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Introduction 

There exists no o r g a n i z e d body of knowledge describing the process 
by which a people may develop an underdeveloped area. That gap in our knowl-
edge and the current need for such knowledge are, I suppose, the major reasons 
for the existence of this Seminar. You are concerned here, no doubt, with the 
accumulation of evidence on the basis of which you may formulate a useful con-
ception of the process and the strategy of economic development . 

It is a curious fact that, whereas for 300 years most of the world 
has been developing backward areas, we still know very little about how to 
develop such areas. In one sense, modern history is the record of the process, 
yet it is usually an inadequate record, and we scarcely look to history for 
the information we seek. History at best is an account of how given people 
developed given countries. It tells us little about the motivations that 
prompted people to undertake the development that on the printed page seems to 
flow with such logical inevitability from causes to effects. History tells us 
even less of the trigger forces that were used, or can be used, to set in mo-
tion the influences that promote economic development . What we need in our 
present inquiry is knowledge of the process and the strategy by which the eco-
nomic and social development of an area may b e stimulated from within or from 
without. 

My purpose is not to pronounce with any finality upon this process 
or strategy. Instead, I bring you an account of a modest experience in tho 
hope that it may suggest insights of some help in your deliberations. 

My comments will be presented in two parts. In the first part I 
shall sketch very briefly some of the experience of a philanthropic organiza-
tion in promoting the development of the southern states of this country. In 
the second part I shall, by drawing on this experience, suggest a number of 
conclusions, principles or maxims, some more hypothetical than verified, that 
may be applicable in the development of other areas. I leave to your considera-
tion whether, and under what conditions, these conclusions or principles may 
be applicable in various areas of the world. 

I The Experience 

During the past 50 years various philanthropic agencies have tried 
to help the southern states recover from the devastations of the Civil War and 



2. 

to catch up with the social and economic advance i n the rest of the country. 
The General Education Board has been concerned with this problem in a special 
sense. It was established in 1902 by Mr. John D. Rockefeller, Sr., for the 
promotion of education in the United States, without distinction of race, sex 
or creed. From its inception the Board has worked to improve education in the 
South. For some time it carried on educational activities all over the 
country, but the program outside the South was discontinued 11 years ago. My
remarks here relate to the Board's experience in the 15 southern states. Al-
though the Board's immediate purpose has been the promotion of education, its 
ultimate interest implicitly has been the improvement of human well-being 
through education. 

Basic Issues 

Any agency that seeks to promote development in another culture in-
evitably encounters two basic questions: (1) Is it really in the interest of 
"backward" peoples to disrupt or to modify their established practices, their 
faith, and their institutions, or to pursue economic development which entails 
such disruptions? (2) Is it desirable to impose or transplant foreign prac-
tices upon a "backward" people? 

These are questions not to be taken lightly. We may think we act 
out of a generous interest in the welfare of the natives, but the measure of 
welfare is almost certain to be our own, not theirs. W e look upon the saving 
of lives and the reduction of pain as desirable in themselves, but primitive 
peoples often regard them differently. They may question the validity of pro-
grams that save lives from disease only to lose them by starvation. They may 
question the validity of reducing pain and suffering when by their standards 
bearing pain and suffering is a test of character. This is not a foreign trait 
entirely, for in this country we find vestiges of our hardy ancestors who 
regard with contempt the tenderfoot who can not endure hardship. We look 
favorably upon the rewards of urbanization and industrial life, but many people 
deplore these innovations as destructive to cultural and spiritual values 
treasured more highly. Our easing of physical hardship only to increase psy-
chological and spiritual hardship may not be a net gain. The fact that such 
attitudes may in time be changed does not alter the basic question as to 
whether they should be changed against the wishes of the people involved. No 
question of economic development is more subtle or important than this, but I 
must pass over it here. 

These problems were not serious for the General Education Board in 
its southern program. Great numbers of the southern people wanted the improve-
ments available in the North; their culture was basically the same as that in 
the North; and many of their cultural objectives were the same. Nevertheless, 
the southern people believed in self-determination; and, while they welcomed 
sympathetic help, they did not want northern practices imposed by northern 
"carpetbaggers." They jealously guarded their right to introduce these prac-
t i c e s i n their own way. In so doing, they were cautious to protect local cus-
toms. A notable example was the preservation of racial segregation. 
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Initial Conditions 

The Board began in 1902 with an interest in improving higher educa-
tion. It soon discovered, however, that in the southern states most of the 
colleges and universities were woefully weak and many of them were hardly more 
than academies doing high school work. Public school systems had been recently 
established, but in most states high schools were available only in the larger 
towns and cities and grade schools were by no means adequate in rural areas. 
For Negroes there were almost no grade schools in rural areas and very few high 
schools even in urban centers. At that time over 84 per cent of the Negroes 
lived in rural areas and 83 per cent of the entire population was rural. Agri-
culture, mainly cotton and tobacco, was the principal source of livelihood. 
The problem before the Board was to encourage the development of a system of 
education that would help the people to realize economic and cultural benefits 
comparable to those available in other sections of the country. 

Approach 

Extensive travel and study led the Board to adopt a strategy in its 
work. 

1. It was immediately apparent that higher education could not be 
substantially improved until a satisfactory system of public schools was de-
veloped to provide the necessary educational preparation and the requisite 
demand for higher education. 

2. It was apparent also that no foundation could finance an educa-
tional system for the South, and no foundation should do so even if it could; 
for unless there were local interest in an educational system and unless it 
came as the result of local effort and support, it would not be properly main-
tained. The officers shared the view of Mr. Rockefeller that "The only thing 
which is of lasting benefit to man is that which he does for himself • 11 The 
Board concluded that a slow advance generated from within would be more effec-
tive in the long run than a more rapid advance provided from without. It 
therefore resolved that no system of higher education or public education 
should be imposed on the South, but instead should be created by the southern 
people themselves out 0f their own interest and insofar as possible out of 
their own means • 

3. These convictions led to the conclusion that the Board should 
work sympathetically With the South, not for it. It should help the South to 
help itself, but it should not do for the South what the South must learn to 
do for itself. In brief, the Board decided to help southern leaders to see 
their problems and to enlist local interest and support. Accordingly, in 1905 
the Board set out to stimulate the creation of a system of public schools for 
whites and Negroes. It offered to pay the salary of a professor in each state 
university, who would spend half his time training teachers and the other half 
stimulating local groups to establish schools. Later, as this work progressed, 
the Board paid the salaries of additional personnel in the state departments of 
education to carry on this promotional work, then to establish standards, and 
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finally to provide superv~s~on. In less than 20 years a public school system 
was well enough established so that the B:>ard1s support for personnel could be 
reduced or terminated. 

4. The exceedingly low incomes in the South presented a serious 
obstacle to educational progress. Unless the economic base could be broadened, 
the South would not be able to provide adequate funds to build and maintain a 
system of public schools. An opportunity was soon found whereby the Board 
could encourage economic improveJrent through agriculture, which was then the 
principal source of livelihood. At the time (1906) Dr. Seaman A. Knapp of 
Texas Agricultural and Mechanical College was establishing demonstration farms 
as a means of convincing farmers that, through scientific methods of farming, 
yields could be sufficiently increased to offset the ravages of the boll weevil. 
He insisted that with better seed, better fertilizer, better cultivation prac-
tices, cotton yields could be increased two- or three-fold. The Federal Govern-
ment was providing funds for these demonstration farms in the infested areas of 
Texas, but, under interpretations of Federal authority that now seem strange, 
it was held that Federal funds could not be expended in areas not already in-
fested with the boll weevil. Yet is was apparent that the improved methods of 
agriculture were applicable not only in boll weevil areas but in others as 
well. At this point the !bard took an interest in Dr. Knapp's methods and 
agreed to finance the establishment of demonstration farms in southern states 
which could not be aided with Federal funds. The grants were made on condition 
that Dr. Knapp supervise the entire program. This help began in 1906 and was 
continued until 1913. At the peak, over 100,000 demonstration farms were 
operated over the South and hundreds of thousands of farmers had an opportunity 
to witness the results of these methods. 

The farm demonstration work was education by demonstration and was 
intended to improve the practices of adult farmers. Very shortly it became 
apparent that some effort should be made to train the next generation of farmers 
as well, and consequently farm boys' and girls' clubs were established with 
support from the Board. The need for better food practices in the home was 
likewise evident, and the Board supported a number of homemaking clubs for farm 
Wives. These activities extended to Negroes as well as to whites. The effect 
was heartening. Productivity was increased in many areas of the South, and in-
comes rose . In consequence, tax revenues increased; appropriations for schools 
were expanded; and a greater demand for education developed among all classes 
of citizens. This work, begun by Dr. Knapp, led eventually to the establishment 
of the Farm Extension Service and the Home Demonstration Service in the Depart-
ment of Agriculture. 

5. In many sections of the South the people were undernourished, 
languid, shiftless, and uninterested in better farms or education. These people, 
according to Dr. Charles W. Stiles, were suffering from hookworm, and it Yras 
his estimate that many of them could be cured at a cost of no more than fifty 
cents per capita. After several years of frustration in trying to interest 
governmental agencies in tackling the hookworm problem, the matter was brought 
to the attention of the !bard and Mr. Rockefeller. As a result, the Rockefeller 
Sanitary Commission was established in 1909 with Mr. Rockefeller 1 s support for 
a campaign against hookworm in the South. This commission had to work at the 



grass roots. It pursued successfully several elementary rules of conduct. It 
worked with established agencies, thus insuring some permanency of organization 
and interest. It helped these agencies to become more effective by working 
inconspicuously to help local leaders who did the work. It sought no glory or 
credit for itself and tried to preserve the integrity and prestige of local 
leaders and local organizations. After 1913 this work was taken over b yThe 
Rockefeller Foundation, but within a decade hookworm was largely under control 
and the cause of sanitation and public health was greatly advanced under local 
leadership. 

Later Activities 

I shall not pause to note the full range of the Board's activities 
but I shoul d mention that, following these early beginnings, the Ebard helped 
to establish a few outstanding medical schools in order to lift the quality of 
medical training and to improve medical practice. As the public schools im-
proved the Board gave more attention to the strengthening of colleges and uni-
versiti es. It helped to build up local support for higher education by offering 
contingent grants that had to be matched with local funds. It helped local 
efforts to build industrial t r aining schools and colleges for Negroes. It 
helped to establish craft t r aini ng f o r mountain people. It supported surveys 
and studies and helped local groups to formulate educational plans and programs. 

B y the mid- thirties the South had made substantial progress, but eco-
nomically it was still at the bottom in the list of states. It was then 
referred to as the nation's No. 1 economic problem. But the forces of improve-
ment were at work. Agriculture was beginning to diversify and mechanize. 
Towns and cities were groWing and industry was offering new opportunities for 
employment. More children were attending school, and the labor force was being 
upgraded into more productive pursuits. 

Recent Activities 

In light of these new conditions, the General Education Board shifted 
its program. It undertook to direct its aid more specifically at strategic 
points where major advances could be made. It set out to encourage research 
and training that would improve the utilization of the fisheries, forests, 
grazing lands, and other resources. It encouraged the colleges to improve 
their programs in soil science, farm management, and agricultural economics. 
It fostered better nutrition and dietary practices; better health and sanita-
tion. It supported programs in public administration in an effort to improve 
state and local government. It encouraged science and scientific training so 
as to facilitate the growth of indus try. It helped also to strengthen programs 
in the social sciences, in the humanities, and professional subjects. 

More recently with the development of agriculture, industry and urban 
life, the need for strong centers of instruction and research has arisen, and 
the Board is now interested in laying the educational foundations that will 
produce the trained farmers, scientists , engineers, teachers, architects and 
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other personnel that must carry forward the advances novf so well under way. At 
the other extreme the Board is trying to help some of the most needy states to 
move forward more rapidly. 

The task is not completed and will never be wholly completed. Per 
capita incomes in the South are now 64 per cent of incomes in the rest of the 
country but they are rising faster than incomes elsewhere. A revolution is in 
progress in southern agriculture, and industrial growth is changing the pattern 
of life in the South. The ill-trained Negro, so long considered an asset in 
the labor market, is now becoming a liability. Only the most isolated areas 
are escaping the force of these changes. Yet to many the advance seems pain-
fully slow. At recent rates of progress another half century will elapse be-
fore the South overtakes the rest of the country. Blt those who would build 
soundly must be patient. Change is the enemy of those who cannot adjust to it, 
and they resist it. EUt resistance is mortal, and time is the ally of those · 
who know how to use it. 

II Conclusions 

Foreword 

The foregoing remarks, though sketchy, may give you some impression 
of the mobile attack the Board has made in dealing with various new phases of 
southern development as they arose. Promoting the development of a r egion is 
a bit like taking an ailing elephant upstairs. You help him lil't one foot; 
then you poke him on the other side; you coax him to exert himsell' and you 
help him climb a step; then you find a foot trai1ing; you and he together put 
it in place so as not to obstruct his progress; then you start With some 
promising part of his anatomy and go through the procedure all over again in 
order to maneuver him up another step. To the impetuous person a firecracker 
would seem to be more effective, but not, I believe, for the peace of mind of 
the e1ephant, and it would incur a dangerous risk hardly to be recollli!ended by 
responsible advisors. 

Our Ebard has dealt w:i. th a comparatively simple problem. It has 
dealt with a part of a united nation, with a common culture, With a people 
having the same language, few peculiar problems of their own, and general en-
thusiasm for the economic and cultural advantages which could be brought to 
them. These conditions differ markedly from those prevailing in many of the 
undeveloped countries of the world. There you find different languages, dif-
ferent cultures, different religions, different habits and aspirations . Never-
theless, many of the problems are rather similar to those we have encountered 
in the South. There are the problems of sanitation, health, diet, and human 
vitality. There is the task of increasing productivity by inducing a desire 
for greater productivity and introducing more productive methods. There is 
the task of educating not only leaders but the mass of the people as well, of 
providing training and skills and of upgrading the effectiveness of the people 
who can be helped. There is the problem of modifying taboos and customs so 
that other developments may proceed. There is the problem of preserving local 



culture and institutions while adapting them so as to yield larger benefits . 
I need enumerate no more. With many such problems the Board's experience in 
the South may not be wholly irrelevant abroad. 

Permit me then to conclude these remarks by presenting several con-
clusions and observations, and possibly a few principles or maxims, which seem 
to me to be suggested by the Board's experience. I shall report them briefly 
without intending to seem dogmatic. I remind you that many of these statements 
are offered more as suggestive hypotheses than as wholly validated principles. 
They are submitted speculatively in the belief that they may be worthy of con-
sider ation by a group like this that is trying to discover methods of helping 
undeveloped countries. It should be understood that these are my per sonal con-
clusions, and they are not presented as representing the conclusions or the 
official policies of the General Education Board. 

1 . Forms of aid. Business and loans that are mutually advantageous may 
be used to foster the development of "backward" areas; so likewise 
philanthropy and charity may be used. &lt it is important to use each 
in its appropriate place. The General Education Board has engaged in 
philanthropy, not charity. True philanthropy acts on reason to remove 
causes, rather than on emotion to alleviate distress. It seeks to pro-
vide cures, not palliatives - remedies, not relief. It works for en-
during improvements that may be perpetuated, rather than transient gains 
that cannot be maintained. 

2. Have a conception of objectives. In setting out to assist the economic 
and social development of an area, it is important to have for guidance 
some conception of the long-run and over-all objectives you seek to pro-
mote. Those objectives will affect not only what is done, but how it 
should be done . In this country we respect the sovereignty, the inde-
pendence and the right of self-determination of other peoples. We 
believe in human rights, in human dignity and in the right of self-
realization for the individual. Hence, when we promote the development 
of other areas, we cannot with propriety impose our practices, atti-
tudes and culture on a reluctant people. !f our objective be their 
well- being, it must be their well-being, not by our standards of ma-
terial comfort and social benefits, but well-being by enlightened 
standards appropriate to their conditions, aspirations, customs and 
traditions. Our philosophy obliges us to be interested not alone in 
the development of the material resources of such people, but also in 
the development and realization of the potentialities of the people 
themselves. This concern with the development of a capable thriving 
people necessitates a special approacn. For then the objective is not 
to benefit a people by developing their resources for them, but to as -
sist a people in their efforts to develop their resources and their 
human capacities for their own benefit. This is essentially what the 
General Education Board has tried to do for nearly 50 years. 
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3. To develop people and resources, progress must be made in many direc-
tions. In almost no direction can regional self-development proceed 
very far unless advances are also made in other directions. Health, 
education and economic life represent three of the most important 
fields in which advances depend upon the progress of each other. Thus, 
economic advancement depends on progress in health, in skills and in 
knowledge; the improvement of health requires ~ing incomes and a grow-
ing knowledge among the people; and educational improvements depend on 
health and expanding financial resources derived from economic progress. 
In some ways education is the most important single factor, for, though 
it is slow in its effect, it affords a place to start, and it is the 
one means by which a people may lift themselves by their ovm bootstraps . 
Yet within each field, and in all of them combined, there will be places 
where, because progress has failed, bottlenecks will arise; and until 
these obstacles are removed, progress in broad areas will be checked. 
Advances in one direction, however, have the happy faculty of assisting 
progress in another . For example, education tends to increase produc-
tivity, and increased productivity and higher incomes facilitate im-
provements in health, permit improvements in education, and at the same 
time increase the desire for more education . Thus, progress generates 
further progress. 

4. The attack must be made on many fronts. To obtain over -all progress in 
a region all essential things must somehow be done . The attack there-
fore must be mobile and directed at whatever fronts require attention. 
"Do the next thing next," is an old rule in this game . The undertaking 
is somewhat like jacking up a house: you ratchet one jack up, and then 
another, and then another, so that the structure will not be thrown out 
of shape. In a rural society, for example, you may start v:i th agricul-
ture by providing better seed and by demonstrating better methods of 
cultivation; but next you need to provide for the distribution 9f food; 
highways and transport are then required; dietary habits must be changed; 
education becomes necessary; industry must arise to supply a grovnng 
demand for goods; better government must be provided; and so you rai~e 
each part at the appropriate time. 

5. Use strategic approaches. The skill and resources of a region are 
seldom adequate at any time to carry forv1ard rapid improvements in all 
fields. In consequence, it is necessary to use strategic approaches. 
B.Y strategic approaches I mean attacks at critical or strategic points 
where, with the means in hand, intelligently applied, a break- through 
can be made that Will permit large gains on a broad front. Removing 
bottlenecks and overcoming obstructions that block the path of normal 
progress are simple illustrations. But strategic approaches may also 
be made by farsighted prevention of bottlenecks and obstructions so 
that costly delays may be avoided. Of even greater importance perhaps 
is the introduction of improvements that, by unleashing or inciting 
human effort and by enlarging opportunities or creating new ones , will 
permit sweeping advances to be made that hasten progress on many fronts. 



Such improvements and innovations have a catalytic effect, producing a 
sort of chain reaction that yields results out of all proportion to the 
initial effort. The problem is to discover and exploit these trigger 
improvements, that set large forces in motion. There are countless 
ways in which help will do some good, but the great problem is to dis-
cover the strategic ways in which limited help will do the greatest 
possible good. 

9. 

6. The function of the outside benefactor is to assist the self-development 
of a region. I have suggested that the appropriate oojective for us is 
to assist the self-development of the undeveloped regions we wish to 
aid. The manner in which we help, however, may greatly influence the 
progress made. If we assist people who are trying to help themselves, 
we generate competence and resourcefulness. If we do for people what 
they should learn to do for themselves we create dependents. More 
will be accomplished in the end, I believe, by helping a people to 
develop their country themselves, than by pursuing development programs 
for them. B,y aiding their efforts we create responsibility, interest 
and competence. Moreover, in following such a course, friction is 
lessened and the results are more enduring. If a people are to live 
with and maintain a better society, it must be their society, and they 
must learn to manage it. Thus we can provide technical assistance to 
those who need it and desire it. At their r equest we can provide 
demonstrations in order to arouse interest and encourage the spread of 
given improvements. We can provide equipment and funds for their 
projects. We may even do things for them by contract under arrange-
ments in which they take the final responsibility. In some measure we 
may invest and operate enterprises in their countries, but it is im-
portant not to lose sight of the ultimate purpose we have in mind, 
which is not to exploit a region and its people but to help their 
development. 

7. Work with established institutions and local leaders. Under most cir-
cumstances more will be accomplished by working through established 
institutions, if they are appropriate, than by setting up rival insti-
tutions. Likewise, the farsighted local leader who can get things 
done is the man to help. By aiding local leaders, and by making estab-
lished institut,ions more effective, you develop competence, interest 
and responsibility among those who must carry on. The object is to 
show not what you can do, but what local people can do. It is impor-
tant to generate confidence that the undertaking is theirs, not yours. 
In helping local institutions and local leaders the benefactor must be 
self-effacing, allow those in charge all honor and credit, and seek no 
glory for himself. Violation of this rule shifts the blame for failure 
and the responsibility for success . 

B. Assist1 but don't take more responsibility than necessar1• In aiding 
local institutions and local leader s, advice is often more helpful than 
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money. Planting ideas that germinate into enthusiastic effort is more 
fruitful in the long run than suggesting ready-made programs that make 
few demands upon local people. Responsibility for planning, for sup-
port, and for maintenance of a project generates a basis for its con-
tinuation. Limited funds that induce local effort will in the end 
accomplish more than greater sums that relieve the beneficiaries of 
responsibility. '!be aim of those vrho help should be to make their help 
unnecessary. Projects that can prove their worth and enlist local sup-
port, or which generate their own support are more likely to persist 
than those which need permanent assistance. Aid should be given so as 
to encourage full local support as soon as possible. And aid should 
be withdrawn as rapidly as projects can stand on their own feet, for in 
this way time and funds are released for other points of attack. There 
is an old saying in foundation circles that "as soon as they begin to 
lean on you, it is time to give due notice and pull the crutch." The 
effect is to develop self- reliance. 

9. Let local people change customs and culture. In "backward" countries 
almost any major change clashes eventually with local customs; and 
local customs and culture often obstruct beneficial improverrents . 
Customs, attitudes and traditions change slowly. Loca+ leaders can 
generally accomplish more in changing them by evolution than outsiders 
can by trying to introduce abruptly new practices and attitudes. In 
this delicate process local leadership must take the lead, and convince 
by example and demonstration where argument fails. In the last analysis 
circumstance is generally more effective than persuasion in changing 
habits and traditional practices. Time is a necessary ally, and time 
cannot be hurried. 

10. Finally, the process and strategy of development is one that requires 
infinite goodwill, complete sympathy and understanding, and unlimited 
patience on the part of those who try to help. Men who want to play 
God in a hurry have no place in the serious efforts to help disadvantaged 
people. The zealot, the man with a mission, or the sympathetic helper 
all have a place, but the man determined to do what God would do if tie oY"I~ 
had the facts and could shake the stupidity out of "backward" people is 
a misfit destined to create more disturbance than improvement. This is 
a mission for devoted men who, in the words of Fred T. Gates, are 
dedicated "to work without profit or self-acclaim for the benefit of all 
men." 
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