to both the aid 
recipients and the American public the reasons for the aid 
programs. Such rationales for aid should discipline the 
aid bureaucracy in clarifying the values that give legiti- 
macy to its decisions. Openness is not just a matter of 
integrity; it  is also the only link to the public scrutiny that 
establishes harmony between domestic values and 
foreign aid policies. 

Aid diplomacy desperately needs an Andy Young- 
someone who would, explicitly and without self- 
flagellation, dare to hold up an image of the future 
through aid and declare that aid is good and necessary for 
this reason and that. And when he does this, he should do 
so without obfuscation, without hidden agendas and 
without piggybacking on .the latest economic fad or 
political fashion. He would exorcise aid of the feeling of 
inadequacy, of a sense of failure and guilt. He would 
state that we cannot be morally responsible for the 
impossible and, with this caveat, set realistic aid objec- 
tives. Yet he would be a utopian in the best sense, 
dreaming aloud of what could be, what ought to be the 
human condition. Such optimism is the only stance 
compatible with sanity, for realistic goals can be set only 
by what our imagination and heart would dare to conjure. 
This Andy Young of aid would do that because he knew 
that a society that cannot project an image of the future 
has no future-but that the image it does project i t  
deserves. 


