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ixteen years after Nick Cullather urged modern scholars to consider development as history, to place 
“the framework inside the frame” and explore modernization as “an historical artifact” rather than a 
process, the literature exploring the American encounter with the Third World through the prism of 

economic development has grown at a remarkable rate.1 Excellent case studies have appeared on a regular 
basis, with the methods of modernization analyzed in different regional milieus and tied to domestic 
American experiences from the New Deal through the “Decade of Development.”2 The field remains 
vigorous, given consistent new life through the cultivation of new interpretations and ideas: last year’s 
conference for the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations (SHAFR) saw no fewer than three 
panels and one roundtable dedicated to development and its significance to the study of U.S. international 
relations.3 

Megan Black’s article, “Interior’s Exterior: The State, Mining Companies, and Resource Ideologies in the 
Point Four Program,” contributes to this growing field while simultaneously connecting it to other emerging 
areas of scholarship. An ambitious and engaging account of the Department of the Interior’s role in the Point 

                                                       
1 Nick Cullather, “Development? It’s History,” Diplomatic History 24:4 (Fall 2000): 641-653; Daniel 

Immerwahr, “Modernization and Development in US Foreign Relations,” Passport (September 2012): 22-25. 

2 A few examples include Bradley R. Simpson, Economists with Guns: Authoritarian Development and US-
Indonesian Relations, 1960-1968 (Stanford: 2008), David Ekbladh, Great American Mission: Modernization and the 
Construction of an American World Order (Princeton: 2010), Nick Cullather, The Hungry World: America’s Cold War 
Battle Against Poverty in Asia (Cambridge: 2010). 

3 Panel 16: New Approaches to the History of Development in U.S.-Latin American Relations, Panel 42: 
Building the Postwar Economic Order (Salon 1), Panel 53: The Environmental Impact of International Development 
Projects, 1945-1990 (Salon 2) and Panel 73: Roundtable: Development, It’s Still History: A State of the Field 
Assessment on the History of International Development (Salon 2), chaired by Dr. Cullather. 
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Four program and its ramifications for the postwar expansion of American mineral interests, Black’s article 
delves deeply into under-used departmental records while building a creative interpretative framework around 
multiple sets of secondary literature and an examination of ideologies within US foreign policy. 

The focus of Black’s account is the Technical Cooperation Administration (TCA, known as Point Four due 
to its origins in President Harry Truman’s speech in January 1949), an organization comprised of technicians, 
geologists, engineers, sanitation experts, and other professionals which engaged in technical assistance projects 
in the Third World throughout the 1950s. According to Black, Point Four has been characterized by its 
commitment to social improvement, “a coherent objective” outlined by the “problematic definition of 
American modernity” (82). Where most historians have emphasized Point Four’s role as a vehicle for 
American diplomatic influence, Black chooses to focus on Point Four’s connection to the expansion of U.S 
mineral interests in the Third World and the postwar attempt to secure U.S. economic objectives “without 
triggering anti-imperialist alarms” (83). 

While technically under the jurisdiction of the State Department, Point Four contained a contingent of 
geologists and mineral experts from the Department of the Interior. On the advice of the Paley Commission, 
which was headed by William S. Paley of Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) and tasked to assess U.S. 
strategic mineral needs, Interior seconded its staff to Point Four operations throughout the Third World. 
Their official purpose was to locate mineral deposits in developing countries, assisting local governments in 
efforts to exploit these deposits, thus adding to the economic development of the country. 

This mission was consistent with State’s avowed focus on social improvement. But it was also, as Black 
indicates, perfectly in tune with American interest in expanding access to raw materials overseas. The 
geologists of Point Four “pursued U.S. mineral interests…[and] completed crucial spadework to ready 
resource frontiers for the U.S.-led capitalist extraction of foreign minerals” (83). They conducted exhaustive 
mineral surveys which were then used to inform local governments and private firms of the best spots for 
exploitation. They also worked to change local laws, rendering environments more conducive to private 
enterprise.  

The Paley Commission, along with the Critical Minerals Stockpiling Act of 1946, indicated the profound 
concern that the U.S. would exceed its domestic mineral deposits. There was a ready need to explore foreign 
sources of minerals, but this presented difficulties. The political climate of the Cold War prohibited activities 
that smacked of overt imperialism or coercive extraction: such policies could bring about profound nationalist 
reactions, as in the Iranian nationalization crisis of 1951-1953. American businesses were wary of pursuing 
mineral deposits in countries where labor difficulties and political instability presented risks to long-term 
investment (90-91). Interior’s agents acting on behalf of Point Four served as an advance-guard for U.S. 
mining companies: they were the “foot soldiers” for American mineral interest, conducting surveys and 
locating the best mineral deposits before stepping aside for private capital (93-94). 

By connecting the activities of Interior’s ‘exterior’ agents, Black adds to the growing scholarship surrounding 
private-public partnership and the expansion of American capitalism in the twentieth century.4 The efforts of 

                                                       
4 Sven Beckert, “The History of American Capitalism,” American History Now, Eric Foner and Lisa McGirr eds 

(Philadelphia: 2011): 314-345; William Novak, “The Myth of the ‘Weak’ American State,” The American Historical 
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Point Four geologists further explodes the myth that American enterprise worked best when government “got 
out of the way:” indeed, though many mineral firms vocalized “outright anti-statist views,” they concluded in 
this case that an expansion of state power, “so long as it also meant low-risk capitalist expansion, was a good 
thing” (92). 

Much of Black’s article is taken up with an examination of the motivating ideologies behind Point Four. Two 
world-views helped to legitimize Interior’s activities on the global mineral frontier: resource globalism and 
resource primitivism. The first contended that resources were global “and thus the property of all” (85). The 
second argued that ‘primitive’ societies in the Third World were incapable of properly managing these 
resources, necessitating an intervention by American expertise and private capital. These dual ideologies 
allowed the U.S. to essentially ignore national borders and conflate American domestic needs with the 
developmental imperatives of the Third World, “necessary preconditions for the Interior Department to 
transplant its technocracy abroad with apparent legitimacy” (85).  

Black’s deft use of this methodology, complemented by U.S. documentary records and secondary sources, and 
the clarity of her narrative all make for an engaging and thought-provoking article. There are some draw-
backs to her ambitious approach, however. Despite her contention that it is the “most significant” (86) aspect 
of Interior’s role abroad, Black’s treatment of Point Four’s connection to Native American policy is somewhat 
brief. She contends that the expansion of mineral interest abroad, spurred on by Interior’s activities, was 
inspired by a legacy of colonial oppression at home. Interior had for decades been responsible for the 
management of public lands, and this experience influenced the development of resource primitivism, which 
was then expressed in an international context whenever Interior came into contact with foreign populations. 
This argument is compelling and Black draws in a significant amount of secondary literature, but a 
documentary connection is missing. Apart from the anecdotal and post-factual reminisces of Point Four’s 
manager in Iran, William E. Warne, Black is somewhat at a loss in finding a domestic-foreign connection in 
the documentary evidence.5 A more direct link between the ‘termination era’ in U.S.-Native American 
relations in the postwar period and the activities of Interior would make her argument more persuasive. The 
absence of additional content is assuredly down to the article’s expansive scope, but it is surprising given 
Black’s emphasis on its importance. 

While Black aligns her work with scholarship on U.S. mineral interests, notably that of Tyler Priest and 
Alfred Eckes,6 there is one resource whose absence from her narrative is notable: oil. There has been 
substantial scholarship on the public-private partnerships forged over obtaining and securing American access 
to overseas oil deposits.7 Concerns over postwar shortages, both domestically and within the greater postwar 

                                                       
Review 113:3 (June 2008): 752-772; Jennifer Klein, For All These Rights: Business, Labor, and the Shaping of America’s 
Public-Private Welfare State (Princeton: 2006). 

5 William E. Warne, Mission for Peace: Point 4 in Iran (Indianapolis: 1956): 18, quoted in Black, 95.  

6 Tyler Priest, Global Gambit: Big Steel and the U.S. Quest for Manganese (New York, 2003) and Alfred Eckes, 
The United States and the Global Struggle for Minerals (Austin: 1979). 

7 Aaron David Miller, The Search for Security: Saudi Arabian Oil and American Foreign Policy, 1939-1949 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980), Stephen J. Randall, United States Foreign Oil Policy Since World 
War I: For Profit and Security (Ithaca: 2005), David S. Painter, Oil and the American Century: the Political Economy of US 
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reconstruction effort, dominated American views of oil and allowed for a relationship of mutual dependence 
between oil executives and policy-makers to be forged. But where Black sees Interior’s agents leading private 
capital into the Third World, with oil it was quite the reverse: unable to secure political agreements, the U.S. 
government left it to the oil majors to agree among themselves how petroleum resources would be 
apportioned and integrated into a world market, in a way that would satisfy both American domestic demand 
and the strategic necessities of European and Japanese reconstruction. American oil companies were among 
the ‘elite,’ which were already engaged in international operations and needed no coaxing from the Paley 
Commission. Black acknowledges this, but a further examination of how the oil industry fit within Interior’s 
search for minerals would add additional nuance to her argument. 

Caveats aside, Black largely succeeds in her stated goal: through her synthesis of disparate literatures, close 
reading of documentary evidence, and an illuminating use of visual aids, the author “makes visible hidden 
objectives, agents, and impacts of the Point Four program, the United States’ first formal undertaking in 
‘development’ work abroad” (82). Black unearths a fascinating link between private enterprise and public 
policy, one with disquieting implications. That the State Department could outwardly articulate the 
philosophy of social improvement yet simultaneously work to further American strategic interests is perhaps 
not too surprising. But the revelation that the Department of the Interior could work to achieve the 
exploitation of Third World resources while shrouding it in self-serving ideologies earned from the frontiers 
of American colonialism is a note-worthy discovery. Black’s work is a significant addition to the expanding 
account of American engagement with development in the twentieth century and further evidence that much 
of the story remains un-told. 

Gregory Brew is a Ph.D. candidate at Georgetown University. His work concerns the history of the 
international oil industry, American foreign relations with Iran and the significance of economic development 
in twentieth-century international history. His dissertation, entitled “Mandarins, Paladins and Pahlavis: 
Anglo-American Modernization and the Dual-Integration of Oil in Iran, 1925-1963” examines the 
relationship between oil and Anglo-American modernization projects in Iran during the twentieth century. 

 

© 2016 The Authors 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 United States License 

                                                       
Foreign Oil Policy, 1945-1954 (Baltimore: 1986), Timothy Mitchell, Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of Oil 
(New York: 2011).  
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