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Make no little plans: they have no magic to stir men’s 
blood . . .  Make big plans: aim high in hope and work. 

—Daniel Burnham, 1908. Quoted by Eugene Staley 

THROUGHOUT HIS LONG CAREER, Eugene Staley often quoted Daniel 
Burnham and his maxim of “make no little plans.” Unintentionally, Staley 
was revealing much about himself and the ideas with which he sur
rounded himself during the mid-twentieth century. An economist by train
ing, Staley ranged the globe working on the stirring and critical mission 
of international development when its resonance on the world scene was 
at its height. On the surface, Staley might not seem a peer of Burnham, 
the architect responsible for the dramatic Chicago Exhibition of 1893. 
But both men shared a faith in modernity, particularly its American exam
ple. Burnham, too, carried this faith abroad. It is no surprise that Staley, 
who believed in development as both a humanitarian need to adjust socie
ties to the pressures of an all-encompassing modern world and a critical 
means to contain ideologies that would pull peoples away from the 
healthy means to achieve progress, found a kindred spirit in Burnham. 

Nothing about the ideas and policies that Staley and ranks of others 
flung into the world was little. Their ambitions and goals were as vast as 
the process to which they committed. To ensure that their methods to 
achieve a future brightened by the hallmarks of modernity were chosen 
by other peoples, they did indeed have to “stir men’s blood.” Pulses would 
be quickened by standards of living raised by the application of technol
ogy. Power plants, dams, roads, bridges, and a host of other massive ex
pressions of applied science offered revolutionary commodities that 
would change how people lived. New ways of living would emerge as 
people bent their personal existences to the opportunities and the bound
aries marked by these forces. Change would be constant and it would be 
as intimate as it was vast. 

Guiding progress was not a new concept when Staley took up the task. 
For Americans the concept went well back into their history. But, uninten
tionally, Burnham’s words evoke the qualitative difference in the efforts 
during the twentieth century. Behind them lay the “big plan.” For Burn-
ham, plans meant ambitions, but for his successors, planning in relation 
to development implied the marshalling and management (often by gov
ernment authorities) of resources for a particular goal. The concept of 
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planning and assumptions about the role of the state and society lay be
hind the approaches to development promulgated in the period. It mat
tered under what political regimes these large-scale projects claiming the 
imprimatur of planning would be implemented. Politics and ideology 
were at the center because these decided where development would lead 
and where societies would be delivered at the end of their journey. Particu
lar projects might claim dispassionate, objective origins with technical or 
social scientific analysis to ease implementation and quiet dissent, but the 
larger ideological framework in which any program delivered is always 
present.1 Because of the deep roots of politics in development, it has long 
been an electric topic (as has scholarship on it) with passionate judgments 
on the efficacy of one doctrine or another being the currency of debate. 

Development reflects the political milieu from which it springs. Accord
ingly, it was instrumental in the ideological struggles of the twentieth cen
tury. Liberalism, communism, and fascism—those systems with broad 
prescriptions for the organization of political, social, cultural, and eco
nomic life—were impelled to demonstrate to their home populations as 
well as to the international public that they could deliver on the promises 
of a better life, brought about by the technologies and the outlooks of the 
modern world. Here development becomes crucial to understanding how 
the United States confronted other ideological systems when they emerged 
as threats. It has particular relevance to the Cold War, which now domi
nates scholarship in modern international history. As scholarship on the 
Cold War heaves from a focus on origins to a more nuanced discussion 
of how it was waged, a clutch of historians have seen the importance of 
development to a struggle that is characterized as being a struggle between 
two ideological systems—liberal capitalism and state communism. Prov
ing the efficacy of their respective ideologies was a necessity and drove 
each side to intervene across the globe.2 These interventions varied. 
Among the many ways the powers sought to exert control over the newly 
categorized “Third World” was development. Both sides sought transfor
mation in the new states as a way to demonstrate that their ideologies 
were best suited to deliver the benefits of modern life. Scholars have 
rightly seen that while modernization shared a lineage with colonialism, 
its application in the twentieth century held distinctions from modern 
empire. It was not driven by unalloyed “exploitation and subjection” but 
rather sought “control and improvement.” However, this hardly meant 
it was pure. Modernization is deeply implicated in what has more aptly 
been described as the establishment of American global hegemony.3 The 
project that modernization served in the twentieth century was not always 
humanitarian, but strategic. Vigorous new scholarship has demonstrated 
how modernization served as a powerful lens, justification, and weapon 
for the United States in a vast cold war.4 This meant the scope, goals, and 
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even promise of modernization were constrained and sometimes compro
mised by the demands of policies cut for global combat. Promises of a 
better life were mixed with actions that could be coercive and, sometimes, 
blisteringly violent. It is a reality that has persisted as development has 
persisted in global affairs beyond the Cold War. This is not to call into 
question the motives or actions of many individuals who were honestly 
committed to supporting the ambitions of others to improve their lot. 
What it does do is describe the framework that shaped how moderniza
tion was conceived and applied. 

If development was a weapon in the ideological combat that was the 
Cold War, then its proximate origins must be understood. Much scholarly 
work on the topic remains firmly rooted in the Cold War and does not 
demur to accepted narratives of development in the era. Development as 
it is presently understood, as well as the foreign aid offered by various 
countries to foster it, is regularly given origins in the years after 1945 by 
a diverse chorus of voices. It is linked to the start of official aid programs 
tied to the Truman Doctrine in 1947.5 Several have even picked a specific 
date, January 20, 1949, when President Harry Truman announced his 
global “Point Four” assistance program. With that speech, the United 
States abruptly defined much of the world freeing itself of colonial rule 
as “underdeveloped.” In this schema, emergence from this historical sta
tus could only be accomplished through American aid. Such a simple and 
easily definable takeoff point has led a number of scholars to declare the 
late 1940s the starting line for inquiry. This beginning is a simple and (for 
some) politically palatable means of demarcation. Freed from fetters of 
the past, all else becomes a “prehistory.”6 

This is not to impugn fine scholarship but to remind that the concept 
of development has no clear beginning in the U.S. case or internationally. 
As scholars often acknowledge, pinpointing the absolute, single beginning 
of any broad historical issue is a difficult task.7 Elements of the faith in 
guiding change that constitutes the core development have been in play 
in some form for quite some time. In fact, the term “modernization” has 
been used, albeit to convey different meanings, at least since the late 
1700s. The assertion here is not that modernization, as a conscious set of 
policies to promote improvement and progress, began in the 1930s, but 
that a vital new formulation crystallized. This shift was critical in reshap
ing thinking, policy, and action on development in ways that continue to 
resonate in the present. It is important to explicate the changes that mark 
departures and refine our understanding of how such a broad theme 
emerges and operates on the global stage. The type of modernization that 
played such a powerful role in the Cold War waged by the United States 
was not actually specific to it. The grand plans that endeavored to lay 
down great technological monuments, alter nature, and, most important, 
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to transform human perceptions had firm links to the years before the 
conflict. Ideas and methods that would play vital roles in U.S. policy 
formed in the 1930s and 1940s, with a set of emerging approaches to 
foster development through, as contemporaries sometimes referred to it, 
the “reconstruction” of modern societies. In those crisis years, liberals 
came to a new consensus on development. There was another crucial 
shift—that development, seen as worldwide in its scope, had a direct, 
strategic rationale. Liberals were also prepared to counter threats 
posed by other ideological systems that also had programs of global 
development. These ideas had immediate use as a means to tamp the ap
peal of fascism and communism, by demonstrating liberalism’s ability to 
deliver the benefits of the modern world to people at home and abroad. 
Concepts necessary to actually implement such development emerged 
from a collection of sources, particularly New Deal reform and nongov
ernmental activity. These approaches were mobilized and integrated into 
strategy and official policy. What some began to label “modernisation” 
was integrated into a globalism itself based in the necessity of American 
world leadership. 

Nominating an approach to development that privileged large-scale 
transformation as a means to contain ideological threats to liberal society 
marked a crucial moment of departure. Modernization ideas worked their 
way into Cold War policies, they were not created by them. A struggle 
that is increasingly remembered as a global competition between two 
ideological systems required each to demonstrate its ability to promote 
social and economic progress.8 This was especially true for the United 
States, a nation believing itself the archetype of modern technological so
ciety and a pillar of liberalism—ideas that easily segued into long held 
views that it was a city on the hill for others to emulate.9 But the template 
for using development as part of an ideological struggle had been laid 
down during the crisis years of the 1930s and 1940s. While the Cold War 
is vital to understanding the maturation and extension of many of these 
concepts, the fact that many methods and institutions had a defined role 
before the confrontation reveals new avenues to explore the increasing 
global influence of the United States in the last century. 

A consensus (as contemporaries sometimes referred to it) on develop
ment during the mid-twentieth century accepted that development be 
broadly conceived, embracing whole countries and regions if need be, and 
based on large-scale planning. It held great affection for technology— 
particularly grand industrial edifices—as both the means and ends of the 
process. The aim was to have extensive and profound impacts on socie
ties. Technologies were sought to provide material benefits, but these were 
also means to promote human change. For example, dams and power 
plants were sought after because they offered electricity with perpetual 
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economic and personal use. However, the current provided would change 
the most humble individuals, altering daily patterns of life and with them 
a person’s perceptions of the world and their place in it. Here, this wide-
ranging idea of development dives into the psychological where develop
ment becomes the modernization of mind. Individuals, as part of this 
larger process, had to incorporate modern outlooks on intimate levels for 
the process to proceed and succeed. 

International development is, by its nature, global in scope. For much 
of the period discussed here, industrial society, seen as the culmination of 
modernity, was assumed to be reaching into every society to eventually 
embrace the entire world. The question was exactly how that transition, 
fraught with political, economic, and social consequences, would be man
aged. It is in this global dialogue about development that U.S. formula
tions have to be placed. In the twentieth century there were other strong 
and appealing options to bring modernity to heel. Fascism and commu
nism were just two of the most powerful and appealing of these. While 
self-consciously opposed to liberalism, these systems shared many basic 
assumptions about development. Observers at the time and scholars since 
have noted how, in the twentieth century, the universalizing ideologies 
of the left, right, and center had affection for high technology and the 
thoroughgoing transformation its application would bring to the people 
it touched.10 Foundational to the United States accepting a new and inten
sified mission of development was the presence of countervailing develop
ment models. For Americans, the existence of such models was a poten
tially dire threat to world order. These systems, even if they shared a taste 
for large dams, electricity, the reshaping of individual psychology, or a 
barrage of other modern techniques, were necessarily fraught with social 
and political dangers. As politics could never be divorced from develop
ment, if these other ideologies with their own ambitions to remake the 
globe prevailed, the benefits of modern life could be lost. Indeed, they 
might even become tools of oppression and destruction. These global 
questions always lurk in the background of the story of how America 
attempted to mold the contours of world development. What is more, the 
challenge of other models served as justification for intense U.S. efforts 
to promote its own vision of modernity and in so doing aided the exten
sion of its own global power and influence. 

Over the course of this competition, preponderant resources and influ
ence of the United States left indelible marks on institutions and ideas 
that continue to shape international development. Accordingly, the story 
becomes a “cis-international” history, to modify a thoughtful schema 
from the vibrant field of Atlantic History. Plurality inherent to interna
tional and global history requires a multiplicity of approaches. At
lanticists have profitably grappled with the interconnections of a vast 
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region, explaining how peoples, states, commerce, and ideas have 
swirled together and in so doing have blurred once sacrosanct historical 
boundaries. However, this wider view does not remove influences emerg
ing from specific historical and geographical points. Particular localities, 
nations, or regions can be discussed within a larger international frame
work. It acknowledges the uniqueness of the experience and influence of 
one site while exposing linkages to bigger structures and ideas indispens
able for contextualizing that site in its historical milieu. Discussing 
how one segment of the international community—in this case the United 
States—interacts, refracts, and is itself influenced by international trends 
is a profitable means to interrogate the history of a larger global issue 
like development.11 

While the tale is international, it cannot forsake domestic roots. Exam
ples for how development might be performed abroad were provided 
legitimacy by apparent reform successes inside the United States. It is re
markable how domestic reform is regularly walled off as a separate fief
dom from international efforts seeking to foster similar changes with 
similar methods. This boundary is often artificial, as the two are con
stantly in dialogue if not directly connected. Modernization occurred at 
home at the same time and it was influenced by international trends and 
debates on the issues. For example, domestic debates about the state’s 
role in economic and social life directly influenced the course of in
ternational activity and vice versa. Organizations and many individuals 
committed to development moved fluidly between the domestic and inter
national because both spheres shared many assumptions about how to 
foster change. 

The reality of interdependence is driven home when the role of civil 
society and private institutions is seen. A mosaic of foundations, volun
tary groups, missionaries, advocacy groups, and universities (grouped 
under the catchall rubric of nongovernmental organizations—NGOs) as 
well as businesses was essential to the process. All brought skills and re
sources to programs at home and abroad that were vital to their comple
tion. Often, the story of international development focuses on the role of 
government such that nonstate actors, when acknowledged, are cast as 
supporting players or co-conspirators. Private groups were not mere ad
juncts or toadies to government action. For the United States, a long his
tory of a comparatively weak central state with halting interest in overseas 
development was offset by vibrant civil society activism. Many nonstate 
groups remained committed when official interest waned. At certain mo
ments, NGOs were the most attentive to the concept and cultivated the 
most innovative thinking. 

When the U.S. government committed to a program of coordinated, 
permanent modernization in the years following World War II, it immedi
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ately turned to the expertise of these private groups. In growing numbers, 
they played indispensable roles in development projects. This is not to 
say that there was no disagreement or dissent between these groups and 
government (and among the groups themselves), but these private organi
zations embraced many of the principles guiding consensus develop
ment. International institutions were also part of this larger equation. 
Such institutions, particularly the United Nations, played an essential role 
in the process. They too adhered to consensus principles, in no small mea
sure because the UN and its litter of “specialized agencies” were created 
and invested with a development mission at a time when the consensus 
held sway. The story of development in this period, even when focused 
on the United States, is a wide one that must include this collection of 
historical actors. 

The continuing indispensability of development in global affairs and 
U.S. foreign policy warrants investigation of the history that shaped its 
present form. International development is a broad, diffuse idea and it 
defies attempts to mark a single moment of origin. What can be done is 
to trace its lineage to expose its composition and operation at particular 
historical moments. The revived importance of development in interna
tional affairs at the start of the twenty-first century makes an under
standing of the modernization that predominated for much of the twenti
eth century vital. It was an evolution heavily influenced by ideas and 
groups emerging from the United States, which embraced a consensus 
on development. This consensus, prevailing from roughly the 1930s 
through the 1970s, was adopted and cultivated by private and govern
mental organizations to implement a mission overseas. Its legacy would 
have lasting impacts on how international development would be concep
tualized and implemented. It is impossible to comprehend contemporary 
international development without comprehending the contributions of 
the United States. 

The arc of the evolution and impact of these ideas on development and 
international politics can best be seen by taking a wider and longer view, 
a view that can be profitably centered on U.S. interaction with Asia. Fo
cusing here does not mean these concepts were not applied elsewhere. In 
Latin America, Africa, Europe, and even North America, groups sought 
to utilize the principles in the development consensus to shape peoples 
and nations in their own image. Important aspects of the story told here 
can be seen in operation in these parts of the world. Asia, however, would 
see the largest and most intense application of these ideas while the con
sensus held sway. Several sites in Asia could also make claims to being the 
largest development programs in the world at crucial historical junctures. 

In the 1910s and 1920s, new development ideas pairing modern ap
plied technologies with the new social sciences began to emerge. Such 
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methods were closely tied to the global progressive movement. Inter
national in origin, they found strong adherents within the United States. 
It was often nonstate groups who were in the vanguard of applying these 
new concepts to the problem of development. Overseas, a transition can 
be seen in the efforts of missionary and secular volunteers to transform a 
“medieval” China into a modern nation. What was lacking was an over-
arching model for a set of practices that were increasingly being 
marked by an exceptionalist American vision, yet were seen as universal 
in their application. 

Within the New Deal—itself a hybrid of domestic and international 
reform ideas to meet a global crisis—development advocates found the 
model they sought. The Tennessee Valley Authority melded existing think
ing and technologies for development into a comprehensive and politi
cally palatable package. It also appeared at a moment when liberals 
sought to secure their legitimacy at home and abroad from the ideological 
challenges of both fascism and communism. The TVA stood as proof that 
large-scale multipurpose development, invested in state planning and de
pendent on technology that was international in its origins, could be 
blended with liberal political ideas claiming a singular American origin 
to produce rapid social and economic change. Its structure also accepted 
the cooperation of nongovernmental groups. Supporters soothed fears 
about state power and planning with what became known as the TVA 
creed. Their formulations served to set this liberal model of development 
apart from strikingly similar communist and fascist development ideas. 
These characteristics also justified universal claims of exportability to all 
parts the globe. The TVA was a grand synecdoche, standing for a wider 
liberal approach to economic and social development both domestically 
and internationally. Its example was absorbed into a reformulated inter
national development meant to secure the pale of liberal life against totali
tarian challengers with their own blueprints for modernity. Global war 
continued the ideological combat and offered the opportunity to refine 
these ideas as they were put to work fostering reconstruction and develop
ment worldwide. 

As world war gave way to cold war, development ideas were mobilized 
as a means to secure and extend an American-dominated liberal order. 
The TVA remained an expression of American mastery of applied technol
ogy within a liberal political framework. Newly titled “modernization,” 
this activity was ongoing from the end of the war. This type of develop
ment was consciously set apart from aid, however massive, to rebuild 
states already seen as modern, such as Germany and Japan. It became 
increasingly important as the United States began to counter Soviet influ
ence in “underdeveloped” areas of the globe. Because of this, the state 
became increasingly involved in areas where nongovernmental groups 
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had been the leading lights. The U.S. government therefore sought to forge 
cooperative links with private organizations that held considerable expe
rience in applying these concepts. The United Nations also evolved a de
velopment mission, often through American initiatives. Harry Truman’s 
announcement of his “Point Four” program in 1949 placed moderniza
tion in a prominent spot in the grand strategy of the American state. 

South Korea became a “proving ground” for these modernization 
ideas. Even before the announcement of Point Four, South Korea was a 
test bed for the broad spectrum of modernization concepts. These efforts 
dramatically accelerated after the start of the Korean War. Advocates were 
clear that programs in South Korea were far more than recovery from 
war damage; they were viewed as an accelerated program of development. 
The United States saw to it that the UN, with its new development agen
cies, and a host of NGOs were inserted in the vast efforts to remake South 
Korea. It became the largest development effort in the world in the 1950s, 
but consensus ideas did not produce the rapid change they promised. 

During that decade, development took on increased importance to 
American foreign policy and society at large as decolonization accelerated 
and the confrontation with the Soviet Union deepened. Although the U.S. 
government oscillated in its approach to international development, vari
ous private groups remained strongly committed to the project. There 
was a rapid expansion of nonstate activity in the 1950s that mirrored an 
increasing feeling that modernization was a key mission of the United 
States and a gauge of national success or failure in waging the Cold War. 
Nonstate groups became powerful advocates and saw to it that consensus 
ideas remained in mainstream foreign policy. Despite mounting activity, 
attractive communist models for national development and troubles im
plementing American ideas injected frustration and doubt into a critical 
theater of the Cold War. 

The Kennedy years brought renewed emphasis and optimism on the 
modernization front. Modernization ideas began to drift back into Ameri
can domestic life as social science methods worked out overseas were 
deployed to deal with nagging issues of race and poverty. Abroad, appar
ent success in South Korea led Americans to believe that a modern, anti
communist nation could be built in South Vietnam. Modernization was 
enlisted in counterinsurgency efforts. Lyndon Johnson put great stock in 
a TVA-style program to help quell conflict in the riparian nations in South
east Asia while assuring the international community of the positive as
pects of American involvement. This, and postwar planning for the devel
opment of South Vietnam, were prominent components of U.S. efforts to 
justify its presence in the region. All were based on the tenets of the con
sensus on development. However, war exposed limits to the approach, 
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strained relations with NGOs, and soured opinions toward the type of 
large-scale technological programs the United States advocated. 

The unpopular war in Vietnam helped to discredit many of the develop
ment ideas intimately connected to it. Frustrations with development were 
coupled with an increasingly vocal environmental movement that ques
tioned whether the massive technological programs, so favored in the 
postwar period, best met the needs of people in poorer areas. Voices 
across the political spectrum and the globe questioned many of the as
sumptions behind mainstream development. Frustrations with develop
ment raised questions as to whether the massive technological programs, 
so favored in the postwar period, best met the needs of people in poorer 
areas. Part of this shift was a growing distrust of the state to be the pri
mary agent to promote development. Out of this “crisis of development” 
a new concept emerged that emphasized environmental needs and a focus 
on poverty, preparing the ground for talk of “sustainable development.” 
The official U.S. foreign aid program was radically changed in response 
to the searing experience of Vietnam. However, other international insti
tutions, especially the World Bank, would be consciously pushed forward 
by the United States and other wealthy nations. The multilateral develop
ment approach claimed by the Bank was seen to hold fewer political costs. 
After the tumult of the period the Bank emerged as the central institution 
in a chastened international development community. 

By the 1970s, the consensus on modernization that had been cultivated 
by the United States had been shattered. Statist programs, planning, and 
the large-scale transformation that had characterized modernization’s 
heyday were viewed with a jaundiced eye. In fact, the concept of modern
ization fell out of fashion, because of its close associations with Cold War 
thinking, ethnocentrism, and cultural imperialism.12 With the end of the 
Cold War, foreign aid declined in importance. Development, in general, 
was fractured and lacked a clear rationale and set of approaches to guide 
its implementation. Its decline provides a coda to modernization’s mission 
in the twentieth century. Still, it is hard to provide a tidy conclusion for a 
set of ideas that had such powerful sway on international affairs. With the 
attacks of September 11, 2001, and the “War on Terror” that followed, 
development aid was shoved back into the spotlight. Many ideas and 
institutions that had lain dormant in international affairs insinuated their 
way back into American strategy and the agenda of the international com
munity. “Nation-building” in Afghanistan and Iraq, along with a hope 
that development would stifle the appeal of extremist ideologies and the 
movements they stirred, again gave development a new mission to mold 
the world in an American image. 

Considering the breadth of this study, it makes no claim to be an ex
haustive history of international development or even U.S. overseas aid 
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activity during the period discussed. Programs and thinking were diverse, 
and Americans were involved in all parts of the globe with the aim of 
bringing a version of modernity to people they considered less developed. 
My research focuses on how many Americans conceptualized what 
needed to be done to reform various societies at different historical mo
ments. I write with full knowledge that there remains considerable work 
for historians in defining how the vast and varied modernization pro
grams of the twentieth century actually operated. Connected to this, there 
is much discussion here of how Americans perceived various societies as 
“backwards” and requiring aid. This should not be taken as a statement 
of what conditions actually were in all situations. American observers 
were prone to statements colored by their own bias, racism, ignorance, 
enthusiasm, and cynicism. The goal here is to describe what U.S. percep
tions motivated and then shaped actual modernization policy and activity. 
Although outside of the scope of the study, people within the countries 
receiving U.S. aid were not passive recipients of these ideas. In various 
forms, they negotiated, collaborated with, or resisted these schemes—all 
actions that actively shaped outcomes.13 

Ideas matter. It is a bland truism to note that they motivate and legiti
mate action. One goal of this work is to open the way for a deeper discus
sion of the nexus of interaction between ideas and deeds that development 
demands. Instrumental to liberal modernization was thinking, global in 
its scope and focused on planning, growth, and change that was drawn 
into and Americanized by the New Deal. It is indeed striking how often 
the reputation of the reform movement and the flagship TVA were utilized 
to make one approach to international development comprehensible to 
various constituencies worldwide. Equally telling are the globetrotting 
careers of numerous advocates who found modernization a compelling 
mission in the postwar period. However, the goal is neither to supply a 
traditional intellectual history of modernization nor to track the interna
tional career of the TVA or a catalog of individuals who projected many 
of these ideas into the world. It is to look at how a broader liberal vision 
of development emerged and was utilized by the United States to confront 
threats internationally. The recurring stories of individuals and the influ
ence of various models are used to demonstrate the continuity of concepts 
in the liberal development consensus over time and space. This study hap
pily acknowledges that there are more facets to the extensive historical 
theme of development. There are numerous other perspectives that might 
be heard. This study is humbly offered as one element in a wider discus
sion of the profoundly diverse global history of development. 

If the scope is vast, the terms are also tricky. While usage of the word 
“modernization” goes back to the eighteenth century, its contemporary 
meanings are a relatively recent phenomenon. Not listed in the massive 
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Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences that appeared in 1933, the term only 
made an appearance in the revised edition of the encyclopedia in 1968.14 

Closely related to development, what constituted modernization in the 
twentieth century is more easily defined. It was regularly seen as an at
tempt to achieve modernity, which is what is “up-to-date” at a specific 
time. Typically, it was Western forms that defined what was seen as cur
rent, and those forms were contrasted against “traditional” ideas and 
structures within a society.15 It put great stock in science and its applica
tion, but important parts of a modern society were not just technology 
but the outlooks of its members. Modernity required certain institutions, 
technologies, and infrastructure and, just as important, that individuals 
accept an elaborate division of labor, considerable personal mobility, im
personality in daily interactions, and a forward-looking worldview, as 
opposed to “traditional” outlooks of passivity or fatalism.16 Admittedly, 
these perceptions were closely tied to the application of technology and 
a type of society shaped by technological imperatives. Nevertheless, in 
important respects, modernization was a social process. In the words of 
one prominent member of the school of modernization theory, Alex In
keles, “men are not born modern but are made so by their life experi
ence.”17 Modernity, simply put, was in your head. In the period discussed, 
modernization was widely approached as a historical question. Tradi
tional societies were viewed as backwards and separated by time from 
the exemplars of modernity in Western Europe and the United States. 
However, with outside aid they could traverse this historical gap to em
brace modern relationships, institutions, and outlooks through a process 
of modernization. 

Development is a more amorphous concept and has no single agreed 
upon definition. However, it does imply a “far-reaching, continuous, and 
positively evaluated process of social, economic and political change 
which involves the totality of human experience.”18 Development is 
closely bound up with the larger idea of social change and progress im
plicit in modern societies. It may be seen as a broader concept than mod
ernization, indeed, one in which modernization is subsumed. At its base, it 
implies a process to guide progress (or simply change)—a “development” 
leading to a set of new occurrences or relationships. Nevertheless, in this 
study, I use “modernization” and “development” as those in the post– 
World War II period did, as nearly synonymous terms. Each term was 
then used to describe a process assumed to be broad and transformative 
on many levels. It was only in the 1960s and 1970s, as modernization 
came under increasing attack from numerous quarters, that the terms 
were regularly treated as different, if interrelated, concepts. The outside 
aid used to foster this development was also diverse. It came from various 
institutional and state (and even individual) sources but also lay under 
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various monikers. Particularly as aid became more “official” (meaning 
dominated by state institutions) after World War II, various branches 
emerged. Categories of capital, technical assistance, educational, food, 
military, and other kinds of foreign aid were defined. While not ignoring 
these important distinctions, this study treats aid aimed at promoting 
change within a society as developmental in content and goal. 

The diversity of development aid and the institutions invested in it en
sured that the ideas emerging out of the consensus had effects across U.S. 
and international society. This study puts a basic theme of international 
life into a wider historical frame. Modernization has both a longer history 
and a continuing legacy. A historical view emphasizing the evolution of 
the process and practice of development reveals how important elements 
are products of historical moments during the twentieth century. Much 
activity was never entirely the province of the state, long operating on 
numerous levels and influenced by a host of actors—from NGOs to inter
national organizations. Understanding that multiple actors traditionally 
have been responsible for executing development programs complicates 
the narrative. Such plurality also explains the concept’s endurance on the 
international scene. It helps explain how the concept of development has 
been retooled to fit a new world situation. Understanding how develop
ment was brought to bear in the international arena at different historical 
moments by the United States allows indispensable insight into the history 
of a powerful international theme and provides critical perspective on 
how it relates to the world today. 


