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Chapter One

The Debate

The Problem


Ostensibly, the goals of foreign aid in 2003 remain what they were more than half a century ago.  They were the reduction of material poverty through economic growth and the delivery of social services, the promotion of good governance through democratically selected, accountable institutions, and reversing negative environmental trends through strategies of sustainable development.
 Ultimately, however, as a number of economists have noted, “universal models of growth [did] not work well.”


This book examines the issue of sustainable development from both a policy and an ethical dimension.  It argues that ultimately there have both been policy problems and moral ambiguities that have plagued technical assistance and foreign aid.  These are rooted both in the evolution of foreign aid policy over the last half century but also in the ethical and cultural assumptions that were the antecedents of state to state foreign aid as it developed in the wake of the Second World War.


The debate about foreign aid and development revolves around two issues: cultural transformation and what used to be called modernization.  The former occurs at two levels.  First, there is the concept of identity and how one identifies oneself in relationship to family, language and culture.  Second, there is the issue of morality that ultimately is defined, at least in part by national policy. Thus a book on development should occur at two levels, the relationship between the individual, a socialization process and the extent to which national ethical and moral values impact upon the individual.


This book is designed as a corrective from one who has been involved in foreign aid both as a practitioner and an academic for close to forty years. Correctives are important and self-correction is a part of that process.  What Emory Roe calls the development of the counter-narrative is

to conceive of a rival hypothesis or set of hypotheses that could plausibly reverse what appears to be the case, where the reversal in question, even it proves factually not to be the case, nonetheless provides a possible policy option for future attention because of its very plausibility.


Given the nature of government in the twentieth century, for foreign aid to succeed it would have perceived as in the self-interest of a country’s leadership of both donor and recipient nations.  However, as Barbara Tuchman points out, “[a] phenomenon noticeable throughout history regardless of place or period is the pursuit by governments of policies contrary to their own interests,” that is contrary to important constituencies or the state as a whole.
  

The March of Folly

Foreign aid was said to hold the promise of institutional development, that is the building of structures capable of introducing and supporting the changes implied in the term modernization. Foreign aid, to its critics however, lacked an adequate conceptual basis.
 Foreign aid policy like other foreign policies suffered from an absence of reality.  Where problems and conflicts exist among peoples they are not always solvable by foreign forces or modernization technologies.  In foreign aid, nation building has been the most presumptuous of such illusions.
  The importance of reason in decision-making follows from this since reason “affects everything within reach-citizens, society, civilization.”

Counter-productive policies can be identified if there is a real time alternative course of action available that can be subject to group discussion and eventual choice.  Using this definition, foreign aid policies have often been counter-productive since productive policies require thoughtful analysis and “serious thought is not a habit of governments.”
 

Just as there are popular and elitist views of the U.S. Foreign Service so are there populist and elitist views of foreign aid policy.
  The latter, though seldom used, corresponds roughly to the bottom up approach while the former refers to the top down, planning methodology. 

Too often, foreign aid policies are pursued almost perversely even when “demonstrably unworkable or counter-productive.”
  Unworkable policies, Tuchman points out, are “pursued at the sacrifice of the possible.”
 There are two problems with decision-making. First, decisions are often formed through prejudice which “hazardous to government.”
  Secondly, decisions in turn are too often made with the “‘terrible encumbrance’ of dignity and honor.”
  


The foreign aid system as it has evolved in the U.S. and in other bilateral and multilateral organizations over the last fifty years is bureaucratic in nature.  As Henry Kissinger noted in the late 1960s, there was 

a sort of blindness [in terms of foreign aid] in which bureaucracies run a competition with their own programs and measure success by the degree to which they fulfill their own norms, without being in a position to judge whether the norms made any sense to begin with.

In foreign policy, (including foreign aid policy) national honor often required that foolish policies continued to be pursued despite overwhelming evidence that the goal was unattainable. The U.S. involvement in Vietnam is said to be part of this pattern. Folly in public policy occurs when groups and organizations are unable to make decisions and “draw conclusions from the evidence” available.
 Costs rather than benefits from a policy result if the donor tries to “avoid interference that is needless or irrelevant to major foreign policy purposes.”
  Decision-makers need to focus on both.

Mixed Motives


Part of the motivation for foreign aid has been ethical and humanitarian in nature.
 There has been one constant defining foreign aid over the last fifty years.  The humanitarian and development goals of foreign aid have been distorted by the use of aid for donor country commercial and political purposes.
 Policy makers in more developed countries, and especially in the United States, have tended to see their action in terms of the their generosity and to justify the use of force in order to meet ideological and developmental goals.  Rewards were used as carrots to tempt conflicting sides into accepting mediation.
 

In the bridge between security and foreign aid, there was a disproportion of power between LDC states and Western, and especially American Power.
  As David Sogge puts it, “Aid chains are systems of power.  They consist of lines of command from the top. They afford a lot of control but they are not almighty.  For funny things can happen to policies as they travel down aid chains.”
  Ultimately foreign aid organizations, like their counterparts in other areas of contracting, are in a struggle to capture and retain resources.


Donor values and misperceptions are part and partial of the picture of foreign aid.  According to Frances FitzGerald, speaking of Vietnam,


Americans had been brought up in a pluralistic world, where even the affairs of the family are managed by compromises between its members.  In the traditional Vietmamese family (and in other traditional families throughout the Third World)- a family whose customs survived even into the twentieth century- the father held absolute authority over his wife (or wives) and children.

By contrast, the western concept of decision-making is based on compromise.

This book is examines several related themes.  First, we will examine the origins of foreign aid in the nineteenth and early twentieth century.  Following this, the book looks at the origins of foreign aid policy in the post-World War II period.  Particular attention is given to the legacy of Vietnam as it impacted foreign aid.  The book goes on to examine bilateral aid, multilateral organizations and the role of NGOs.  Finally, the book examines the counter-role relationships between donors and LDC program managers and concludes with a discussion of the moral ambiguities of foreign aid.
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