The Moral Ambiguities of Foreign Policy

Chapter Two:

Antecedents and Assumptions
Nineteenth Century Antecedents 

In the United States, the origins of state supported foreign aid go back to the nineteenth century. In 1812, a program of relief and assistance (The 1812 Act for Relief of the Citizens of Venezuala) passed the U.S. Congress.  Throughout the nineteenth century, what we would now call foreign aid was targeted at a number of Latin American countries.

The first use of food surpluses for overseas market development by the United States goes back to 1896 and food surpluses were distributed in Europe in the wake of the First World War.  In a fundamental way, foreign aid policy in the United States is as old as the Republic.  As John Montgomery has noted, 

The idea that America has a special mission in the world—to be the city on the hill that shows other countries how a republic ought to be governed—is old enough to be a part of the national heritage…[The U.S. had a] special calling to save the world….”


Much of the nineteenth century antecedents of foreign aid, however, occurred within non-governmental organizations, many of which were faith based. In Europe and North America the origins of international involvement in Africa lay in the antislavery movement that can be dated to the creation of the Anti-Slavery Society in 1839 and more generally the missionary impulses of the nineteenth century. European empires were a “moral mission, with antislavery as its flagship.”
 To the abolitionist movement, the ending of the slave trade, justified European and North American intervention in Africa.

International assistance is a story that began in the nineteenth century, “with a handful of humanitarians driven by urges often half hidden from themselves.”
  However, missionary activity in Africa was a nineteenth century phenomenon that had implications for the twentieth century. In the American context, foreign aid, according to John Montgomery, contained the assumption that assistance was an act of charity.
 

Missionary impulses continued into the twentieth century. In 1911, for example, an American missionary opened a mission in Nasir, Southern Sudan, a center that would later be identified with the Sudanese civil war and the conflict between Christian rebels and Muslim fundamentalism. 

It was Andrew Carnegie who first made the distinction between charity and philanthropy.  Charity involves the giving of money or goods to those in need.  Philanthropy provides money for structures and processes that will assist those in need to help themselves. Privately endowed foundations, built on the fortunes of the early giants of capitalism, were among the forerunners to the modern aid systems of the last half of the twentieth century. 
  According to David Sogge, speaking of the nineteenth century origins of major foundations of U.S. capital (Ford, Rockefeller, Carnegie):

From the onset of their work in the first two decades of the twentieth century, they shunned conventional philanthropy, that is, charity via small-scale, short-run activities with palliative intent.  Instead, they pursued what John D. Rockefeller called wholesale philanthropy: longer term, substantial support to activities with constructive or preventive intent by way of strategic institutions, particularly those creating and transforming policy.  They saw themselves in the business of applied rationality, science and public uplift through social planning.

It was this paternalistic distinction that has, at least in part, defined development practice in the twentieth century.  Overseas assistance prior to 1929 was the responsibility of private foundations, Ford, Rockefeller and Carnegie. Ultimately, however, state centered activities in support of economic and social development in LDCs were a product of the post-war world. 

Humanitarian assistance, in large part, remains based on the model of charity.  Food, temporary housing or other items are given to the poor who have been displaced from their homes as a result of natural or human made disaster.  Development assistance, and in particular technical assistance, has evolved out of philanthropy, and involves the establishment of institutions (the famous Carnegie Libraries) and processes (World Bank teams of experts) to assist countries, organizations and people to help themselves.

Colonialism
Foreign aid and technical assistance have their antecedents in colonial rule.  The purported goal of colonialism, from the beginning, was modernization since in traditional society all of the desire for modernization was lacking.
  As Barbara Ward has put it, in describing what she called the positive elements of imperialism, “colonial rule abolished local wars and …modern medical science and modern sanitation began to save babies and lengthen life.”
  

The impact of colonial rule was limited, however. In the developing world, even after one hundred years of colonialism, there

was little general change among the people at large and, above all, no trace of change in the vase number- eighty or more per cent of the population- who lived on the land where the old, unchanged, subsistence agriculture went on as before.

Racial and cultural imperialism were never far from the surface in nineteenth century views of the non-western world.  This colonial view of non-western society remains with many Westerners as they interact with the developing world. Frances FitzGerald, writing about Southeast Asia has put it this way:


Unable to understand the natives, the French colonialists of the nineteenth century, along with their American counterparts in the rest of Asia [as well as the rest of the non-Western world] invented all of the racist clichés that have passed down into the mythology of the American soldier: that Orientals [Africans and Arabs] are lazy, dirty, untrustworthy, and ignorant of the value of human life.


Whites in sub-Saharan Africa have often projected an image of the “dark continent” which that suggested gloom and alienation. Africa in the view of imperials represented the dark passions of the human soul of sinners. African savagery represented (and to some still represents) the victory of that passion.
 


Down to the middle of the twentieth century most policy makers in Britain and the U.S. carried “the prevailing attitude toward subject peoples...Regardless of their history, they were not considered ‘ready’ for self-rule until prepared for it under Western Tutelage.”
 Attitudes in Asia and Africa were defined by such words as “nigger,” “wogs,” “kaffers,” “slopeys” and “gooks.”


Ultimately, foreign aid was paternal in nature. It was based upon what Walter Lippmann called the “fatal universalism” of American thought.  The U.S. as a donor country represented a more advanced society that could be replicated in an LDC through foreign aid.
 Advisors sent out to teach the “native” were often portrayed as older siblings.  Often the recipient of such advice was portrayed as a bad pupil.  “Covered with righteous platitudes,” the foreign aid advisor had “an essentially colonialist vision, born out of the same insecurity and desire for domination that had motivated” many of the colonial officers in Africa and Asia.
 In terms of analysis, observers of foreign aid have tended to isolate the social and economic process from the political processes that define foreign policy.
 

Early Foreign Aid and
Twentieth Century Assumptions
Foreign Aid as a set of European and American strategies and as a system of economic interaction may be dated to the end of the Second World War.  However values and patterns of interaction go back much further.
 Foundations defined the need for voluntary social action groups at the turn of the nineteenth century. 

Internationally, private sector humanitarian organizations had their origins in war and natural disaster.  Oxfam and Care (which was originally called the Center for American Relief in Europe) were both founded in 1943. The World Bank was originally targeted to provide reconstruction loans for combatant nations.

The colonial powers first defined foreign aid and technical assistance. British Foreign Aid dates back to the 1929 Colonial Development Act that provided loans for infrastructure. During these very early years of development policy, “officials could promote ideas that today would sound like four-letter words in church.  Officials of the British Colonial Office…strongly advocated central planning and the internationalization of welfare.”

 The 1940 Colonial Development and Welfare Act allowed for the funding of social sector activities.  The Colonial Development Corporation, which became the Commonwealth Development Corporation in the late 1950s, provided continuity between colonial and post-colonial institutions.
 By the early 1950s, Australia, New Zealand, Britain and Canada were providing technical assistance to Southeast Asian countries through the Colombo Plan.


For France the purported goal of colonialism was the mission civilisatrice.
 French colonial rulers in West and North Africa and in Indochina during the inter-war period also provided loans and small grants to colonial entities. With the end of the Second World War, French assistance in both Indochina and North Africa was tied to a policy of resistance to Asian and African Nationalism.  In West Africa aid was linked to a policy of assimilation and association with the French community.

In the twentieth century, development assistance was “established on the premise that the developed world possessed both the talent and the capital for helping backward countries to development.”
  As Barbara Ward noted in her classic lectures in the 1960s, ultimately foreign aid is based upon the assumption of progress.
 From this assumption came another: that the developed country expert would have an unlimited ability to cope with underdeveloped country problems.


There were two components of colonial and later foreign aid policy, modernization through trusteeship and the need for the accumulation of wealth.
 Prior to World War II, social equity and political rights would have been inconsistent with the underlying division of labor and trading patterns within the then existent colonial blocks.  Rising expectations within LDCs only began with the end of the colonial period.

The missionary model persisted into the post-war period. President Harry Truman called U.S. foreign aid workers, “technical missionaries” and according to James Thompson, “technocracy’s own Maoists...have given new life to the missionary impulse” of U.S. foreign policy.
  As John Franklin Campbell has noted, there were similarities in background and world-views of missionaries and colonial officers and U.S. Peace Corps volunteers in the 1960s.


At the same time there is a modernity to the fundamental assumptions of the missionary influence on foreign aid.  As Deborah Scroggins has put it, in speaking of the Somalia tragedy:

Was the U.S. “intervention” as journalists called it, a prelude to a UN takeover of Somalia?  If so, wasn’t that just another name for colonialism? Had we come full circle, back to the point one hundred years earlier when Britain had justified its conquest of places like Sudan and Somalia by arguing that they were saving the inhabitants from famine and slavery?

Some argue, in context of Osama bin Laden and the war on terrorism that there must be a new form of imperialism that will bring parts of the world again under Western control as a part of the war on terrorism.

World War II and the Origins of U.S. Foreign Aid


Foreign aid is deeply embedded in international conflict.  The origins of humanitarian organizations lie with nineteenth and early twentieth century conflict.  The contemporary system of foreign aid and technical assistance had its origins during the Second World War and in the occupation of Germany, Austria and Japan. 

The roots in U.S. foreign aid lie in the organizations that developed during World War II. The two most important of these organizations were the Office of Lend Lease Administration and the Foreign Economic Administration.  From the beginning foreign aid was linked to military as well as foreign policy. 


Roosevelt’s New Deal spanned the economic aid, propaganda, and intelligence agencies that came to dominate foreign policy in the post-war world.
  After the occupation was over 

[f]ormer military government officers flocked to the Marshall Plan, from there to Greece and Turkey under the Truman Doctrine, and thence to the vast foreign aid enterprises in Asia, Latin American, and by the 1960s-Africa.

As foreign aid programs evolved in the United States during and after World War II, they had two goals.  First, they were targeted at the development of human and economic resources, worldwide.  Secondly, they constituted the U.S. government’s “first line of defense in the struggle against Soviet expansion.”
  


Many in the early days of U.S. foreign aid saw the United states as at the center of a universal model of modernization that should be aspired to by all people.
 U.S. attitudes “expressed a sense of omnipotent Capacity with which the United States emerged from World War II.”
 As U.S, foreign aid policy developed after the Second World War, 
what U.S. officials did in the reconstruction of Europe [and after] continued to follow the American’s impulse to address other people’s problems by concentrating on one-shot solutions, usually by applying their own experience to them.

At the end of the war, U.S. foreign assistance was initially channeled through the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration in anticipation of a peaceful non-confrontational world.  As the cold war heated up, bilateral assistance was granted first to Greece and Turkey and then to the rest of Western Europe under the Marshall Plan. After 1948, the Marshall Plan to Western Europe became the reference point for all foreign aid activities.  Early assistance to Japan, then Korea and Taiwan were based on the Marshall Plan model.

Conclusion

While foreign aid and technical assistance is only fifty years old, the antecedents of foreign aid go back well into the nineteenth century.  Missionaries, traders, abolitionists and philanthropists all contributed to the complex of values and assumptions that we see in the motives of individuals and countries as the interact internationally with the developing world.  However, the systems of foreign aid date back to 1948 and the Marshall Plan.  It is to that issue that we now turn.
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