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n this intriguing account of a neglected juncture in United States development policy, Andrew David and 
Michael Holm identify the early seeds of what would soon become an open rupture in the liberal Cold 
War consensus during the Vietnam War. According to these authors, the catalyst was a growing revolt 

against the unabashed style of globalism symbolized by the administration of President John F. Kennedy, a 
protest that manifested itself in the bitter foreign aid debate prompted by a March 1963 report by General 
Lucius Clay’s “Committee to Strengthen the Security of the Free World,” known colloquially as the Clay 
Committee. Previously overshadowed by the assassination of Kennedy six months later, the Clay Committee 
report has sometimes been depicted as a Republican Trojan Horse, mistakenly welcomed into the White 
House by a Democratic president intent on mobilizing bipartisan support for his plan to request an 
unprecedented $4.9 billion budget for the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID).1 

As the authors convincingly demonstrate, this conventional narrative ignores the extent to which General 
Clay strenuously objected to such a precipitous interpretation of his Committee’s findings, not to mention 
the lengths to which he subsequently went to defend the Kennedy aid request in Congress. If it was due not 
to General Clay’s opposition, why then did Congress stubbornly refuse to approve President Kennedy’s 
USAID budget proposal, which was pared down to $3.6 billion by the time it finally passed both houses of 
Congress in December 1963? David and Holm certainly locate the who among Congressional aid doubters 
that scuttled the aid request on the right and left, but they could have done more to explore the ideological 
why a growing chorus of members of Congress was no longer seduced by the promise of U.S. global power 
projection in the increasingly embattled Third World. 

                                                      
1 On page 66, the authors cite Robert C. Johnson, Congress and the Cold War (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2006); Bradley Simpson, Economists with Guns (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010); and Carol 
Lancaster, Foreign Aid: Diplomacy, Development, Domestic Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).  
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As David and Holm note, Kennedy was well aware of Congressional obstacles to increased aid budgets as 
early as 1962. Believing that conservative skepticism (both among Southern Democrats and Republicans) 
represented a lack of understanding regarding the national security importance of foreign aid, Kennedy 
commissioned a high-profile Pentagon figure, General Lucius Clay, to make the case for aid as a central tenet 
of Cold War strategic and military thinking. The authors claim that this was a public relations ploy, a “salvage 
operation” in General Clay’s words, to rebrand USAID and convince Congressional holdouts that 
development was significantly more than a charity program designed to buy friends in the Third World (69-
70). They concede that, for Kennedy’s development-oriented aides, “little daylight existed between aid for 
development and aid for national security” (67). But this actually understates the extent to which liberal 
internationalists had always viewed “aid for development” as an urgent anticommunist strategy that was every 
bit as crucial as the Marshall Plan in Europe or the counterinsurgency programs designed to defend East Asia 
from communist revolution. As early as December 1961, Kennedy secretly told his administration that 
“military forces can contribute substantially to economic and social development,” and his administration’s 
adherence to Rostovian modernization theory meant that no daylight in fact existed between development-as-
ideology and development-as-anticommunism.2  

This distinction is important, since it sheds light on President Kennedy’s motivation for commissioning a 
strategic-oriented committee to pitch development to Congress. Far from a cynical rebranding of liberal 
idealism as national security strategy, the Clay Committee idea was meant to explain the ideological 
framework of modernization theory to Congressional conservatives. This also helps to overcome the article’s 
tautology in which “there was a palpable loss of enthusiasm from some members [of Congress] now cognizant 
of the time and money required to complete aid projects” (67). Put simply, Congress did not oppose 
Kennedy’s 1963 USAID request because it suddenly woke up without a charitable heart, but rather because it 
fully comprehended, but rejected, the imperial implications of Kennedy’s quest to apply modernization 
theory to the entire globe, from Africa to the Middle East, and from East Asia to Latin America. 

If Kennedy hoped to convert Congressional members into adherents of counterinsurgency doctrine as posited 
by a Rostovian confluence of development with security, the Clay Committee was certainly an odd choice. 
Composed of Republicans, former Pentagon officials, and free marketeers, including AFL-CIO President 
George Meany, who once complained that the Alliance for Progress was too socialistic,3 the Committee went 
to great lengths to distance itself from the heady imperial rhetoric of modernization theory. The Clay 
Committee report (of which frustratingly little is quoted in this article) offered a relatively conventional, 
prosaic defense of aid as a dichotomized program of military assistance and charity, with the latter only 
justified in specific instances where it could achieve concrete goals: rapid improvements in quality of life, 
immediate returns on public works investment, and increased Third World reliance on private investment. 
The Committee explicitly rejected the politicization of economic and social aid, an uncomfortable conclusion 

                                                      
2 Kennedy, National Security Action Memorandum 119, December 1961, quoted in Thomas C. Field Jr., 

From Development to Dictatorship: Bolivia and the Alliance for Progress in the Kennedy Era (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2014). See also Chapters 1 and 2; Michael Latham, Modernization as Ideology: American Social Science and “Nation 
Building” in the Kennedy Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000); and David Milne, America’s 
Rasputin: Walt Rostow and the Vietnam War (New York: Hill and Wang, 2008). 

3 Thomas C. Field Jr., “Transnationalism Meets Empire: The AFL-CIO, Development, and the Private Origins 
of Kennedy’s Latin American Labor Program,” Diplomatic History 42:2 (April 2018): 305-334. 
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for an administration whose development program was first spelled out in Rostow’s politically-charged opus, 
The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto.4 It is little wonder that, as the authors 
demonstrate, both pro- and anti-aid forces made confident claims to the Committee’s findings, each side 
arguing that General Clay had justified their own position in this increasingly bitter debate. 

By bringing the rhetoric of aid down several ideological notches, the Clay Committee forced some besieged 
liberals to admit that their developmentalist rubric was overwrought, and that USAID was often little more 
than a program for buying friends, shoring up loyal allies, and undermining enemies (75). The White House 
scurried to tone down some of the Clay Committee’s inelegant, realist language, and General Clay himself 
labored to contain the anti-aid damage inadvertently caused by his Committee’s product. David and Holm’s 
article leaves the reader with a portrait of an unmitigated debacle in public and Congressional relations. As the 
authors note, President Lyndon Johnson even briefly considered abolishing USAID in late 1963, due to its 
checkered reputation in the wake of the Clay Committee debate (84). 

This article’s greatest contribution emerges in its final paragraphs, where its authors correctly claim to have 
located an episode that makes it clear that “the Cold War consensus was fracturing even before America’s 
descent into Vietnam” (85). David and Holm revise the historical record by revealing that the Clay 
Committee report was decidedly not an anti-aid document. They also implicitly reveal how the Committee 
neglected the framework of strategic development thinking that was so cherished by liberal internationalists, 
thereby hollowing out the intellectual justification for Wilsonian globalism and contributing to opposition to 
the liberal Cold War consensus on both the left and the right. As development history continues to mature, 
scholars would do well to incorporate this article’s important and complex findings. 
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4 Walt W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto (Cambridge, 1960). 
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