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The Development Philosophy of RobertS. McNamara 

To mark the retirement of RobertS. McNamara as Presi
dent of the World Bank after thirteen years of service, the 
Bank's Executive Directors commissioned a book gathering 
together all the principal statements Mr. MeN amara made 
during his tenure of office. The book, entitled The Mc
Namara Years at the World Bank-Major Policy Addresses 
of RobertS. McNamara 1968-1981, has been published by 
The Johns Hopkins University Press (Baltimore and Lon
don, 1981). 

John L. Maddux was associated with Mr. McNamara 
throughout his years at the World Bank and contributed 
much to the preparation of these addresses. In this booklet, 
Mr. Maddux analyzes and explains Mr. MeN amara's devel
opment philosophy in some detail by tracing, from year to 
year, in what way Mr. McNamara responded to the chal
lenges of international events and how he perceived the 
development process. Mr. Maddux brings out how Mr. Mc
Namara used these policy statements to arouse the world's 
conscience to the plight of the poorest and gives an insight 
into Mr. McNamara's wide-ranging interests and the frank
ness with which he confronted controversial problems. 
Above all, Mr. Maddux highlights how Mr. McNamara cut 
through economic terminology and statistics to reach out to 
the human aspects of development, as it affects people in 
the developing countries. 

Mr. Maddux also briefly explains the Bank's unique insti
tutional nature and gives an indication of the international 
community's reaction to Mr. MeN amara's innovative ideas. 
At the end, he presents a summary of a dozen major themes 
that may be discerned throughout Mr. MeN amara's speeches. 

This booklet may be regarded as complementary to the 
Johns Hopkins University Press book, but it also can stand 
on its own merits by bringing into focus the development 
problems that Mr. MeN amara felt should be addressed and 
solved to enhance the lives of individual human beings. 
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The Background 

Though it is, of course, much too early to try to assess defini
tively the total impact that Robert S. MeN amara has had on the 
international development movement during the thirteen years 
that he has served as President of the World Bank, it is already 
clear that it has been substantial. 

Mr. MeN amara has been an energetic activist. Under his lead
ership the Bank has become the single largest development 
agency in the world. But he has been more than just a dynamic 
executive. He has been a serious development thinker as well. 

In the end, it will fall to scholars and historians to chronicle 
in detail his full contribution to the evolving international devel
opment process throughout the turbulent decade of the 1970s, 
and on into the final years of the century. 

It is not, however, merely specialists alone who will profit 
from perusing his major policy addresses. Any interested ob
server of the contemporary global situation will find them pro
vocative and enlightening. Mr. McNamara himself has noted 
that "the underlying drive toward social and economic trans
formation in the developing world is a critical component of the 
central historical movement of our time. The character of inter
national life in the next century-for rich and poor nations alike 
-will depend largely on the success of the development effort." 

He is right. Whatever one's individual views may be as to how 
these problems can best be solved, the overall importance of the 
international development task is beyond dispute. 

That is why it is worth reading what Mr. McNamara has had 
to say. Over the years his annual address to the Board of Gov-

. ernors of the World Bank came to be regarded by the interna
tional development community as an authoritative and innova
tive tour d'horizon of the global development scene. Similarly, 
his policy statements on specialized subjects-his two full-length 
addresses, for example, on the population problem: the first at 

-

5 

I 

II 
I• 

I ~ 

~ I 



6 

ll 

the University of Notre Dame in 1969, and the second at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1977-received world
wide attention as comprehensive analyses of highly controversial 
issues. 

What particularly characterizes Mr. McNamara's policy state
ments are their rigorous analytical character, and their frankness 
and candor. He has been forthright in taking on difficult and 
sensitive development problems-problems that it would have 
been far more comfortable to gloss over or leave aside-and 
while recognizing their complexity, he has consistently set out to 
deal with them in a carefully reasoned and objective manner. 

That is a reflection both of the man himself, and of the unique 
position that a president of the World Bank occupies. 

It is iJ?portant to remember that the Bank is owned and oper
ated by Its own member countries. At this writing they number 
139, all of them sovereign nations, all of them with political and 
socio-economic views of their own, and all of them with their 
own distinct cultural and historical heritage. More than 100 of 
t~ese ~re de~eloping countries, with a combined total popula
tiOn-mcludmg the recent entrance of China-of some three 
and a half billion people. The Bank's mandate is to serve these 
immensely varied societies with financial assistance and technical 
and economic advice in order to help further their own develop
ment programs. 

All of the Bank's member countries, both the industrialized 
and the developing, are represented at its headquarters by a resi
dent Board of 21 Executive Directors and their alternates. These 
directors, in consultation with the national authorities they rep
resent, select and appoint the president, who both manages the 
Bank as its chief executive officer, and serves as Chairman of 
the Board. The Articles of Agreement-the Bank's charter
provide that only the president can propose a loan to the Board, 
but that no loan can be made without the approval of the Board. 

Individual member countries have voting power on the Board 
in proportion to the amount of capital they have subscribed to 
the Bank, and which is in turn reflective of the size of their indi
vidual economies. It is a system of weighted voting that no single 
country can dominate or veto. As a matter of normal practice, 
decisions of the Board are almost always arrived at by consensus 
after the issues have been discussed and debated, and only rarely 
require a formal vote. 

-

It is against this institutional background of the World Bank 
that Mr. MeN amara's contribution to development must be 
viewed. The truth is that it is a very unique institution. Each 
Tuesday. morning, when the Board convenes, something quite 
extraordmary takes place. The representatives of 139 nations 
often divided on dozens of other issues outside the boardroom' 
sit d~wn around a table and come to agreement on loaning sub~ 
stantial sums of money-a total of about $12 billion this past 
fiscal year-for a wide variety of development projects in an 
assorted group of dissimilar societies. 

In a century as argumentative as ours, that is unusual. It is 
even astonishing if one considers how difficult it has been his
torically for that many nations to agree on anything substantial 
especially concerning money. ' 

Inside the Bank's boardroom these nations, despite their obvi
ous political and ideological differences, come to a weekly con
sensus on development financing. They are realistic and unsenti
mental about it. The projects must be technically sound; they 
must assure a high rate of economic return to the borrowing 
country; they must carry its government's guarantee of repay
ment; and they must be approved on exclusively economic 
grounds. And that is what happens. The money is lent. It gets 
repaid. The_re has never been a default. The Bank makes a profit. 

But outstde that boardroom these same nations might-and 
in fact, often do-have any number of understandable reason~ 
why they wouldn't choose unilaterally to lend that money. 

Around the table, after all, sit representatives of governments 
t~at ra~ge through all points of the political spectrum. At any 
giVen time some of the countries at the table may actually be in 
~ stat_e of war_ with one. anothe_r._ Some of the countries may have 
mhented anctent ethmc enmttles. Some of the countries may 
have long-standing border disputes. Some of the countries have 
sophisticated technological societies, and some of the countries 
~ave disadvantaged subsistence societies. The various parochial 
mterests of all these sovereign states in another context might 
well clash as much as the colors of their national flags that line 
the boardroom walls. 

And, y~t, around_ that table these clashing interests are largely 
resolved mto practical agreement on action. Why? Chiefly be
cause the institution itself has no rigid ideology. It confines itself, 
rather, _to a few fundamental certainties: that producing enough 
to eat Is better than hunger; that health is better than disease; 
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that education is better than illiteracy; that productivity is better 
than poverty; and that hope is better than despair. 

Are these merely an institution's pious cliches? No, in the 
World Bank's view-and certainly in Robert McNamara's view 
-they are the self-evident development principles in any society 
that are above dispute and beyond dogma. And what is remark
able is how far these fundamentals can, in practice, bring other
wise diverse and divided countries together in effective and co
operative action. That is what routinely happens in the Bank. 
And without question that cooperative action is the single most 
important and indispensable characteristic of the institution, for 
without it nothing substantial could be achieved. 

Robert MeN amara's major addresses during his thirteen years 
at the Bank grew into what has become in the aggregate a rich 
corpus of development thinking. With the backing and consent 
of the Executive Directors, much of that thinking was translated 
into specific Bank operations-operations that today include 
more than 1,600 high-priority development projects in over 100 
countries, with a total value of some $100 billion. 

All of that was achievable because of the Bank's unique insti
tutional nature, the Board's support, and Mr. McNamara's lead
ership. Let us turn to that story now in more detail. 

-

1968: 

The Evolution of McNamara's 
Development Thinking 

When Robert MeN amara assumed the presidency of the 
World Bank in the spring of 1968 there was a sense of weariness 
in the industrialized nations over the whole concept of foreign 
economic assistance. The discouragement over development was 
based on two assumptions: first, that the wealthy nations could 
no longer afford to provide financial help in sufficient amounts 
to the developing countries; and second, that even if they could 
afford it, it would be unwise to make it available since the 
record of past foreign assistance was characterized by waste, 
incompetence, and failure. 

MeN amara was convinced that neither of these assumptions 
was in fact true, but he recognized that they were widely be
lieved, and that it was the belief itself that was seriously demor
alizing the international development effort. He was determined 
to counter this trend through the instrumentality of the World 
Bank. 

In the fall he addressed his first Annual Meeting of the Bank's 
Board of Governors. These week-long events, held jointly each 
year in October with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
gather together an invited audience of some five to six thousand 
high-level participants. They include the senior financial and 
monetary officials, and their official delegations, of all the mem
ber countries of both institutions. Typically, a Governor of the 
Bank or the Fund in a given member country is the Finance 
Minister, or the Governor of the Central Bank, or a cabinet 
official of similar rank. 

Leading commercial bankers from around the globe are in
vited to the meetings as observers, as are the representatives of 
international organizations and of the worldwide financial and 
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economi~ press. _Jt is the most important and influential meeting 
of financial officials held anywhere in a given year. As the head
quarters of both the World Bank and the International Mone
tary Fund are located in Washington, the joint annual meetings 
are generally convened there. Each third year however the 
meeting is held in some member country abroad.' ' 
T~e expect~tion of this global audience to hear the newly 

appomted president of the World Bank was high on September 
30, 1968. They were not to be disappointed. 
Me~ a mara outlined an immensely bold five-year program. 

Declanng that he refused to accept the view that adequate re
sources were not available to assist the developing countries, he 
proposed that the Bank should double its overall lending in the 
next five years, as compared to the past five and that this would 
mean that it would. lend in the 1969-Ti period alone very 
n~arly as much as It had lent in its entire previous 22-year 
history. 

He had ar~ived at that target, he explained, by surveying the 
five-year penod ahead, drawing up a provisional lending plan 
for each ~f the Bank's developing member countries, and posing 
the question: What could the Bank invest in each of them if 
there, were. ~~ shortage of funds, and if the only limit on the 
Bank s activities were the capacity of these individual countries 
to use the Bank's assistance effectively, and to repay the loans 
on the terms on which they were lent? 

To double its lending, the Bank would have to increase sub
stantially its borrowing. Leaving aside for the moment the issue 
of soft loan money for the poorest countries that is raised by 
~he Bank through government contributions from its industrial
I~ed mem?er nations, MeN amara announced that he saw no 
difficulty m the Bank's expanding its bond issues in capital 
markets of the world. 

It was the Bank's job, he said, to look at world money mar
kets as a whole, and see where there were surpluses and reserves 
that could. be tapp~d. As a result of an intensified borrowing 
program-m the Middle East as well as in more conventional 
mark.ets such as Germany and the United States-he announced 
that m. the past. 90 days the Bank had raised more funds by 
b?rrowmg than m the whole of any single calendar year in its 
history. Mr. MeN amara was clearly off to a very fast start.. 

It ~as not merely that the Bank would double its overall 
operations, he added. It would also shift its lending emphasis 

both geographically and sectorally. In the next five years lending 
to Latin America would more than double, and it would triple 
to Africa. Lending to Indonesia-where the Bank had never 
lent before-had begun, and a permanent resident mission had 
already been established. 

Ironically, many of the Bank's poorest and least developed 
member countries had in the past received the least assistance
ten of them had received nothing at all-primarily because of 
their inability to prepare projects for consideration. They would 
get special assistance in doing this, he said, and lending to them 
would expand. 

But it was his proposed sectoral shifts in emphasis that most 
surprised many listening to MeN amara. World Bank lending for 
education would triple. For agriculture it would quadruple. And 
while some traditionally conservative bond underwriters in the 
audience were digesting those unexpected prospects, the new 
president saved his biggest surprise for last. 

Now came the announcement that proved to be the opening 
salvo in a campaign that was to preoccupy MeN amara for many 
years to come. It sounds tame enough today. In 1968, in the 
World Bank Annual Meeting, it was very big news: 

"This leads me," he said, "to yet another area where the Bank 
needs to take new initiatives-the control of population growth. 
This is a thorny subject which it would be very much more con
venient to leave alone. But I cannot, because the World Bank is 
concerned above all with economic development, and the rapid 
growth of population is one of the greatest barriers to economic 
growth and social well-being of our member states." 

The issue would indeed prove to be thorny. Some observers 
felt it was at best impolitic, if not actually improper, for the 
Bank to get into the matter at all. Others felt that the issue in 
itself was important, but that it was simply not "bankable": How 
could a bank prudently lend money for it? Was it really a fund
able development sector at all? Still others feared the critical 
reaction that might develop in Latin America or other areas of 
the world where religious and cultural traditions might be 
offended. 

None of this nervousness deterred McNamara. Less than 
three weeks later he made a speech in Buenos Aires to the 
Inter-American Press Association, and spent part of it applying 
what he had said in Washington to Latin America in particular. 
But there was an even more unexpected event to come. 11 
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1969: 
Perhaps the most famous Catholic institution of higher

learning in the United States is Notre Dame University, and in 
late 1968 its distinguished president, Father Theodore Res
burgh, invited MeN amara to come to the university the follow
ing May, receive an honorary degree, and deliver an address at 
the dedication of a new graduate business and public administra
tion facility on the campus. 

MeN amara accepted the invitation, and began in-depth prep
arations for a major full-length address on what he was to term 
"the most delicate and difficult issue of our era-perhaps of any 
era in history": the problem of excessive population growth. 

It was to become perhaps the most widely read speech Me
N amara ever delivered while president of the World Bank. The 
subsequent requests for it were so heavy that it had repeatedly 
to be reprinted. 

MeN amara examined in persuasive and eloquent terms the 
complexities of the subject, and stressed that a family planning 
effort "on a humane but massive scale" was necessary to avoid 
catastrophic consequences. While acknowledging that there 
were certain "precise and painful dilemmas" in the issue, he dis
sected with his customary logic a whole series of "myths that 
obscure the essentials of the problem" and inhibit effective ac
tion: the myth that "more people means more wealth"; that 
"countries with large tracts of uninhabited open land have no 
need to worry about birth rates"; that "the white western world's 
assistance in family planning efforts among the non-white na
tions of the developing world is a surreptitious plot to keep the 
whites in racial ascendancy"; and finally the myth that "the time 
for action is past, and that sweeping famine is inevitable." 

McNamara made his points at Notre Dame with both under
standing and sensitivity. "You, and the Roman Catholic Church 
at large, are completely dedicated to the goal of development," 
he reminded his audience, citing Vatican and papal documents 
that call for the solution to the population problem as it relates 
to development. He spoke of "the fatherly and compassionate 
Pontiff who stands at your helm" and added that "such contro
versy as remains in this matter is merely about the means, not 
at all about the end." 

The faculty and students of Notre Dame reacted to the ad
dress-as most of the world did-with prolonged applause. 
Father Hesburgh called it a "thorough, reasoned and nuanced 

-

speech, on the serious problem for which he has great responsi
bility." McNamara was to continue to take that responsibility 
seriously throughout his term of office, and was to deal with the 
issue in many of his public statements. 

1970: 
In an address to a conference on development, held at Colum

bia University in early 1970, McNamara made what was to 
prove to be a prescient prediction: "The outlook for the Seven
ties," he said, "is that the fault line along which shocks to world 
stability travel will shift from an East-West axis to a North
South axis, and the shocks themselves will be significantly less 
military and substantially more political, social, and economic 
in character." 

Further, he introduced for the first time a distinction that he 
was to develop significantly over the oncoming decade. "In set
ting the objectives, planning the programs, and measuring the 
progress of development in the Seventies, we must look to more 
than gross measures of economic growth. What we require are 
relevant 'development indicators' that go beyond the measure of 
growth in total output and provide practical yardsticks of change 
in the other economic, social, and moral dimensions of the mod
ernizing process." 

This was an early indication of what was to become a very 
important McNamara theme throughout the years. To limit our 
attention to expanding gross national product (GNP), even 
though it be from 5% per year to 6 or 7%, he cautioned, "can 
only lead to greater political, social, and economic disequilib
rium. However important an increase in GNP may be as a neces
sary condition of development, it is not a sufficient condition." 

He concluded the passage with an even stronger warning: 
"If we achieve the 'quantity' goals, and neglect the 'quality' goals 
of development, we will have failed. It is as simple as that. We 
will have failed." 

1971: 
At the Bank's Annual Meeting in 1971-as he had in 1970-

McN amara returned once more to the population issue. He 
pointed out that the development programs throughout the de
veloping world had not yet faced up to the adjustments that the 
inevitable consequences of continuing population growth re- 13 
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quire. Two of these consequences would be greater malnutrition 
and growing unemployment. 

MeN amara began his analysis of the malnutrition problem 
almost like a professor standing at the head of his class: 

"The argument I shall make is that: malnutrition is wide
spread; it is the major cause of high mortality among young 
children; it limits the physical-and often the mental-growth 
of hundreds of millions of those who survive; it reduces their 
productivity as adults; and it is therefore a major barrier to 
human development." 

Some of the president's friends had joked with him in private 
that instead of a rostrum and a microphone at the Annual Meet
ing, he really ought to have a blackboard and a pointer. Me
N amara took the joshing well, but he was adamant about the 
format of his public speeches. The line of argument had to be 
rigorously clear and logical. The subject matter-and its con
sequences-were far too important, he said, for there to be any 
risk of imprecision or misunderstanding. 

1972: 
McNamara delivered three major addresses in 1972, each of 

them important in the evolution of his development thinking. 
The first was to UNCT AD III-the United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development-in Santiago in April. "What I have 
to say," he began, "will be brief and candid." It was. 

"My view is this: The state of development in most of the 
developing world today is unacceptable-and growing more so." 

"It is unacceptable," McNamara went sternly on, "not be
cause there hasn't been progress in the past 20 years-and par
ticularly in the decade of the Sixties-but because development 
programs have been directed largely at gross economic goals, 
and have failed to insure that all nations, and all groups within 
nations, have shared equitably in the economic advance." 

But though MeN amara intended to be unmistakably blunt 
about the facts about the case-and was-he did not want to 
see the conference dissolve into useless wrangling over culpabil
ity. He put the matter directly: 

"Finally, if the state of development today is unacceptable
and it is-we must not waste time looking for villains in the 
piece, or even worse, waste energy in fruitless confrontation 
between rich nations and poor nations. Rather, the entire inter
national development community-all of us-must promptly 

-

move forward with practical measures which are conceptually 
sound, financially feasible, and which can command the requi
site public support. I hope to suggest some of these today." 

And suggest he did. He demonstrated with icy logic that such 
evidence as was available suggested that even the developing 
countries which had registered significant gains in GNP growth 
were plagued with severely skewed income distribution patterns. 
"What can be done about it?" he asked. "What must be done 
about it," he answered, "is to reduce the crushing disparities of 
opportunity." 

He was ready with realistic proposals. 
"To begin with, there must be more equitable and compre

hensive tax measures; land reform laws; tenancy security poli
cies; and, above all, concrete programs to increase the produc
tivity of small farmers. And not just programs and measures 
languishing in legislative debate and delay, or lost in legal com
plexities so hedged about with exceptions that they end by being 
more rhetoric than reality. What are required are feasible fiscal, 
agrarian, and educational reform measures that can be fully and 
fairly enforced. What is needed most of all is a determination to 
move against the inequities of income distribution." 

Then came a McNamara comment that was to be widely 
quoted: 

"There is no need to point out that this is politically difficult. 
Without question it is. But when the distribution of land, income 
and opportunity becomes distorted to the point of desperation, 
what political leaders must often weigh is the risk of unpopular 
but necessary social reform-against the risk of social rebellion. 
'Too little too late' is history's most universal epitaph for politi
cal regimes which have lost their mandate to the demands of 
landless, jobless, disenfranchised and desperate men." 

MeN amara then went on to state a principle-for the first 
time in his public addresses-that was to become an increas
ingly familiar theme: 

"What I am suggesting is that we should stop thinking of 
massive poverty in a developing country as simply a symptom of 
underdevelopment-and begin, rather, to think of it as a con
dition that must be attacked within the framework of the nation's 
overall program." 

MeN amara displayed his characteristically balanced view of 
the mutual responsibilities of both the developed and the devel
oping countries: 15 
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"Just as we must conclude that it is the responsibility of the 
political leaders of the developing nations to recognize the in
equities that exist within their nations and to move to correct 
them, so we must likewise conclude that the wealthy nations of 
the world-possessing 25% of its people, but 80% of its wealth 
-should move now to provide the additional assistance, in the 
form of aid and trade, which the developing nations need to 
meet minimum national goals." 

"Our clear duty," he added, "for the remainder of this decade 
is to face up to mass poverty for what it really is, determine its 
dimensions, locate its whereabouts, set a limit beneath which 
we will not accept its continuance, and make our first priority a 
threshold of human dignity and decency which is achievable 
within a generation." 

"That," he concluded, "is how I-for one-view the develop
ment task. What we need most to do is to get on with it." 

MeN amara himself got on with it in another major address in 
June, this time in Stockholm at the United Nations Conference 
on the Human Environment. Again, he tried to cool down the 
confrontational atmosphere that was boiling up over the environ
mental issue. The provocative volume, The Limits to Growth,* 
had appeared earlier in the same year, and the thesis frightened 
many observers in the developing world who correctly feared 
that an overemphasis on the dangers of economic growth would 
severely penalize the poor. 

MeN amara described the dilemma graphically. 
"The achievement of a level of life in accord with funda

mental human dignity for the world's two and three-quarter bil
lion poor is simply not possible without the continued economic 
growth of the developing nations, and the developed nations as 
well. But economic growth on the pattern of the past-and most 
particularly that in the already highly industrialized wealthy 
nations-poses an undeniable threat to the environment and to 
the health of man." 

"The question," he insisted, "is not whether the impact on the 
environment must be respected. It has to be. Nor-least of all
is it a question of whether these two considerations are inter
locked. They are." 

*Donella H. Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, Jprgen Randers, and William 
W. Behrens III, The Limits to Growth-A Report of The Club of 
Rome's Project on the Predicament of Mankind (New York: Universe 
Books, 1972). 
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But he saw in the debate as it was then being argued a danger
ous tendency to rush to premature conclusions. "Mathematical 
modeling," he said pointedly, "is useful. But it is only as useful 
as the validity of its assumptions and the comprehensiveness of 
its inputs." 

"The manifest danger," he warned, "is to oversimplify. When 
that oversimplification suggests the imminent risk of overloading 
the planet's life-support systems, or exhausting its essential re
sources, the developing peoples of the world are suddenly faced 
with a fearsome prospect. On top of all their present disadvan
tages, are they now going to be asked to forego their efforts at 
development in the name of preserving the already dispropor
tionate (and still rising) patterns of consumption of the rich?" 

"The poor," he added, "are right to be indignant over such a 
prospect. But in my view it never need arise. It need never arise 
because there is no evidence that the economic growth-which 
the developing countries so desperately require-will necessarily 
involve an unacceptable burden either on their own or on any
body else's environment." 

After describing in detail the practical measures and safe
guards the World Bank had adopted to deal with the environ
mental issue in its day-to-day project operations, MeN amara 
drew an important conclusion regarding the world's political 
will and social responsibility: 

"Ecological considerations have made us all more aware of 
the interdependencies of our world. We have come to see our 
planet as 'spaceship earth.' But what we must not forget is that 
one-quarter of the passengers on that ship have luxurious first
class accommodations and the remaining three-quarters are 
traveling in steerage. That does not make for a happy ship-in 
space or anywhere else. All the less so when the steerage passen
gers realize that there are at hand the means to make the accom
modations more reasonable for everyone." 

We must realize, he said, "that human degradation is the most 
dangerous pollutant there is." And he concluded: "In the end, 
it is respect for man-and his home-that brought us to this 
conference. When we leave, let us go with the conviction that 
that respect can and must be translated into practical action. 
The leading edge of that action must be to protect man from the 
one hazard which can injure not only his habitat and his health 
-but his spirit as well. Poverty. Cruel, senseless, curable 
poverty." 

-· 
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The anti-poverty theme was growing stronger arid stronger in 
all of McNamara's statements, and at the Bank's Annual Meet
ing that year he reinforced it even further. 

He began a series of intellectual dialogues with that speech 
on social equity and economic growth that was to continue for 
several years. Perhaps the key passage in the 1972 address to 
the Board of Governors was the following: 

"The task, then, for the governments of the developing coun
tries is to reorient their development policies in order to attack 
directly the personal poverty of the most deprived 40% of their 
populations. This the governments can do without abandoning 
their goals of vigorous overall economic growth. But they must 
be prepared to give greater priority to establishing growth targets 
in terms of essential human needs: in terms of nutrition, hous
ing, health, literacy, and employment-even if it be at the cost 
of some reduction in the pace of advance in certain narrow and 
highly privileged sectors whose benefits accrue to the few. 

"Such a reorientation of social and economic policy is pri
marily a political task, and the developing countries must decide 
for themselves if they wish to undertake it. It will manifestly 
require immense resolve and courage. 

"The task of political leadership in the wealthy world is to 
match that resolve and courage with a greater commitment to 
equity between their own affiuent nations and the grossly dis
advantaged developing nations." 

This is a seminal passage because it reveals MeN amara as an 
intellectual precursor of what later became known throughout 
the international community as the "basic human needs" ap
proach to development. As that movement grew in later years 
he did not necessarily identify himself with each and every elabo
ration of the original concept-as in the environmental debate, 
there was a tendency of some enthusiasts to oversimplify the 
issue-but there is no doubt that MeN amara was one of the 
intellectual founders of this whole "human needs" train of devel
opment thinking. 

With this same address MeN amara began a practice that was 
to continue throughout all his remaining Annual Meeting 
speeches. He added at the end of the printed version of his text 
a revealing statistical table that displayed what the individual 
developed countries were contributing in official development 
assistance (ODA, i.e., financial assistance to developing coun
tries and multilateral institutions on concessional terms), meas-

- =-

ured as a percentage of their gross national product. Past, pres
ent, and projected performance were all indicated, country by 
country, and year by year. 

The table created something of a stir. It was a little like the 
pastor of the parish church publishing for all to see no~ merely 
what each parishioner had been putting into the collectiOn bas
ket, measured against his total wealth, but also just how gener
ous-or how stingy-he planned to be in the future. 

There were the predictable complaints from governments, 
particularly about the projections. But the United Nations target 
for the Second Development Decade (the 1970s) was that the 
developed countries should raise their ODA to .7% of their 
GNPs by 1975, and McNamara was determined to publish the 
boxscore. 

1973: 
The Bank's Annual Meeting was held in Kenya in 1973, and 

what came to be known as the "Nairobi address" ranks as one 
of McNamara's most influential policy statements. As a guide to 
his views on poverty, it is particularly important. 

In addition, it was a final report on his first five years in office. 
The Five-Year Program had now been completed, and Me
N amara detailed the results: not only had the overall goal of 
doubling the World Bank's operations in the fiscal period 1969-
73, as compared with the previous five years, been achieved, but 
every subsidiary target that he had announced in 1968 had also 
been reached or surpassed. 

He outlined a Second Five-Year Program for the period 
FY1974-78 in which lending, in 1973 dollars, was expected to 
total $22 billion for nearly 1,000 projects. "It will represent," 
he said, "the largest program of technical and financial assist
ance to developing countries ever undertaken by a single 
agency." 

It is in this address that MeN amara introduced a term-and a 
concept-that was to become part of the intellectual landscape 
throughout the international development community: the no
tion of "absolute poverty." The passage in which it first appeared 
is significant. McNamara examined the view of those in the 
developed countries who said that no more assistance could be 
spared for the developing countries: 

"But I believe," he said, "that such critics of additional assist
ance to the poorer nations, when citing the needs of their own 
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cities and countryside, fail to distinguish between two kinds of 
poverty: what might be termed relative poverty and absolute 
poverty. 

"Relative poverty means simply that some countries are less 
affluent than other countries, or that some citizens of a given 
country have less personal abundance than their neighbors. That 
has always been the case, and granted the realities of differences 
between regions and between individuals, will continue to be 
the case. 

"But absolute poverty is a condition of life so degraded by 
disease, illiteracy, malnutrition and squalor as to deny its victims 
basic human necessities." It is "a condition of life so limited as 
to prevent realization of the potential of the genes with which 
one is born; a condition of life so degrading as to insult human 
dignity-and yet a condition of life so common as to be the lot 
of some 40% of the .peoples of the developing countries." 

McNamara then asked his audience bluntly, "And are not we 
who tolerate such poverty, when it is within our power to reduce 
the number afflicted by it, failing to fulfill the fundamental obli
gations accepted by civilized men since the beginning of time? 
I do not wish you to interpret my remarks as those of a zealot. 
But you have hired me to examine the problems of the develop
ing world and to report to you the facts. These are the facts." 

It was a moment of typical McNamara candor, and there 
were to be many others in the address. 

"In the remaining section of this statement " he announced 
"I ~ould like to discuss the nature of this ~overty problem: 
consider what means are at hand to alleviate it, and indicate 
what part the Bank can play." He spent the next 18 pages of the 
speech doing that in closely reasoned detail. 

"The basic problem of poverty and growth in the developing 
world," he stressed, "can be stated very simply. The growth is 
not equitably reaching the poor. And the poor are not signifi
cantly contributing to the growth." 

McNamara pointed out that the vast bulk of the poor in the 
developing world lived in the rural areas, and that the poverty 
problem there revolved primarily around the low productivity 
of the millions of small subsistence farms. While admitting that 
neither the Bank, nor anyone else, had very clear answers on 
how to bring improved technology and other inputs to over 100 
million small farmers, he was determined to make a beginning. 

The essential elements of any comprehensive strategy to in
crease the productivity of smallholder agriculture, he said, must 
include the following: acceleration in the rate of land and ten
ancy reform; better access to credit; assured availability of 
water; expanded extension facilities backed by intensified agri
cultural research; greater access to public services; and, most 
critical of all, "new forms of rural institutions and organizations 
that will give as much attention to promoting the inherent poten
tial and productivity of the poor as is generally given to protect
ing the power of the privileged." 

The Bank, he said, would make the increased productivity of 
the small, subsistence farmer a major goal of its expanded activ
ity in the years ahead, though he cautioned that no amount of 
outside assistance could substitute for the resolve of the develop
ing countries themselves to take on the task. "It will call for 
immense courage," he noted, "for political risk is involved. The 
politically privileged among the landed elite are rarely enthusi
astic over the steps necessary to advance rural development." 

"But," he concluded, "if the governments of the developing 
world-who must measure the risks of reform against the risks 
of revolution-are prepared to exercise the requisite political 
will to assault the problem of poverty in the countryside, then 
the governments of the wealthy nations must display equal cour
age. They must be prepared to help them by removing discrimi
natory trade barriers and by substantially expanding Official 
Development Assistance. 

"What is at stake in these decisions," he reminded his World 
Bank audience, "is the fundamental decency of the lives of 40% 
of the people in the 100 developing nations which are members 
of this institution." 

1974: 
In late 1973, and into 1974 the shock of the surge in oil 

prices, together with a rising commodity boom, and overall 
growth in inflation, severely affected the poorest developing 
nations' terms of trade. "In the twelve months since our meeting 
in Nairobi," McNamara began in his Annual Meeting speech 
that year, "the world scene has grown increasingly turbulent. 
The series of changes which have occurred have been of a mag
nitude previously associated only with major wars and depres
sions." 21 
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Any single one of the events, he said, would have had a 
serious impact on the developing nations. In combination, the 
effect on some of them had been near disaster. 

The Bank's poorest developing member countries, he re
minded his listeners, which are "relatively disadvantaged in 
natural resources, without significant foreign exchange reserves, 
and already suffering from serious internal deprivations-now 
find themselves caught in a web of external economic forces 
largely beyond their control. They can do little to influence the 
current disequilibrium, nor did they precipitate its underlying 
causes. And yet they have become the principal victims, and 
are faced with the severest penalties. 

"These countries contain a billion individuals. Whatever the 
problems and preoccupations of the rest of us may be, we simply 
cannot turn our backs on half the total population this institu
tion serves. The real issue, then, is whether we, in this forum, 
fully understand what is happening to the poorest countries
and having understood it, are ready to do what is necessary to 
assist them." 

Could such assistance be mobilized? MeN amara thought it 
could and must be. 

He outlined his argument in a passage that was to be often 
quoted: 

"The developed nations, understandably preoccupied with 
controlling inflation, and searching for structural solutions to 
their liquidity imbalances, will be tempted to conclude that until 
these problems are resolved, aid considerations must simply be 
put aside. 

"But aid is not a luxury-something affordable when times 
are easy, and superfluous when times become temporarily 
troublesome. It is precisely the opposite. Aid is a continuing 
social and moral responsibility, and its need now is greater than 
ever. 

"It is true that the affluent nations in the face of shortages 
and inflation, and in order to continue to expand aid, may have 
to accept for the time being some selective reduction in their 
already immensely high standard of living. If they have to, they 
can absorb such inconveniences. 

"But for the poorest countries such a downward adjustment 
is a very different matter. For them downward does not mean 
inconvenience, but appalling deprivation. And for millions of 

individuals in these countries downward means simply the risk 
of death." 

1975: 
The critical need for capital by the oil-importing developing 

countries continued to receive McNamara's attention in his 1975 
Annual Meeting address. He warned that the persistent world
wide inflation, the high cost of petroleum, the deterioration in 
many of their terms of trade, and the prolonged recession in the 
developed nations all combined to confront them, just then, 
with an array of unanticipated obstacles to achieving even mini
mal development objectives in the remaining years of the decade. 

"But despite all of this," McNamara added, after proposing a 
number of actions to reduce the foreign exchange crisis, "despite 
the urgency for all of us to focus our attention on this emer
gency, and to take every step we can to try to deal with it, we 
cannot allow this to diminish our concern with the central issue 
of development which underlies the present situation: the neces
sity of creating an effective strategy to deal with the fundamental 
problem of poverty itself." 

Continuing the discussion with his readers on the "critical 
relationship of poverty and economic growth" that he had begun 
three years before, McNamara emphasized again that "analysis 
of income data makes it clear that policies aimed at diminish
ing income inequalities through direct redistribution of wealth 
will not be sufficient to end indigence. That is not to say that 
adjustments in this direction are not desirable on the grounds of 
equity, but no degree of egalitarianism alone will solve the root 
problem of poverty. What is required are policies that will en
hance the productivity of the poor." 

After reviewing the commitments the Bank had made in his 
Nairobi address two years before to wage an assault on poverty 
in the rural areas "because the overwhelming majority of the 
absolute poor are there," McNamara pointed out: "But we 
have not merely elaborated policy. We have moved ahead with 
an expanded lending program in rural development and we now 
lend more in this sector than in any other. This is a clear change 
in emphasis: 50% of all rural-development lending in the his
tory of the Bank has occurred in the last year. We expect to 
commit $7 billion more in this field over the next five years." 

But though the countryside was where most of the absolute 
poor were, "they live in the cities of the developing world as 23 
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well. Roughly 200 million are there now. More are coming, and 
coming soon," he noted. He then devoted the next 13 pages of 
his text to a detailed analysis of urban poverty, and what could 
be done about it. 

Graphically describing the life of the urban poor, and brand
ing it as "unspeakably grim," McNamara underlined the dan
gers to governments that failed to take responsible action. "His
torically," he reminded them, "violence and civil upheaval are 
more common in cities than in the countryside. Frustrations 
that fester among the urban poor readily are readily exploited 
by political extremists. If cities do not begin to deal more con
structively with poverty, poverty may well begin to deal more 
destructively with cities." 

In a trenchant passage, MeN amara described the problem of 
housing: 

"The deprivation suffered by the poor is nowhere more visible 
than in the matter of housing. Even the most hardened and un
sentimental observer from the developed world is shocked by 
the squalid slums and ramshackle shantytowns that ring the 
periphery of every major city. The favelas, the bustees, the 
bidonvilles have become almost the central symbol of the pov
erty that pervades two-thirds of the globe. It is the image that 
is seared into the memory of every visitor. 

"But there is one thing worse than living in a slum or a squat
ter settlement-and that is having one's slum or settlement 
bulldozed away by a government which has no shelter of any 
sort whatever to offer in its place. When that happens-and it 
happens often-there remains only the pavement itself, or some 
rocky hillside or parched plain, where the poor can once again 
begin to build out of packing crates or signboards and scraps of 
sheetmetal and cardboard a tiny hovel in which to house their 
families. 

"Squatter settlements by definition-and by city ordinance
are illegal. Even the word squatter itself is vaguely obscene, as if 
somehow being penniless, landless, and homeless were deliber
ate sins against the canons of proper etiquette. But it is not 
squatters that are obscene. It is the economic circumstances that 
make squatter settlements necessary that are obscene." 

MeN amara indicated that though the dynamics of poverty in 
the cities differ substantially from those in the countryside, the 
key to dealing with them both is fundamentally the same. "What 
is required," he said, "are policies and actions that will assist 
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the poor to increase their productivity. Primarily this calls for 
measures that will remove barriers to their earning opportuni
ties, and improve their access to public services." 

Urging governments to increase earning opportunities for the 
poor in the informal sector, create more jobs in the modern 
sector, provide more equitable access to public utilities, trans
port, education, and health services, and to establish realistic 
housing policies, MeN amara warned that "for the next decade 
or two-indeed for as far forward as anyone can realistically 
plan-the urban problem will be a peverty problem." 

He added that any serious effort in solving the problems of 
urban development will clearly involve a number of sensitive 
and difficult political choices, and that those, of course, were 
for governments to make, not for the Bank. Moreover, the 
Bank's own lending could finance only a very small proportion 
of the necessary investments in productive facilities and sup
porting urban services. 

But he stressed: "The Bank, can play a significant role in 
pointing out the extent to which governments' present policies, 
practices, and investment allocations are seriously biased against 
the poor. And the Bank can expand and redirect its own invest
ments in urban areas to insure that they result in increased 
earning opportunities and more adequate services for the poor 
in both the modern and traditional sectors. This will be a major 
objective of our five-year program for the years FY1976-80." 

1976: 
In his Annual Meeting address in 1976 McNamara drew 

attention to the growing debate that was going on within various 
forums of the international development community over the 
issue of additional support from the developed nations to assist 
the developing countries achieve acceptable rates of growth. 

This debate had led to the Special Session of the General 
Assembly the year before in New York; to the formation of the 
Development Committee composed of Governors of the IMF 
and the World Bank; to the meeting of UNCTAD IV in Nai
robi; and to the North-South Dialogue in Paris. And yet, after 
more than a year of intense debate, there had been no agree
ment on the level of additional assistance to be provided to the 
developing nations. 

In McNamara's view, the reason for the lack of agreement 
was that the discussions had focused far too much on details- 25 li 
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commodity agreements, buffer stocks, and so forth-rather than 
on fundamentals. 

He believed that what was needed was a "basic understand
ing" among the parties as to the nature and magnitude of the 
problem; the action required to address it; the relative responsi
bilities of the parties for taking such action; and the costs and 
benefits to each of doing so. 

Such an understanding-a "global compact"-would make 
clear in overall terms both the additional trade and aid support 
to be provided by the developed nations, and the policy reforms 
and structural changes to be undertaken by the developing 
nations. These should, he thought, have as one of their major 
objectives the meeting of the basic human needs of the absolute 
poor in both the poorest and the middle-income countries with
in a reasonable period of time, say by the end of ~he century. 

Once the broad limits of such an understanding were estab
lished MeN amara believed, then the specific form of assistance 
to be provided by individual developed nations to particular 
developing countries could be examined. It would then become 
apparent that it is relatively unimportant whether the assistance 
is to take the form of commodity agreements, debt relief, trade 
concessions, bilateral aid, or multilateral financing-or any par
ticular combination of these-provided the overall total is 
adequate. 

This pragmatic approach in McNamara's thinking was to 
result the following year in his proposal that Willy Brandt, 
former Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany, and 
Nobel Laureate, should convene and chair a private and wholly 
independent commission of experienced and distinguished indi
viduals, drawn from the developing and industrialized countries, 
whose purpose would be to assess and recommend feasible 
alternatives to the continuing North-South deadlock. 

1977: 
Before that was to happen, McNamara was invited by the 

president of the prestigious Massachusetts Institute of Technol
ogy to deliver a lecture in its special bicentennial series on 
"World Change and World Security." He decided to use this 
important forum to make another major address on the popula
tion problem. It turned out to be the most comprehensive state
ment on a single subject that MeN amara ever made while presi
dent of the Bank. 

Fifty-four printed pages in length, the statement was in effect 
a tightly argued monograph. At the outset, MeN amara indicated 
that he was going to do four things: examine the background of 
the population problem; analyze its current trends; evaluate the 
measures available to deal with it; and suggest the actions that 
governments and others can and must take to help solve it. 

"I want," he began, "to discuss with you tonight a subject 
that has nothing whatever to do with military phenomena-but 
a very great deal to do with global tranquillity. 

"It is the issue of population growth. 
"Short of thermonuclear war itself, it is the gravest issue the 

world faces over the decades immediately ahead. 
"Indeed, in many ways rampant population growth is an even 

more dangerous and subtle threat to the world than thermo
nuclear war, for it is intrinsically less subject to rational safe
guards, and less amenable to organized control. 

"The population growth of the planet is not in the exclusive 
control of a few governments, but rather in the hands of literally 
hundreds of millions of individual parents who will ultimately 
determine the outcome. 

"That is what makes the population threat-even more than 
the nuclear threat-diffuse and intractable. And that is why it 
must be faced-like the nuclear threat-for what it inevitably 
is: both a central determinant of mankind's future, and one 
requiring far more attention of the world community than it is 
presently receiving." 

McNamara indicated that there at last appeared to be a 
significant decline in fertility in the developing countries, but 
that though that was welcome the fact remained that the current 
rate of decline was too slow to avoid their ultimately arriving at 
stationary populations far in excess of acceptable levels. 

"Unless governments, through appropriate policy action, can 
accelerate the reduction in fertility, the global population may 
not stabilize below 11 billion. That would be a world none of us 
would want to live in." 

Governments, he underlined, must avoid the severe penalties 
of procrastination, and try to hasten the stabilization process 
forward. But how? 

The causes and determinants of fertility reduction, he ad
mitted, are extremely complex, but it appears likely that there 
are a number of key linkages between that reduction and certain 
specific elements of socio-economic growth. 27 
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The factors that appear to be most important, McNamara 
concluded, are: health, education, broadly distributed economic 
growth, urbanization, and the enhanced status of women. 

Those factors were at work in the developing world, he said, 
but their progress is too slow to be fully effective. Without addi
tional intervention on the parts of governments, the current 
population there is going to continue to grow at rates very sub
stantially in excess of those that would permit far more eco
nomic and social progress. 

There are, he argued, two broad categories of interventions 
that governments must undertake: those designed to encourage 
couples to desire smaller families; and those designed to provide 
the parents with the means to implement that desire. 

The first set of interventions sets out to alter the social and 
~conomic environment that tends to promote fertility, and by 
altering it to create a demand among parents for a new and 
smaller family norm. And the second set of interventions sup
plies the requisite means that will make that new norm 
attainable. 

To create the demand for a change in family norm, govern
ments should try to: 

• Reduce current infant and child mortality rates sharply. 

• Expand basic education and substantially increase the pro
portion of girls in school. 

• Increase the productivity of smallholders in the rural areas, 
and expand earning opportunities in the cities for low
income groups. 

• Put greater stress on more equitable distribution of income 
and services in the drive for greater economic growth. 

• And above all else, raise the status of women socially, eco
nomically, and politically. 

To satisfy the demand for a change in family norms, govern
ments and the international community should: 

• Provide a broad choice of the present contraceptive tech
niques and services to parents. 

• Improve the delivery systems by which parents can get the 
services they wish. 

• And expand present levels of research seeking better tech
niques and services. 

While McNamara admitted that some observers disagreed 
over the relative importance of social development and family 
planning efforts in reducing fertility-some saying the former 
was too indirect, and others saying that the latter was too in
efficient-he argued firmly for the need for both. 

Indeed, throughout the whole of this 20,000 word treatise 
on the tangled complexities of the population problem, Me
N amara remains at his expository best: his reasoning advances 
step by step from premise to conclusion, always clear and co
hesive, always tight and orderly. 

And yet the argument never becomes merely impersonal and 
clinical. It remains humanistic in its tone, and philosophical in 
its reach: traits that were characteristic of McNamara's best 
policy statements. 

Consider the sensitivity of the following passage. In it Me
N amara is stressing the importance of trying to understand the 
mindset of villagers regarding family size. 

"The reasons for fertility reduction that may be persuasive 
to planners sitting in distant capitals," he points out, "may not 
be persuasive at all to parents sitting in remote villages. Village 
couples rarely worry about the progress of the gross national 
product. 

"What they may well worry about is the progress of a sick 
child, or how they are going to accumulate enough savings to 
secure their old age, and whether the signs are auspicious that 
the next pregnancy will finally give them a second son, rather 
than a third daughter. 

"As we have said, it is the poor, as a generality, who have 
the most children. And it is the poorest countries, as a general
ity, that have the highest birth rates. 

"But it would be a mistake to think that the poor have chil
dren mindlessly, or without purpose, or-in the light of their 
own personal value systems-irresponsibly. 

"Quite the contrary. The poor, by the very fact of their pov
erty, have little margin for error. The very precariousness of 
their existence habituates them to be cautious. They may be 
illiterate. They are seldom foolhardy. To survive at all, they are 
forced to be shrewd. 

"What we must grasp is that poverty does not make people 
unreasonable. What it does do is severely reduce their range of 
choice. They often do what they do because there is little real 
opportunity to do otherwise. 29 
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"Poor people have large families for many reasons. But the 
point is they do have reasons. Reasons of security for their old 
age. Reasons about additional help on the land. Reasons con
cerning the cultural preference for sons. Reasons related to the 
laws of inheritance. Reasons dictated by traditional religious 
behavior. And reasons for personal pride. 

"Demography measures people. It cannot always measure 
their inner feelings. 

"And yet understanding poor people-and the narrow range 
of options that poverty offers them-is the key to assisting them 
to broaden their choices." 

To the connoisseur, that passage might well be called vintage 
McNamara. 

1978: 
In the Annual Meeting address of the following year, Me

N a mara pushed even harder on the need for the rich and poor 
nations alike to do more to combat absolute poverty. 

"The need to give greater attention to the problems of the 
absolute poor," he said, "has been increasingly recognized in 
international discussions. But the intractability of these prob
lems and the scale of efforts needed to reduce the numbers of 
absolute poor have not been fully appreciated." 

The latest studies in the Bank had concluded that, even under 
somewhat optimistic assumptions, some 600 million individuals 
at the end of the century would remain trapped in absolute 
poverty. That was shocking and unacceptable, he said, and he 
asked: "Now, what can be done to reduce this level of pov
erty?" His reply, as usual, was candid. 

"The World Bank does not have a full and complete answer 
to that question, nor do I know of anyone in the world who 
does. And that is why I urge that the Brandt Commission, the 
Development Committee, the UN Overview Committee, 
UNCTAD, the Development Assistance Committee, and other 
international groups-and above all the individual developing 
countries themselves-each give serious and detailed attention 
to it." 

But MeN amara argued that even though no one as yet had a 
fully comprehensive answer to the problem of absolute poverty, 
he believed that within the present limits of our knowledge, 
each of the developing countries could-and should-set spe-

cific goals for its own society's direct attack on poverty; and that 
the international community, in the appropriate forums, should 
endorse these goals, and pledge the necessary support. 

"As I have emphasized," he said, "such an attack on absolute 
poverty can only succeed in an environment of growth. And 
support from the international community-through further ex
pansion of trade and more adequate capital flows-is essential 
if optimum rates are to be achieved." 

Driving home this central conviction, MeN amara emphasized 
again that "though growth is an absolutely necessary condition 
for reducing poverty, it is not in itself a sufficient condition. For 
growth cannot help the poor unless it reaches the poor." 

Growth, he stressed, does not reach the poor sufficiently 
today, and hence the developing countries must both: 

• Modify the pattern of growth so as to raise the productivity 
of the poor; and 

• Improve the access of the poor to essential public services: 
to clean water, to basic education, to· preventative medical 
care, to electricity, to public transportation-to those serv
ices fundamental to their health and productivity. 

"Now, I am not suggesting," he admitted, "that any of this 
is easy to do. It is not. What I am suggesting is that absolute 
poverty can never be eliminated by traditional welfare. And the 
reason is obvious. No feasible redistribution of already inade
quate national income in a developing society is, by itself, going 
~o be enough to wipe out poverty. There must be growth in that 
mcome, and the poor must be enabled both to contribute more 
productively to that growth, and to participate more equitably 
in its benefits." 

T?e t:age.dy of. the absolute poor, he reminded the high 
offi~Ials m his audience, is that they remain largely outside the 
~ntlr~ development process. They must be brought more fully 
mto It, and that could only be done by the developing countries 
themselves. 

Conditions, he conceded, clearly differ from society to soci
ety, but what is essential is that governments: 

• Formulate attainable anti-poverty objectives at national 
regional, and local levels; ' 

• ~efine clear. operational programs, and institutional poli
Cies, for achievement of the objectives within specific time 
periods; and 31 
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• Determine the level of resources required to meet the min
imum goals. 

"Unless such practical steps are taken by the governments in 
developing societies," McNamara reiterated, "the hope to re
duce absolute poverty simply cannot be translated into effective 
action. Certainly no external development agency-no matter 
how helpful-can substitute for the internal political resolve 
necessary to take these steps. But once that firm resolve is evi
dent, then the international community must support these 
politically difficult decisions with comparable courage and gen
erosity." 

MeN amara concluded his address on a sober note. 
"We must be candid about the choices that confront us. 

There are no easy alternatives. But to relax in the development 
effort, to lose momentum, to procrastinate, to let problems fester 
and grow worse-that choice can benefit neither us, nor those 
others who must follow after us. 

"We know who those others are. They are our children. 
"Will their world be more rational, more compassionate, 

more peaceful, more human? 
"That choice is more ours than theirs. For the options are 

closing, and the inevitable chain of consequences is already 
underway. 

"The time, then, to act is now. It is an opportunity that will 
not return." 

1979: 
MeN amara sounded the same serious note as he began his 

Annual Meeting address in Belgrade the following year. 
"We meet this year as one turbulent decade draws to a close, 

and what promises to be an even more critical one is about to 
begin. 

"We need not be reminded that the economic strains of the 
1970s have been more severe than any since the disruption of 
World War II and the global depression that preceded it. But 
the truth is that the problems that will confront us all in the 
1980s are almost certain to be more difficult. More difficult be
cause with the loss of irrecoverable time the easier solutions to 
these problems have begun to disappear. 

"What we will be left with in the decade ahead are increas
ingly painful dilemmas that can no longer be ignored or post-

poned. We are going to have to decide-and decide soon-if we 
can really afford to continue temporizing with severe develop
ment problems that are getting worse rather than better." 

MeN amara reviewed the progress of the Second Development 
Decade, the 1970s, and the international community's official 
strategy that had put such emphasis on reaching certain overall 
performance targets. Not only were there going to be serious 
shortfalls in achieving these goals, but the overall performance 
statistics themselves obscured very significant differences be
tween various groups of countries. 

Income grew the least in the 1970s, he stressed, where it was 
needed the most: in the poorest countries, containing over half 
the population of the developing world. The economies of most 
of these nations, with hundreds of millions of their people al
ready trapped in absolute poverty, had scarcely advanced at all. 

"In the end effective development strategies revolve essen
tially around policy choices . . . It seems to me, therefore, that 
a more practical approach for DDIII planning would be to con
sider in detail the hard policy choices that the developing and 
developed countries alike are going to have to confront in the 
Eighties and beyond if fundamental development objectives are 
to be realized." 

These policy choices would, he said, inevitably have to deal 
with such immense and complicated problems as population 
growth, food production, employment creation, urbanization, 
reducing absolute poverty, and expanding international trade 
and financial flows. 

McNamara commented on all of these problems during the 
course of the address, as well as on the World Bank's own in
volvement with them, and underscored again the need for a 
basic understanding between the developed and developing 
countries over essentials. One of the principal frustrations of the 
North-South Dialogue had been that it had become so bogged 
down in arguments over the means that it had tended to lose 
sight of the ends. 

"Such an understanding," he argued, "is all the more neces
sary because we simply do not yet possess the same instruments 
of implementation at the international level which are avail
able-and taken for granted-at the national level. 

"There is obviously no global planning system, no world 
treasury based on international taxation, and no central budget
ing machinery to allocate governmental financial resources. 33 
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"It is possible--even likely-that some of these institutions 
will eventually evolve. Certainly the realities of our increasing 
interdependence ought to move us all towards less arbitrary 
and hopefully more rational management of global resources. 

"In the interim we must shape and improve the institutions 
and the system we have as wisely as we can." 

1980: 
When Robert MeN amara walked to the lectern on Septem

ber 30, 1980, it was exactly 12 years to the day that he had first 
addressed the Board of Governors at the World Bank's Annual 
Meeting. In June of 1980 he had informed the Executive Di
rectors that he would retire from the service of the Bank in 
June of 1981. The huge audience, then, knew that this was to 
be his valedictory address, and they expected it to be some
thing memorable. It was. 

"This is the thirteenth, and final, address" he began, "that 
I will have the privilege of making in this forum. The occasion, 
I believe, places on me a special responsibility, and hence what 
I will have to say this morning will be particularly frank and 
candid, especially as it relates to the future role of the World 
Bank." 

Recalling that over the past dozen years the World Bank 
Group's lending program had expanded dramatically its level of 
financial assistance to the developing world from approximately 
$1 billion in FY1968 to more than $12 billion in FY1980, 
McNamara pointed out that the Bank's policy had not been sim
ply to do more, but rather "we wanted to do more of what 
would contribute most to our member countries' evolving devel
opment needs." 

There had been major qualitative change in the Bank's lend
ing, and in its development policies. The change arose out of the 
understanding that "if the absolute poor had to wait for the 
benefits of overall economic growth to trickle down to them, 
their incomes and welfare would inch forward at an intolerably 
slow pace." 

Throughout the 1970s the Bank had made a determined 
effort to help its developing member countries to devise policies 
and investment programs to assist the poor in their societies to 
become more productive, and to assure an equitable distribution 
of basic services to them. 

·--~ --- -,...-- ~ 

In the FY1964-68 period, such loans from the Bank had 
amounted on average to only $60 million per year, and ac
counted for less than 5% of total lending. In FY1980 they had 
grown to $3,565 million, and accounted for over 30% of total 
lending. 

In FY1980 alone the Bank approved agricultural and rural 
development projects to raise the productivity, and thereby the 
incomes, of 29 million people, including 18 million of the 
world's poorest-and to increase food production by 6 million 
tons per annum. 

But, added MeN amara, investments in highways, electric 
power, and other traditional infrastructure and production in
vestments remain "vital to development." They are, he empha
sized, "basic to strengthening the foundations of growth, and to 
expanding employment opportunities and enhancing the in
comes of all members of society." 

While the Bank reduced the share of lending to these sectors, 
MeN amara explained, it substantially increased its absolute 
volume. Bank lending for traditional infrastructure projects 
grew from an annual average of $700 million in 1964-68 to 
$4.4 billion in 1980; and for traditional production projects, 
from $350 million to $3.5 billion. 

Only by raising its overall level of lending was the Bank able 
to meet its member countries' new development needs without 
neglecting their traditional requirements. This would clearly 
continue to be the case throughout the 1980s and beyond. 

The Bank's lending program for FY1981-85 had originally 
been drawn up in early 1977. But four events had intervened 
in the meantime that had invalidated the underlying assumptions 
of that program. These were: 

1. A much greater inflation rate than had been projected in 
1977. 

2. The unexpected doubling of oil prices over the past 18 
months, and restricted growth in the oil-importing devel
oping country exports to the nations of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), re
sulting in huge current account deficits and the critical 
requirement for new structural adjustments. 

3. The resulting need-both in their own interest, as well as 
that of the world community-for these oil-importing 
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developing countries to invest in and develop their own 
domestic energy resources. 

4. The change in the representation of China in the Bank, 
increasing by 45% -approximately a billion individuals
the number of people who now needed, who now desired, 
and who were now entitled to have World Bank lending. 

"What we need to do now," McNamara urged, "is to reach 
broad agreement on the following objective." 

The Bank should: 

• Increase its lending program in order to offset fully the 
higher-than-anticipated inflation levels; 

• Finance structural adjustment, but not at the cost of reduc
ing the development finance already planned for the oil
importing developing countries; 

• Assist in financing an expanded energy development pro
gram, but not at the cost of cutting its assistance to other 
equally vital programs; and 

• Respond to the development needs of China, but not at the 
cost of its other borrowers. 

"All of this can be done," MeN amara emphasized, "in a 
manner that takes full account of the current budgetary con
straints faced by governments of the developed nations, pro
vided we make full use of the potential of the Bank's capital 
base, and facilitate the use of the large private resources avail
able for sound investment opportunities." 

McNamara concluded his address by noting that through the 
support of its member governments the World Bank over the 
past ten years had become by far the world's largest and most 
influential development institution. That was important. But 
what was far more important, he said, was what had transpired 
throughout the developing world in the millions of individual 
lives that the institution had touched. 

"What these countless millions of the poor need and want is 
what each of us needs and wants: the well-being of those they 
love; a better future for their children; an end to injustice; and a 
beginning of hope. 

"We do not see their faces, we do not know their names, we 
cannot count their number. But they are there. And their lives 
have been touched by us. And ours by them." 

As McNamara spoke these words his voice broke with emo
tion. He paused, and with difficulty concluded his address with 
this final passage: 

"And now-if I may-let me add a purely personal note. 
These past 13 years have been the most stimulating of my life. 
I wouldn't have traded them for anything. And I want to say 
to all of you how deeply grateful I am for the privilege of having 
served with you throughout these years. 

"This World Bank-born out of the ruins of World War 11-
has grown into one of the world's most constructive instruments 
of human aspiration and progress. And yet, it has only barely 
begun to develop its full potential for service and assistance. 
There is so much more it can do, so much more it ought to do 
to assist those who need its help. 

"Each one of us can help make that happen. And how can 
we begin? We must begin-as the founders of this great insti
tution began-with vision. With clear, strong, bold vision. 

"George Bernard Shaw put it perfectly: 'You see things, and 
say why? But I dream things that never were, and I say why 
not?' " 

MeN amara, by now almost unable to speak, left the rostrum, 
as the huge audience rose to its feet and gave him what even the 
restrained New Y ark Times described as "a thunderous ova
tion." 

A very moving moment had passed, but in the minds of many 
that day there remained the question: had an era ended . . . or, 
in McNamara's words, had it just barely begun? 
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The McNamara Legacy 

As is obvious, any serious examination of the principal public 
statements of Mr. MeN amara reveals an evolving and wide
ranging set of insights on international development. His think
ing is rich and complex. But if one were arbitrarily to limit one
self to perhaps a dozen major themes from these sources, the 
following points-some explicit, some implicit-would clearly 
emerge from such a survey. 

I. The fundamental nature of development 

MeN amara does not view development exclusively as "eco
nomic progress," but rather as something more fundamental. 
"Development is clearly not simply economic progress measured 
in terms of gross national product. It is something much more 
basic. It is essentially human development; that is, the individ
ual's realization of his or her own inherent potential." On the 
scale, then, of human activities, development is of immense im
portance, and should rightfully command priority. "Develop
ment is about people. The only criterion for measuring its ulti
mate success or failure is what it does to enhance the lives of 
individual human beings." 

II. The role in development of the concept of equity 

MeN amara sees the concept of equity as central to the devel
opment process. He believes that our own era in human history 
is characterized by that concept's gradually becoming more 
universal and compelling. "If we look around the world today 
realistically," he says, "it is evident that the desire for a greater 
degree of equity-for a more just and reasonable equality of 
opportunity among individuals, both within nations and between 
nations-is becoming a major concern of our time. 

"It is a trend that has been gathering momentum for cen
tury or more. The rise of the labor union movement, the drive 
against racial discrimination, the expansion of civil rights, the 
enhancement of the status of women-these and similar move
ments have all had an ingredient in common: the surge towards 
greater social justice and more equitable economic oppor
tunity." 

"If the rich nations do not act," he says, "through both aid 
and trade to diminish the widening imbalance between their 
own collective wealth and the aggregate poverty of the poor 
nations, development simply cannot succeed within any accept
able time frame. The community of nations will only become 
more dangerously fragmented into the privileged and the de
prived, the self-satisfied and the frustrated, the complacent and 
the bitter. It will not be an international atmosphere conducive 
to tranquillity. 

"The developed nations, then, must do more to promote at 
least minimal equity in the distribution of wealth among nations. 
But the developing nations must do more as well. Their internal 
equity problems are no less important than those of the interna
tional community at large. In the developing nation's pursuit 
of rapid economic growth, the poorest 40% of their populations 
are being largely left behind." 

"Governments exist to promote the welfare of all of their 
citizens-not just that of a privileged few. Absolute egalitarian
ism is as chimerical as absolute laissez-faire, but what is certain 
is that absolute human degradation-when it reaches the pro
portions of 30 to 40% of an entire citizenry-cannot be 
ignored, cannot be suppressed, and cannot be tolerated for too 
long a time by any government hoping to preserve civil order." 

III. Development comprises a twofold task: to accelerate 
economic growth, and to eradicate absolute poverty 

MeN amara believes that these two objectives must be pri
mary elements of any sound overall development strategy. "The 
two goals," he emphasizes, "are intrinsically related, though 
governments are often tempted to pursue one without adequate 
attention to the other. But from a development point of view 
that approach always fails in the end. The pursuit of growth 
without a reasonable concern for equity is ultimately socially 
destabilizing, and often violently so. And the pursuit of equity 
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without a reasonable concern for growth merely tends to redis
tribute economic stagnation. Neither pursuit, taken by itself, can 
lead to sustained, successful development." 

IV. The characteristics and dimensions of absolute poverty 

MeN amara stresses over and over again that absolute poverty 
is "a condition of life so limited by illiteracy, malnutrition, dis
ease, high infant-mortality, and low life-expectancy as to be 
beneath any rational definition of decency." It denies its victims 
the very potential of the genes with which they were born. In 
effect, it is life at the margin of physical existence. 

"Malnutrition saps their energy, stunts their bodies, and 
shortens their lives. Illiteracy darkens their minds, and fore
closes their futures. Preventable diseases maim and kill their 
children. Squalor and ugliness pollute and poison their sur
roundings. The miraculous gift of life itself, and all its intrinsic 
potential-so promising and rewarding for us-is eroded and 
reduced for them to a desperate effort to survive." 

"Compared to those fortunate enough to live in the developed 
countries, individuals in the poorest nations have: an infant 
mortality rate eight times higher; a life expectancy one-third 
lower; an adult literacy rate 60% less; a nutritional level, for 
one out of every two in the population, below minimum stand
ards; and for millions of infants, less protein than is sufficient 
to permit optimum development of the brain." 

"And when we reflect on this profile of poverty in the devel
oping world we have to remind ourselves that we are not talking 
about merely a tiny minority of unfortunates-a miscellaneous 
collection of the losers in life-a regrettable but insignificant 
exception to the rule. On the contrary, we are talking about 
hundreds of millions of human beings-40% of the total popu
lation of over 100 countries." 

V. The key to reducing absolute poverty 

MeN amara insists that any successful effort to combat pov
erty in the developing countries has to do two basic things: 
assist the poor to increase their productivity; and assure their 
access to essential public services. "Unless specific efforts are 
made to help them realize their productive potential, no feasible 
degree of traditional welfare or simple redistribution of already 

inadequate national wealth can fundamentally alter the circum
stances that impoverish them." 

"A critical component of that approach is for governments of 
developing countries to provide better access for the absolute 
poor in their societies to essential public services, particularly 
basic education, primary health care, and clean water. These 
fundamental services-combined with the better shelter and 
nutrition that improved incomes can afford-are the key to the 
poor's being able to meet their own basic needs." 

"Not only are essential public services often out of financial 
and geographic reach of the poor, but such facilities as are in 
place may be so inappropriately designed as to be virtually 
irrelevant to their needs: impressive four-lane highways, but too 
few market roads; elaborate curative-care hospitals, but too few 
preventive-care rural clinics; prestigious institutions of higher 
learning, but too few village ·teracy programs. 

"Public services that ar6':designed modestly and at low cost 
per unit will almost certainly end by serving the privileged few 
rather than the deprived many. To reverse this trend, govern
ments must be prepared to make tough and politically sensitive 
decisions, and to reallocate scarce resources into less elabo
rate-but more broadly based-delivery systems that can get 
the services to the poor, and the poor to the services." 

VI. The importance of the population issue 

There is no question that McNamara considers it critically 
important that the developing countries find and apply a ra
tional and humane solution to their population problem. "To 
put it simply: the greatest single obstacle to the economic and 
social advancement of the majority of the peoples in the under
developed world is rampant population growth. Having said 
that, let me make one point unmistakably clear: the solution of 
the population problem is in no way a substitute for the more 
traditional forms of developmental assistance: aid for economic 
infrastructure; aid for agriculture; aid for industrialization; aid 
for education; aid for technological advance. The underdevel
oped world needs investment capital for a whole gamut of pro
ductive projects. But nothing would be more unwise than to 
allow these projects to fail because they are finally overwhelmed 
by a tidal wave of population." 41 
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Vll. The dangers to both developed and developing 
countries of trade protectionism 

MeN amara's view is that unless the international community 
resists-and rolls back-the trade protectionism that has been 
growing in recent years, everyone will be the ultimate loser. 
"Just as the developing countries have begun to demonstrate 
their natural comparative advantage in certain labor-intensive 
manufactures, a new threat of protectionism is gathering mo
mentum in the developed world. This is both inequitable and 
shortsighted since it denies the developing countries the only 
long-range economic strategy that can ultimately decrease their 
dependence on foreign assistance. 

"Already the developing world constitutes an important and 
growing market for the exports of the industrialized nations, 
stimulating demand and helping hasten their own economic 
recovery. But if the developing countries are to import even 
more goods and services from the OECD nations-which they 
both need and want to do-then they must be allowed in return 
to export more to those same nations in order to earn the foreign 
exchange necessary to do so. 

"In the end, excessive protectionism is self -defeating for 
everyone: for consumers, who are denied less expensive, and 
hence less inflationary, imports; and for producers, who are 
denied competitive access to expanding markets. 

"What is required is a more rational framework of interna
tional trade that will reduce protectionism on both sides by 
promoting the dismantling of non-tariff barriers, and by broad
ening the scope of true comparative advantage. In the industrial 
countries this will require initiating adjustment procedures that 
can ease the shift of capital and labor away from marginal in
dustries into more competitive and productive sectors." 

VIII. The moral case for development assistance 

MeN amara believes that though there are many grounds for 
development assistance, the moral case is the basic one. "There 
are, of course, many sound reasons for development assistance. 
But the fundamental case is, I believe, the moral one. The 
whole of human history has recognized the principle that the 
rich and powerful have a moral obligation to assist the poor 
and the weak. That is what the sense of community is all 

about-any community: the community of the family, the com
munity of the nation, the community of nations itself. 

"Moral principles, if they are really sound-and this one 
clearly is-are also practical ways to proceed. Social justice is 
not simply an abstract ideal. It is a sensible way of making life 
more livable for everyone." 

IX. The national-interest case for development assistance 

MeN amara concedes that the moral argument for the devel
oped nations to assist the developing countries does not per
suade everyone. For those citizens in a developed nation who 
prefer arguments that appeal to national self-interest, he points 
out that there are some very strong ones. In this passage he uses 
the example of the United States, but in other passages he has 
cited the same kind of specific statistics for other OECD nations. 

"Exports provide one out of every eight jobs in U.S. manu
facturing, and they take the output of one out of every three 
acres of U.S. farm land-and roughly one-third of these exports 
are now going to the developing countries. Indeed, the U.S. 
now exports more to the developing countries than it does to 
Western Europe, Eastern Europe, China, and the Soviet Union 
combined. 

"Further, the U.S. now gets increasing quantities of its raw 
materials from the developing world-more than 50% of its 
tin, rubber, and manganese plus very substantial amounts of 
tungsten and cobalt, to say nothing of its oil. The U.S. economy, 
then, increasingly depends on the ability of the developing 
nations both to purchase its exports, and to supply it with im
portant raw materials. And the same sort of relationship of 
mutual interdependence exists between the other industrialized 
countries-the Common Market, and Japan-and the develop
ing world. 

"Thus, for the developed nations to do more to assist the 
developing countries is not merely the right thing to do, it is 
also increasingly the economically advantageous thing to do." 

X. The developing world has made unprecedented progress 
in the past quarter century, but continues to face 
very critical problems 

McNamara believes that the progress in the developing world 
since 1950 demonstrates an immense achievement, but that 
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very serious difficulties remain to be solved. "If one looks ob
jectively at the developing world's economic record during the 
past quarter century, it is impressive. It surpasses the perform
ance of the present industrialized nations for any comparable 
period of their own development." 

"Nor was the achievement exclusively economic. Important 
social progress was made as well. Average life expectancy, for 
example, was expanded from about 40 years to 50 years. 
Though 50 is still 30% lower than the longevity currently en
joyed in the industrialized nations, it took Western Europe a 
century to achieve what the developing nations did in 25 years." 

"These emerging societies have also succeeded in increasing 
the literacy of their peoples. Twenty-five years ago 65 million 
children were in primary school. Today, 260 million are. Then, 
only 7 million were in secondary and higher institutions. Today, 
65 million are. In 1950, only a third of their adult population 
could read and write. Today, more than a half can. Much of 
this social progress was possible because the real per capita 
income of the developing world had more than doubled during 
the period." 

"But the unexpectedly high average rate of growth conceals 
significant differences between groups of countries. 

"The poorest nations have done only half as well as the 
middle-income group. Crippled by serious disadvantages, these 
societies have witnessed their growth gradually diminish. And 
collectively they contain more than half the total population of 
the developing world. 

"In the middle-income countries, the rates of growth have 
been better, but here too the averages obscure sharply skewed 
income patterns. Far too many in these societies-as in the 
poorest nations-have been able neither to contribute much to 
economic growth, nor to share equitably in its benefits. Devel
opment has passed them by. 

"The tragedy of the absolute poor is that they are trapped in 
a set of social and economic circumstances that they cannot 
break out of by their own efforts alone. Hundreds of millions of 
them cannot read or write; are seriously malnourished; have no 
access to adequate medical care; are without adequate shelter; 
and have no meaningful work. Their basic human needs are 
simply not met. 

"For these hundreds of millions, development has failed. It 
will continue to fail unless the dynamics of absolute poverty are 
dealt with directly, and reversed. 

"There are two essential things that must be done. The rate 
of economic growth of the developing nations must be acceler
ated. And more of the benefits of that growth must be channeled 
towards helping the absolute poor meet their basic human 
needs." 

XI. The World Bank is an international developm.ent 
institution, not a philanthropic organization 

MeN amara believes that there is no inherent contradiction 
between the World Bank being a well-run, hard-headed, pru
dent, and careful investor of other people's money, and at the 
same time being a socially responsible development institution, 
sensitive to the needs of basic human welfare. In the 35 years 
of lending operations, the Bank has never lost a penny, and its 
earnings throughout that period total $4.7 billion, including 
$588 million in FY1980. His view is that the greatest contribu
tion the World Bank's staff can make to development is to 
help the developing countries use their scarce resources as effec
tively as possible. 

"Now how can we help lift this burden of absolute poverty 
from off the backs of a billion people? That is a problem we 
have been dealing with at the World Bank intensively for the 
past six or seven years. 

"It is clear that we in the richer countries cannot do it by 
our own efforts. Nor can they, the masses in the poorest coun
tries, do it by their own efforts alone. There must be a partner
ship between a comparatively small contribution in money and 
skills from the developed world, and the developing world's 
determination both to increase its rate of economic growth, and 
to channel more of the benefits of that growth to the absolute 
poor. 

"Most of the effort must come from the developing countries' 
own governments. By and large they are making that effort. 

"In the past decade, the poor nations have financed over 
80% of their development investments out of their own meager 
incomes. But it is true they must make even greater efforts. 
They have invested too little in agriculture, too little in popula
tion planning, and too little in essential public services. And too 45 
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much of what they have invested has benefited only a privileged 
few. That calls for policy reforms, and that is, of course, always 
politically difficult. 

"In any event, whatever the degree of neglect the govern
ments in the poor countries have been responsible for, it has 
been more than matched by the failure of the developed nations 
to assist them adequately in the development task." 

"The current account deficits of the oil-importing developing 
countries have risen dramatically. The increase in these deficits 
is the mirror image of a portion of the rise in the surpluses of 
the oil-exporting nations. A major objective of the world's inter
mediation effort to deal with these surpluses must be to assure 
that appropriate portions of them flow, directly or indirectly, 
back to these developing countries. 

"The assistance the developing societies will need in the 
1980s-both to alleviate their burden of absolute poverty, and 
to facilitate the structural changes in their economies required 
by the changes in the external environment-is much larger 
than was projected before the events of the past 18 months . . . 
That is why all previously planned programs of international 
assistance, including that of the Bank, must be reexamined in 
order to determine how the most urgent needs of the developing 
world can be met. 

"It is in this perspective that the future level of World Bank 
lendin_g, and the nature of its operating policies, should be re
viewed. The Bank clearly cannot do everything. Nor should it 
try to. But neither can it be allowed to fail in its basic responsi
bility toward its developing member countries." 

XII. The President of the World Bank has a teaching role 
as well as a financial and managerial responsibility 

Though aware of the sensitivities involved, MeN amara clearly 
felt a strong responsibility to use the presidency of the World 
Bank as a unique podium from which to say candidly to the 
world those things he felt needed saying on the subject of 
development. 

What is remarkable is that he was able to say things about the 
performance of both the developed and developing countries 
that almost no one else of international stature in the world 
today could or would say and still be listened to with respect 
and credibility. But he saw it as his task to be rigorously objec-

tive, and to tell both the rich and poor nations what the develop
ment facts were, and consequently where their respective duties 
lay. 

One commentator in the press observed that "the poor coun
tries like to think of Mr. McNamara as an Old Testament 
prophet who emerges occasionally from periods of meditation to 
rail against the rich nations for their stinginess." Another termed 
him a "planet-saver . . . a public figure with world vision, an 
evangelical bent, and a realization of what an endangered spe
cies mankind is." Still another called him "a kind of conscience 
for the rich nations." 

But if McNamara was a conscience, it was not for the rich 
nations alone. He repeatedly made the point to the developing 
countries that they bore the chief responsibility for their own 
economic progress, and that it was their task to see that all the 
groups in their societies both contributed more to national devel
opment and shared more equitably in its benefits. 

He called on the governments of the developing countries to 
take those politically tough and courageous decisions that give 
the absolute poor better access to essential public services, and 
that help them to enhance their own productivity. But he always 
matched that plea with one directed to the governments of the 
developed nations that they exercise comparable political cour
age and make available greater development assistance to those 
developing countries willing to carry out these difficult tasks. 

He stressed over and over again that no outside development 
assistance could substitute for the internal domestic efforts that 
the developing societies themselves must make, but he was 
equally insistent that for the developed nations to deny reason
able assistance was short-sighted, inequitable, and ultimately 
self -defeating. 

In his final address to the Board of Governors-representing 
the entire membership of the Bank, rich and poor nations alike 
-he made the point with his characteristic candor. Absolute 
poverty, he said, "is an open insult to the human dignity of us 
all: to the poor themselves, because simply as human beings 
they have deserved better; and to all of us in this room, for we 
have collectively had it in our power to do more to fight poverty, 
and we have failed to do so." 

But if MeN amara believed that not nearly enough had yet 
been done to rid the world of the intolerable indecency of pov- 47 
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erty, he recognized that progress had been made. Towards the 
close of that last address, he put the matter modestly. 

"None of us, of course, can pretend that our understanding of 
the complexities of the poverty problem is complete. We are all 
still learning. But I believe we can take a measure of satisfaction 
that many governments and institutions throughout the interna
tional development community, including this Bank, are begin
ning to think about poverty in a more thoughtful way than they 
did a decade ago. And they are beginning to ask themselves how 
they can reshape their own efforts to deal with it more effec
tively." 

He was right, but much too modest. The view that there need 
not be a punitive trade-off between economic growth and equity, 
and that there were workable solutions to the plight of the abso
lute poor, had gained wide acceptance in both the developing 
and developed nations. It had helped reshape development 
strategy in dozens of societies, and had resulted in a substantial 
thrust in the Bank's own lending program toward investments 
specifically designed to raise the productivity of the poor, and 
assure them access to essential public services. 

Clearly he was right: many governments and institutions, in
cluding the Bank-not to mention an immense audience all 
around the world-had begun to think about poverty in a more 
profound and practical way. 

It was due largely to his own dedicated leadership. And in the 
end it might well turn out to be the most lasting achievement of 
all of this very extraordinary man. 

- J 
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DURING the more than 12 years 
._ ( 1947 to 1959) that \Vilfred Mc

Neil was U.S. Defense Department 
Comptroller, he regularly pointed out 
to whoever would listen that "power 
flows where the money goes." That 
truism accounts in large measure for the 
full-time representation in \Vashington, 
D.C., ,of envoys from several major 
U.S. states and even cities, as well as 
the headquarters being there for many 
special interest associations. The truism 
is also a significant factor in the annual 
contesting by U.S. Executive Branch 
agencies with each other for a piece of 
the biggest moneypot of them . an, that 
controlled by Congress. 

The adage is no less true on an inter
national scale. And while the United 
Nations, in its political arena, may have 
achieved little more than a long series of 
inconclusive debates, its financial affil
iates have been the catalyst for accom
plishing a great deal. Some examples: 
• A $23.5-·million, 25-year loan at 
seven percent per annum (after 1 0 years 
grace) to Kenya in September will make 
possible the completion of a 1 ,000-mile 
highway ·construction, .. pr,ogram, which 
in turn \~ill boost both agricultural de
velopment and tourism. 
• A $55-minion, 50-year credit to India 
will help the- country build up its rail
way transportation system. 
o In snm, the International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (com
monly called the World Bank) and its 
sister, Intern:1tional Development Asso
ciation (IDA). have, through loans and 
credits just in the five years between 
July 1964 and June 1969, made commit
ments totaling $6.424 biliion for 357 
projects in 84 countries permitting
creation or rehabilitation of irrigation 
and drainage systems for more than 29 
million acres of land; construction or 
improvement of schools for more than 
635,000 students; installation of more 
than 12,000 megawatts of new electric
ity generating capacity and nearly 1.4 
million subscriber telephone lines; con
struction or improvement of nearly 
12,000 miles of roads; provision by 
Bank-assisted development finance com
panies for nearly $1.7 billion in local 
assistance covering more than 11,000 
projects. 

Yet, for all those impressive numbe' :<: , 
they represent only the beginnings of a 
significant whack at the problem. More 
importantly, just as the \Vorld Bank has 
begtm to revitalize. reorient and speed 
up its program, it is bumping into in
creased opposition or. worse, a ho-hum 
lethargy from many directions. 

In sum, just as all the complex parts 
and cogent strategies were beginning to 
jell on how tbc relatively rich industrial
ized nations of the world could best help 
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the poor nations up out of poverty, 
member-nations - most notably the 
United States-have become very chary 
about investing. Just as bad: That nega
tive attitude .is based mostly on misin
formation. 

Summed up the report "Partners in 
Development" of the Commission on 
International Development* this Fall: 

"Although external resources· as a 
whole have only financed some 15 per-

' . LOANS AND CREDITS: Amounts by Ari:ltl 
(Mif!.ion US dollars) 

5 Year Average 1 %4~1 9€~ 

W/ // ~ IDA Cwlits 
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cent of the investrnent of developing 
countries, and foreign aid probably c•nly 
about 10 percent, their contributior to 
the transfer of technology and to the 
breaking of bottlenecks, especially .:or
eign exchange shortages, has been very 
important. Except for oil exporting 
countries, all fast growers have had sub
stantial inflows of foreign resources. On 
the other hand, foreign aid has not al
ways stimulated economic growth. This 
is not surprising since it has been given 
for many purposes besides that of pro
moting development. 

"In recent years the volume of aid has 
stagnated, the term~; have hardened and 
the -conditions have becOJ!l more re
strictive. This is happeninf at a time 
·when the success of many developing 
countries has greatly increa~ed their ca
pacity to utilize additiona1 resources 

effectively. To overcome the obstacles 
and take advantage of the opportunities 
for further growth will require that aid, 
trade and investment policies are inte
grated , in a· single strategy, which rests 
firmly upon the performance of the de
veloping countries themselves and the 
sustained commitment of the richer 
countries." 

Neither the Commission nor the 
~orld Bank's present leadership is at 

19&9 
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a1l optimistic that what they consider the 
"right" thing will happen. Noted for
mer Canadian Prime Minister Lester 
Pearson: 

"International support for develop~ 
ment is now flagging. In some of the 
rich countries its feasibility, even its 
very purpose, is in question. The cli
mate surrounding foreign aid programs 
is heavy with disillusion and distrust. 
This is not true everywhere. Indeed, 
there are countries in which the oppo
site is true. (At about the time this 
statement was released, four regional 
development banks-the Inter-Ameri
can, the Asian, the African and the 
Central American -were announcing 
they intended to increase their regional 
support.) Nevertheless, we have reached 
a point of crisis. 

"The question which now arises _ is 
whether the rich and developed nations 
will continue their efforts to assist the 

*Chaired by former Canadian Prime developing countries or whether they 
Minister Lester Pearson, Commission will allow the structure built up for de
members included the United King- velopment cooperation to deteriorate 
dom's Sir Edward Boyle, Brazil's Ro- and fall apart. The signs are not pro
berto de Oliveira Campos, C. Douglas pitious. In the last years of this decade, 
Dillon of the U.S., West Germany's the volume of foreign official aid has 
Wilfried Guth, Jamaica's W. Arthur been stagnant. At no time during this 
Lewis, Robert i\far}olin of France and period has it kept pace with the growth 
Saburo Okita of Japan. Their report is of national product in the '"'ealthy na
the result of an //-month study, grew tions. In fact, the commitments by the 
out of a typical!;• McNamara request to United States, which has been much the 
find oilf "where we've been and wh ere largest provider of aid funds, are de-
we ought to go from here." ___ clining. There, and in some other de-
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velopcd countries, we have encountered 
a spirit of disenchantment." 

As if to back him up; Congressman 
John R. Rarick of Louisiana rarcd up 
on Capitol Hill and warned his com
patriots: "Past experience proves that . 
the international bankers usc their full 
power to confuse, persuade and ma
neuver the American people to ~ccom
plish international aims .... It becomes 
more a·nd more imperative that (we) 

wisely; they always will be; the~·eforc, 

aid will never solve the problems be
cause the ailments are inherent in the 
weakness of the people. In fact, 85 
percent on the average of the develop
ment comes from the resources of the 
developing nation itself. In Africa, for 
instance, government leadership gen
erally has been very impressive at hus
banding its limited wealth, putting those 
resources to the best overall growth use. 

$ 496,800,000 
Reconstruction 

4, 178,100,000 
Electric Power 

f~ 127,80 0,000 

l ' ransporta tion 
r----------------P,~:"'Z/~~i~§!j 768,800,000 

186,900,000 

3,951,550,00 0 

Communications 
~ 119,100,000 

1,167,900,000 
Agriculture 

,;~1 400,500,000 

1,964,310,000 
Industry 

~ 46,100,000 

General Development & Program loans 
552

·
300

•
000 

1----------------~·::....:tj~:;~c~ 58o,ooo.ooo 

Water Supply 
108,800,000 

37,600,000 

92,200,000 
Education Proje cts 

~~ 162,100,000 

900,000 
Project Preparati Dn 

~~ 7,700,000 

Technical Assista nce 
4,000,000 

International Fin a nee Corporation 
100,000,000 

::~,;.; Bank loanst $12,799,760,000 IDA Credits1 

1 Thc figures are rounded and are net of cancellations, reftmdings and terminations tota/"ng 
$306,763,396 of Bank loans and $46,303,860 of IDA credits. 

loans and credits of the World Bank and International Development Association are 
listed in U.S. dollars. 

become alerted to crafty pr~·motions if 
(we) are to continue representing (our) 
constituents rather than the predeter
mined ·programs of the powerful World 
Bank cartel." 

Rarick is not a minority of one by 
any means. The U.S. generally is in an 

· anti-world-involvement frame of mind 
right now, provoked in part by the 
frustration in Vietnam, in part by hear
ing over the years a steady barrage of 
fright stories about how U.S. aid dollars . 
have reportedly been misspent, wasted 
or fallen into the "wrong hands." The 
sad fact, to high-level World Bank offi
cials, is that much of "Aid's" bad image 
is the result of rich-nation taxpayers 
having been given bad information and, 
noted one observer philosophically: 
"You can't expect people to behave 
responsibly if they don't know what the 
facts are." 

Among the anomalies: 
l-As already noted, much of the 

concerned populatiou of wealthy na
tions has the impression that the bulk of 
poor-nation growth comes from aid. 
Thus, goes the reasoning, persons in 
developing nations are incapable of 
handling most of their own affairs 
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2-According to a recent poll, U.S. 
citizens believe generally they are al
ready contributing about one percent of 
the Nation's Gross National Product 
(GNP) to aid for the developing na
tions. The World Bank would be de
lighted if that were true s'ince that ·is 
about what all rich nations .mpposedly 
can comfortably afford, according to 
most banking experts. In f:r:t, at 0.39 
percent in 1968, the U.S. is supporting 
aid at a pace, and one falling off at that, 
only slightly over half the interim per
cent-of-GNP goal set for tpe world's 
rich nations to reach by 1975, i.e. 0. 70 
percent. ' 

Nor is that goal, recommended by the 
Pearson Commission, likely to be met 
simply because ( 1) other developed na
tions (some 14 of them) which con
tribute to aid have a tendency to follow 
the U.S. exampl~; (2) since the U.S. 
contribution is such a significant part 
of the total package, the present U.S. 
downturn in aid participation can have 
a deadening effect on growth ali by 
itself. 

3-As to waste, the real question
as the Commis.;ion properly pointed 
out-should not be whether some funds 

have been misdirected, which they have, 
but whether the number of mistakes is 
as acceptable a percentage of total ac
tivity in the aid business as it would be 
in any endeavor. Indeed, if anything, 
the economic aid field has more oppor
tunities in it for stumbles than most 
other programs. 

For one thing, developing countries 
vary enormously in size, ethnic and eco
nomic complexity. The problems of 
India with a 530-million population are 
not precisely the same in either size or 

' order of problem priorities as those of 
Gambia with 300,000 persons. And 
what Malta needs, with over 2,600 in
habitants per square mile, is not the 
same as Mauritania with a density of 
three.. Gabon owns some of the richest 
mineral deposits in the world, while 
nearby Chad has none; Yemen is largely 
arid desert, while Indonesia is mostly 

· rain forest. 
The challenge to right judgment 

would be tough enough on that score 
alone. But added to it, as the Commis
sion pointed out, is ' that aid has some
times been given not solely with the goal 
of providing help, but often with some 
more immediate political gain in mind. 
(A fact which has prompted some ob
servers to note the startling similarity 

V\forld Bank Group: 
Who Does 'hat? 

The World Bank Group consists of 
three international financial institu
tions, the Bank itself (formal1y, the 
International Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development) and two affiliates, 
the International Development Asso
ciation (IDA) and the International 
Finance Corp. (IFC). Each has its 
own special function,- but all are de
voted to the same general objective
the promotion of economic develop
ment. 

The World Bank, oldest of the three 
elements, makes loans to governments, 
or with a government guarantee, at 
conventional rates of interest for high
priority projects designed to increase 
output of useful goods and services 
and to raise standards of living. IDA 
does much the same thing but confines 
its assistance mainly to countries where 
per capita incomes are low and loans 
can only be made by placing a lighter 
repayment burden on the borrowing 
country. 

IFC supplements the activities of the 
Bank by making and encouraging 
investments on commercial terms in 
productive private enterprises in de
veloping member-countries. The 
World Bank was set up in 1945, IFC 
in 1956 and IDA in 1960 (following a 
suggestion for jt two years earlier by 
Oklahoma Senator Mike Monroney). 

GOVERNMENT EXECUTIVE 



between failures in the foreign aid busi
ness and U.S. failures trying, ostensibly, 
to rebuild domestic ghettoes but, often, 
actually handing out dollars in the vain 
hope of quieting a clis.siclent clutch of 
impoverished citizens.) 

Jf that isn't enough fertile ground for 
aiel foul-ups, add the simple lack of ex
perience. Noted the Commission: 
"Even aid which was extended with the 
objective of promoting economic growth 
(rather than just political gain) was 
given with little or no previous experi
ence." And finally, aid "has often been 
directed at the promotion or financing 
of exports from developed countries 
with little relevance to development ob
jectives in the receiving countries." 

Case in point: The \Vorld Bank itself 
has tended to concentrate its loans in 
the areas of building industry, trans
portation and utilities and to look at 
individual projects rather than at foster
ing total programs of economic growth. 
Net result: a tendency to encourage 
"piecework;" neglect the just as impor
tant fields of agriculture and education. 

Must Tackle, Not Overlool{ Caus~s 
In sum, there has been a tendency to 

overlook and, thus, not to tackle the 
root causes of laggard economic devel
opment itself. Clearly, Bank and mem
ber-country executives have learned 
better. That, in effect, is at the base of 
Bank President Robert S. McNamara's 
much publicized-but not always favor
ably received-attack on uncontrolled 
population growth (Government Ex
ecllfive, July 1969, p. 27). 

McNamara spells it out . briefly this · 
way: 

"The Bank's efforts arc not merely
or even mainly-quantitative in their 
goctl. They are, above all, qualitative. 
\Ve seek to provide assistance where it 
will contribute most to removing the
roadblocks to development. The prob-

- lem is to understand precisely what 
these roadblocks are. It is simply not 
enough to propose a project here, and a 
project there, merely because by short
term calculation they appear profitable. 
This falls far short of what is required. 

"As a responsible, international insti
tution, dedicated by the very title deeds 
of our existence to 'development,' it is 
clear that we must know-insofar as it 
is possible to know-what the internal_ 
dynamics of development are. We must 
know how its processes affect entire 
societies, and enlarge or diminish their 
chances for both economic and social 
growth. 

"Our. objective is not to search for 
good investments in sick economies. 
Our objective is to try to understand 
what makes economies sick in the first 
place, and to take those remedial steps 
that will encourage recuperation and 
health. We want to seek out those 
projects, those procedures, those policies 
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that will assist economies as a whole to 
get into the mainstream of self-generat
ing growth and progress. 

" ... What we need-and what we 
must design- is a comprehensive · strat
egy that will constitute an overall plan 
into which partic~1lar policies and in
dividual projects can be fitted as logical, 
integral parts. 

"When I point out, then, that we 
have begun to put a new emphasis on 

dominated by experienced outside firms 
from developed countries. 

"I do not suggest we shall get all these 
equations into immediate balance. But 
balanced development must be our ob
jective." 

Where Bank leaders once could only 
dream about hoping the poorer nations 
would do something to get population 
growth under control, they now talk 
about having it under control 'by the 

McNamara: "Our objective is to try to understand what ma~es economies sick in 
the first place, and to take those remedial steps that will en :ourage recuperation." 

population policy, and on educational 
reform, and agricultural expansion
and when I add that we are planning to 
give a new thrust to our activities re
lated to the problems of unemployment, 
urbanization and industrial growth-! 
am not choosing sectors or policies at 
random. What we are trying to do is to 
form a framework in which each of 
these vital fields can be dealt with in an 
interrelated and mutually reinforcing 
manner. .. 

Balanced Development 
"Thus, reduced rates of population 

growth can take the strains off both 
countryside and city. Modernized agri
culture can provide more job , stability, 
income and hope on the land; increased 
yields can feed the growing cities, re
duce the present ov-er-rapid rate of ur
banization. The agricultural revolution 
can stimulate the growth of a new net
work of decentralized regional urban 
communities where services, processing 
and light manufacture can create more 
jobs outside the big cities. More pro
ductive farms, and a wealthier country
side, will provide a better market for the 
new heavy industry in the large urban 
centers. And all of this can provide a 
larger scale of operations from which 
to compete in foreign markets presently 

end of the century. The much-lauded 
Green Revolution in agriculture, pri
marily in the Far East, is already turn
ing some populous developing nations 
from food importers to food exporters. 

More to the point, developing nations 
are growing, percentagewise, at about 
the same rate as developed ones. And 
Bank experts are convinced, given a lit
tle extra boost, that the majority of tho::;e 
developing nations can achiev~ virtually 
self-sustaining growth by the l'nd of the 
century. 

The critical point, however, L probably 
best summarized in the Pears< •n report: 
"The widening gap between :he devel
oped and developing countri,~s has b:!
come a central issue of our tiP1e." Ar·d 
"if the developed nations wi~ h to pre
serve their own position in ( tr - ~) world, 
they must play t~eir full part in creating 
a world order within which all nationc;, 
and all men, can live in freedom, dignity 
and decency. In short, we face an es
sential need and an unprecedented op
portunity. . . . Our response to it will 
show whether we understand the impli
cations of interdependence or whether 
we prefer to delude ourselves that tr.e 
poverty and deprivation of the great 
majority of mankind can be ignored 
without tragic consequences for ·····. 
all." : .fJ 
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WESTERN HEIVUSI'HERE: Next month, the Western 
Hemisphere area department will be reorg<mized into two 
separate departments, to be called the Caribbean area de
partment and the South American area department. The 

· \Vestern Hemisphere area department now takes in all the 
Latin American countries, plus Trinidad and Jamaica, as 
well as South America. . 
· Under. reorganization, the Caribbean area department 
will be comprised of Latin · America, Central America, 'the 

· Caribbean, plus Venezuela and Guyana--the latter two 
included to provide "balance." 

The \Vorld Bank has been particutarJy a,::tive in lending 
programs in Brazil, Colombia, ·Mexico and Argentina. In 
relative terms--relative to the size of the coL'ntry-there are 
very active programs in many Latin American countries. 

As for distribution of Bank lending by fields in South 
America, while there is a great deal of emphasis on expand
ing the operation in the agricultural field, the most impor
tant field for some time will continue to be power and basie 
transport facilities; these are the "bread and butter" of the 
Bank. 

EASTERN AFRICA: The East African department 
covers eastern and central Africa and is comprised of 
Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia, Mauritius, Madagascar, Kenya, 
Uganda, Tanzania, Zambia, Malawi, Lesotho, Botswana, 
Swaziland, Burundi, Rwandi and Congo. 

Transportation, agriculture and education are the Bank's 
big involvements in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania, as well 
as in Sudan and Ethiopia. 

Apart from specific projects in each country, the Bank is 
involved in what it describes as ."common services"-·
primarily railways, telecommunications and harbors-pro.i
ects common to the communities; this involvement is "iri .a 
big way." 

In the next fiscal year, the Bank's involvement in tele
communications and agriculture will increase and furthtr 
attention will be given to secondary or "feeder" roads. Rela
tively new to the Bank's areas of interest is tourism and 
greater attention will be given this in Fiscal Year '1971. 

Over the next five years, the Bank will be going in for the 
development finance companies. This mode of financing 
specific projects in-country is increasingly popular through
out the Bank's involvement world-wide, believing develop
ment finance companies exercise greater control and are 
more responsive to country needs. 

EUROPE, 1\1IDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA: 
A great deal of business is being conducted today by the 
Bank in Turkey, Yugoslavia and Spain. Tunisia, as small as 
it is, is one of the Bank's best customers. For the coming 
year, some $100 million will be loaned to Morocco. Lesser 
amounts are involved in Gree.ce and Israel. 

About a year ago, the Bank started to build up its pro
gram in the United Arab League (Egypt). Only one loan 
was made to the UAR in the history of the Bank (for an 
enlargement of the Suez Canal),' but talks are under way for 
financing a main Nile Delta drainage project and the re
habilitation of the country's aging railroad. 

The first educational project ever undert2.ken by the Bank 
occurred in Tunisia. \Vith the help of the Bank, a firm of 
architects and the Tunisian government conducted a study, 
a result of which saved 25 to 30 percent of school con
struction. "It was," said a Bank official, "a successful mix
ture of capital and technical assistance." 

Spain has been a very important part of the Bank's ac
tivities, helping to reorganize the country's entire railway 
system, and to institute major educational reforms. 

Other active Bank countries are Iceland, Finland, Ire
land, Portugal, Libya and Cyprus. 
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EAST ASIA AND J>ACIFIC: In this area are Japan (not 
active as a lender, but an important monetary source for 
the Bank), Thailand; Malasia, Laos, Cambodia (now in 
the process of becoming a member), Vietnam (where the 
Bank is not active at this time), Singapore, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Australia (the Bank loans to Papua Trust Ter-

. ritory)', New Zealand (a lending decision here has not yet 
been made), Nationalist China, Korea and such British 
dependencies as Fiji and the Solomon Isla':lds. 

It is a large and very active area. In tht:: current fiscal 
year, the Bank is dealing with some $4GO million, and in 
Fiscal Year 1971 this amount will increase more than $77 
million. Indonesia will be one of the Bank's "biggest cus
tomers;" it had been inactive during the Sukarno regime, 
but now has a resident mission. The country, said a Bank 
official, has tremendous needs in a large number of areas, 
including agriculture, telecommunications and transporta
tion. It is primarily, ·in context of Bank involvement, an 
IDA country. 

An area of increasing importance i~ the complex of 
Mekong countries: Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam. 

\VESTERN AFRICA: This area department includes 14 
French-speaking countries and five English, from Mauri
tania in the north, south to but not including South Africa. 

Agriclilture development is viewed as of prime impor
tance throughout most of this area, with secondary but 
supporting roles in transportation (mostly feeder roads), 
education and some, but very 1ittle, tourism. Bank involve
rilent in ·western Africa is small and of r·ecent entry. 

Many of these nations joined the Bank shortly after 
achieving independence. The Bank's ti.rst effort '.Vas to 
identify projects, gradually developing f1em on a priority 
basis. 

There is very little financing of private enterprise for two 
reasons: The private enterprise is not very well developed, 
except in a few countries (Nigeria, Ivory Coast where it is 
very dynamic); most of existing development has been 
financed by other countries. The Bank is involved in local 
to medium-sized entrepreneurship. One method of effect
ing this is support of local development companies ~;erving 
as a channel to the small businesses, providing technical 
assistance where needed. 

In the next five years, agriculture will continue to domi-. 
nate the Bank's involvement in this area. 

SOUTHERN ASIA: The first Bank loan of any type to 
India wc:;s granted in 1949 to support that country's milroad 
-the largest railroad in the world outside the Soviet Union 
(the U.S~ has more tracks, traffic and ton-miles)-a1d has 
been assisting the railroad ever since. Agriculture funding 
started in 1961. A new generation of agricultural f.mding 
is in the mill now and in the next couple of years there will 
be a surge in this type lending. Much money went to 
private industry through the Industrial Credit and Invest
ment Corp. of India. 

In Nepal, more IDA money is used than Bank; <t gets 
an enormous amount of aid from China, Russia, India, 
Germany and other countries. The Bank's major area is 
in telecommunications and it may assist in a highway Joan 
within the year. 

A smaller total program than in India is underway in 
Pakistan, but larger in per capita terms and more highway 
work. Money is loaned for education, agricultural credit 
and urban water supply. 

Irrigation and land reclamation are heavy involvements. 
in Ceylon. In Afghanistan credits were given for. education 
and highway maintenance. Iran received loans . for irriga
tion. power, roads and industry; it has very active, aggres
sive industrial development banks. Burma is inactive. 
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The Development Philosophy of RobertS. McNamara 

To mark the retirement of Robert S. MeN a mara as Presi
dent of the World Bank after thirteen years of service, the 
Bank's Executive Directors commissioned a book gathering 
together all the principal statements Mr. McNamara made 
during his tenure of office. The book, entitled The Mc
Namara Years at the World Bank-Major Policy Addresses 
of RobertS. McNamara 1968-1981, has been published by 
The Johns Hopkins University Press (Baltimore and Lon
don, 1981). 

John L. Maddux was associated with Mr. McNamara 
throughout his years at the World Bank and contributed 
much to the preparation of these addresses. In this booklet, 
Mr. Maddux analyzes and explains Mr. McNamara's devel
opment philosophy in some detail by tracing, from year to 
year, in what way Mr. McNamara responded to the chal
lenges of international events and how he perceived the 
development process. Mr. Maddux brings out how Mr. Mc
Namara used these policy statements to arouse the world's 
conscience to the plight of the poorest and gives an insight 
into Mr. McNamara's wide-ranging interests and the frank
ness with which he confronted controversial problems. 
Above all, Mr. Maddux highlights how Mr. McNamara cut 
through economic terminology and statistics to reach out to 
the human aspects of development, as it affects people in 
the developing countries. 

Mr. Maddux also briefly explains the Bank's unique insti
tutional nature and gives an indication of the international 
community's reaction to Mr. McNamara's innovative ideas. 
At the end, he presents a summary of a dozen major themes 
that may be discerned throughout Mr. McNamara's speeches. 

This booklet may be regarded as complementary to the 
Johns Hopkins University Press book, but it also can stand 
on its own merits by bringing into focus the development 
problems that Mr. McNamara felt should be addressed and 
solved to enhance the lives of individual human beings. 
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The Background 

Though it is, of course, much too early to try to assess defini
tively the total impact that RobertS . McNamara has had on the 
international development movement during the thirteen years 
that he has served as President of the World Bank, it is already 
clear that it has been substantial. 

Mr. McNamara has been an energetic activist. Under his lead
ership the Bank has become the single largest development 
agency in the world. But he has been more than just a dynamic 
executive. He has been a serious development thinker as well. 

In the end, it will fall to scholars and historians to chronicle 
in detail his full contribution to the evolving international devel
opment process throughout the turbulent decade of the 1970s, 
and on into the final years of the century. 

It is not, however, merely specialists alone who will profit 
from perusing his major policy addresses. Any interested ob
server of the contemporary global situation will find them pro
vocative and enlightening. Mr. McNamara himself has noted · 
that "the underlying drive toward social and economic trans
formation in the developing world is a critical component of the 
central historical movement of our time. The character of inter
national life in the next century-for rich and poor nations alike 
-will depend largely on the success of the development effort." 

He is right. Whatever one's individual views may be as to how 
these problems can best be solved, the overall importance of the 
international development task is beyond dispute. 

That is why it is worth reading what Mr. McNamara has had 
to say. Over the years his annual address to the Board of Gov
ernors of the World Bank came to be regarded by the interna
tional development community as an authoritative and innova
tive tour d'horizon of the global developmcry. scene. Similarly, 
his policy statements on specialized subjects-his two full-length 
addresses, for example, on the population problem: the first at 5 



6 

the University of Notre Dame in I 969, and the second at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1977-received world
wide attention as comprehensive analyses of highly controversial 
issues. 

What particularly characterizes Mr. McNamara's policy state
ments are their rigorous analytical character, and their frankness 
and candor. He has been forthright in taking on difficult and 
sensitive development problems-problems that it would have 
been far more comfortable to gloss over or leave aside-and 
while recognizing their complexity, he has consistently set out to 
deal with them in a carefully reasoned and objective manner. 

That is a reflection both of the man himself, and of the unique 
position that a president of the World Bank occupies. 

It is important to remember that the Bank is owned and oper
ated by its own member countries. At this writing they number 
139, all of them sovereign nations, all of them with political and 
socio-economic views of their own, and all of them with their 
own distinct cultural and historical heritage. More than 100 of 
these are developing countries, with a combined total popula
tion-including the recent entrance of China-of some three 
and a half billion people. The Bank's mandate is to serve these 
immensely varied societies with financial assistance and technical 
and economic advice in order to help further their own develop
ment programs. 

All of the Bank's member countries, both the industrialized 
and the developing, are represented at its headquarters by a resi
dent Board of 21 Executive Directors and their alternates. These 
directors, in consultation with the national authorities they rep
resent, select and appoint the president, who both manages the 
Bank as its chief executive officer, and serves as Chairman of 
the Board. The Articles of Agreement-the Bank's charter
provide that only the president can propose a loan to the Board, 
btit that no loan can be made without the approval of the Board. 

Individual member countries have voting power on the Board 
in proportion to the amount of capital they have subscribed to 
the Bank, and which is in turn reflective of the size of their indi
vidual economies. It is a system of weighted voting that no single 
country can dominate or veto. As a matter of normal practice, 
decisions of the Board are almost · always arrived at by consensus 
after the issues have been discussed and debated, and only rarely 
require a formal vote. 

lt is against this institutional background of the World Bank 
that Mr. McNamara's contribution to development must be 
viewed. The truth is that it is a very unique institution. Each 
Tuesday morning, when the Board convenes, something quite 
extraordinary takes place. The representatives of 139 nations, 
often divided on dozens of other issues outside the boardroom, 
sit down around a table and come to agreement on loaning sub
stantial sums of money-a total of about $12 billion this past 
fiscal year- for a wide variety of development projects in an 
assorted group of dissimilar societies. 

In a century as argumentative as ours, that is unusual. It is 
even astonishing if one considers how difficult it has been his
torically for that many nations to agree on anything substantial, 
especially concerning money. 

Inside the Bank's boardroom these nations, despite their obvi
ous political and ideological differences, come to a weekly con
sensus on development financing. They are realistic and unsenti
mental about it. The projects must be technically sound; they 
must assure a high rate of economic return to the borrowing 
country ; they must carry its government's guarantee of repay
ment; and they must be approved on exclusively economic 
grounds. And that is what happens. The money is lent. It gets 
repaid . There has never been a default . The Bank makes a profit. 

But outside that boardroom these same nations might- and, 
in fact, often do-have any number of understandable reasons 
why they wouldn't choose unilaterally to lend that money. 

Around the table, after all, sit representatives of governments 
that range through all points of the political spectrum. At a~y 
given time some of the countries at the table may actually be m 
a state of war with one another. Some of the countries may have 
inherited ancient ethnic enmities. Some of the countries may 
have long-standing border disputes. Some of the countries ha.ve 
sophisticated technological_ societies, and some of the countr~es 
have disadvantaged subsistence societies. The various parochtal 
interests of all these sovereign states in another context might 
well clash as much as the colors of their national flags that line 
the boardroom walls. 

And, yet, around that table these clashing interests are largely 
resolved into practical agreement on action. Why? Chiefly be
cause the institution itself has no rigid ideology. It confines itself, 
rather to a few fundamental certainties : th~~ producing enough 
to cat' is better than hunger; that health is better than disease; 7 
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that education is better than illiteracy; that productivity is better 
than poverty; and that hope is better than despair. 

Are these merely an institution's pious cliches? No, in the 
World Bank's view- and certainly in Robert McNamara's view 
-they are the self-evident development principles in any society 
that are above dispute and beyond dogma. And what is remark
able is how far these fundamentals can, in practice, bring other
wise diverse and divided countries together in effective and co
operative action. That is what routinely happens in the Bank. 
And without question that cooperative action is the single most 
important and indispensable characteristic of the institution, for 
without it nothing substantial could be achieved. 

Robert McNamara's major addresses during his thirteen years 
at the Bank grew into what has become in the aggregate a rich 
corpus of development thinking. With the backing and consent 
of the Executive Directors, much of that thinking was translated 
into specific Bank operations-operations that today include 
more than 1 ,600 high-priority development projects in over 100 
countries, with a total value of some $100 billion. 

All of that was achievable because of the Bank's unique insti
tutional nature, the Board's support, and Mr. McNamara's lead
ership. Let us turn to that story now in more detail. 

1968: 

The Evolution of McNamara's 
Development Thinking 

When Robert McNamara assumed the presidency of the 
World Bank in the spring of 1968 there was a sense of wearin~ss 
in the industrialized nations over the whole concept of foretgn 
economic assistance. The discouragement over development was 
based on two assumptions : first, that the wealthy nations could 
no longer afford to provide financial help in suffic~ent amounts 
to the developing countries; and second, that even tf they could 
afford it it would be unwise to make it available since the 
record of past foreign assistance was characterized by waste, 
incompetence, and failure. 

McNamara was convinced that neither of these assumptions 
was in fact true, but he recognized that they were widely be
lieved and that it was the belief itself that was seriously demor
alizin~ the international development effort. He was determined 
to counter this trend through the instrumentality of the World 
Bank. 

In the fall he addressed his first Annual Meeting of the Bank's 
Board of Governors. These week-long events, held jointly each 
year in October with the International Monetary F~nd (IMF), 
gather together an invited audience of some fiv_e to stx th.ousand 
high-level participants. They include the semor financtal and 
monetary officials, and their official delegations, of all the mem
ber countries of both institutions. Typically, a Governor of the 
Bank or the Fund in a given member country is the Finance 
Minister, or the Governor of the Central Bank, or a cabinet 
official of similar rank. 

Leading commercial bankers from arounj. the globe are in
vited to the meetings as observers, as are the representatives of 
international organizations ~nd of the worldwide financial and 9 
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economic press. It is the most important and inHuential meeting 
of financial officials held anywhere in a given year. As the head
quarters of both the World Bank and the International Mone
tary Fund are located in Washington, the joint annual meetings 
are generally convened there. Each third year, however, the 
meeting is held in some member country abroad. 

The expectation of this global audience to hear the newly 
appointed president of the World Bank was high on September 
30, 1968. They were not to be disappointed. 

McNamara outlined an immensely bold five-year program. 
Declaring that he refused to accept the view that adequate re
sources were not available to assist the developing countries, he 
proposed that the Bank should double its overall lending in the 
next five years, as compared to the past five, and that this would 
mean that it would lend in the 1969-73 period alone very 
nearly as much as it had lent in its entire previous 22-year 
history. 

He had arrived at that target, he explained, by surveying the 
five-year period ahead, drawing up a provisional lending plan 
for each of the Bank's developing member countries, and posing 
the question: What could the Bank invest in each of them if 
there were no shortage of funds, and if the only limit on the 
Bank's activities were the capacity of these individual countries 
to use the Bank's assistance effectively, and to repay the loans 
on the terms on which they were lent? 

To double its lending, the Bank would have to increase sub
stantially its borrowing. Leaving aside for the moment the issue 
of soft loan money for the poorest countries that is raised by 
the Bank through government contributions from its industrial
ized member nations, McNamara announced that he saw no 
difficulty in the Bank's expanding its bond issues in capital 
markets of the world. 

It was the Bank's job, he said, to look at world money mar
kets as a whole., and see where there were surpluses and reserves 
that could be tapped. As a result of an intensified borrowing 
program-in the Middle East as well as in more conventional 
markets such as Germany and the United States-he announced 
that in the past 90 days the Bank had raised more funds by 
borrowing than in the whole of any single calendar year in its 
history. Mr. McNamara was clearly off to a very fast start. 

It was not merely that the Bank would double its overall 
operations, he added. It would also shift its lending emphasis 

both geographically and sectorally. In the next fiv~ years lcn~ing 
to Latin America would more than double, and It would tnple 
to Africa. Lending to Indonesia-where the Bank had never 
lent before-had begun, and a permanent resident mission had 
already been established. 

Ironically, many of the Bank's poorest and least ~eveloped 
member countries had in the past received the least assistance
ten of them had received nothing at all-primarily because of 
their inability to prepare projects for consideration. ~hey would 
get special assistance in doing this, he said, and lendmg to them 
would expand. 

But it was his proposed sectoral shifts in emphasis tha_t most 
surprised many listening to McNamara. World Bank lendmg for 
education would triple. For agriculture it would quad_ruple_. And 
while some traditionally conservative bond underwnters m the 
audience were digesting those unexpected prospects, the new 
president saved his biggest surprise for last. 

Now came the announcement that proved to be the opening 
salvo in a campaign that was to preoccupy McNamara for many 
years to come. It sounds _tam~ enough to~ay. In 1968, in the 
World Bank Annual Meetmg, tt was very big news: 

"This leads me," he said, "to yet another area where the Bank 
needs to take new initiatives-the control of population gro~th. 
This is a thorny subject which it would be very much more co~
venient to leave alone. But I cannot, because the World Bank IS 

concerned above all with economic development, and the rapid 
growth of population is one of the greatest barriers to economic 
growth and social well-being of our member states." 

The issue would indeed prove to be thorny. Some observers 
felt it was at best impolitic, if not actually improper, _for t~e 
Bank to get into the matter at all. Others felt that the Issue m 
itself was important, but that it was simply not "bankable": How 
could a bank prudently lend money for it? Was it really a f_u~d
able development sector at all? Still others feared the cnt1cal 
reaction that might develop in Latin America ~r. other ~reas of 
the world where religious and cultural tradttwns might be 
offended. 

None of this nervousness deterred McNamara. Less than 
three weeks later he made a speech in Buenos Aires to the 
Inter-American Press Association, and spent part of it applying 
what he had said in Washington to Latin AA1erica in particular. 
But there was an even more unexpected event to come. 11 
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1969: 
Perhaps the most famous Catholic institution of higher

learning in the United States is Notre Dame University, and in 
late 1968 its distinguished president, Father Theodore Res
burgh, invited McNamara to come to the university the follow
ing May, receive an honorary degree, and deliver an address at 
the dedication of a new graduate business and public administra
tion facility on the campus. 

McNamara accepted the invitation, and began in-depth prep
arations for a major full-length address on what he was to term 
"the most delicate and difficult issue of our era-perhaps of any 
era in history": the problem of excessive population growth. 

It was to become perhaps the most widely read speech Mc
Namara ever delivered while president of the World Bank. The 
subsequent requests for it were so heavy that it had repeatedly 
to be reprinted. 

McNamara examined in persuasive and eloquent terms the 
complexities of the subject, and stressed that a family planning 
effort "on a humane but massive scale" was necessary to avoid 
catastrophic consequences. While acknowledging that there 
were certain "precise and painful dilemmas" in the issue, he dis
sected with his customary logic a whole series of "myths that 
obscure the essentials of the problem" and inhibit effective ac
tion : the myth that "more people means more wealth"; that 
"countries with large tracts of uninhabited open land have no 
need to worry about birth rates"; that "the white western world's 
assistance in family planning efforts among the non-white na
tions of the developing world is a surreptitious plot to keep the 
whites in racial ascendancy"; and finally the myth that "the time 
for action is past, and that sweeping famine is inevitable." 

McNamara made his points at Notre Dame with both under
standing and sensitivity. "You, and the Roman Catholic Church 
at large, are completely dedicated to the goal of development," 
he reminded his audience, citing Vatican and papal documents 
that call for the solution to the population problem as it relates 
to development. He spoke of "the fatherly and compassionate 
Pontiff who stands at your helm" and added that "such contro
versy as remains in this matter is merely about the means, not 
at all about the end." 

The faculty and students of Notre Dame reacted to the ad
dress-as most of the world did-with prolonged applause. 
Father Hesburgh called it a "thorough, reasoned and nuanced 

speech, on the serious problem for which he has great responsi
bility." McNamara was to continue to take that responsibility 
seriously throughout his term of office, and was to deal with the 
issue in many of his public statements. 

1970: 
In an address to a conference on development, held at Colum

bia University in early 1970, McNamara made what was to 
prove to be a prescient prediction: "The outlook for the Seven
ties," he said, "is that the fault line along which shocks to world 
stability travel will shift from an East-West axis to a North
South axis, and the shocks themselves will be significantly less 
military and substantially more political, social, and economic 
in character." 

Further, he introduced for the first time a distinction that he 
was to develop significantly over the oncoming decade. "In set
ting the objectives, planning the programs, and measuring the 
progress of development in the Seventies, we must look to more 
than gross measures of economic growth. What we require are 
relevant 'development indicators' that go beyond the measure of 
growth in total output and provide practical yardsticks of change 
in the other economic, social, and moral dimensions of the mod
ernizing process." 

This was an early indication of what was to become a very 
important McNamara theme throughout the years. To limit our 
attention to expanding gross national product (GNP), even 
though it be from 5% per year to 6 or 7%, he cautioned, "can 
only lead to greater political, social, and economic disequilib
rium. However important an increase in GNP may be as a neces
sary condition of development, it is not a sufficient condition." 

He concluded the passage with an even stronger warning: 
"If we achieve the 'quantity' goals, and neglect the 'quality' goals 
of development, we will have failed. It is as simple as that. We 
will have failed." 

1971: 
At the Bank's Annual Meeting in 1971- as he had in 1970-

McNamara returned once more to the population issue. He 
pointed out that the development programs throughout the de
veloping world had not yet faced up to t~~ adjustments that the 
inevitable consequences of continuing population growth re- 13 
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quire. Two of these consequences would be greater malnutrition 
and growing unemployment. 

McNamara began his analysis of the malnutrition problem 
almost like a professor standing at the head of his class: 

"The argument I shall make is that: malnutrition is wide
spread; it is the major cause of high mortality among young 
children; it limits the physical-and often the mental-growth 
of hundreds of millions of those who survive; it reduces their 
productivity as adults; and it is therefore a major barrier to 
human development." 

Some of the president's friends had joked with him in private 
that instead of a rostrum and a microphone at the Annual Meet
ing, he really ought to have a blackboard and a pointer. Mc
Namara took the joshing well, but he was adamant about the 
format of his public speeches. The line of argument had to be 
rigorously clear and logical. The subject matter-and its con
sequences-were far too important, he said, for there to be any 
risk of imprecision or misunderstanding. 

1972: 
McNamara delivered three major addresses in 1972, each of 

them important in the evolution of his development thinking. 
The first was to UNCTAD III-the United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development-in Santiago in April. "What I have 
to say," he began, "will be brief and candid." It was. 

"My view is this: The state of development in most of the 
developing world today is unacceptable-and growing more so." 

"It is unacceptable," McNamara went sternly on, "not be
cause there hasn't been progress in the past 20 years-and par
ticularly in the decade of the Sixties-but because development 
programs have been directed largely at gross economic g?al.s, 
and have failed to insure that all nations, and all groups wtthm 
nations, have shared equitably in the economic advance." 

But though McNamara intended to be unmistakably blunt 
about the facts about the case-and was-he did not want to 
see the conference dissolve into useless wrangling over culpabil
ity. He put the matter directly: 

"Finally, if the state of development today is unacceptable
and it is-we must not waste time looking for villains in the 
piece, or even worse, waste energy in fruitless conf~ont.ation 
between rich nations and poor nations. Rather, the entrre mter
national development community-all of us-must promptly 

move forward with practical measures which are conceptually 
sound, financially feasible , and which can command the requi
site public support. I hope to suggest some of these today." 

And suggest he did. He demonstrated with icy logic that s~ch 
evidence as was available suggested that even the developmg 
countries which had registered significant gains in GNP growth 
were plagued with severely skewed income distribution patterns. 
"What can be done about it?" he asked . "What must be done 
about it," he answered, "is to reduce the crushing disparities of 
opportunity." 

He was ready with realistic proposals. 
"To begin with, there must be more equitable and compre

hensive tax measures; land reform Jaws; tenancy security poli
cies; and, above all , concrete programs to increase the produc
tivity of small farmers. And not just programs and measures 
languishing in legislative debate and delay, or lost in legal com
plexities so hedged about with exceptions that they end by being 
more rhetoric than reality. What are required are feasible fiscal, 
agrarian, and educational reform measures that can be fully and 
fairly enforced. What is needed most of all is a determination to 
move against the inequities of income distribution ." 

Then came a McNamara comment that was to be widely 
quoted: 

"There is no need to point out that this is politically difficult. 
Without question it is. But when the distribution of land, income 
and opportunity becomes distorted to the point of desperation, 
what political leaders must often weigh is the risk of unpopular 
but necessary social reform-against the risk of social rebellion. 
'Too little too late' is history's most universal epitaph for politi
cal regimes which have lost their mandate to the demands of 
landless, jobless, disenfranchised and desperate men." 

McNamara then went on to state a principle- for the first 
time in his public addresses-that was to become an increas-
ingly familiar theme: · 

"What I am suggesting is that we should stop thinking of 
massive poverty in a developing country as simply a symptom of 
underdevelopment- and begin, rather, to think of it as a con
dition that must be attacked within the framework of the nation's 
overall program." 

McNamara displayed his characteristically balanced view of 
the mutual responsibilities of both the de\leloped and the devel
oping countries: 15 
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"Just as we must conclude that it is the responsibility of the 
political leaders of the developing nations to recognize the in
equities that exist within their nations and to move to correct 
them, so we must likewise conclude that the wealthy nations of 
the world-possessing 25% of its people, but 80% of its wealth 
-should move now to provide the additional assistance, in the 
form of aid and trade, which the developing nations need to 
meet minimum national goals." 

"Our clear duty," he added, "for the remainder of this decade 
is to face up to mass poverty for what it really is, determine its 
dimensions, locate its whereabouts, set a limit beneath which 
we will not accept its continuance, and make our first priority a 
threshold of human dignity and decency which is achievable 
within a generation." 

"That," he concluded, "is how I-for one-view the develop
ment task. What we need most to do is to get on with it." 

McNamara himself got on with it in another major address in 
June, this time in Stockholm at the United Nations Conference 
on the Human Environment. Again, he tried to cool down the 
confrontational atmosphere that was boiling up over the environ
mental issue. The provocative volume, The Limits to Growth, • 
had appeared earlier in the same year, and the thesis frightened 
many observers in the developing world who correctly feared 
that an overemphasis on the dangers of economic growth would 
severely penalize the poor. 

McNamara described the dilemma graphically. 
"The achievement of a level of life in accord with funda

mental human dignity for the world's two and three-quarter bil
lion poor is simply not possible without the continued economic 
growth of the developing nations, and the developed nations as 
well. But economic growth on the pattern of the past-and most 
particularly that in the already highly industrialized wealthy 
nations-poses an undeniable threat to the environment and to 
the health of man." 

"The question," he insisted, "is not whether the impact on the 
environment must be respected. It has to be. Nor-least of all
is it a question of whether these two considerations are inter
locked. They are." 

• Donella H. Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, J~rgen Randers, and William 
W. Behrens III, The Limits to Growth-A. Report of The Club of 
Rome's Project on the Predicament of Mankind (New York: Universe 
Books, 1972). · 

But he saw in the debate as it was then being argued a danger
ous tendency to rush to premature conclusions. "Mathematical 
modeling," he said pointedly, "is useful. But it is only as useful 
as the validity of its assumptions and the comprehensiveness of 
its inputs." 

"The manifest danger," he warned, "is to oversimplify. When 
that oversimplification suggests the imminent risk of overloading 
the planet's life-support systems, or exhausting its essential re
sources, the developing peoples of the world are suddenly faced 
with a fearsome prospect. On top of all their present disadvan
tages, are they now going to be asked to forego their efforts at 
development in the name of preserving the already dispropor
tionate (and still rising) patterns of consumption of the rich?" 

"The poor," he added, "are right to be indignant over such a 
prospect. But in my view it never need arise. It need never arise 
because there is no evidence that the economic growth-which 
the developing countries so desperately require-will necessarily 
involve an unacceptable burden either on their own or on any
body else's environment." 

After describing in detail the practical measures and safe
guards the World Bank had adopted to deal with the environ
mental issue in its day-to-day project operations, McNamara 
drew an important conclusion regarding the world's political 
will and social responsibility: 

"Ecological considerations have made us all more aware of 
the interdependencies of our world. We have come to see our 
planet as 'spaceship earth.' But what we must not forget is that 
one-quarter of the passengers on that ship have luxurious first
class accommodations and the remaining three-quarters are 
traveling in steerage. That does not make for a happy ship-in 
space or anywhere else. All the less so when the steerage passen
gers realize that there are at hand the means to make the accom
modations more reasonable for everyone." 

We must realize, he said, "that human degradation is the most 
dangerous pollutant there is." And he concluded: "In the end, 
it is respect for man-and his home-that brought us to this 
conference. When we leave, let us go with the conviction that 
that respect can and must be translated into practical action. 
The leading edge of that action must be to protect man from the 
one hazard which can injure not only his habitat and his health 
-but his spirit as well. Poverty. Crul~' senseless, curable 
poverty." 17 
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The anti-poverty theme was growing stronger and stronger in 
all of McNamara's statements, and at the Bank's Annual Meet
ing that year he reinforced it even further. 

He began a series of intellectual dialogues with that speech 
on social equity and economic growth that was to continue for 
several years. Perhaps the key passage in the 1972 address to 
the Board of Governors was the following: 

"The task, then, for the governments of the developing coun
tries is to reorient their development policies in order to attack 
directly the personal poverty of the most deprived 40% of their 
populations. This the governments can do without abandoning 
their goals of vigorous overall economic growth. But they must 
be prepared to give greater priority to establishing growth targets 
in terms of essential human needs: in terms of nutrition, hous
ing, health, literacy, and employment-even if it be at the cost 
of some reduction in the pace of advance in certain narrow and 
highly privileged sectors whose benefits accrue to the few. 

"Such a reorientation of social and economic policy is pri
marily a political task, and the developing countries must decide 
for themselves if they wish to undertake it. It will manifestly 
require immense resolve and courage. 

"The task of political leadership in the wealthy world is to 
match that resolve and courage with a greater commitment to 
equity between their own affluent nations and the grossly dis
advantaged developing nations." 

This is a seminal passage because it reveals MeN amara as an 
intellectual precursor of what later became known throughout 
the international community as the "basic human needs" ap
proach to development. As that movement grew in later years 
he did not necessarily identify himself with each and every elabo
ration of the original concept-as in the environmental debate, 
there was a tendency of some enthusiasts to oversimplify the 
issue-but there is no doubt that MeN amara was one of the 
intellectual founders of this whole "human needs" train of devel
opment thinking. 

With this same address McNamara began a practice that was 
to continue throughout all his remaining Annual Meeting 
speeches. He added at the end of the printed version of his text 
a revealing statistical table that displayed what the individual 
developed countries were contributing in official development 
assistance (ODA, i.e., financial assistance to developing coun
tries and multilateral institutions on concessional terms), meas-

ured as a percentage of their gross national product. Past, pres
ent, and projected performance were all indicated, country by 
country, and year by year. 

The table created something of a stir. It was a little like the 
pastor of the parish church publishing for all to see no~ merely 
what each parishioner had been putting into the collectiOn bas
ket, measured against his total wealth, but also just how gener
ous-or how stingy-he planned to be in the future. 

There were the predictable complaints from governments, 
particularly about the projections. But the United Nations target 
for the Second Development Decade (the 1970s) was that the 
developed countries should raise their ODA to .7% of their 
GNPs by 1975, and McNamara was determined to publish the 
boxscore. 

1973: 
The Bank's Annual Meeting was held in Kenya in 1973, and 

what came to be known as the "Nairobi address" ranks as one 
of McNamara's most influential policy statements. As a guide to 
his views on poverty, it is particularly important. 

In addition, it was a final report on his first five years in office. 
The Five-Year Program had now been completed, and Mc
Namara detailed the results: not only had the overall goal of 
doubling the World Bank's operations in the fiscal period 1969-
73, as compared with the previous five years, been achieved, but 
every subsidiary target that he had announced in 1968 had also 
been reached or surpassed. 

He outlined a Second Five-Year Program for the period 
FY1974-78 in which lending, in 1973 dollars, was expected to 
total $22 billion for nearly 1,000 projects. "It will represent," 
he said, "the largest program of technical and financial assist
ance to developing countries ever undertaken by a single 
agency." 

It is in this address that McNamara introduced a term-and a 
concept-that was to become part of the intellectual landscape 
throughout the international development community: the no
tion of "absolute poverty." The passage in which it first appeared 
is significant. MeN amara examined the view of those in the 
developed countries who said that no more assistance could be 
spared for the developing countries: 

"But I believe," he said, "that such critlcs of additional assist
ance to the poorer nations, when citing the needs of their own 19 
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cities and countryside, fail to distinguish between two kinds of 
poverty: what might be termed relative poverty and absolute 
poverty. 

"Relative poverty means simply that some countries are less 
affluent than other countries, or that some citizens of a given 
country have less personal abundance than their neighbors. That 
has always been the case, and granted the realities of differences 
between regions and between individuals, will continue to be 
the case. 

"But absolute poverty is a condition of life so degraded by 
disease, illiteracy, malnutrition and squalor as to deny its victims 
basic human necessities." It is "a condition of life so limited as 
to prevent realization of the potential of the genes with which 
one is born; a condition of life so degrading as to insult human 
dignity-and yet a condition of life so common as to be the lot 
of some 40% of the peoples of the developing countries." 

McNamara then asked his audience bluntly, "And are not we 
who tolerate such poverty, when it is within our power to reduce 
the number afflicted by it, failing to fulfill the fundamental obli
gations accepted by civilized men since the beginning of time? 
I do not wish you to interpret my remarks as those of a zealot. 
But you have hired me to examine the problems of the develop
ing world and to report to you the facts. These are the facts." 

It was a moment of typical McNamara candor, and there 
were to be many others in the address. 

"In the remaining section of this statement," he announced, 
"I would like to discuss the nature of this poverty problem, 
consider what means are at hand to alleviate it, and indicate 
what part the Bank can play." He spent the next 18 pages of the 
speech doing that in closely reasoned detail. 

"The basic problem of poverty and growth in the developing 
world," he stressed, "can be stated very simply. The growth is 
not equitably reaching the poor. And the poor are not signifi
cantly contributing to the growth." 

McNamara pointed out that the vast bulk of the poor in the 
developing world lived in the rural areas, and that the poverty 
problem there revolved primarily around the low productivity 
of the millions of small subsistence farms. While admitting that 
neither the Bank, nor anyone else, had very clear answers on 
how to bring improved technology and other inputs to over 100 
million small farmers, he was determined to make a beginning. 
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The essential elements of any comprehensive strategy to in
crease the productivity of smallholder agriculture, he said, must 
include the following: acceleration in the rate of land and ten
ancy reform; better access to credit; assured availability of 
water; expanded extension facilities backed by intensified agri
cultural research; greater access to public services; and, most 
critical of all, "new forms of rural institutions and organizations 
that will give as much attention to promoting the inherent poten
tial and productivity of the poor as is generally given to protect
ing the power of the privileged." 

The Bank, he said, would make the increased productivity of 
the small, subsistence farmer a major goal of its expanded activ
ity in the years ahead, though he cautioned that no amount of 
outside assistance could substitute for the resolve of the develop
ing countries themselves to take on the task. "It will call for 
immense courage," he noted, "for political risk is involved. The 
politically privileged among the landed elite are rarely enthusi
astic over the steps necessary to advance rural development." 

"But," he concluded, "if the governments of the developing 
world-who must measure the risks of reform against the risks 
of revolution-are prepared to exercise the requisite political 
will to assault the problem of poverty in the countryside, then 
the governments of the wealthy nations must display equal cour
age. They must be prepared to help them by removing discrimi
natory trade barriers and by substantially expanding Official 
Development Assistance. 

"What is at stake in these decisions," he reminded his World 
Bank audience, "is the fundamental decency of the lives of 40% 
of the people in the 100 developing nations which are members 
of this institution." 

1974: 
In late 1973, and into 1974 the shock of the surge in oil 

prices, together with a rising commodity boom, and overall 
growth in inflation, severely affected the poorest developing 
nations' terms of trade. "In the twelve months since our meeting 
in Nairobi," McNamara began in his Annual Meeting speech 
that year, "the world scene has grown increasingly turbulent. 
The series of changes which have occurred have been of a mag
nitude previously associated only with mfjor wars and depres
sions." 21 
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Any single one of the events, he said, would have had a 
serious impact on the developing nations. In combination, the 
effect on some of them had been near disaster. 

The Bank's poorest developing member countries, he re
minded his listeners, which are "relatively disadvantaged in 
natural resources, without significant foreign exchange reserves, 
and already suffering from serious internal deprivations-now 
find themselves caught in a web of external economic forces 
largely beyond their control. They can do little to influence the 
current disequilibrium, nor did they precipitate its underlying 
causes. And yet they have become the principal victims, and 
are faced with the severest penalties. 

"These countries contain a billion individuals. Whatever the 
problems and preoccupations of the rest of us may be, we simply 
cannot turn our backs on half the total population this institu
tion serves. The real issue, then, is whether we, in this forum, 
fully understand what is happening to the poorest countries
and having understood it, are ready to do what is necessary to 
assist them." 

Could such assistance be mobilized? McNamara thought it 
could and must be. 

He outlined his argument in a passage that was to be often 
quoted: 

"The developed nations, understandably preoccupied with 
controlling inflation, and searching for structural solutions to 
their liquidity imbalances, will be tempted to conclude that until 
these problems are resolved, aid considerations must simply be 
put aside. · 

"But aid is not a luxury-something affordable when times 
are easy, and superfluous when times become temporarily 
troublesome. It is precisely the opposite. Aid is a continuing 
social and moral responsibility, and its need now is greater than 
ever. 

"It is true that the affluent nations in the face of shortages 
and inflation, and in order to continue to expand aid, may have 
to accept for the time being some selective reduction in their 
already immensely high standard of living. If they have to, they 
can absorb such inconveniences. 

"But for the poorest countries such a downward adjustment 
is a very different matter. For them downward does not mean 
inconvenience, but appalling deprivation. And for millions of 
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individuals in these countries downward means simply the risk 
of death." 

1975: 
The critical need for capital by the oil-importing developing 

countries continued to receive McNamara's attention in his 1975 
Annual Meeting address. He warned that the persistent world
wide inflation, the high cost of petroleum, the deterioration in 
many of their terms of trade, and the prolonged recession in the 
developed nations all combined to confront them, just then, 
with an array of unanticipated obstacles to achieving even mini
mal development objectives in the remaining years of the decade. 

"But despite all of this," McNamara added, after proposing a 
number of actions to reduce the foreign exchange crisis, "despite 
the urgency for all of us to focus our attention on this emer
gency, and to take every step we can to try to deal with it, we 
cannot allow this to diminish our concern with the central issue 
of development which underlies the present situation: the neces
sity of creating an effective strategy to deal with the fundamental 
problem of poverty itself." 

Continuing the discussion with his readers on the "critical 
relationship of poverty and economic growth" that he had begun 
three years before, McNamara emphasized again that "analysis 
of income data makes it clear that policies aimed at diminish
ing income inequalities through direct redistribution of wealth 
will not be sufficient to end indigence. That is not to say that 
adjustments in this direction are not desirable on the grounds of 
equity, but no degree of egalitarianism alone will solve the root 
problem of poverty. What is required are policies that will en
hance the productivity of the poor." 

After reviewing the commitments the Bank had made in his 
Nairobi address two years before to wage an assault on poverty 
in the rural areas "because the overwhelming majority of the 
absolute poor are there," McNamara pointed out: "But we 
have not merely elaborated policy. We have moved ahead with 
an expanded lending program in rural development and we now 
lend more in this sector than in any other. This is a clear change 
in emphasis: 50% of all rural-development lending in the his
tory of the Bank has occurred in the last year. We expect to 
commit $7 billion more in this field over the next five years." 

But though the countryside was \\j)ere most of the absolute 
poor were, "they live in the cities of the developing world as 23 
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well . Roughly 200 million are there now. More are coming, and 
coming soon," he noted. He then devoted the next 13 pages of 
his text to a detailed analysis of urban poverty, and what could 
be done about it. 

Graphically describing the life of the urban poor, and brand
ing it as "unspeakably grim," McNamara underlined the dan
gers to governments that failed to take responsible action. "His
torically," he reminded them, "violence and civil upheaval are 
more common in cities than in the countryside. Frustrations 
that fester among the urban poor readily are readily exploited 
by political extremists. If cities do not begin to deal more con
structively with poverty, poverty may well begin to deal more 
destructively with cities." 

In a trenchant passage, McNamara described the problem of 
housing: 

"The deprivation suffered by the poor is nowhere more visible 
than in the matter of housing. Even the most hardened and un
sentimental observer from the developed world is shocked by 
the squalid slums and ramshackle shantytowns that ring the 
periphery of every major city. The favelas, the bustees, the 
bidonvilles have become almost the central symbol of the pov
erty that pervades two-thirds of the globe. It is the image that 
is seared into the memory of every visitor. 

"But there is one thing worse than living in a slum or a squat
ter settlement-and that is having one's slum or settlement 
bulldozed away by a government which has no shelter of any 
sort whatever to offer in its place. When that happens-and it 
happens often-there remains only the pavement itself, or some 
rocky hillside or parched plain, where the poor can once again 
begin to build out of packing crates or signboards and scraps of 
sheetmetal and cardboard a tiny hovel in which to house their 
families. 

"Squatter settlements by definition-and by city ordinance
are illegal. Even the word squatter itself is vaguely obscene, as if 
somehow being penniless, landless, and homeless were deliber
ate sins against the canons of proper etiquette. But it is not 
squatters that are obscene. It is the economic circumstances that 
make squatter settlements necessary that are obscene." 

MeN a mara indicated that though the dynamics of poverty in 
the cities differ substantially from those in the countryside, the 
key to dealing with them both is fundamentally the same. "What 
is required," he said, "are policies and actions that will assist 
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the poor to increase their productivity. Primarily this caBs for 
measures that will remove barriers to their earning opportuni
ties, and improve their access to public services." 

Urging governments to increase earning opportunities for the 
poor in the informal sector, create more jobs in the modern 
sector, provide more equitable access to public utilities, trans
port, education, and health services, and to establish realistic 
housing policies, McNamara warned that "for the next decade 
or two- indeed for as far forward as anyone can realistically 
plan-the urban problem will be a poverty problem." 

He added that any serious effort in solving the problems of 
urban development will clearly involve a number of sensitive 
and difficult political choices, and that those, of course, were 
for governments to make, not for the Bank. Moreover, the 
Bank's own lending could finance only a very small proportion 
of the necessary investments in productive facilities and sup
porting urban services. 

But he stressed: "The Bank, can play a significant role in 
pointing out the extent to which governments' present policies, 
practices, and investment allocations are seriously biased against 
the poor. And the Bank can expand and redirect its own invest
ments in urban areas to insure that they result in increased 
earning opportunities and more adequate services for the poor 
in both the modern and traditional sectors. This will be a major 
objective of our five-year program for the years FY1976-80." 

1976: 
In his Annual Meeting address in 1976 McNamara drew 

attention to the growing debate that was going on within various 
forums of the international development community over the 
issue of additional support from the developed nations to assist 
the developing countries achieve acceptable rates of growth. 

This debate had led to the Special Session of the General 
Assembly the year before in New York; to the formation of the 
Development Committee composed of Governors of the IMF 
and the World Bank; to the meeting of UNCTAD IV in Nai
robi; and to the North-South Dialogue in Paris. And yet, after 
more than a year of intense debate, there had been no agree
ment on the level of additional assistance to be provided to the 
developing nations. 

In McNamara's view, the reason for \be lack of agreement 
was that the discussions had focused far too much on details- 25 
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commodity agreements, buffer stocks, and so forth-rather than 
on fundamentals. 

He believed that what was needed was a "basic understand
ing" among the parties as to the nature and magnitude of the 
problem; the action required to address it; the relative responsi
bilities of the parties for taking such action; and the costs and 
benefits to each of doing so. 

Such an understanding-a "global compact"-would make 
clear in overall terms both the additional trade and aid support 
to be provided by the developed nations, and the policy reforms 
and structural changes to be undertaken by the developing 
nations. These should, he thought, have as one of their major 
objectives the meeting of the basic human needs of the absolute 
poor in both the poorest and the middle-income countries with
in a reasonable period of time, say by the end of the century. 

Once the broad limits of such an understanding were estab
lished McNamara believed, then the specific form of assistance 
to be provided by individual developed nations to particular 
developing countries could be examined. It would then become 
apparent that it is relatively unimportant whether the assistance 
is to take the form of commodity agreements, debt relief, trade 
concessions, bilateral aid, or multilateral financing-or any par
ticular combination of these-provided the overall total is 
adequate. 

This pragmatic approach in McNamara's thinking was to 
result the following year in his proposal that Willy Brandt, 
former Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany, and 
Nobel Laureate, should convene and chair a private and wholly 
independent commission of experienced and distinguished indi
viduals, drawn from the developing and industrialized countries, 
whose purpose would be to assess and recommend feasible 
alternatives to the continuing North-South deadlock. 

1977: 
Before that was to happen, McNamara was invited by the 

president of the prestigious Massachus~tts Institute of Technol
ogy to deliver a lecture in its special bicentennial series on 
"World Change and World Security." He decided to use this 
important forum to make another major address on the popula
tion problem. It turned out to be the most comprehensive state
ment on a single subject that McNamara ever made while presi
dent of the Bank. 

Fifty-four printed pages in length, the statement was in effect 
a tightly argued monograph. At the outset, McNamara indicated 
that he was going to do four things: examine the background of 
the population problem; analyze its current trends; evaluate the 
measures available to deal with it; and suggest the actions that 
governments and others can and must take to help solve it. 

"I want," he began, "to discuss with you tonight a subject 
that has nothing whatever to do with military phenomena-but 
a very great deal to do with global tranquillity. 

"It is the issue of population growth. 
"Short of thermonuclear war itself, it is the gravest issue the 

world faces over the decades immediately ahead. 
"Indeed, in many ways rampant population growth is an even 

more dangerous and subtle threat to the world than thermo
nuclear war, for it is intrinsically less subject to rational safe
guards, and less amenable to organized control. 

"The population growth of the planet is not in the exclusive 
control of a few governments, but rather in the hands of literally 
hundreds of millions of individual parents who will ultimately 
determine the outcome. 

"That is what makes the population threat-even more than 
the nuclear threat-diffuse and intractable. And that is why it 
must be faced-like the nuclear threat-for what it inevitably 
is: both a central determinant of mankind's future, and one 
requiring far more attention of the world community than it is 
presently receiving." 

McNamara indicated that there at last appeared to be a 
significant decline in fertility in the developing countries, but 
that though that was welcome the fact remained that the current 
rate of decline was too slow to avoid their ultimately arriving at 
stationary populations far in excess of acceptable levels. 

"Unless governments, through appropriate policy action, can 
accelerate the reduction in fertility, the global population may 
not stabilize below 11 billion. That would be a world none of us 
would want to live in." 

Governments, he underlined, must avoid the severe penalties 
of procrastination, and try to hasten the stabilization process 
forward. But how? 

The causes and determinants of fertility reduction, he ad
mitted, are extremely complex, but it appears likely that there 
are a number of key linkages between tha,.reduction and certain 
specific clements of socio-economic growth. 27 
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The factors that appear to be most important, McNamara 
concluded, are: health, education, broadly distributed economic 
growth, urbanization, and the enhanced status of women. 

Those factors were at work in the developing world, he said, 
but their progress is too slow to be fully effective. Without addi
tional intervention on the parts of governments, the current 
population there is going to continue to grow at rates very sub
stantially in excess of those that would permit far more eco
nomic and social progress. 

There are, he argued, two broad categories of interventions 
that governments must undertake: those designed to encourage 
couples to desire smaller families; and those designed to provide 
the parents with the means to implement that desire. 

The first set of interventions sets out to alter the social and 
economic environment that tends to promote fertility, and by 
altering it to create a demand among parents for a new and 
smaller family norm. And the second set of interventions sup
plies the requisite means that will make that new norm 
attainable. 

To create the demand for a change in family norm, govern
ments should try to: 

• Reduce current infant and child mortality rates sharply. 

• Expand basic education and substantially increase the pro
portion of girls in school. 

• Increase the productivity of smallholders in the rural areas, 
and expand earning opportunities in the cities for low
income groups. 

• Put greater stress on more equitable distribution of income 
and services in the drive for greater economic growth. 

• And above all else, raise the status of women socially, eco
nomically, and politically. 

To satisfy the demand for a change in family norms, govern
ments and the international community should: 

• Provide a broad choice of the present contraceptive tech
niques and services to parents. 

• Improve the delivery systems by which parents can get the 
services they wish. 

• And expand present levels of research seeking better tech
niques and services. 

While McNamara admitted that some observers disagreed 
over the relative importance of social development and family 
planning efforts in reducing fertility-some saying the former 
was too indirect, and others saying that the latter was too in
efficient-he argued firmly for the need for both. 

Indeed, throughout the whole of this 20,000 word treatise 
on the tangled complexities of the population problem, Mc
Namara remains at his expository best: his reasoning advances 
step by step from premise to conclusion, always clear and co
hesive, always tight and orderly. 

And yet the argument never becomes merely impersonal and 
clinical. It remains humanistic in its tone, and philosophical in 
its reach: traits that were characteristic of McNamara's best 
policy statements. 

Consider . the sensitivity of the following passage. In it Mc
Namara is stressing the importance of trying to understand the 
mindset of villagers regarding family size. 

"The reasons for fertility reduction that may be persuasive 
to planners sitting in distant capitals," he points out, "may not 
be persuasive at all to parents sitting in remote villages. Village 
couples rarely worry about the progress of the gross national 
product. 

"What they may well worry about is the progress of a sick 
child, or how they are going to accumulate enough savings to 
secure their old age, and whether the signs are auspicious that 
the next pregnancy will finally give them a second son, rather 
than a third daughter. 

"As we have said, it is the poor, as a generality, who have 
the most children. And it is the poorest countries, as a general
ity, that have the highest birth rates. 

"But it would be a mistake to think that the poor have chil
dren mindlessly, or without purpose, or-in the light of their 
own personal value systems-irresponsibly. 

"Quite the contrary. The poor, by the very fact of their pov
erty, have little margin for error. The very precariousness of 
their existence habituates them to be cautious. They may be 
illiterate. They are seldom foolhardy. To survive at all, they are 
forced to be shrewd. 

"What we must grasp is that poverty does not make people 
unreasonable. What it does do is severely reduce their range of 
choice. They often do what they do betause there is little real 
opportunity to do otherwise. 29 
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"Poor people have large families for many reasons. But the 
point is they do have reasons. Reasons of security for their old 
age. Reasons about additional help on the land. Reasons con
cerning the cultural preference for sons. Reasons related to the 
laws ?f inheritance. Reasons dictated by traditional religious 
behaviOr. And reasons for personal pride. 

"Demography measures people. It cannot always measure 
their inner feelings. 
"A~d yet understanding poor people-and the narrow range 

of optiOns that poverty offers them-is the key to assisting them 
to broaden their choices." 

To the connoisseur, that passage might well be called vintage 
McNamara. 

1978: 
In the Annual Meeting address of the following year, Mc

Namara pushed even harder on the need for the rich and poor 
nations alike to do more to combat absolute poverty. 

"The need to give greater attention to the problems of the 
absolute poor," he said, "has been increasingly recognized in 
international discussions. But the intractability of these prob
lems and the scale of efforts needed to reduce the numbers of 
absolute poor have not been fully appreciated." 

The latest studies in the Bank had concluded that, even under 
somewhat optimistic assumptions, some 600 million individuals 
at the end of the century would remain trapped in absolute 
poverty. That was shocking and unacceptable, he said, and he 
asked: "Now, what can be done to reduce this level of pov
erty?" His reply~ as usual, was candid. 

"The World Bank does not have a full and complete answer 
to that question, nor do I know of anyone in the world who 
does. And that is why I urge that the Brandt Commission, the 
Development Committee, the UN Overview Committee, 
UNCTAD, the Development Assistance Committee, and other 
international groups-and above all the individual developing 
countries themselves--each give serious and detailed attention 
to it." 

But MeN amara argued that even though no one as yet had a 
fully comprehensive answer to the problem of absolute poverty, 
he believed that within the present limits of our knowledge, 
each of the developing countries could-and should-set spe-

cific goals for its own society's direct attack on poverty; and that 
the international community, in the appropriate forums, should 
endorse these goals, and pledge the necessary support. 

"As I have emphasized," he said, "such an attack on absolute 
poverty can only succeed in an environment of growth. And 
support from the international community-through further ex
pansion of trade and more adequate capital flows-is essential 
if optimum rates are to be achieved." 

Driving home this central conviction, McNamara emphasized 
again that "though growth is an absolutely necessary condition 
for reducing poverty, it is not in itself a sufficient condition. For 
growth cannot help the poor unless it reaches the poor." 

Growth, he stressed, does not reach the poor sufficiently 
today, and hence the developing countries must both: 

• Modify the pattern of growth so as to raise the productivity 
of the poor; and 

• Improve the access of the poor to essential public services: 
to clean water, to basic education, to preventative medical 
care, to electricity, to public transportation-to those serv
ices fundamental to their health and productivity. 

"Now, I am not suggesting," he admitted, "that any of this 
is easy to do. It is not. What I am suggesting is that absolute 
poverty can never be eliminated by traditional welfare. And the 
reason is obvious. No feasible redistribution of already inade
quate national income in a developing society is, by itself, going 
to be enough to wipe out poverty. There must be growth in that 
income, and the poor must be enabled both to contribute more 
productively to that growth, and to participate more equitably 
in its benefits." 

The tragedy of the absolute poor, he reminded the high 
officials in his audience, is that they remain largely outside the 
entire development process. They must be brought more fully 
into it, and that could only be done by the developing countries 
themselves. 

Conditions, he conceded, clearly differ from society to soci
ety, but what is essential is that governments: 

• For.mulate attainable anti-poverty objectives at national, 
regtonal, and local levels; 

• Define clear operational programs, and institutional poli
cies, for achievement of the obje~~ives within specific time 
periods; and 31 
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• Determine the level of resources required to meet the min
imum goals. 

"Unless such practical steps are taken by the governments in 
developing societies," McNamara reiterated, "the hope to re
duce absolute poverty simply cannot be translated into effective 
action. Certainly no external development agency-no matter 
how helpful--can substitute for the internal political resolve 
necessary to take these steps. But once that firm resolve is evi
dent, then the international community must support these 
politically difficult decisions with comparable courage and gen
erosity." 

McNamara concluded his address on a sober note. 
"We must be candid about the choices that confront us. 

There are no easy alternatives. But to relax in the development 
effort, to lose momentum, to procrastinate, to let problems fester 
and grow worse-that choice can benefit neither us, nor those 
others who must follow after us. 

"We know who those others are. They are our children. 
"Will their world be more rational, more compassionate, 

more peaceful, more human? 
"That choice is more ours than theirs. For the options are 

closing, and the inevitable chain of consequences is already 
underway. 

"The time, then, to act is now. It is an opportunity that will 
not return." 

1979: 
MeN amara sounded the same serious note as he began his 

Annual Meeting address in Belgrade the following year. 
"We meet this year as one turbulent decade draws to a close, 

and what promises to be an even more critical one is about to 
begin. 

"We need not be reminded that the economic strains of the 
1970s have been more severe than any since the disruption of 
World War II and the global depression that preceded it. But 
the truth is that the problems that will confront us all in the 
1980s are almost certain to be more difficult. More difficult be
cause with the loss of irrecoverable time the easier solutions to 
these problems have begun to disappear. 

"What we will be left with in the decade ahead are increas
ingly painful dilemmas that can no longer be ignored or post-

poned. We are going to have to decide-and decide soon-if we 
can really afford to continue temporizing with severe develop
ment problems that are getting worse rather than better." 

MeN amara reviewed the progress of the Second Development 
Decade, the 1970s, and the international community's official 
strategy that had put such emphasis on reaching certain overall 
performance targets. Not only were there going to be serious 
shortfalls in achieving these goals, but the overall performance 
statistics themselves obscured very significant differences be
tween various groups of countries. 

Income grew the least in the 1970s, he stressed, where it was 
needed the most: in the poorest countries, containing over half 
the population of the developing world. The economies of most 
of these nations, with hundreds of millions of their people al
ready trapped in absolute poverty, had scarcely advanced at all. 

"In the end effective development strategies revolve essen
tially around policy choices ... It seems to me, therefore, that 
a more practical approach for DDIII planning would be to con
sider in detail the hard policy choices that the developing and 
developed countries alike are going to have to confront in the 
Eighties and beyond if fundamental development objectives are 
to be realized." 

These policy choices would, he said, inevitably have to deal 
with such immense and complicated problems as population 
growth, food production, employment creation, urbanization, 
reducing absolute poverty, and expanding international trade 
and financial flows. 

McNamara commented on all of these problems during the 
course of the address, as well as on the World Bank's own in
volvement with them, and underscored again the need for a 
basic understanding between the developed and developing 
countries over essentials. One of the principal frustrations of the 
North-South Dialogue had been that it had become so bogged 
down in arguments over the means that it had tended to lose 
sight of the ends. 

"Such an understanding," he argued, "is all the more neces
sary because we simply do not yet possess the same instruments 
of implementation at the international level which are avail
able-and taken for granted-at the national level. 

"There is obviously no global planning system, no world 
treasury based on international taxation, and no central budget
ing machinery to allocate governmental financial resources. 33 
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"It is possible--even likely-that some of these institutions 
:-vm eventually evolve. Certainly the realities of our increasing 
Interdependence ought to move us all towards less arbitrary 
and hopefully more rational management of global resources. 

"In the interim we must shape and improve the institutions 
and the system we have as wisely as we can." 

1980: 

When Robert McNamara walked to the lectern on Septem
ber 30, 1980, it was exactly 12 years to the day that he had first 
addressed the Board of Governors at the World Bank's Annual 
Meeting. In June of 1980 he had informed the Executive Di
rectors that he would retire from the service of the Bank in 
June. of 198~. The huge audience, then, knew that this was to 
be. his valedictory address, and they expected it to be some
thmg memorable. It was. 

'~This is the t~irteenth, and final, address" he began, "that 
I WII! have the pnvilege of making in this forum. The occasion, 
I be.heve, places on me a special responsibility, and hence what 
I will have to say this morning will be particularly frank and 
candid, especially as it relates to the future role of the World 
Bank." 

Recalling that over the past dozen years the World Bank 
Grou~'s len~ing program had expanded dramatically its level of 
financial assistance to the developing world from approximately 
$1 billion in FY1968 to more than $12 billion in FY1980 
McNamara pointed out that the Bank's policy had not been sim~ 
ply to do more, but rather "we wanted to do more of what 
would contribute most to our member countries' evolving devel
opment needs." 

. There .h~d been major qualitative change in the Bank's lend
mg, and m Its development policies. The change arose out of the 
understanding that "if the absolute poor had to wait for the 
benefits of overall economic growth to trickle down to them 
their incomes and welfare would inch forward at an intolerabl; 
slow pace." 

Throughout the 1970s the Bank had made a determined 
effor~ to help its developing member countries to devise policies 
and mvestment programs to assist the poor in their societies to 
become more productive, and to assure an equitable distribution 
of basic services to them. 

In the FY 1964-68 period, such loans from the Bank had 
amounted on average to only $60 million per year, and ac
counted for less than 5% of total lending. In FY1980 they had 
grown to $3,565 million, and accounted for over 30% of total 
lending. 

In FY 1980 alone the Bank approved agricultural and rural 
development projects to raise the productivity, and thereby the 
incomes, of 29 million people, including 18 million of the 
world's poorest-and to increase food production by 6 million 
tons per annum. 

But, added McNamara, investments in highways, electric 
power, and other traditional infrastructure and production in
vestments remain "vital to development." They are, he empha
sized, "basic to strengthening the foundations of growth, and to 
expanding employment opportunities and enhancing the in
comes of all members of society." 

While the Bank reduced the share of lending to these sectors, 
McNamara explained, it substantially increased its absolute 
volume. Bank lending for traditional infrastructure projects 
grew from an annual average of $700 million in 1964-68 to 
$4.4 billion in 1980; and for traditional production projects, 
from $350 million to $3.5 billion. 

Only by raising its overall level of lending was the Bank able 
to meet its member countries' new development needs without 
neglecting their traditional requirements. This would clearly 
continue to be the case throughout the 1980s and beyond. 

The Bank's lending program for FY1981-85 had originally 
been drawn up in early 1977. But four events had intervened 
in the meantime that had invalidated the underlying assumptions 
of that program. These were: 

1. A much greater inflation rate than had been projected in 
1977. 

2. The unexpected doubling of oil prices over the past 18 
months, and restricted growth in the oil-importing devel
oping country exports to the nations of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), re
sulting in huge current account deficits and the critical 
requirement for new structural adjustments. 

3. The resulting need-both in theiltown interest, as well as 
that of the world community-for these oil-importing 35 
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developing countries to invest in and develop their own 
domestic energy resources. 

4. The change in the representation of China in the Bank, 
increasing by 45%-approximately a billion individuals
the number of people who now needed, who now desired, 
and who were now entitled to have World Bank lending. 

"What we need to do now," MeN amara urged, "is to reach 
broad agreement on the following objective." 

The Bank should: 

• Increase its lending program in order to offset fully the 
higher-than-anticipated inflation le~els; 

• Finance structural adjustment, but not at the cost of reduc
ing the development finance already planned for the oil
importing developing countries; 

• Assist in financing an expanded energy development pro
gram, but not at the cost of cutting its assistance to other 
equally vital programs; and 

• Respond to the development needs of China, but not at the 
cost of its other borrowers. 

"All of this can be done," McNamara emphasized, "in a 
manner that takes full account of the current budgetary con
straints faced by governments of the developed nations, pro
vided we make full use of the potential of the Bank's capital 
base, and facilitate the use of the large private resources avail
able for sound investment opportunities." 

McNamara concluded his address by noting that through the 
support of its member governments the World Bank over the 
past ten years had become by far the world's largest and most 
influential development institution. That was important. But 
what was far more important, he said, was what had transpired 
throughout the developing world in the millions of individual 
lives that the institution had touched. 

"What these countless millions of the poor need and want is 
what each of us needs and wants: the well-being of those they 
love; a better future for their children; an end to injustice; and a 
beginning of hope. 

"We do not see their faces, we do not know their names, we 
cannot count their number. But they are there. And their lives 
have been touched by us. And ours by them." 

As McNamara spoke these words his voice broke with emo
tion. He paused, and with difficulty concluded his address with 
this final passage: 

"And now-if I may-let me add a purely personal note. 
These past 13 years have been the most stimulating of my life. 
I wouldn't have traded them for anything. And I want to say 
to all of you how deeply grateful I am for the privilege of having 
served with you throughout these years. 

"This World Bank-born out of the ruins of World War 11-
has grown into one of the world's most constructive instruments 
of human aspiration and progress. And yet, it has only barely 
begun to develop its full potential for service and assistance. 
There is so much more it can do, so much more it ought to do 
to assist those who need its help. 

"Each one of us can help make that happen. And how can 
we begin? We must begin-as the founders of this great insti
tution began-with vision. With clear, strong, bold vision. 

"George Bernard Shaw put it perfectly: 'You see things, and 
say why? But I dream things that never were, and I say why 
not?'" 

McNamara, by now almost unable to speak, left the rostrum, 
as the huge audience rose to its feet and gave him what even the 
restrained New York Times described as "a thunderous ova
tion." 

A very moving moment had passed, but in the minds of many 
that day there remained the question: had an era ended ... or, 
in McNamara's words, had it just barely begun? 

a. 
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The McNamara Legacy 

As is obvious, any serious examination of the principal public 
statements of Mr. McNamara reveals an evolving and wide
ranging set of insights on international development. His think
ing is rich and complex. But if one were arbitrarily to limit one
self to perhaps a dozen major themes from these sources, the 
following points-some explicit, some implicit-would clearly 
emerge from such a survey. 

I. The fundamental nature of development 

McNamara does not view development exclusively as "eco
nomic progress," but rather as something more fundamental. 
uDevelopment is clearly not simply economic progress measured 
in terms of gross national product. It is something much more 
basic. It is essentially human development; that is, the individ
ual's realization of his or her own inherent potential." On the 
scale, then, of human activities, development is of immense im
portance, and should rightfully command priority. "Develop
ment is about people. The only criterion for measuring its ulti
mate success or failure is what it does to enhance the lives of 
individual human beings." 

II. The role in development of the concept of equity 

McNamara sees the concept of equity as central to the devel
opment process. He believes that our own era in human history 
is characterized by that concept's gradually becoming more 
universal and compelling. "If we look around the world today 
realistically," he says, "it is evident that the desire for a greater 
degree of equity-for a more just and reasonable equality of 
opportunity among individuals, both within nations and between 
nations-is becoming a major concern of our time. 

"It is a trend that has been gathering momentum for cen
tury or more. The rise of the labor union movement, the drive 
against racial discrimination, the expansion of civil rights, the 
enhancement of the status of women-these and similar move
ments have all had an ingredient in common: the surge towards 
greater social justice and more equitable economic oppor
tunity." 

"If the rich nations do not act," he says, "through both aid 
and trade to diminish the widening imbalance between their 
own collective wealth and the aggregate poverty of the poor 
nations, development simply cannot succeed within any accept
able time frame. The community of nations wiJI only become 
more dangerously fragmented into the privileged and the de
prived, the self-satisfied and the frustrated, the complacent and 
the bitter. It will not be an international atmosphere conducive 
to tranquillity. 

"The developed nations, then, must do more to promote at 
least minimal equity in the distribution of wealth among nations. 
But the developing nations must do more as weJI. Their internal 
equity problems are no Jess important than those of the interna
tional community at large. In the developing nation's pursuit 
of rapid economic growth, the poorest 40% of their populations 
are being largely left behind." 

"Governments exist to promote the welfare of all of their 
citizens-not just that of a privileged few. Absolute egalitarian
ism is as chimerical as absolute Jaissez-faire, but what is certain 
is that absolute human degradation-when it reaches the pro
portions of 30 to 40% of an entire citizenry-cannot be 
ignored, cannot be suppressed, and cannot be tolerated for too 
long a time by any government hoping to preserve civil order." 

III. Development comprises a twofold task: to accelerate 
economic growth, and to eradicate absolute poverty 

McNamara believes that these two objectives must be pri
mary elements of any sound overall development strategy. "The 
two goals," he emphasizes, "are intrinsically related, though 
governments are often tempted to pursue one without adequate 
attention to the other. But from a development point of view 
that approach always fails in the er-..1. The pursuit of growth 
without a reasonable concern for equity is ultimately socially 
destabilizing, and often violently so. And the pursuit of equity 39 
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without a reasonable concern for growth merely tends to redis
tribute economic stagnation. Neither pursuit, taken by itself, can 
lead to sustained, successful development." 

IV. The characteristics and dimensions of absolute poverty 

McNamara stresses over and over again that absolute poverty 
is "a condition of life so limited by illiteracy, malnutrition, dis
ease, high infant-mortality, and low life-expectancy as to be 
beneath any rational definition of decency." It denies its victims 
the very potential of the genes with which they were born. In 
effect, it is life at the margin of physical existence. 

"Malnutrition saps their energy, stunts their bodies, and 
shortens their lives. Illiteracy darkens their minds, and fore
closes their futures. Preventable diseases maim and kill their 
children. Squalor and ugliness pollute and poison their sur
roundings. The miraculous gift of life itself, and all its intrinsic 
potential-so promising and rewarding for us-is eroded and 
reduced for them to a desperate effort to survive." 

"Compared to those fortunate enough to live in the developed 
countries, individuals in the poorest nations have: an infant 
mortality rate eight times higher; a life expectancy one-third 
lower; an adult literacy rate 60% less; a nutritional level, for 
one out of every two in the population, below minimum stand
ards; and for millions of infants, Jess protein than is sufficient 
to permit optimum development of the brain." 

"And when we reflect on this profile of poverty in the devel
oping world we have to remind ourselves that we are not talking 
about merely a tiny minority of unfortunates-a miscellaneous 
collection of the losers in life-a regrettable but insignificant 
exception to the rule. On the contrary, we are talking about 
hundreds of millions of human beings-40% of the total popu
lation of over 100 countries." 

V. The key to reducing absolute poverty 

McNamara insists that any successful effort to combat pov
erty in the developing countries has to do two basic things: 
assist the poor to increase their productivity; and assure their 
access to essential public services. "Unless specific efforts are 
made to help them realize their productive potential, no feasible 
degree of traditional welfare or simple redistribution of already 

inadequate national wealth can fundamentally alter the circum
stances that impoverish them." 

"A critical component of that approach is for governments of 
developing countries to provide better access for the absolute 
poor in their societies to essential public services, particularly 
basic education, primary health care, and clean water. These 
fundamental services-combined with the better shelter and 
nutrition that improved incomes can afford-are the key to the 
poor's being able to meet their own basic needs." 

"Not only are essential public services often out of financial 
and geographic reach of the poor, but such facilities as are in 
place may be so inappropriately designed as to be virtually 
irrelevant to their needs: impressive four-lane highways, but too 
few market roads; elaborate curative-care hospitals, but too few 
preventive-care rural clinics; prestigious institutions of higher 
learning, but too few village l~eracy programs. 

"Public services that are:'8esigned modestly and at low cost 
per unit will almost certainty end by serving the privileged few 
rather than the deprived many. To reverse this trend, govern
ments must be prepared to make tough and politically sensitive 
decisions, and to reallocate scarce resources into less elabo
rate-but more broadly based-delivery systems that can get 
the services to the poor, and the poor to the services." 

VI. The importance of the population issue 

There is no question that McNamara considers it critically 
important that the developing countries find and apply a ra
tional and humane solution to their population. problem. "To 
put it simply: the greatest single obstacle to the economic and 
social advancement of the majority of the peoples in the under
developed world is rampant population growth. Having said 
that, let me make one point unmistakably clear: the solution of 
the population problem is in no way a substitute for the more 
traditional forms of developmental assistance: aid for economic 
infrastructure; aid for agriculture; aid for industrialization; aid 
for education; aid for technological advance. The underdevel
oped world needs investment capital for a whole gamut of pro
ductive projects. But nothing would be more unwise than to 
allow these projects to fail because thtty are finally overwhelmed 
by a tidal wave of population." 41 
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VII. The dangers to both developed and developing 
countries of trade protectionism 

McNamara's view is that unless the international community 
resists-and rolls back-the trade protectionism that has been 
growing in recent years, everyone will be the ultimate loser. 
"Just as the developing countries have begun to demonstrate 
their natural comparative advantage in certain labor-intensive 
manufactures, a new threat of protectionism is gathering mo
mentum in the developed world. This is both inequitable and 
shortsighted since it denies the developing countries the only 
long-range economic strategy that can ultimately decrease their 
dependence on foreign assistance. 

"Already the developing world constitutes an important and 
growing market for the exports of the industrialized nations, 
stimulating demand and helping hasten their own economic 
recovery. But if the developing countries are to import even 
more goods and services from the OECD nations-which they 
both need and want to do-then they must be allowed in return 
to export more to those same nations in order to earn the foreign 
exchange necessary to do so. 

"In the end, excessive protectionism is self-defeating for 
everyone: for consumers, who are denied less expensive, and 
hence less inflationary, imports; and for producers, who are 
denied competitive access to expanding markets. 

"What is required is a more rational framework of interna
tional trade that will reduce protectionism on both sides by 
promoting the dismantling of non-tariff barriers, and by broad
ening the scope of true comparative advantage. In the industrial 
countries this will require initiating adjustment procedures that 
can ease the shift of capital and labor away from marginal in
dustries into more competitive and productive sectors." 

VIII. The moral case for development assistance 

McNamara believes that though there are many grounds for 
development assistance, the moral case is the basic one. "There 
are, of course, many sound reasons for development assistance. 
But the fundamental case is, I believe, the moral one. The 
whole of human history has recognized the principle that the 
rich and powerful have a moral obligation to assist the poor 
and the weak. That is what the sense of community is all 

about-any community: the community of the family, the com
munity of the nation, the community of nations itself. 

"Moral principles, if they are reaJly sound- and this one 
clearly is-are also practical ways to proceed. Social justice is 
not simply an abstract ideal. It is a sensible way of making life 
more livable for everyone." 

IX. The national-interest case for development assistance 

MeN amara concedes that the moral argument for the devel
oped nations to assist the developing countries does not per
suade everyone. For those citizens in a developed nation who 
prefer arguments that appeal to national self-interest, he points 
out that there are some very strong ones. In this passage he uses 
the example of the United States, but in other passages he has 
cited the same kind of specific statistics for other OECD nations. 

"Exports provide one out of every eight jobs in U.S. manu
facturing, and they take the output of one out of every three 
acres of U.S. farm land-and roughly one-third of these exports 
are now going to the developing countries. Indeed, the U.S. 
now exports more to the developing countries than it does to 
Western Europe, Eastern Europe, China, and the Soviet Union 
combined. 

"Further, the U.S. now gets increasing quantities of its raw 
materials from the developing world-more than 50% of its 
tin, rubber, and manganese plus very substantial amounts of 
tungsten and cobalt, to say nothing of its oil. The U.S. economy, 
then, increasingly depends on the ability of the developing 
nations both to purchase its exports, and to supply it with im
portant raw materials. And the same sort of relationship of 
mutual interdependence exists between the other industrialized 
countries-the Common Market, and Japan-and the develop
ing world. 

"Thus, for the developed nations to do more to assist the 
developing countries is not merely the right thing to do, it is 
also increasingly the economically advantageous thing to do." 

X. The developing world has made unprecedented progress 
in the past quarter century, but continues to face 
very critical problems 

McNamara believes that the progres:·in the developing world 
since 1950 demonstrates an immense achievement, but that 43 
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very serious difficulties remain to be solved. "If one looks ob
jectively at the developing world's economic record during the 
past quarter century, it is impressive. It surpasses the perform
ance of the present industrialized nations for any comparable 
period of their own development." 

"Nor was the achievement exclusively economic. Important 
social progress was made as well. Average life expectancy, for 
example, was expanded from about 40 years to 50 years. 
Though 50 is still 30% lower than the longevity currently en
joyed in the industrialized nations, it took Western Europe a 
century to achieve what the developing nations did in 25 years." 

"These emerging societies have also succeeded in increasing 
the literacy of their peoples. Twenty-five years ago 65 million 
children were in primary school. Today, 260 million are. Then, 
only 7 million were in secondary and higher institutions. Today, 
65 million are. In 1950, only a third of their adult population 
could read and write. Today, more than a half can. Much of 
this social progress was possible because the real per capita 
income of the developing world had more than doubled during 
the period." 

"But the unexpectedly high average rate of growth conceals 
significant differences between groups of countries. 

"The poorest nations have done only half as well as the 
middle-income group. Crippled by serious disadvantages, these 
societies have witnessed their growth gradually diminish. And 
collectively they contain more than half the total population of 
the developing world. 

"In the middle-income countries, the rates of growth have 
been better, but here too the averages obscure sharply skewed 
income patterns. Far too many in these societies-as in the 
poorest nations-have been able neither to contribute much to 
economic growth, nor to share equitably in its benefits. Devel
opment has passed them by. 

"The tragedy of the absolute poor is that they are trapped in 
a set of social and economic circumstances that they cannot 
break out of by their own efforts alone. Hundreds of millions of 
them cannot read or write; are seriously malnourished; have no 
access to adequate medical care; are without adequate shelter; 
and have no meaningful work. Their basic human needs are 
simply not met. 

"For these hundreds of millions, development has failed. It 
will continue to fail unless the dynamics of absolute poverty are 
dealt with directly, and reversed. 

"There are two essential things that must be done. The rate 
of economic growth of the developing nations must be acceler
ated. And more of the benefits of that growth must be channeled 
towards helping the absolute poor meet their basic human 
needs." 

XI. The World Bank is an international development 
institution, not a philanthropic organization 

McNamara believes that there is no inherent contradiction 
between the World Bank being a well-run, hard-headed, pru
dent, and careful investor of other people's money, and at the 
same time being a socially responsible development institution, 
sensitive to the needs of basic human welfare. In the 35 years 
of lending operations, the Bank has never lost a penny, and its 
earnings throughout that period total $4.7 billion, including 
$588 million in FY1980. His view is that the greatest contribu
tion the World Bank's staff can make to development is to 
help the developing countries use their scarce resources as effec
tively as possible. 

"Now how can we help lift this burden of absolute poverty 
from off the backs of a billion people? That is a problem we 
have been dealing with at the World Bank intensively for the 
past six or seven years. 

"It is clear that we in the richer countries cannot do it by 
our own efforts. Nor can they, the masses in the poorest coun
tries, do it by their own efforts alone. There must be a partner
ship between a comparatively small contribution in money and 
skills from the developed world, and the developing world's 
determination both to increase its rate of economic growth, and 
to channel more of the benefits of that growth to the absolute 
poor. 

"Most of the effort must come from the developing countries' 
own governments. By and large they are making that effort. 

"In the past decade, the poor nations have financed over 
80% of their development investments out of their own meager 
incomes. But it is true they must make even greater efforts. 
They have invested too little in agriculture, too little in popula
tion planning, and too little in essential public services. And too 45 
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much of what they ha~e invested has benefited only a privileged 
few. That calls for pohcy reforms and that is of course always 
politically difficult. ' ' ' 

"In ~ny event, whatever the degree of neglect the govern
ments m the poor countries have been responsible for, it has 
been ~ore than matched by the failure of the developed nations 
to asstst them adequately in the development task." 

"Th~ current ~ccount deficits of the oil-importing developing 
countnes have nsen dramatically. The increase in these deficits 
is th~ mirror _image ?f a portio_n of the rise in the surpluses of 
the otl-exportmg natiOns. A maJor objective of the world's inter
mediation effort to deal with these surpluses must be to assure 
that appropriate portions of them flow, directly or indirectly, 
back to these developing countries. 

"The assistance the developing societies will need in the 
1980s~both to alleviate their burden of absolute poverty, and 
to facthtate the structural changes in their economies required 
by the changes in the external environment-is much larger 
than was projected before the events of the past 18 months ... 
That is why all previously planned programs of international 
assistance, including that of the Bank, must be reexamined in 
order to determine how the most urgent needs of the developing 
world can be met. 

"It is in this perspective that the future level of World Bank 
l~nding, and the nature of its operating policies, should be re
VIewed. The Bank clearly cannot do everything. Nor should it 
try_ to. But ne~ther can i~ be allowed to fail in its basic responsi
bthty toward tts developmg member countries." 

XII. The President of the World Bank has a teaching role 
as well as a financial and managerial responsibility 

Though aware of the sensitivities involved, McNamara clearly 
felt a strong responsibility to use the presidency of the World 
Bank as a unique podium from which to say candidly to the 
world those things he felt needed saying on the subject of 
development. 

What is remarkable is that he was able to say things about the 
performance of both the developed and developing countries 
that almost no one else of international stature in the world 
today could or would say and still be listened to with respect 
and credibility. But he saw it as his task to be rigorously objec-

tive, and to tell both the rich and poor nations what the develop
ment facts were, and consequently where their respective duties 
lay. 

One commentator in the press observed that "the poor coun
tries like to think of Mr. McNamara as an Old Testament 
prophet who emerges occasionally from periods of meditation to 
rail against the rich nations for their stinginess." Another termed 
him a "planet-saver ... a public figure with world vision, an 
evangelical bent, and a realization of what an endangered spe
cies mankind is." Still another called him "a kind of conscience 
for the rich nations." 

But if McNamara was a conscience, it was not for the rich 
nations alone. He repeatedly made the point to the developing 
countries that they bore the chief responsibility for their own 
economic progress, and that it was their task to see that all the 
groups in their societies both contributed more to national devel
opment and shared more equitably in its benefits. 

He called on the governments of the developing countries to 
take those politically tough and courageous decisions that give 
the absolute poor better access to essential public services, and 
that help them to enhance their own productivity. But he always 
matched that plea with one directed to the governments of the 
developed nations that they exercise comparable political cour
age and make available greater development assistance to those 
developing countries willing to carry out these difficult tasks. 

He stressed over and over again that ·no outside development 
assistance could substitute for the internal domestic efforts that 
the developing societies themselves must make, but he was 
equally insistent that for the developed nations to deny reason
able assistance was short-sighted, inequitable, and ultimately 
self-defeating. 

In his final address to the Board of Governors-representing 
the entire membership of the Bank, rich and poor nations alike 
-he made the point with his characteristic candor. Absolute 
poverty, he said, "is an open insult to the human dignity of us 
all: to the poor themselves, because simply as human beings 
they have deserved better; and to all of us in this room, for we 
have collectively had it in our power to do more to fight poverty, 
and we have failed to do so." 

But if McNamara believed that not dearly enough had yet 
been done to rid the world of the intolerable indecency of pov- 47 
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erty, he recognized that progress had been made. Towards the 
close of that last address, he put the matter modestly. 

"None of us, of course, can pretend that our understanding of 
the complexities of the poverty problem is complete. We are all 
still learning. But I believe we can take a measure of satisfaction 
that many governments and institutions throughout the interna
tional development community, including this Bank, are begin
ning to think about poverty in a more thoughtful way than they 
did a decade ago. And they are beginning to ask themselves how 
they can reshape their own efforts to deal with it more effec
tively." 

He was right, but much too modest. The view that there need 
not be a punitive trade-off between economic growth and equity, 
and that there were workable solutions to the plight of the abso
lute poor, had gained wide acceptance in both the developing 
and developed nations. It had helped reshape development 
strategy in dozens of societies, and had resulted in a substantial 
thrust in the Bank's own lending program toward investments 
specifically designed to raise the productivity of the poor, and 
assure them access to essential public services. 

Clearly he was right: many governments and institutions, in
. eluding the Bank-not to mention an immense audience all 
around the world-had begun to think about poverty in a more 
profound and practical way. 

It was due largely to his own dedicated leadership. And in the 
end it might well turn out to be the most lasting achievement of 
all of this very extraordinary man. 

a. 
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