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Review by Stephen Macekura, Indiana University 

avid Engerman begins his SHAFR presidential address by referring to Hans Morgenthau’s 1961 
analysis of U.S. international development policy. Morgenthau, Engerman notes, found foreign aid 
“baffling” (1). But the mid-century Realist believed that aid could still be an important tool. In fact, 

Morgenthau argued that foreign aid was “too important a matter to be left in the end to economists.” Aid for 
development – its origins, its execution, its assessment – was in his reading a political project that must be 
“devised in view of the political conditions, and for its effects upon the political situation, in the receiving.” 
More art than science, aid required “the intuition of the statesmen” rather than the “knowledge of the expert” 
to function well.1 

Engerman’s essay shows that Morgenthau’s suggestion contains some key truths. Like the many historians he 
cites, Engerman agrees with Morgenthau about the political nature of aid and development. Historians have 
demonstrated over the past two decades that strategic and political calculations always dictated development 
policy. Engerman, though, pushes Morgenthau’s analysis much further. In Engerman’s view, “Development 
Politics” represented far more than Morgenthau had grasped. It “created a new kind of global politics” that 
marked a distinctive configuration of international and transnational power relations that helped to reshape 
the relationship between citizens, nation-states, and international society (1).  

To trace these changes, Engerman’s address focuses on three related observations about how Development 
Politics functioned in the Cold War world. First, international development provided a rhetoric for making 
claims: stories about a country’s past, the purpose of governance in the present day, and aspirations for future 
change. Second, development encompassed practices. By this Engerman means the “day-to-day interactions 
between donors and recipients,” through which small shifts in administrative details could lead to larger 
systemic change and reveal radically divergent visions and expectations (5). Finally, development aid forged 
connections between a wide range of actors that empowered or established networks of powerful connections. 
Though foreign assistance often took the form of intergovernmental agreements, Engerman shows that the 

                                                       
1 Hans Morgenthau, “A Political Theory of Foreign Aid,” American Political Science Review 56:2 (1962), 309. 
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state was “an instrument of development aid as much as it was an agent” as domestic and transnational 
constituencies battled over limited resources and often fierce contests of the right to tell a particularly story 
about the past and future (5). Weaving these three observations through a case study of Cold-War India – the 
subject of his greatly anticipated forthcoming book project – Engerman illuminates how Development 
Politics shaped issues from superpower relations to domestic agricultural policy on the subcontinent. 

Engerman’s essay contains many valuable insights. He effectively captures how Development Politics 
transformed domestic political contests in India. Technocrats in the Planning Commission combated rivals in 
the Ministry of Agriculture over the direction of the country’s priorities, with each side using developmental 
narratives to debate how much the country should invest in agriculture or rapid industrialization. Engerman 
notes a former civil servant who recalled that U.S. aid tipped the scales in favor of agriculture, with both the 
domestic officials and the U.S. government eager to promote capital-intensive monoculture farming of the 
Green Revolution. Development aid, in these instances, flowed not just between countries but also within 
and through them, alternately reinforcing or generating cleavages within donor and recipient countries alike. 

Engerman wisely emphasizes the importance of studying the implementation of development efforts. 
Through the twentieth century, most development aid took the form of the ‘project,’ an institutional and 
organizational technology that shaped the delivery, execution, and assessment of development interventions. 
For foreign assistance agencies, the project offered a way to slice apart the complexities of development into 
manageable chunks. For instance, planners took a complex, multivariate, long-term process such as 
industrialization and narrowed it down to the construction of a steel factory, holding the factory up as a 
measurable and visible emblem of the larger goal. For recipient countries, projects provided fodder for 
symbolic expressions of national power while also helping to develop institutional capacity (grant writing, 
assessing, supervising, etc.) to manage the more diffuse process the government hoped to change. Projects 
could thus prove more divisive than either the donors or recipients desired. Enterprising officials even sought 
to challenge the project model altogether. Some Indian officials tried to move away from project-based 
funding for industrial efforts to what they called “free money” – aid designed to alleviate pressures on foreign 
exchange rather than enact a project – in the hopes of widening what development meant beyond machines 
and metal to the macroeconomic environment of the country as a whole (13). 

Development Politics reshaped political discourse and policy choices, but Engerman also reveals that it forged 
new connections “beyond and within the state” between a myriad of actors (14). In Indian community 
development initiatives, Cabinet Ministers joined with General Electric engineers and Ford Foundation 
agronomists to create a network of formal and informal power. Such webs were themselves a function of 
Development Politics. Officials who built robust and wide networks, such as the “policy impresario” Prasanta 
Mahalanobis, were often able to leverage these social connections as ammunition against political opponents 
and as sources of domestic legitimacy (15). International networks could reinforce an individual’s domestic 
standing, just as a wide range of domestic connections and support would later be important for Western 
activists and policymakers alike to show that they indeed had local ‘buy-in’ and participation as development 
agencies became wary of top-down interventions. 

This brief summary does not do full justice to Engerman’s excellent and wide-ranging review of Development 
Politics. But at this point I would like to take Engerman’s major arguments as a point of departure for some 
more specific reflections on opportunities for future research and a couple areas that might warrant closer 
focus in order for scholars to grasp fully the legacy of Cold War Development Politics in the twentieth 
century world. 
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One theme that pervades Engerman’s essay is the relationship between Development Politics and national 
power. He touches on this in a couple ways. First, he suggests that Development Politics “questioned the 
national unit that, to Morgenthau, constituted the basis for international relations” (1). In the transnational 
networks that shaped aid’s delivery and implementation, national sovereignty could be challenged or 
undermined as power flowed through states as much as between them in formal diplomatic channels. Yet at 
the same, an important legacy of early Cold-War foreign aid was to reinforce the nation-state as the sole 
arbiter of ultimate political power at the expense of alternative forms of political organization. The ultimate 
triumph of the nation-state form was not pre-determined during the process of decolonization. For instance, 
Frederick Cooper has recently argued that there were many differing visions of political organization debated 
during French West Africa’s decolonization. As late as 1960, a wide range of French and African intellectuals 
and policymakers envisioned a “model of multilayered sovereignty” that defied the narrow nation-state form.2  

In the eyes of U.S. leaders, however, a world of independent, discrete countries formed a preferable version of 
world order.3 International development was “world-making,” to borrow Mark Mazower’s phrase, and the 
world it made was one of independent and sovereign nation-states.4 One way that international development 
policies strengthened the nation-state model was by reinforcing major changes in economic management 
practices that strengthened national policymaking. Revolutions in national income accounting during the 
Great Depression and World War II delimited economic representation of the economy to the geographical 
territory of the nation-state. The global diffusion of national statistical agencies and standardization of 
national income accounting practices worldwide further yoked political independence to the nation-state 
form. In this process, Gross National Product (GNP) became the dominant metric of national economic 
policymaking and a stand-in for national vitality. Once the World Bank began calculating loan interest rates 
in terms of GNP and the United Nations started to base membership fees on similar figures, foreign aid 
practices required post-colonial leaders to define, measure, and track their developmental success through 
such national aggregates.5 In these ways, the era of Development Politics was also one that further reinforced 
the nation-state as the dominant form of political organization. Engerman notes in his concluding remarks 
that foreign aid proved in many ways to be a “threat to states” by creating “new kinds of poverty, instability, 
and dependence,” but hopefully future research will explore just how Development Politics conditioned the 
political possibilities for post-colonial movements and forestalled the creation of other forms of political 
power, economic measurement, and developmental change (19). 

                                                       
2 Frederick Cooper, Citizenship between Empire and Nation: Remaking France and French Africa, 1945-1960 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 373. 

3 Ryan Irwin, “Some Parts Sooner, Some Later, and Finally All,” H-Diplo State of the Field Essay, October 28, 
2016, https://networks.h-net.org/system/files/contributed-files/e142_0.pdf (http://tiny.cc/E142). 

4 Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The History of an Idea (New York: Penguin Press, 2012), Chapter 10. 

5 Daniel Speich, “Travelling with the GDP through Early Development Economics’ History,” in Working 
Papers on The Nature of Evidence: How Well Do Facts Travel? No 33/2008, London School of Economics, Department of 
Economic History (September 2008), 29; Devesh Kapur, John P. Lewis, and Richard Webb, eds. The World Bank: Its 
First Half Century, Vol. I: History (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1997), 97; Michele Alacevich, “The 
World Bank and the politics of productivity: the debate on economic growth, poverty, and living standards in the 
1950s,” Journal of Global History 6:1 (March 2011): 53-74. 
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Engerman’s article also effectively links international development policy to domestic politics, but recent 
scholarship has suggested that development efforts abroad also came to shape reform movements and social 
policies at home. Engerman demonstrates how U.S. politicians often pushed for development policies that 
reflected their own domestic standing, especially with regard to those U.S. Congressmen from agricultural 
states that supported food aid abroad. Recent scholarship has pushed the domestic-international connections 
even further by analyzing the United States as an object of development itself, not just as an agent of change 
elsewhere. For instance, scholars such as Daniel Immerwahr, Amy Offner, and Stuart Schrader have revealed 
that often U.S. community development, counter-insurgency, and housing projects proffered for the abroad 
returned to the United States for domestic governance.6 International development efforts, in this sense, 
boomeranged back to shape policies at home. Development rhetoric traversed boundaries, too. Alyosha 
Goldstein has shown how the rhetoric of developmental hierarchy, while commonly associated with U.S. 
efforts to ‘civilize’ or ‘develop’ non-white populations abroad, also suffused domestic reform efforts premised 
on racial hierarchy and social control.7 A related avenue of research in domestic U.S. political economy has 
focused on local and regional developmental initiatives designed to achieve social objectives through the 
injection of federal or external capital and technocratic governance of ‘depressed’ regions.8 We should guard 
against any attempt to view the United States itself as solely an agent of development abroad, without 
considering how aid activities abroad shaped life at home. We might uncover further similarities between 
these Cold War era development policies and the transnational connections Daniel Rodgers identified in 
progressive era social reform.9  

Finally, while Engerman’s tripartite framework for understanding Development Politics is useful, I believe it 
would benefit from one additional aspect: development as ecological change. Engerman alerts us to the 
importance of studying development as practice, in terms of how the implementation of projects shaped 
domestic political disputes and institutions. We must also grapple with the global environmental 
transformations that international development has wrought.  

Environmental historians and historians of U.S. foreign relations have begun to incorporate studies of the 
environmental damage wrought by twentieth century projects, but there are more opportunities to examine 
the ecological impact of Development Politics.10 Take, for instance, Engerman’s example of the steel mill in 

                                                       
6 Daniel Immerwahr, Thinking Small: The United States and the Lure of Community Development (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2014); Amy C. Offner, “Anti-Poverty Programs, Social Conflict, and Economic Thought in 
Colombia and the United States, 1948-1980,” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2012); Stuart Schrader, “To Secure 
the Global Great Society: Participation in Pacification,” Humanity 7:2 (2016): 225-253. 

7 Alyosha Goldstein, Poverty in Common: The Politics of Community Action during the American Century 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2012). 

8 Brent Cebul, The American Way of Growth: Business, Poverty, and Development in the American Century 
(Philadelphia: The University of Pennsylvania Press, forthcoming). 

9 Daniel T. Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2000). 

10 See, for instance, Thomas Robertson, “Cold War Landscapes: Towards an Environmental History of US 
Development Programmes in the 1950s and 1960s,” Cold War History 16:4 (2016): 417-441; David Biggs, Quagmire: 
Nation-Building and Nature in the Mekong Delta (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2010); J.R. McNeill, 
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Bhilai. In his framework, the project offers an insight into the domestic and international tensions 
surrounding it. If one adds in the ecological dimension, the significance of the mill and Indian steel 
production only grows. Spewing staggering amounts of pollution and waste – runoff in streams, material 
waste into the dirt, thick plumes of jet-black smoke into the sky – steels mills contributed to an ecological 
reorganization of India. Over the last sixty years, total crude steel output soared from 6.6 million metric tons 
in 1967 to over 27 million in 2001 to 68.3 million tons in 2010.11 Indian steel production has been a 
particularly dirty process, especially in the iron making stage. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) reports that Indian producers generate 3.1 to 3.8 metric tons of CO2 per metric ton of steel, 
which is almost double the global average.12 The city of Raipur, twenty kilometers away from the project, 
ranks among the top 20 most polluted cities in the world.13  

Development Politics thus reshaped the non-human world on a scale too often overlooked in our historical 
accounts. While the debates about Bhilai revealed differing strategies for Indian development, the mills there 
and elsewhere physically altered the lithosphere and atmosphere. They endangered both human health and 
the underlying environmental basis on which material abundance rests. Cumulatively, the global push for 
industrialization borne out by international development politics increased the concentration of greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere, contributing greatly to global climate change. Historians of international 
development would benefit from more sustained analysis of development as a process of ecological change, 
not just one of political, social, economic, and cultural transformation.14 

In sum, Engerman’s address offers a valuable framework for understanding how Development Politics shaped 
the Cold War world. Like much of his previous scholarship, the essay places international development as a 
core component of U.S. foreign policy and the international system as a whole. His work makes foreign aid 
far less baffling to us than it was to Hans Morgenthau. Development Politics is a valuable way to study the 
history of the United States and the world, and Engerman’s research – in his address and throughout his 
career – has helped to ensure that it will continue to do so in exciting ways.15 

                                                       
Something New Under the Sun: An Environmental History of the Twentieth-Century World. (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2000). 

11 A Handbook of World Steel Statistics (Brussels: International Iron and Steel Institute, 1978), 3; Steel Statistical 
Yearbook 2011 (Brussels: World Steel Association, 2011), 5. 

12 IPCC Fourth Assessment Report, 2007. Working Group III: Mitigation on Climate Change, Section 7.4.1, 
Iron and Steel, http://www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/ar4/wg3/en/ch7s7-4-1.html. 

13 Anuja Jaiswall, “Raipur among world’s 20 most polluted cities,” The Times of India, 9 May 2014. 
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/raipur/Raipur-among-worlds-20-most-polluted-
cities/articleshow/34844437.cms. Accessed 15 March 2017.  

14 On climate change and history, see Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses,” Critical 
Inquiry 35:2 (Winter 2009): 197-222. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1086/596640.  

15 See, for instance, David Engerman, Modernization from the Other Shore: American Intellectuals and the 
Romance of Russian Development (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003); David C. Engerman, Nils Gilman, Mark 
H. Haefele, and Michael E. Latham, eds. Staging Growth: Modernization, Development, and the Global Cold War 
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