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Abstract 
 

Quests for Community: The United States, Community  
Development, and the World, 1935–1965 

 
by 
 

Daniel Immerwahr 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in History 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor David A. Hollinger, Chair 
 
 
During the middle decades of the twentieth century, policymakers in the United States grap-
pled for the first time on a national level with the problem of poverty. They did this both at 
home and abroad, as part of the New Deal, the Cold War, and the Great Society. This disser-
tation focuses on one particular approach to improving the lives of the poor that was tried in 
all three of those contexts: community development. Although its particulars varied from 
place to place, the basic idea of community development was that poverty could be best alle-
viated not via macroeconomic stimulation or by the replacement of traditional institutions 
with modern ones but rather by the generation and encouragement of democratic communi-
ties in which the poor themselves would design and implement antipoverty schemes. Com-
munity developers believed that small-scale works, local knowledge and customs, grassroots 
participation, and communal solidarity were the key to development. Although that approach 
played a minor role in the New Deal, it became a major foreign aid strategy—pursued in do-
zens of Third-World countries in the 1950s—and was in the 1960s a major component of the 
War on Poverty pursued by the Lyndon Johnson administration.  
 
The community development movement has been largely forgotten, so the first contribution 
of this dissertation is to simply document its existence and prominence. Other major contribu-
tions: describing the divergence between community development and modernization theory, 
exposing the extent of communitarianism in U.S. thought and social science in the midcentury 
decades, offering a new account of the origins of the War on Poverty that stresses the role of 
overseas development projects in setting models for domestic antipoverty projects, and ex-
plaining the failure of community development strategies—a particularly relevant contribution 
as such strategies have been revived and are today being pursued aggressively by development 
experts, especially those at the World Bank. Chapters are dedicated to (1) the new interest in 
communities and small groups in the United States starting in the 1930s, (2) the trajectory of 
anthropologists and rural sociologists as they left jobs in the New Deal and the Japanese in-
ternment camps for those in foreign aid, (3) India‘s influential community development pro-
gram, (4) the Philippine community development program and the Philippine adaptation of 
community development techniques toward counterinsurgency campaigns (including in Viet-
nam), and (5) the War on Poverty‘s Community Action Program.  
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Introduction  
 

In 1958, the Saturday Evening Post began publishing serial installments of an unortho-
dox novel. It had no love story, little action, no single protagonist, and not even much by way 
of a plot. It was set in a fictional country in Southeast Asia and discussed such arid topics as 
embassy life, the relationship between nationalism and Communism, foreign aid, and what 
Asians thought of the United States. But despite its unusual form and content, The Ugly Ameri-
can, by William J. Lederer and Eugene Burdick, did tremendously well. It reached sixth place 
on Publishers Weekly‘s fiction list for 1959, outselling even Vladimir Nabokov‘s sensational Loli-
ta, which had also been published in 1958.1 Overall, the novel sold over six million copies, was 
a Book-of-the-Month Club main selection, went through fifty-five printings, and remained on 
the bestseller lists for seventy-eight weeks.2 John F. Kennedy loved it so much that he had 
copies sent to every member of the Senate and based his Peace Corps plan in large part on its 
suggestions (Lederer was hired by the Peace Corps to train volunteers).3 Marlon Brando took 
an interest and starred in the film adaptation, which appeared in 1963. The phrase ―the ugly 
American‖ became firmly entrenched in the popular lexicon, appearing, for example, in E. D. 
Hirsch‘s Dictionary of Cultural Literacy.4 By any measure, then, Lederer and Burdick‘s book was a 
major triumph—the biggest policy novel since Upton Sinclair‘s The Jungle. 

The novel was so successful because it touched a nerve. The United States, it argued, 
had spent millions of dollars on aid to Asia, but had little to show for it. The problem, the au-
thors explained, was that ―most American technicians abroad are involved in the planning and 
execution of ‗big‘ projects: dams, highways, irrigation systems,‖ projects that were often un-
wanted because they did not meet the requirements of the villages they were supposed to ben-
efit.5 What was needed, instead, was to focus on ―little things‖ and ―tiny battles.‖6 The re-
duced scale of operations would allow rural people themselves to participate in and shape aid 
projects. This participatory approach is showcased by the actions of the novel‘s hero, Homer 
Atkins, a retired engineer who scorns the technical experts in the capital and heads out for the 
―boondocks‖ to take up residence in a small village. There he works with a villager, Jeepo, to 
develop a pump that will carry water from one rice paddy to the next. Such pumps are widely 
available in the United States, but Atkins refuses to use them. ―It has to be something right 
here, something the natives understand,‖ he explains. ―If the pump is going to work, it has to 
be their pump, not mine.‖7 Indeed, it is Jeepo who comes up with the crucial innovation that 
makes the pump a success, an innovation based not on technical knowledge of mechanical 
engineering but on social knowledge of the ways of his neighbors. Together, Jeepo and Atkins 
start a cottage industry that produces the pumps and brings mild prosperity to the village. As 
Lederer and Burdick make clear, it is through such local knowledge of rural villages and dem-

                                                        
1 PW lists available at www.booksofthecentury.com. Lolita was first published in Paris in 1955 but was not re-
leased in the United States until 1958.  
2 Christina Klein, Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945–1961 (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 2003), 87. 
3 Robert D. Dean, ―Masculinity as Ideology: John F. Kennedy and the Domestic Politics of Foreign Policy,‖ Dip-
lomatic History 22 (2002): 58.  
4 E. D. Hirsch, Joseph F. Kett, and James S. Trefil, The Dictionary of Cultural Literacy (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1988), 330.  
5 William J. Lederer and Eugene Burdick, The Ugly American (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1958), 
281.  
6 Ibid., 267. 
7 Ibid., 216.  
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ocratic deliberation within them that development must happen, not through large plans 
forced upon those villages from Washington.  

 

 
 

“Tiny Battles”: Ambassador Gilbert MacWhite, played by Marlon Brando (left),  
listens to village expert Homer Atkins in the film The Ugly American (1963).  

 
It is easy to read The Ugly American as a cry in the wilderness, a sweeping criticism of 

the hubris and cultural insensitivity found at all levels of U.S.-sponsored development pro-
grams. Indeed, that is how the book presents itself; Atkins and those who sympathize with 
him are described collectively as ―a wild exception to the rule.‖8 But, in reality, Atkins and his 
fellow-travelers were not as exceptional as all that, and the explosive success of The Ugly Amer-
ican may be taken as an indication that there were many persons, including high-level govern-
ment officials, who were interested in applying Atkins‘s principles to development projects.  

If we take Lederer and Burdick as symptomatic of a larger movement rather than as 
radical critics, we prepare ourselves to recognize a significant strain within developmental 
thought during the Cold War years: community development. Just like the characters from The 
Ugly American, community developers worked in villages, eschewed industrial technology, 
learned local cultural mores, and above all sought to involve the people of the Third World in 
development projects. Community development programs in a number of countries were reg-
ularly able to command millions of dollars from the U.S. government and from the govern-
ments of host countries. The United States, in fact, had a Community Development Division 
within its foreign aid agency, and by 1956 it was providing aid and staff to community devel-
opment programs in 47 countries.9 Additionally, international bodies like the United Nations 
and SEATO, and philanthropic agencies like the Ford Foundation and CARE, invested in 
community development by funding conferences, journals, expert consultants, and pilot 
projects. While community development certainly did not achieve all that it sought to, it 

                                                        
8 Ibid., 277.  
9 William J. Caldwell, ―Note to Correspondents,‖ 28 August 1957, Max Millikan Papers, MC188, box 7, folder 
192, Institute Archives and Special Collections, MIT Libraries. 
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played a major role in a number of Third World countries, including the Philippines, India, 
Pakistan, Iran, Colombia, and Vietnam, not only spawning thousands of small-scale aid 
projects but also often leading to the democratization of local governments.  
 Community development, however, was not exclusively a matter for the global South. 
One of its more intriguing features, in fact, was that it operated for the United States as both 
foreign aid and domestic reform. Community developers played leading roles in the New Deal 
Department of Agriculture, in the Tennessee Valley Authority, in the administration of the 
Japanese internment camps during World War II, and in the War on Poverty. Surprisingly of-
ten, the same experts worked both at home and abroad. And as they passed in and out of the 
United States, they engaged in conversations with intellectuals from the Third World, conver-
sations that then informed their practices at home. Many prominent thinkers from the United 
States wrote books about community development, including Margaret Mead, Pearl Buck, 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Granville Hicks, Kenneth B. Clark, and Saul Alinsky. But communi-
ty development was important as well to Third World politicians and intellectuals, such as Ja-
waharlal Nehru, Ramon Magsaysay, and Y. C. James Yen. Today, the legacy of community 
development is as prominently visible in the work of Muhammad Yunus, president of the 
Grameen Bank and the public face of microlending, as it is in Yunus‘ fellow Nobel Laureate 
Barack Obama, who began his career as a community organizer on Chicago‘s South Side. Ap-
propriately, both have links to transnational community development. Yunus began his career 
and work with microcredit at the Comilla Academy for Rural Development, a community de-
velopment academy in Pakistan, funded in part by the Ford Foundation and the U.S. State 
Department, that employed U.S. rural sociologists from Michigan State University as its advis-
ers.10 Obama‘s mother, Ann Dunham Soetoro, was an anthropologist who wrote her disserta-
tion on the culture of artisanal blacksmiths in a remote Javanese village and who worked with 
the Ford Foundation and USAID to establish microcredit programs in Indonesia.11  
 The size and prominence of community development in the midcentury decades may 
come as something of a surprise. For the past fifteen years, historians of U.S. foreign relations 
have tended to characterize the United States in the global South as pursuing technocratic, 
top-down, state-directed industrialization.12 In the view of such historians, much of what the 
United States has done in the Third World is most fruitfully explained not in reference to cor-
porate investments or to a zeal for democracy but to an urge to modernize: to protect U.S. 
interests by setting the poorer nations of the earth on a set of convergent paths toward a polit-
ically stable and economically prosperous modernity. At the heart of this project, we are told, 

                                                        
10 Arthur F. Raper, Rural Development in Action: The Comprehensive Experiment at Comilla, Pakistan (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1970).  
11 Michael R. Dove, ―Dreams from His Mother,‖ New York Times 10 August 2009.  
12 Exemplary works include Michael Adas, Machines as the Measure of Men: Science, Technology, and Ideologies of Western 
Dominance (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990); Michael E. Latham, Modernization as Ideology: American Social 
Science and ―Nation Building‖ in the Kennedy Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000); Nils Gil-
man, Mandarins of the Future: Modernization Theory in Cold War America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2003); David C. Engerman, Nils Gilman, Mark H. Haefele, and Michael E. Latham, eds., Staging Growth: Moderni-
zation, Development, and the Global Cold War (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003); David C. Enger-
man, Modernization from the Other Shore: American Intellectuals and the Romance of Russian Development (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2003); Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the 
Making of Our Times (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Michael Adas, Dominance by Design: Technologi-
cal Imperatives and America‘s Civilizing Mission (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006); David Ekbladh, 
The Great American Mission: Modernization and the Construction of an American World Order (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2009); and Nick Cullather, The Hungry World: America‘s Cold War Battle against Poverty in Asia (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2010).  
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is the replacement of traditional thought-patterns and institutions with modern ones—with 
―modern‖ meaning governed by secular, cosmopolitan, urban norms and undergirded by eco-
nomic industrialization. The urge to modernize can be traced at least to the New Deal, when 
David Lilienthal, a director of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), oversaw the construc-
tion of thirty dams on Tennessee River, employing tens of thousands of workers to clear over 
175,000 acres of land and pour some 113 million cubic yards of concrete.13 Lilienthal hoped 
that the introduction of industrial technology into an impoverished region would rescue the 
Tennessee Valley‘s residents from poverty, not only by improving their material circumstances 
but also by effecting a spiritual change, through which they would learn to adopt new beha-
viors and to entertain new aspirations. Lilienthal also hoped, as did many of his supporters, 
that the TVA model could be exported to ―a thousand valleys over the globe.‖14 Global ambi-
tions of that sort were prevalent within the foreign policymaking establishment. They reached 
an apex by the late 1950s, when a cadre of social scientists known as modernization theorists 
had translated the urge to modernize into a fully elaborated theory of history. The moderniza-
tion theorists were welcomed into the halls of government, where they played an important 
role in shaping U.S. foreign policy during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, including 
during the prosecution of the war in Vietnam.  
 In part because of modernization theory‘s complicity in the Vietnam War, the scholars 
who have written about the urge to modernize have been strongly critical. They have taken 
modernizers to task for the blindness, arrogance, and recklessness with which they ap-
proached the global South. Too often, we now know, their development schemes amounted 
to little more than top-down attempts to impose abstract notions of ―modernity‖ upon weak-
er nations, with no acknowledgment of the importance of local variation or of cultural tradi-
tions. Modernizers‘ uncritical faith in science and technology endowed them with a confidence 
in their own authority that, in hindsight, has seemed catastrophic.15 

Those criticisms are entirely warranted, but it is possible that in our zeal to make them 
we have exaggerated the extent of the urge to modernize. Rather than seeing modernization as 
the essence of U.S. foreign policymaking after World War II, I submit, we should see it as only 
a part of the story. For, as this dissertation will argue, the urge to modernize was, in the mid-
century decades, locked into a competition with a rival approach, which sociologist Robert A. 
Nisbet called ―the quest for community.‖16 Broadly defined, the quest for community was an 
effort to shore up small-scale social solidarities, to encourage democratic deliberation and civic 
action on a local level, and to embed politics and economics within the life of the community. 
Its adherents preached the values of grassroots democracy and recognized the ways in which 
traditional institutions could express worthy cultural values and protect their members from 
the economic and political shocks of modernization. Adopting the conceptual language of 
Ferdinand Tönnies, which many at the time did, we can say that if the urge to modernize set 
its sights on the Gesellschaft, the quest for community sought to nourish the Gemeinschaft.17  
 There should be little to shock in the suggestion that the midcentury decades saw the 
rise of communitarian projects alongside modernizing ones. After all, the tension between the 
                                                        
13 David Lilienthal, TVA: Democracy on the March (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1944), 11.  
14 Ibid., 2.  
15 An important articulation of this criticism can be found in James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain 
Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998).  
16 Robert A. Nisbet, The Quest for Community: A Study in the Ethics of Order and Freedom (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1953).  
17 Ferdinand Tönnies, Community and Society, trans. Charles P. Loomis (1887; New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 
1988). 



viii 

 

urge to modernize and the quest for community has deep historical roots and can be found in 
many different temporal and cultural contexts. Elements of the same basic rivalry can be seen 
in the argument between Thomas Paine and Edmund Burke or in the argument between Al-
exander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson. But the presence of communitarian thought and 
action has been harder to recognize in the context of the twentieth century. We seem at times 
to be afflicted with a sort of knee-jerk Weberianism, according to which the urban, the bu-
reaucratic, and the centralized stand in our minds for modernity. Even as we see clearly the 
perils that have attended modernization projects, we tend to talk about them as if they were 
the only real approach to governance. However much we admire decentralist thought and par-
ticipatory projects, we have a tendency to write them off as if they were romantic throwbacks, 
doomed to failure because of their inability to cohere with the requirements of the modern 
age, or we write about them as if they had never been seriously tried at all. In speaking and 
writing this way, we reproduce the modernist logic about which we so often complain. Per-
haps more importantly, we also end up blinding ourselves to wide and relevant swaths of the 
past. For, however we feel about the urge to modernize, our obligation as historians requires us 
to grapple with the sometimes awkward fact that many powerful and forward-looking people 
in the twentieth century, including a number of successful political leaders, were critics of it, 
and designed political projects that aligned with the quest for community.  
 Although our implicit preconceptions can sometimes make it hard for us to recognize 
the quest for community as a key feature of the historical landscape in the middle decades of 
the twentieth century, communitarian thought did, in fact, take on renewed vitality during that 
time. The period that this dissertation covers began with the Depression and the rise of totali-
tarian governments in Europe and it included a world war, the development of nuclear wea-
ponry, the industrialization of agriculture, a series of violent colonial wars, and the growth of a 
military-industrial complex. It was hardly radical to propose that humans had somehow lost 
control of their own creations. ―The trouble is that everything is too big,‖ wrote the former 
Communist Dwight Macdonald in 1946.18 ―We must begin way at the bottom again, with 
small groups of individuals.‖19 That basic sentiment, in various forms, animated a great deal of 
the social criticism of the day. Many, like Lewis Mumford, pled for ―the restoration of the 
human scale.‖20 For some, the problem was that corporations had grown too large. For others, 
the centralization of state power was the main concern. But what is remarkable about midcen-
tury social theorists in the United States is how many of them no longer regarded the tension 
between states and markets as the primary political battle line. The size of decision-making in-
stitutions, rather than their public or private character, was what most profoundly concerned 
them. Whereas typical progressive intellectuals of the early twentieth century were writers like 
Walter Rauschenbusch and Jane Addams, who held strong beliefs about where the border be-
tween the public and private spheres of governance should be drawn, the typical midcentury 
progressive intellectual was more like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., who certainly held opinions 
about the public-private divide but was more deeply moved by the crisis affecting the entire 
political arena, by which ―freedom has lost its foundation in community and become a tor-
ment.‖21 The midcentury decades were not, for Schlesinger, a time of well-defined political 

                                                        
18 Dwight Macdonald, ―Too Big,‖ 1946, reprinted in Memoirs of a Revolutionist: Essays in Political Criticism (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 1957), 373. 
19 Dwight Macdonald, The Root is Man (1946; New York: Autonomedia, 1995), 136. 
20 Lewis Mumford, The Culture of Cities (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1938), 382.  
21 Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Vital Center: The Politics of Freedom (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1949), 
244. 



ix 

 

battles, but rather an ―age of anxiety,‖ in which the political dreams of the prior generation—
capitalism and Communism—had both proved dehumanizing and disastrous.22 That existen-
tial crisis could be solved, he believed, only by reviving ―widespread and spontaneous group 
activity.‖23 
 Not every thinker who judged the problem of the midcentury decades to be that of 
centralization agreed with Schlesinger‘s prescription. Ayn Rand, for example, received an en-
thusiastic reception when she promoted individualism, not group life, in response to the crisis 
of centralization.24 But Rand was the exception. Most thinkers who identified centralization as 
a problem came to embrace some form of small-scale community life. The trend is dramatical-
ly illustrated by the career of popular novelist Sinclair Lewis. Lewis made his name with Main 
Street (1920) and Babbitt (1922), savage depictions of life in small towns (―It is slavery self-
sought and self-defended. It is dulness made God‖25). But in the 1930s, Lewis moved to a small 
town—Barnard, Vermont—and from there wrote It Can‘t Happen Here (1935), about the tri-
umph of small-town values over Hitlerism, and The Prodigal Parents (1938), about the same val-
ues vanquishing Bolshevism. From another part of the political spectrum, Granville Hicks, 
formerly the editor of the New Masses and one of the Communist Party‘s chief literary critics in 
the United States, left the Party and moved to a small town in upstate New York, from which 
he wrote a series of fiction and nonfiction books celebrating small-town living as a solution to 
some of the political problems of modernity.26 It is easy to suppose that there has always been 
in the United States a nostalgic appreciation for small-town life, but in fact such nostalgia 
dramatically increased around 1935 and changed its tone. Former celebrations of life in small 
communities had either celebrated their rugged individualism, as in Frederick Jackson Turner‘s 
famed frontier thesis, or celebrated their communal affiliation as a precursor to national affilia-
tion, as in the writings of Progressive-Era thinkers like John Dewey and Mary Parker Follett.27 
By the middle decades of the twentieth century, people wrote more about small towns and 
particularly praised their communal aspects as a defense against overreliance on remote centers 
of power, as in the popular play Our Town (1937), by Thornton Wilder. Somewhere between 
the individual and the nation, a middle zone of communal life was coming into view, and it 
seemed to carry with it great hope.  
 The turn toward small communities carried with it an analytical as well as a normative 
component. Just at the same time that writers and artists took up the cause of the small town, 
social scientists began to take interest in small social groups. Network maps, charting the so-
cial space in which individuals were enmeshed, were invented and adopted across a number of 
fields. After a famous series of studies known as the Hawthorne experiments, management 
theorists abandoned the Taylorist preoccupations with individual efficiency and began to in-
quire about the small-scale social structures of corporate life. The War Department made a 
similar move when it hired an enormous team of social scientists to produce The American Sol-

                                                        
22 Ibid., 1. 
23 Ibid., 253. 
24 See Jennifer Burns, Goddess of the Market: Ayn Rand and the American Right (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009).  
25 Sinclair Lewis, Main Street: The Story of Carol Kennicott (New York: Harcourt and Brace, 1920), 265.  
26 Hicks‘s small-town works—First to Awaken (1940), Only One Storm (1942), Behold Trouble (1944), Small Town 
(1946), and There Was a Man in Our Town (1952)—are treated in Terry L. Long, Granville Hicks (Boston: Twayne 
Publishers, 1981) and Leah Levenson and Jerry Natterstad, Granville Hicks: The Intellectual in Mass Society (Philadel-
phia: Temple University Press, 1993).  
27 On the latter, see particularly Jean B. Quandt, From the Small Town to the Great Community: The Social Thought of 
Progressive Intellectuals (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1970). 
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dier (1949), a multi-volume study of military life that placed emphasis on the informal, small-
group structures that grew up within the military. Therapists augmented their individual inter-
ventions with ―group therapy,‖ which focused on the social aspects of pathology, and social 
workers supplemented their case work with ―group work.‖ In nearly every field of social 
scientific inquiry, the ―small group‖ emerged as a new research object. Indeed, by the 1950s 
there were a few journals dedicated principally to small-group research (Autonomous Groups Bul-
letin, The Group, Human Organization, Sociometry) and numerous book-length surveys of the field 
published by major presses.28 The small group had become, as Edward Shils argued, a ―focal 
point, toward which have converged the hypotheses and investigations of a variety of scholars 
working on widely different concrete problems and subject matters.‖29 David Riesman agreed. 
Summing up the intellectual trends of the times in 1951, he wrote that ―the pendulum has 
swung toward groupism,‖ and wondered whether remedial action might not be necessary.30  
 Groupism, as Riesman called it, was community development‘s point of departure. 
But community development also emerged from a more specific institutional context. Most of 
the reformers who became community developers were social scientists who had some en-
gagement with rural life, mainly rural sociologists and anthropologists. During the New Deal 
and World War II, they tended to find employment in the Department of Agriculture, particu-
larly in the USDA‘s Bureau of Agricultural Economics, and in the War Relocation Authority‘s 
Community Analysis Section. A few worked in both. At the Bureau of Agricultural Econom-
ics, they set about the task of improving conditions in the rural South and West. Unlike urban 
liberals like Rexford Tugwell, the rural sociologists who worked in the Bureau of Agricultural 
Economics rejected broad macroeconomic solutions to the problems of rural poverty. Simply 
enriching the nation would not protect farm communities; at best it would pull more labor out 
of the farms and into the cities. Their preferred strategy was a form of grassroots rural democ-
racy: calling together local councils in which rural inhabitants would discuss their needs and 
generate their own local economic plans. At the TVA, the message of grassroots democracy 
also prevailed, although there the emphasis was more rhetorical than actual, as the communi-
tarian aspects of the TVA were the work of the chair of the board of directors, Arthur E. 
Morgan, who was eventually ousted by the TVA‘s more charismatic and technocratic director, 
David Lilienthal. A similar gap between intent and reality could be found in the Japanese in-
ternment camps, where anthropologists oversaw the creation and maintenance of communal 
democracy through a series of local councils and other communal institutions. Local democ-
racy, however, was severely circumscribed by the barbed-wire fences and guards that forced 
internees to live in the camps.  
 None of the Roosevelt-era experiments in community development were entirely suc-
cessful, although recently scholars have latched onto the Bureau of Agricultural Economics‘ 
work as an inspiring moment in U.S. governance.31 By 1946, Morgan had been ousted from 
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the TVA; the Bureau of Agricultural Economics had been dismantled in deference to the 
pressure put on Congress from the owners of large, mechanized farms; and the War Reloca-
tion Authority closed its internment camps. It would be easy to conclude that the end of 
communitarian projects at home was symptomatic of a fundamental incompatibility between 
the quest for community and the functioning of the United States government. But just as 
opportunities for community developers were closed at home, new ones opened, resounding-
ly, abroad. By 1950, rising Cold War tensions, a wave of decolonization, and the Communist 
takeover of China had led many policymakers to conclude that the global influence of the 
United States would depend on the triumph of liberalism over Communism in the Third 
World. Historians have shown how the U.S. government drafted Area Studies experts into this 
effort. But the U.S. foreign policymaking apparatus also depended on another sort of exper-
tise, particularly in the early years of the Cold War: rural experts. Thus, many of the men and 
women sent overseas were the same rural sociologists and anthropologists who had worked in 
the Bureau of Agricultural Economics or the Japanese internment camps. As they arrived at 
their new posts, they designed community development projects to resemble those they had 
attempted during the New Deal and the War.  
 Those community developers, who are the primary focus of this dissertation, were of a 
different type than modernization theorists. They were anthropologists and rural sociologists 
rather than political scientists and economists. Because of their disciplinary engagements with 
the social lives of rural peoples, they were unusually sensitive to the ways in which urbaniza-
tion and industrialization threatened the countryside. Thus, their approach to development 
was always cautious. While they recognized that impoverished areas would need to adapt to 
changing conditions, they rarely spoke of replacing traditional institutions with modern ones. 
Rather, they advocated a balanced process of development, rooted in the ―felt needs‖ of villag-
ers, that would operate through traditional institutions rather than working to replace them. 
Even their end goal was different. Whereas modernization theorists hoped to shepherd devel-
oping nations toward a political and economic maturity in which they would resemble the 
United States, community developers hoped that the countries of the global South would 
achieve a decentralized form of development and would avoid the excesses of the United 
States. Their major theorist was not Walt W. Rostow but rather Robert Redfield, an anthro-
pologist at the University of Chicago who believed that development in Asia and Africa would 
involve ―an effort of the ‗backward‘ peoples to recover from their disruptive encounters with 
the West by returning to the ‗sacred centers‘ of their ancient indigenous civilizations.‖32 On 
the occasions when community developers encountered modernization theorists, these differ-
ences quickly came out.  
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 This dissertation offers chapter-length studies of U.S.-sponsored community devel-
opment programs in two countries: India and the Philippines. Those were certainly not the 
only countries to make large investments in community development; in 1960, the UN esti-
mated that over sixty countries had substantial programs, about half of which were national in 
scope.33 Nevertheless the Indian and Philippine programs were the most influential. India‘s 
claim to preeminence was obvious; it had the first major community development program 
and by far the largest. By 1965 its national program serviced every village in India—villages 
that collectively contained approximately ten percent of the global population. The Philippine 
program, though smaller, achieved prominence through its function as an international show-
case for community development. It received visitors from other countries, sent its own offi-
cials abroad, and spawned community development programs throughout Latin America and 
Southeast Asia. 
 India proved a felicitous place to launch the first major community development pro-
gram. Its government eagerly encouraged U.S. community developers from the start. The 
government‘s openness to community development was not due to a great desire to import 
U.S. ideas but was rather the legacy of a homegrown communitarian movement, led by Mo-
handas K. Gandhi. During the first half of the twentieth century, Gandhi had transformed the 
urban-led nationalist movement into a much broader affair by redefining Indian independence 
as the flourishing of India‘s village communities. Drawing on Orientalist scholarship about 
India as much as on indigenous sources, Gandhi insisted that the heart of India resided in its 
villages and that the sin of the British lay not in capturing the commanding heights of Indian 
politics but in damaging the countryside by imposing ―modern‖ technology and social institu-
tions: doctors, lawyers, and railroads.34 Gandhi‘s largely successful rebranding of the Indian 
nationalist movement as a village movement had two important consequences for the emer-
gence of Indian community development. First, it greatly increased the constituency within 
Indian politics for village-centered forms of rural improvement, to the point that nearly every 
political party, including the Communists, supported community development in one form or 
another. Second, it turned India into the global center of communitarian thought, so that 
many of the U.S. community developers—including Arthur E. Morgan of the TVA—had read 
quite a bit about India before they even arrived there. Thus, when a communitarian architect 
named Albert Mayer arrived in India with an interest in starting a village development pilot 
project, he found that he and his political backers, who included prime minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru, were speaking the same language. Mayer‘s pilot project at Etawah received substantial 
international attention and became the model for an all-India community development pro-
gram, which, with substantial support from the U.S. government and from the Ford Founda-
tion, was launched on October 2, 1952—Gandhi‘s birthday.  
 The participation of the Indian government and particularly of India‘s first prime mi-
nister Jawaharlal Nehru in an all-India Gandhian development scheme is somewhat surprising. 
Just as historians of the United States have strongly identified post–World War II U.S. foreign 
policymaking with the urge to modernize, so too have historians of India, particularly those 
influenced by the Subaltern Studies group, portrayed Nehru as an arch high modernist.35 And, 
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indeed, it is true that Nehru and India‘s planning commissioners pursued a course of state-
directed industrialization in India that was modeled on the Soviet five-year plans and that Ne-
hru once referred to dams as ―temples of the new age.‖36 But what the story of community 
development reveals is that Nehru and many members of the Planning Commission were also 
worried about the prospect of over-centralization, sensitive to Gandhian pleas for village im-
provement, and flexible enough in their thinking to pursue community development with 
great vigor. Community development was ―far the most revolutionary thing we have underta-
ken,‖ Nehru repeatedly insisted, and both he and other members of the planning commission 
placed their personal weight behind the program.37 Community development comprised a 
large part of India‘s five-year plans, its agents were spread throughout India (and were the only 
group of development officials with a presence in the villages), and, when the fate of the 
community development program seemed to hang in the balance in the late 1950s, Nehru in-
creased the government‘s investment in it by unleashing a program of ―democratic decentrali-
zation‖ by which officers in village governments would be, for the first time in India‘s history, 
formally elected. That system of village democracy remains an important feature of Indian 
politics today.  
 To some degree, the story in the Philippines is the same. There, too, U.S. interest in 
communitarian approaches to development resonated with domestic political imperatives and 
a U.S.-sponsored pilot project gained national scope when a charismatic post-independence 
president, Ramon Magsaysay, threw his full weight behind the program. The Philippine ver-
sion of Albert Mayer was Y. C. James Yen, a Chinese national who had started an enormous 
rural literacy movement in interwar China but who had fled during the Chinese revolution. 
Yen had the full support of the liberal establishment in the United States; Pearl Buck had writ-
ten a book about him and board members of his organization included Eleanor Roosevelt, 
Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, Chester Bowles, Walter Reuther, Marshall Field, 
Henry Luce, Bruce Barton, Helen Gahagan Douglas, and DeWitt Wallace, the publisher of 
Reader‘s Digest. Uprooted from China but with ample funding from backers like Field and Wal-
lace, Yen began a community development operation in the Philippines. Yen quickly won the 
support of Magsaysay who, using aid from the United States, rode to popularity with a Philip-
pine community development program. As in India, the community development program 
provoked a democratization of local government; barrio councils became official units of gov-
ernment with elected officials and some power to tax and enact ordinances. Magsaysay‘s death 
in 1957 removed some of the momentum behind the program but the institutions of commu-
nity development continued to play a major role in Philippine politics until the 1969 election 
of Ferdinand Marcos, to which, ironically, they had contributed.  
 And yet, for all of the obvious similarities between Indian and Philippine community 
development, there is one important difference. Whereas in India community development 
was largely regarded as a way to improve rural conditions, in the Philippines it had a much 
more direct purpose: counterinsurgency. In the early 1950s, the Philippines was the site of the 
Huk rebellion, a peasant insurgency so strong that it posed a serious threat to the government. 
Magsaysay‘s interest in community development came less out of an abstract concern for the 
plight of the rural Filipino and much more from his experience as Secretary of National De-
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fense, where his primary task was to put down the Huk rebellion. In collaboration with the 
legendary CIA agent Edward Lansdale—a man who was believed to be the model for prota-
gonists in both of the two most famous Cold War novels: The Ugly American (1958) and Gra-
ham Greene‘s The Quiet American (1955)—Magsaysay experimented with community building 
as a carrot that might lure insurgents back into the fold when the stick, napalm, did not 
work.38 Yen‘s pilot project was, by design, placed in the heart of Huk territory; Yen pointedly 
ran a community development project in the hometown of the Huk leader. Even after the re-
bellion was suppressed, community development was seen by many, especially U.S. policy-
makers, as a way to build legitimacy for a liberal, anti-Communist government in the country-
side. Tellingly, many of the funds for community development in its early stages came not 
through Point Four channels but through the CIA, which regarded Magsaysay‘s success as 
integral to U.S. security in Southeast Asia. With the help of the CIA, the Philippines became a 
model for Cold War counterinsurgency, and its brand of community development was ex-
ported to Latin America and, notably, Edward Lansdale‘s next theater of operations: Vietnam. 
Not only did the Philippines send nationals to Vietnam to do community development, but 
the Vietnamese strategic hamlet program, and especially the support for it that came from the 
United States, drew heavily on the Philippine counterinsurgency experience. The Philippine 
strain of community development, in other words, was a weaponized version intended expli-
citly for the hot patches of the Cold War.  
 When community development worked as a counterinsurgency strategy, it worked be-
cause, in the words of CIA agent Gabriel Kaplan, it made ―a significant contribution to meet-
ing the current threat to Free World survival by welding together those groups whom the 
communists seek to destroy or to set against each other‖: the government officials; the far-
mers; the workers; the church; and ―the socially, economically, and political powerful.‖39 By 
channeling political energies through villages, counterinsurgency experts hoped to create ver-
tical bonds linking local elites to their local subordinates and crowd out horizontal bonds, of 
the sort that might connect peasants across space, as in the Huk rebellion. The desire to create 
cross-class connections had always been a part of community development. Communitarians 
rejected the Marxist notion that interest could be defined solely in terms of economic posi-
tion, and they longed for a society in which the power of interpersonal bonds would be great-
er than that of economic interest. Such a society, of course, was achievable only on the small 
scale. For the CIA, the implications were clear: if the poor‘s allegiance went to their village 
rather than to their class, they would be answerable to their social betters and would not make 
revolution.  
 The trade-off between village and class solidarity, which made community develop-
ment seem so promising as a counterinsurgency strategy, greatly diminished its effectiveness 
as a development strategy. The reason was simple. The rural societies of the Third World were 
poor, but they were also, in most cases, starkly inegalitarian in their distribution of resources. 
The greatest source of the suffering of peasants in the global South was not that their coun-
tries or even villages were poor, it was that they were peasants, bound to land that they did not 
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always own and to persons who had much more than they. Social customs, whether traditional 
or of recent invention, tended to reinforce the dependence of most villagers on a few patrons: 
the landlords, the lenders, and the caste leaders. Families, moreover, were strongly patriarchal, 
leaving women even less power than their fathers and husbands. In such a context, any strate-
gy that grouped local elites and their subordinates together within a single political unit risked 
allowing that unit to be dominated by the powerful. In India and the Philippines, that is pre-
cisely what happened. Community development projects tended to center around building 
roads, wells, and other small improvements that benefited the well-off in the village. But rarely 
if ever did community councils consider questions of land reform, caste abolition, gender 
equality, or any of the other large structural changes that might transform village life. Clearly, 
any attempts to broach such issues would meet with quick and severe social and economic 
sanctions. After a careful study of the Indian community development program, Swedish 
economist Gunnar Myrdal concluded that its ―net effect‖ had been ―to create more, not less, 
inequality.‖40 As an anthropologist who worked in both India and the Philippines observed, to 
simply turn matters over to elite-dominated villages and then expect any kind of democratic 
social change was ―even more unrealistic than to expect rapid, orderly integration of the 
schools in the southern United States to result from putting responsibility for school integra-
tion in the hands of local school boards.‖41 
 The inegalitarian features of community development hampered not only its ability to 
distribute benefits fairly but its ability to operate at all. To work, community development re-
quired participation—men and women had to carry out voluntarily decisions that were made 
by village councils, even if the state provided material assistance. But the skewing of commu-
nity development toward elites robbed most villagers of any incentive to participate. Even ba-
sic agricultural improvements were of little interest to people who did not own their own land 
and who therefore would not reap the benefits of increased production. Across the globe, en-
thusiastic policymakers who had launched nationwide programs found that they could count 
on few results. Worse, a looming food crisis in Asia, starting in the late 1950s but fully emerg-
ing in the late 1960s, placed food production in many developing countries on an emergency 
footing. In both India and the Philippines, investment in community development declined 
rapidly in the 1960s as both countries pursued Green Revolution–style agricultural moderniza-
tion. By 1963, the Community Development Division within the U.S. foreign aid agency had 
been abolished and by 1969 the United States‘ last community development officer overseas 
was relieved of duty.42 Within Southern nations, the community development programs that 
were not abolished outright were most often folded into Ministries of Agriculture.  
 Oddly, the withering of community development in the global South in the 1960s did 
not prevent the United States from adopting a version of the practice as part of the Johnson 
administration‘s War on Poverty. The centerpiece of that legislative effort, launched in 1964, 
was the Community Action Program, a scheme by which the government would provide 
funding to local organizations that could demonstrate that they were drawing upon the ―max-
imum feasible participation‖ of the poor in their efforts. The many historians who have 
searched for the roots of the Community Action Program have traced it to a few precursor 
community programs: some anti-delinquency projects run out of the office of Attorney Gen-
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eral Robert F. Kennedy in the early 1960s and a series of Ford Foundation grants, made at the 
same time, as part of Ford‘s Gray Areas program, led by Paul Ylvisaker.43 Both of those expe-
riments fed into the work of the Johnson administration‘s antipoverty task force, headed by 
the Peace Corps‘ Sargent Shriver, which designed the War on Poverty‘s programs, including 
the Community Action Program. What the historians of the War on Poverty have generally 
not noted, however, is the way in which overseas community development influenced the 
ideas and experience of the actors in the Ford Foundation, the Attorney General‘s office, and 
the antipoverty task force. Many of the advocates for community action in the Kennedy and 
Johnson administrations, like Sargent Shriver, had had direct experience with community de-
velopment as part of the Peace Corps, which took community development as a major pro-
gram area and worked with the global network of community experts. Others, particularly 
those in the Ford Foundation, had participated in community development projects through 
Ford‘s work in India. Tellingly, right before Paul Ylvisaker established the Gray Areas pro-
gram he had been working in Calcutta, where his activities included establishing an urban 
community development program for the city and where he worked alongside the men who 
had helped to launch India‘s national program. In interviews, the architects of the War on Po-
verty have been open about the influence of community development abroad on community 
action at home, and some have even been puzzled as to why more is not made of the connec-
tion.44  
 There are two ironies in the Johnson administration‘s adoption of community devel-
opment as a domestic antipoverty strategy. The first, already mentioned, is that by the time the 
Community Action Program was begun in 1964, many similar programs abroad were winding 
down. The second is that, whereas overseas community development had been overwhel-
mingly of a conservative nature, with rural elites capturing the programs, domestic community 
action was, for its founders, uncomfortably radical. The requirement that local community 
action agencies involve the maximum feasible participation of the poor had the effect of join-
ing community action to the increasingly radical civil rights movement, especially in the 
North. Irate Congressmen held hearings to determine whether federal funds had been used to 
purchase telescopic rifle sights or police radios to be used in paramilitary revolutionary ac-
tions. In Oakland, a community action agency served as the site of the founding of the Black 
Panther Party (founder Bobby Seale worked there).45 The quick and remarkable radicalization 
of community action is one reason why historians have been so interested in finding the ori-
gins of the program. But here is a place where understanding the transnational trajectory of 
community development can help solve a historiographical riddle. As this dissertation argues, 
it was the uniformly conservative nature of previous community development efforts abroad 
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that blinded some of the architects of the War on Poverty to the possibility that, when trans-
posed from a Third World village to a U.S ghetto, the same approach might yield starkly dif-
ferent results. What they were not anticipating was that the postwar transformation of U.S. 
cities, which established a dramatic economic segregation so that the poor no longer lived 
side-by-side with the rich, would endow the devolution of power to the locality with a radical 
political valence. The men who designed and oversaw the Community Action Program were 
not surprised by its outcome because they were political naïfs with little ability to anticipate 
consequences, as Daniel Patrick Moynihan famously alleged.46 They were surprised by its out-
come because they had experience with community development, an experience that had not 
prepared them for the consequences of importing the strategy from integrated villages to se-
gregated cities.  
 The story of community development unfolds in multiple national contexts. Following 
this fundamentally transnational story through archives in India and the Philippines as well as 
in the United States has allowed me to see things that have been easy for other historians to 
miss. There are agricultural historians who have written at length about the participatory pro-
grams of the USDA, but they usually regard such programs as doomed to failure, because they 
do not see the rich careers that USDA rural sociologists had abroad. Historians of moderniza-
tion theory have made great strides in probing the motivations driving postwar U.S. foreign 
policymaking, but because they have tended to study the social scientists and policymakers in 
Washington and at the key Cold War universities, they have seen the world as it appears from 
the halls of power. Similarly, while many historians have explored the origins of the War on 
Poverty, they have done so as historians of domestic policy, and have therefore not made 
much of the fact that many of the architects of the War on Poverty had significant overseas 
experience.47 But when we study U.S. foreign aid from the perspective of its recipients, using 
foreign archival materials, it becomes apparent that community development loomed very 
large. So large, in fact, that U.S. policymakers abroad brought it back home.  
 At the same time as following the story of community development across borders 
sheds new light on certain problems in existing historiographies, it also contributes to the 
study of transnationality itself. In the past ten years or so, historians, reflecting on the process 
of globalization that surrounds them, have been keen to recognize forms of globalization in 
the past as well. Mobility, trade, piracy, migration, communication, global finance, internation-
al professional networks, and international institutions like the United Nations have all re-
ceived a great deal of attention.48 Since September 11, 2001, U.S. historians have been particu-
larly enthusiastic about this new turn, seeking to forever put to rest myths of U.S. exceptional-
ism by embedding the history of their own country within the larger fabric of world history. 
The task has been, in anthropologist Clifford Geertz‘s words, ―seeing ourselves amongst oth-
ers, as a local example of the forms of life locally taken, a case among cases, a world among 
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worlds.‖49 But while it is easy to take this humble view of the United States in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, ―transnational‖ history in the context of the twentieth century Unit-
ed States often merely shows the ways in which ideas or practices developed in the United 
States were imposed upon less powerful nations. This dissertation tells a different sort of sto-
ry. In part because of the great desire of U.S. community developers to engage with the rest of 
the world and in part because of the particular features of the problem of poverty, community 
development is one area in twentieth century history where the United States has not only ex-
ported ideas but imported them as well. To be sure, the fact of U.S. hegemony is evident even 
in this case, but so is the presence of a number of non-U.S. actors who shaped and gave wings 
to community development. If community development has not registered as a major topic in 
studies of U.S. foreign relations, that is in part because many of its implementers were not 
employees of the Ford Foundation or of USAID, but rather were policymakers in the global 
South, working for their own reasons. The world of community development was, in large 
part, a world of their making. 
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Chapter One: Groupism 
 
 In 1960, the sociologist Daniel Bell declared an end to the great ideological conflicts 
that had riven the industrialized West. Few serious minds still believed in the utopia of eco-
nomic planning and few believed in the utopia of laissez-faire. In the absence of such ex-
tremes, Bell argued, ―there is today a rough consensus among intellectuals on political issues,‖ 
including a mixed economy and acceptance of the welfare state.1 Bell‘s end-of-ideology thesis 
is famous in part for what it failed to predict: the political conflicts of the 1960s. But as a re-
trospective description of the middle decades of the twentieth century, Bell‘s theory has more 
merit. To historians, the twenty years or so after the start of World War II have seemed like a 
time when the United States enjoyed moderate politics, social stability, and a convergent cul-
ture. Many have lamented that such stability was achieved on the back of a humbled labor 
movement and at the considerable cost of the exclusion of subordinated groups, but the no-
tion of an age of consensus still holds water. In particular, the twenty years or so after World 
War II were a time of compromise between the political left and the political right over what 
had been the defining issue between them: the opposition between states and markets. Afflu-
ence, stewarded by Keynesian macroeconomic management, accommodated market freedoms 
to state regulation in a way that neutralized extremists in both camps. Domestic Communism 
declined considerably after the 1930s and, on the right, free-market advocates like F. A. Hayek 
were relegated to the margins of the economics profession.  
 One might think that having arrived at a rough, mutually acceptable, and profitable 
agreement about a mixed economy would have given intellectuals and policymakers some 
cause for satisfaction. But the thinkers of the 1940s, 1950s, and early 1960s were anything but 
content. Crisis and anxiety are two words often invoked, both at the time and retrospectively by 
historians, to describe their prevailing mood. Such anxieties could be attributed to new gender 
norms (the ever-occurring ―crisis of masculinity‖), to new obligations of consumerism, to pa-
ranoia fueled by World War II and the Cold War, or to a generational existential crisis. But I 
would like to draw attention to one too-often-neglected aspect of the postwar period: the ten-
sion between mass society and decentralism. As I will argue, intellectuals in nearly every field, 
wary of the dangers of mass institutions, turned to small groups, small towns, and small com-
munities to check the prevailing centralizing trends of the time. ―Groupism,‖ as David Ries-
man called it, was a major theme in social thought, especially in the social sciences, where, 
Edward Shils noted, the small group had ―become a focal point, toward which have con-
verged the hypotheses and investigations of a variety of scholars working on widely different 
concrete problems and subject matters.‖2 Because groupism was a diffuse trend rather than 
the organized movement of one sector of society, and because it does not map easily into our 
own sense of what is ―political,‖ we have failed to register its importance. But a focus on 
groupism helps to illuminate much social theory of the period. And it essential for under-
standing the emergence of community development.  

The turn toward the small group within the social sciences occurred simultaneously in 
a number of fields. An introductory sense of the overall movement, however, can be got by 
following the fortunes of one of its most colorful prophets, the psychiatrist, sociologist, and 

                                                        
1 Daniel Bell, The End of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in the Fifties (New York: The Free Press, 1960), 
373.  
2 David Riesman, Individualism Reconsidered (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1954), 26; Edward A. Shils, ―The Study 
of the Primary Group,‖ in The Policy Sciences, ed. Daniel Lerner and Harold D. Lasswell (Stanford: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 1951), 44. 
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dramatist Jacob Levy Moreno. That Moreno should have any impact whatever on the social 
science establishment of his time is in itself remarkable. He was, by all accounts, a turgid writ-
er, a slipshod scholar, and a difficult colleague, given to embarrassingly public and often quasi-
religious delusions of grandeur. Moreno arrived in the United States from Austria in 1925, 
having done some experiments in psychiatric group therapy with Viennese prostitutes (prosti-
tutes were of interest, Moreno declared, because ―they were not acceptable either to the bour-
geois or to the Marxist‖).3 Fairly quickly upon arriving, he managed to win the support of the 
influential psychiatrist William A. White, which then allowed him to undertake two important 
studies, one of the prisoners at Sing Sing and another at the students at the New York State 
Training School for Girls in Hudson. Rather than studying the populations of those institu-
tions in aggregate, though, Moreno and his collaborator, psychologist Helen Hall Jennings, 
looked for signs of small group structure. Who knew whom? Who talked to whom? Moreno 
and Jennings together developed the ―sociogram,‖ a representation of what Moreno called the 
―networks‖ of social relations that connected individuals to each other. The sociogram was 
essentially a map of the patterns and structure of social space. From his research at the Train-
ing School for Girls, Moreno identified local leaders, relative degrees of social cohesion in dif-
ferent friendship networks, chains of information-sharing, and the overall level of ―emotional 
expansiveness‖ for the community as a whole.4 At the heart of the project was Moreno‘s as-
sumption that humans could not be understood outside of their immediate group context. To 
do so—for example, to rely on the staple sociological method of the sample survey—would 
be to abstract the individual from his social relations and treat him, as the Soviets had done, as 
―the mass man, the functional man, the man who can be exchanged.‖5 Moreno‘s point was not 
merely methodological, though. The whole point of mapping social space was, he argued, so 
that social science could point out the poverty of most social networks in an industrial society 
and offer techniques to create more cohesive societies through the cultivation of spontaneous, 
voluntary groups.  

The network analysis approach that Moreno and Jennings developed, which Moreno 
called ―sociometry,‖ made an immediate splash, and Moreno found his sociograms widely re-
produced. According to his memoirs, Moreno‘s magnum opus, Who Shall Survive? (1934), 
made such an impression on Rev. Frank Wilson of the Episcopal Church at Hyde Park that 
Wilson delivered a sermon on sociometry and arranged a brief meeting between Moreno and 
the most famous member of Wilson‘s congregation: Franklin Delano Roosevelt.6 Presidents 
aside, when Moreno began his own journal, Sociometry, in 1937, he was able to elicit the partic-
ipation of a startling number of leading social scientists. In the eighteen years that Sociometry 
ran under Moreno‘s supervision, the roster of contributing editors and editorial board mem-
bers included ten presidents of the American Sociological Association, four presidents of the 
American Psychological Association, and such luminaries as Adolf Meyer, Margaret Mead, 
Kurt Lewin, Wesley Clair Mitchell, George Gallup, Robert S. Lynd, and John Dewey.7 Less 

                                                        
3 J. L. Moreno, ―Preludes of the Sociometric Movement‖ in Who Shall Survive?: Foundations of Sociometry, Group 
Psychotherapy, and Sociodrama, 2d ed. (Beacon, NY: Beacon House, 1953), xxix. 
4 J. L. Moreno, Who Shall Survive?: A New Approach to the Problem of Human Interrelations (Washington, D.C.: Nerv-
ous and Mental Disease Publishing Co., 1934), 134. 
5 Ibid., 338.  
6 Moreno, ―Preludes of the Sociometric Movement,‖ lxv–lxvi.  
7 The ten ASA presidents who served as editors for Sociometry: Howard Becker, Ernest W. Burgess, F. Stuart 
Chapin, Leonard S. Cottrell, Jr., Paul Lazarsfeld, Charles P. Loomis, George A. Lundberg, Samuel A. Stouffer, 
Carl C. Taylor, and Florian Znaniecki. The four APA presidents were Gordon Allport, John Dewey, Gardner 
Murphy, and Theodore M. Newcomb.  
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than a decade after Moreno debuted sociometry, the American Sociological Association estab-
lished a section on sociometry (1941) and by 1942 Moreno opened a Sociometric Institute in 
New York. The journal itself had attracted enough attention that the American Sociological 
Society took it over in 1956 and continued to publish it for over twenty years. By that time, 
network analysis—the field that Moreno and Jennings had invented—was on its way to be-
coming an established subfield within sociology.8  
 

 
 

Mapping Social Space: A sociogram representing interpersonal  
relationships within a group of delinquent girls (Moreno, Who Shall Survive?)  

 
Were sociometry Moreno‘s only contribution to social science, he would be worth re-

membering. But Moreno‘s interest in psychiatry and conception of human nature as essentially 
social led him to develop methods for group therapy as well. While Freudian psychiatry 
sought to investigate and resolve traumas within the life history of the individual, Moreno be-
lieved that most psychiatric disorders stemmed from deficiencies in group integration. In place 
of the psychoanalytic couch, he offered the ―psychodramatic‖ stage—psychodrama being Mo-
reno‘s method for patients to explore and improve their relationships with others through act-
ing them out in improvised scenes. Moreno‘s role-playing brand of group therapy aimed to be 
more democratic (it recognized no major role distinction between therapist and patient) and 
action-oriented than the psychoanalysis of the day. Here, too, Moreno enjoyed great influence. 
The American Psychiatric Association sponsored the first conference on Group Methods in 
1932 and engaged Moreno to give an address. By 1942, Moreno had formed the American 
Society of Group Psychotherapy and oversaw publication of the first journal of group therapy, 
the quarterly Bulletin of Psychodrama and Group Psychotherapy.9  

Meanwhile, other psychologists and psychiatrists—most notably William and Karl 
Menninger, Kurt Lewin, and Harry Stack Sullivan—began to develop their own more ―social‖ 
approaches to psychology. One factor behind this sudden interest in the group was World 
War II, the first U.S. war in which psychiatry had a substantial role to play. ―We seemed to 

                                                        
8 For information about Moreno‘s career, Sociometry, and the fate of network analysis, see René F. Marineau, Jacob 
Levy Moreno, 1889–1974: Father of Psychodrama, Sociometry, and Group Psychotherapy (London: Tavistock/Routledge, 
1989) and Linton C. Freeman, The Development of Social Network Analysis: A Study in the Sociology of Science (Vancou-
ver: Empirical Press, 2004).  
9 Moreno, ―Preludes of the Sociometric Movement.‖  
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learn anew the importance of group ties in the maintenance of mental health,‖ explained Wil-
liam Menninger, Chief Consultant in Neuropsychiatry to the Surgeon General of the Army 
and probably the most influential psychiatrist during the war, as he strove to sum up the psy-
chiatric lessons of the war in 1947.10 Military service, tending to rip servicemembers from their 
peacetime social networks and rapidly reintegrate them into a tightly organized mass organiza-
tion, drove home the point to psychiatrists that not all mental health disorders stemmed from 
individual experiences in early childhood and that group methods could help with the many 
disorders rooted in crises of social integration.11 Indeed, one of the principal conclusions to 
emerge from the War Department‘s two-volume study, The American Soldier (1949)—at its time 
one of the largest social science research projects ever conducted—was that the primary 
groups that developed spontaneously within the Army served vital functions in maintaining 
the war effort and that, in fact, soldiers persevered under fire neither for God nor country but 
for the fellow members of their small social groups.12 Having received such a boost from the 
war, the group approach to psychology and psychiatry continued to establish itself, particularly 
through the work of S. R. Slavson, as an important alternative to Freudian individual analy-
sis.13  
 What Moreno and his contemporaries had discovered was a new scale of social space. 
As they saw it, Victorian society, with its utilitarian emphasis on the individual, had succeeded 
in generating new technologies and founding an industrial order. But the more industrial so-
ciety grew, the more it threatened to break apart the old ties that had formerly bound men and 
women together in a society. The rise of fascism brought this trend to a climax—fascist socie-
ty represented, for some, a pulverizing of the European social order and its replacement by a 
mass society, in which a horde of unconnected individuals would be organized only by an im-
personal market or a despotic state. In this dystopian vision, the human beings had become 
counting chips, lacking dignity and any means to fulfill their social needs. Victorian thinkers 
had been unable to see this coming, Moreno and his fellow-travelers argued, because they had 
seen only the individual and society. They had failed to see the thick middle layer of informal 
institutions, associations, cultural norms, and traditions that Moreno‘s generation believed ac-
counted for the bulk of social coordination. Such institutions were governed not by the com-
mand of despots or by impersonal market forces, but rather by humans negotiating with each 
other, face to face, in small groups and communities.  

                                                        
10 William C. Menninger, ―Psychiatric Experiences in the War, 1941–1946,‖ American Journal of Psychiatry 103 
(1947): 581. Menninger‘s further reflections on psychiatry and the war, with more reflections on the role of 
groups, can be found in Psychiatry in a Troubled World: Yesterday‘s War and Today‘s Challenge (New York: The Mac-
millan Company, 1948). An important wartime document on the importance of groups is the Report of the Spe-
cial Commission of Civilian Psychiatrists on Psychiatric Policy and Practice in the U.S. Army Medical Corps, 
reprinted under the title ―Combat Exhaustion‖ in Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease 104 (1946): 358–389, 489–
525. There, the Commission concludes that, for the soldier in combat, ―the group life is his inner life‖ and dis-
ruption of the soldier‘s group is ―a primary causal factor, not a secondary effect, of personality disorganization‖ 
(370).  
11 For an excellent summary of the group research within the psychiatric field in the 1940s, including during the 
war, see Marshall B. Clinard, ―The Group Approach to Social Reintegration,‖ American Sociological Review 14 
(1949): 257–262. See also Robert A. Nisbet, ―The Coming Problem of Assimilation,‖ American Journal of Sociology 
50 (1945): 261–270. 
12 Samuel Stouffer et al., The American Soldier, vols. 1–2 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1949). The theme 
of the primary group in The American Soldier is highlighted and discussed in Edward A. Shils, ―Primary Groups in 
the American Army,‖ in Robert K. Merton and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, eds., Continuities in Social Research: Studies in the 
Scope and Method of ―The American Soldier‖ (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1950), 16–39.  
13 S. R. Slavson, An Introduction to Group Therapy (New York: International Universities Press, 1943).  
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 Of course, social networks, communities, small groups, and voluntary associations 
were not entirely new as objects of concern. As the intellectuals of the midcentury decades 
would soon recall, nineteenth-century social theorists like Alexis de Tocqueville, Sir Henry 
Maine, Frédéric Le Play, Ferdinand Tönnies, and Emile Durkheim had already written much 
about small groups and their relations to the forces of modernity. And in the early twentieth 
century, a coterie of thinkers including John Dewey, William A. White, Robert E. Park, Mary 
Follett, and Jane Addams continued to stress the importance of local communities.14 One 
might particularly single out in this regard Chicago sociologist Charles H. Cooley, whose no-
tion of the ―primary group‖— a face-to-face group governed by informal norms—served as a 
key reference point for midcentury thinkers.15 Despite the numerous precedents, however, for 
many midcentury intellectuals the shift in attention away from states and markets and toward 
groups and communities carried the force of a sudden revelation. For one observer, the world 
of the group was ―a new world, a world of psychological space, of vast, uncharted dimen-
sions.‖16 Maria Rogers, an obscure figure who was a major behind-the-scenes coordinator of 
the turn to small groups, compared its discovery to Freud‘s unearthing of the subterranean 
space of the unconscious. ―The social scene which meets the eye of the beholder,‖ Rogers 
wrote, ―is much like the top of an iceberg floating out at sea. Beneath that innocent white 
peak lies a subsurface structure in some cases so powerful as to be capable of sinking a mod-
ern ocean liner.‖17 Researchers were quick to chart those depths. In 1954, a massive survey of 
small-group research in sociology, psychology, psychiatry, and related fields revealed an explo-
sion of scholarly activity. Whereas up to 1920 articles pertaining to the small group came out 
at the rate of under two per year, by the last half of the 1940s there were over 55 articles per 
year and by the early 1950s there were over 150 per year.18 By the 1950s there were also a few 
journals dedicated principally to small-group research (Autonomous Groups Bulletin, The Group, 
Human Organization, Sociometry) and numerous book-length surveys of the field published by 
major presses.19 The work of older sociologists that offered to shed some light on the problem 
was dutifully reprinted in new editions: Le Play in 1935, Tönnies in 1940, Tocqueville in 1945, 
and Cooley in 1956. Summing up the intellectual trends of the times in 1951, David Riesman 
wrote: ―the pendulum has swung toward groupism.‖20  
 

                                                        
14 Jean B. Quandt, From the Small Town to the Great Community: The Social Thought of Progressive Intellectuals (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1970). One extraordinarily helpful book that addresses the early rise of 
groupist thought in response to Victorianism in the Progressive Era is William Graebner, The Engineering of Con-
sent: Democracy and Authority in Twentieth-Century America (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987). Graebn-
er‘s book deals mainly with an earlier period than does this chapter but there is some overlap in terms of the per-
sons discussed and much overlap in the analysis employed.  
15 Charles Horton Cooley, Social Organization: A Study of the Larger Mind (New York: Charles Scribner‘s Sons, 
1909), chap. 2.  
16 Charles E. Henry, foreword to Bernice Baxter and Rosalind Cassidy, Group Experience the Democratic Way (New 
York: Harper and Brothers, 1943), xiii.  
17 Maria Rogers, ―Foreword to the Community Organization Series,‖ Autonomous Groups Bulletin 4 (1948–1949): 
4–5.  
18 Fred L. Strodtbeck and A. Paul Hare, ―Bibliography of Small Group Research,‖ Sociometry 17 (1954): 110. 
19 Those surveys include George C. Homans, The Human Group (New York; Harcourt, Brace, 1950); A. Paul 
Hare, Edgar F. Borgatta, and Robert F. Bales, eds., Small Groups: Studies in Social Interaction (New York: Knopf, 
1955); and W. J. H. Sprott, Human Groups (Baltimore: Penguin, 1958); and Michael S. Olmstead, The Small Group 
(New York: Random House, 1959).  
20 David Riesman, ―Individualism Reconsidered,‖ 1951, in Individualism Reconsidered, 28.  
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Average number of articles concerned with small group processes appearing per year in sociological and 
psychological journals (Strodtbeck and Hare, “Bibliography of Small Group Research”)  

 
 

 
 

Incidence of the phrase “small group” as a percentage of all two-word phrases in  
U.S. books from 1850 to 1980 (Produced with Google Labs Books Ngram Viewer).  

 
 Throughout the social sciences, the introduction of the small group as a unit opened 
up new analytic possibilities. For obvious reasons, small groups proved more amenable to la-
boratory experiments than larger ones, and thus became invaluable to social psychologists. 
Among the most enduring social scientific analyses enabled by the turned to small groups was 
that of sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld, whose influential study of the 1940 election sought to iden-
tify ―opinion leaders‖ whose voting decisions swayed others. Political scientists, he argued, 
had mistakenly bought into the myth of ―the omnicompetent media, on one hand, sending 
forth the message, and the atomized masses, on the other, waiting to receive it—and nothing 
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in-between.‖21 An approach more sympathetic to the role of primary groups would perceive 
the importance of the ―face-to-face influences, the local ‗molecular pressures‘‖ that played an 
equal or greater role in shaping opinion.22 Another notable result of groupism was the reinter-
pretation by U.S. historians of one of the most powerful paradigms in their field: Frederick 
Jackson Turner‘s frontier thesis. Relying heavily on Tocqueville, Stanley Elkins and Eric 
McKitrick argued in 1954 that the frontier cultivated democracy not, as Turner had argued, 
because it encouraged ―frontier individualism‖ but rather for precisely the opposite reason: 
because the frontier created small, strong, and participatory communities.23 In an interesting 
coincidence that points to the power of the intellectual Zeitgeist, the same reformulation of 
Turner was offered simultaneously and apparently independently by Lewis Atherton, who at-
tributed U.S. democracy to the ―togetherness‖ of frontier towns—a togetherness arising from 
an ―informal community life.‖24 Lawyers, philosophers, management theorists, and archi-
tects—indeed, practitioners in nearly all of the social scientific fields—came up with ways of 
incorporating groupism into their thought and practice.  
 Useful as the small group was as a unit of analysis, for most thinkers it carried a po-
werful political valence. Small-scale social solidarities were not only omnipresent and causally 
important, they were also imperiled and deserving of protection. How it was that small groups 
were imperiled remained an open question, of course. Some believed their primary threat to 
come from the capitalist marketplace, others believed it to come from the growth of the bu-
reaucratic state, and many believed both. It was in fact this political ambidexterity of group-
ism—its ability to be deployed against both states and markets—that has largely erased it from 
our historical memory. When we go back into the past looking for capitalism‘s discontents we 
look to the left, and when we search for opponents to the regulatory state we look to the right. 
Groupism, however, did not map so readily onto the right/left categories we have today. Ar-
thur Schlesinger, Jr. recognized this in The Vital Center (1949): ―The rise of fascism and Com-
munism illustrated vividly the fallacies of the linear conceptions of right and left. In certain 
basic respects—the totalitarian state structure, the single party, the leader, the secret police, the 
consuming fear of political and intellectual freedom—fascism and Communism are more 
clearly like each other than they are like anything in between.‖25 In that book, Schlesinger sug-
gested replacing the familiar map of left and right as existing on a spectrum with a two-
dimensional map, which I have simplified and modified:  
 
 

                                                        
21 Elihu Katz and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: The Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications 
(Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1955).  
22 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Bernard Berelson, and Hazel Gaudet, The People‘s Choice: How the Voter Makes Up His Mind in 
a Presidential Campaign, 2d ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1948), 158.  
23 Frederick Jackson Turner, ―The Significance of the Frontier in American History,‖ 1893, in The Frontier in 
American History (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1920), 30; Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick, ―A Mean-
ing for Turner‘s Frontier Thesis,‖ Political Science Quarterly 69 (1954): 321–353, 565–602. 
24 Lewis Atherton, Main Street on the Middle Border (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1954), 186. 
25 Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Vital Center: The Politics of Freedom (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1949), 
144.  
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Table 1. The midcentury political vision. 
 

Here the horizontal left-right axis, on which lies the usual conflict between conserva-
tives and liberals, is supplemented by a vertical axis, between bureaucratic centralization at the 
top and small-group decentralization at the bottom. On this newly visible axis, most intellec-
tuals noted an ongoing and potentially disastrous slide toward mass society and called for the 
cultivation of small groups and communities as a protective measure. For such thinkers, the 
relevant tension was less between markets and states than it was between groupism and mass 
society. That was certainly what Schlesinger believed. He devoted his concluding chapter of 
his influential book, The Vital Center (1949), to a fairly shrill warning: ―freedom has lost its 
foundation in community,‖ he warned, and unbound individualism would quickly lead to tota-
litarianism if not checked by the revival of ―widespread and spontaneous group activity.‖26 We 
usually emphasize the ―center‖ that is mapped in The Vital Center, but in this reading we must 
also pay attention to Schlesinger‘s plea for ―vitality,‖ a vitality that could only be achieved by 
the promotion of voluntary associations, group life, spontaneity, and community to ward off 
the demons of mass society and atomized individualism. 
 If there was one intellectual who best encompassed the turn toward small groups as a 
defense against mass society, it was not Moreno or Schlesinger but rather the long-dead Alexis 
de Tocqueville. Historians often speak of a ―Tocqueville renaissance‖ occurring in the mid-
century decades, sometimes claiming that Tocqueville had been out of print and forgotten un-
til the late 1930s. While Tocqueville‘s Democracy in America was never actually unavailable in the 
United States, it can be said that the publications of George W. Pierson‘s Tocqueville and Beau-
mont in America (1938) and Knopf‘s landmark edition of Democracy in America (1945) marked the 
return of Tocqueville to prominence in U.S. letters.27 The first thing that stood out about 

                                                        
26 Ibid., 244, 253.  
27 The standard narrative of the Tocqueville renaissance comes from Robert A. Nisbet, ―Many Tocquevilles,‖ 
American Scholar 46 (Winter 1976/77): 59–75. Although Nisbet‘s paper remains useful for its presentation of the 
sorts of interpretations that have been extracted from Tocqueville‘s Democracy in America, its factual claims, partic-
ularly its claim that Tocqueville fell out of print and ―out of mind‖ after Tocqueville‘s death, have come under 

States Markets 

Bureaucracy, mass 

society, formal insti-

tutions 

Small groups, local 

culture, community, 

decentralization, par-

ticipation  



 

9 

 

Tocqueville was his fear that an equalitarian political landscape could give rise to despotism. In 
that, he represented a significant turn away from New Deal liberalism. Sociologist Robert 
Nisbet recalled his first encounter with Tocqueville in 1939:  
 

That absolute power could go with social humanitarianism, could be rooted in the 
mass rather than an upper class, could be given extension and penetration by the 
very political agencies that had been created in the name of the people to cope with 
their problems; that totalitarianism could be understood best, not as reversion to a 
dark past, but as a product, however corrupt, of democratic modernity—all this was 
new to American thinkers and, as I recall well, not immediately accepted.28 

 
In this sense, Tocqueville was, as J. P. Mayer declared in 1939, ―the great prophet of the Mass 
Age.‖29 His prophecies influenced many of the more foreboding responses to U.S. culture of 
the time. But if the famously ambivalent Tocqueville saw danger in the homogenizing force of 
democracy, he also saw cause for hope in the flourishing associational life of the United 
States. Never having had a violent social revolution, Tocqueville argued, the United States had 
been able to preserve the ―local institutions‖ standing between the individual and the state that 
were a ―necessary guarantee against the tyranny of the majority.‖30 It was natural, then, for 
students of small groups and communities to turn to Tocqueville. And it was in this capacity 
that Dwight Eisenhower began invoking Tocqueville in his speeches—the first president to 
do so.31 It is a marker of the durability of the Tocqueville renaissance that every president 
since has also worked Tocqueville into his speeches.32  
 Tocqueville‘s warning that the real danger in society came from masses, not classes, 
resonated strongly with a new approach to class urged by sociologists in the midcentury dec-
ades. In the Victorian era, class had been a fairly straightforward business: the rich lived lives 
vastly different from the poor, as both defenders and opponents of stratification readily ac-
knowledged. But by the 1940s intellectuals, in part influenced by Tocqueville‘s observations 
about the lack of a feudal system in the United States, began to see U.S. class as a much gent-
ler affair—―really a classification based on a ladder, up which people are expected to move, 
rather than upon orderly stratification or classification of society,‖ as Margaret Mead put it.33 
The premier study of the subject, W. Lloyd Warner‘s five-volume Yankee City series (1941–
1959), presented class as a relatively ―soft‖ and porous form of affiliation. In contrast to Marx, 

                                                                                                                                                                        
sharp attack from Tocqueville specialist Matthew J. Mancini. Mancini‘s careful consideration of Tocqueville‘s 
reception in the United States is now required reading for anyone concerned with the subject. See Matthew J. 
Mancini, Alexis de Tocqueville and the American Intellectuals: From His Time to Ours (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield 
Publishers, 2006) and Matthew J. Mancini, ―Too Many Tocquevilles: The Fable of Tocqueville‘s American Re-
ception,‖ Journal of the History of Ideas 69 (2008): 245–268.  
28 Nisbet, ―Many Tocquevilles,‖ 67.  
29 J. P. Mayer, Alexis de Tocqueville: A Biographical Essay in Political Science, trans. by M. M. Bozman and C. Hahn 
(New York: The Viking Press, 1940), xvii. Although Mayer‘s book was written in German in 1939 (Mayer was a 
German-born Jewish socialist), it was first published in an English-language London edition under the title The 
Prophet of the Mass Age (1939) and pointedly pitched by Mayer as a response to Hitlerism.  
30 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. J. P. Mayer, trans. George Lawrence (1835; New York: Perenni-
al Classics, 2000), 63, 192.  
31 Dwight Eisenhower, ―Science: Handmaiden of Freedom,‖ New York City, 14 May 1959 and ―Radio and Tele-
vision Report to the American People on the European Trip,‖ 10 September 1959, available online at 
http://www.eisenhowermemorial.org/speeches. 
32 James Kloppenberg, ―Life Everlasting: Tocqueville in America,‖ The Tocqueville Review 17 (1996): 24.  
33 Margaret Mead, And Keep Your Powder Dry: An Anthropologist Looks at America (New York: William Morrow and 
Company, 1942), 58.  
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who insisted that modern society was separating itself into two classes with irreconcilable eco-
nomic interests, Warner distinguished no fewer than six basic classes: upper-upper, lower-
upper, upper-middle, and so forth down to lower-lower.34 Warner‘s classes, moreover, had 
little direct connection to wealth. Class was, for Warner, a form of local culture, and he be-
lieved that the best way to assess a man‘s class was not to examine his accounts but rather to 
interview his neighbors—to determine his position in ―social space.‖35 Not all communities on 
this understanding would have the same class structure and, indeed, a stranger entering a town 
for the first time might have considerable difficulty in decoding local status markers. Like Mo-
reno and the sociometrists, Warner also took an interest in the role of private associations and 
informal cliques. These small, informal groups were important in his understanding for two 
reasons. First, they mediated between large-scale social forces and the needs of communities, 
allowing individuals to adapt to a changing society. Second, they blurred class divisions by 
providing inter-class social networks through which individuals could learn the norms of the 
immediately adjacent superior classes and rise on the class ladder. Indeed, for Warner, a class 
system was by definition a system in which ―movement up and down is constantly taking 
place in the lives of many people.‖36 So fluid was Warner‘s notion of class that some of his 
followers could come dangerously close to claiming that class was merely a voluntary form of 
cultural identification—a decision about whether to put on airs or not.37  

 
 

Small Groups and the Class System: Warner’s representation of the way in which informed cliques  
(numbered 1 through 18, three for each of the six classes) create a network of associational ties  

spanning the class ladder (Warner and Lunt, Social Life of a Modern Community).  

                                                        
34 W. Lloyd Warner and Paul S. Lunt, The Social Life of a Modern Community (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1941), 87. Warner‘s classic six-type model was designed for Yankee City, which was selected precisely for its rela-
tive simplicity among modern communities. But as Warner conceded, ―class varies from community to commu-
nity,‖ and some areas might have more than six tiers while others may have fewer. W. Lloyd Warner, Social Class 
in America: A Manual of Procedure for the Measurement of Social Status (1949; New York: Harper and Row, 1960), 23.  
35 Warner and Lunt, The Social Life of a Modern Community, 26. Warner‘s non-economic conception of class can be 
gleaned from his own definition: ―By class is meant two or more orders of people who are believed to be, and are 
accordingly ranked by the members of the community, in social superior and inferior positions‖ (ibid., 82). See 
also Warner, Social Class in America (1949).  
36 Warner and Lunt, Social Life of a Modern Community, 91.  
37 That position is taken explicitly, with citations to Warner, in Alan F. Klein, Society—Democracy—and the Group: 
An Analysis of Social Objectives, Democratic Principles, Environmental Factors, and Program in the Practice of Social Group 
Work (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1953), see esp. 95. Despite his optimism about the U.S. class 
system, Warner himself acknowledged that culture could serve as an impediment to interclass mobility, such as in 
the Deep South.  
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Class as an Artifact of Local Culture: A Warner-influenced diagram from 1945 depicting class categories in a 
small Midwestern town, as they appeared to “better-class” people (Carl Withers, Plainville, U.S.A., 1945).  

 
If class in the United States was, for Warner and his followers, a gentle form of social 

differentiation tempered by a multitude of small-group affiliations, it was not always to be so. 
In the fourth volume of his Yankee City series, The Social System of the Modern Factory (1947), 
Warner noted with alarm the effect of bureaucratization upon social class. In Yankee City‘s 
leading industry, shoemaking, new technological developments had replaced the ―continual 
hum of conversation‖ among fellow workers with deadening social isolation and replaced the 
old hierarchy of skill with a flattening out of working-class jobs under a new managerial class 
based in ―central offices in distant large cities.‖38 The effect of mass society upon the old class 
system in Yankee City was, for Warner, akin to the ―impact of white civilization‖ upon the 
aboriginal cultures of Melanesia and North America.39 Like the natives of those regions, Yan-
kee City factory operatives, torn from the social web in which the class system had enmeshed 
them, began to express their frustrations through mass movements, in their case CIO union-
ism. For Warner, the unionization of Yankee City did not promise new hope but only the fur-
ther breakdown of local community, as the workers, like the managers, yielded autonomy to 
mass organizations headquartered in far-off cities. The human worker was being reduced to a 
―digit in a vast series,‖ whose life was to be planned by unions, corporations, and the state.40 
Such an enlargement and rationalization of the economic system, Warner warned, could never 

                                                        
38 W. Lloyd Warner and J. O. Low, The Social System of the Modern Factory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1947), 78, 108.  
39 Ibid., 88.  
40 Ibid., 190.  
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be sustained, as flesh-and-blood humans could never be entirely subjugated to the rule of re-
mote managers. In his worries about the rise of a managerial class, Warner echoed clearly the 
diagnoses of James Burnham and Peter Drucker, both of whom had warned, just a few years 
earlier, of an impending convergence of capitalist and socialist societies upon a new form of 
mass society in which power would be held by managers rather than owners and in which ex-
isting social institutions would be swept away by a totalitarian industrial order.41 To thinkers 
like Burnham, Drucker, and Warner, the hierarchical division of society into social classes 
might actually be beneficial, serving, in the words of Robert Nisbet, as ―a bulwark against po-
litical power.‖42 In other words, even those who continued to insist upon the importance of 
class during this time did so not from a Marxian hope for a proletarian revolution but from a 
Tocquevillean fear that classes would be replaced by masses.  

The replacement of Marx with Tocqueville suggested a new approach toward industri-
al relations. What little management theory there had been before the 1930s was dominated by 
the work of F. W. Taylor, whose scientific management approach was chiefly concerned with 
extracting the maximum amount of productive labor from every worker through the standar-
dization of tasks. Workers, however, never fully acquiesced to Taylorism, and factories con-
tinued to suffer from lost time, high turnover, sickness, and variable output, all of which were 
collectively grouped under the problem of ―industrial fatigue.‖ But in a series of experiments 
carried out by researchers from Harvard‘s Business School in Western Electric‘s Hawthorne 
Works plant (with W. Lloyd Warner serving as an adviser), Taylor‘s rationalistic approach to 
human labor began to fall apart. In the first experiment, a small group of women was isolated 
from the rest of the factory and subjected over a period of five years to various combinations 
of wage incentives and changes in their working environment to see which factors might im-
prove their output. To the experimenters‘ surprise, nearly all changes led to increased output. 
It did not matter whether incentives were added or taken away, whether rest breaks were pro-
vided or not—the upward trend in productivity seemed largely independent of any action on 
the part of the experimenters. The real source of the increased output, the researchers de-
cided, was the initial placement of the small group of women away from the factory floor into 
their own room where they could converse freely and develop social ties.43 

For Elton Mayo, the most prominent theorist associated with the Hawthorne group, 
this experiment was the key to a new approach to corporate management. Taylorism had 
failed for being too rigid, organized around authoritarian manager and obedient workers. Such 
an approach was unsustainable, though, because it destroyed morale by destroying the social 
setting that was so important for human flourishing. Instead, managers must learn to create a 

                                                        
41 James Burnham, The Managerial Revolution: What is Happening in the World (New York: The John Day Company, 
1941); Peter F. Drucker, The Future of Industrial Man: A Conservative Approach (New York: The John Day Company, 
1942).  
42 Robert A. Nisbet, ―The Decline and Fall of Social Class,‖ The Pacific Sociological Review 2 (1959): 11. Nisbet disa-
greed strongly with Warner‘s diagnosis that the United States was a class society—for Nisbet, it had been a mass 
society since the early twentieth century—but he shared Warner‘s worry that without classes social hierarchy 
would become much more stark and oppressive.  
43 Elton Mayo, The Human Problems of an Industrial Civilization (New York: Macmillan, 1933). The definitive ac-
count of the Hawthorne experiments is F. J. Roethlisberger and William J. Dickson, Management and the Worker: 
An Account of the Research Program Conducted by the Western Electric Company, Hawthorne Works, Chicago (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1939). Mayo‘s circle at Harvard was closely connected to the circle of W. Lloyd 
Warner. In fact, Warner served as an advisor to the Hawthorne experiments and the first volume of Warner‘s 
Yankee City series was dedicated to Mayo.  
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workplace marked by dialogue, friendliness, and teamwork.44 Just as Mayo was preaching the 
lessons of Hawthorne, another member of his circle, president of New Jersey Bell Telephone 
Company Chester Barnard, offered a similar argument, in his well-known The Functions of the 
Executive (1938). There, Barnard chided executives for adhering to an overly formalistic under-
standing of business, grounded in the ―highly erroneous‖ theory that ―man is an ‗economic 
man‘ carrying few non-economic appendages.‖45 A more socially aware approach to business 
would reveal that the formal institution of the corporation only functioned because it rested 
on an invisible but essential structure of informal relations—group ties—that endowed it with 
a flexibility, creativity, and vitality without which it would be immediately crippled. To operate 
effectively, Barnard argued, a corporation must have not only a formal hierarchy but also an 
informal structure of authority that granted legitimacy to that formal hierarchy.46 Thinkers like 
Barnard and Mayo insisted that to avoid the pitfalls of mass society, the workplace must culti-
vate the active consent and participation of its workers, something it could only achieve by 
devolving some decision-making power to them and by creating a functional social environ-
ment—community in the factory.47  

There is something remarkable about what Mayo and Barnard had done. One motiva-
tion for the rise of groupism was the perception that capitalism, with its vision of economic 
man standing apart from society like Robinson Crusoe, had reached a crisis. But Mayo and 
Barnard rescued capitalism from this perception by arguing that corporations, rather than 
blindly following profit motives, could and would promote group life. Peter Drucker, similar-
ly, argued that, in the United States, corporations should be understood not simply as eco-
nomic institutions but as sociocultural ones, which were largely responsible for setting the 
rhythms of life.48 In this vision, the corporation appeared to be a sort of tribe unto itself, and 
the phrase ―corporate culture,‖ although now a cliché, is an artifact of this groupist approach 
to capitalism. Even F. A. Hayek, the author of The Road to Serfdom (1944) and one of the chief 
defenders of free-market individualism at the time, reconciled himself to groupist principles. 
In Individualism and the Economic Order (1948), Hayek defended himself against the charge that 
he was simply reviving Victorian laissez-faire economics. The virtue of the market, he ex-
plained (drawing on Tocqueville to do so), was not that it promoted economic efficiency, but 
that it acted as motor of decentralization. A well-organized market would support ―all the 
common efforts of the small community and the group,‖ whereas centralized planning would 
―dissolve all these smaller groups into atoms which have no cohesion other than the coercive 
rules opposed by the state.‖49 The new defense of capitalism, whether from corporate manag-
ers like Mayo or economists like Hayek, was now based on its ability to promote small group 
life.  

At the same time as those on the right reconceived of capitalism as a form of group-
ism, those on the left turned to groupism as a way to rejuvenate the socialist project. But, as in 

                                                        
44 Mayo‘s theory is further developed in Elton Mayo, The Social Problems of an Industrial Civilization (Boston: Divi-
sion of Research, Graduate School of Business Administration, Harvard University, 1945). 
45 Chester I. Barnard, The Functions of the Executive (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1938), x.  
46 A similar theory was advanced by Peter Drucker, a few years later, in Concept of the Corporation (New York: The 
John Day Company, 1946).  
47 Two excellent articles critical of Mayo, Barnard, and the Hawthorne researchers are Daniel Bell, ―Adjusting 
Men to Machines: Social Scientists Explore the World of the Factory,‖ Commentary 3 (1947): 79-88 and Reinhard 
Bendix and Lloyd H. Fisher, ―The Perspectives of Elton Mayo,‖ The Review of Economics and Statistics 31 (1949): 
312–319.  
48 Drucker, Concept of the Corporation. 
49 F. A. Hayek, ―Individualism: True and False,‖ in Individualism and Economic Order (Chicago: University of Chica-
go Press, 1948), 23.  
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the case of capitalism, a certain reconfiguration was required of socialism in order to make it 
compatible with groupism. For when groupists complained about Victorian thinkers who had 
seen the world only through the utilitarian marketplace and only in terms of economically mo-
tivated individuals and formal regulatory institutions, they were talking about Karl Marx just as 
much as they were talking about Herbert Spencer. Soviet-style Communism, with its emphasis 
on the guidance of a revolutionary vanguard and its reliance on mass institutions, was certainly 
inimical to the whole groupist project. Nevertheless, some of those within the Communist 
orbit proved eager to jettison the centralist elements in their political philosophy and replace 
them with groupist ones. One particularly active group of leftists in this regard was the small 
Trotskyist splinter group based around Max Shachtman. Although the Shachtmanites were 
few in number and inconsequential players in the world of international Communism, it is re-
markable how many serious intellectual passed through their ranks. C. L. R. James, Dwight 
Macdonald, Irving Howe, James Burnham, Hal Draper, and Michael Harrington were all 
Shachtmanites, if only briefly. Shachtman‘s followers had broken with Trotsky over the ques-
tion of Stalin; while Trotsky saw the Soviet Union as a ―degenerated worker‘s state‖—i.e., the 
right idea in the wrong hands—Shachtmanites thought that the rot ran deeper and that the 
problem with the Soviet Union was ―bureaucratic collectivism.‖50 In The Managerial Revolution 
(1941), the book that was to become the basis for George Orwell‘s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), 
James Burnham argued that both socialist and capitalist institutions were growing unmanagea-
bly large, and that their size and bureaucratic character was becoming more important than 
their basis in the public or private ownership of property.51 Burnham offered little by way of 
solution, but to other Shachtmanites (and to Orwell), the answer was clear. ―We must begin 
way at the bottom again, with small groups of individuals,‖ wrote Dwight Macdonald.52 Whe-
reas traditional Marxism had called for the workers to organize large collectives capable of 
fighting corporations and the state, Macdonald worried that such affiliation would be coun-
terproductive and instead advocated ―guerrilla operations,‖ the formation of small, participa-
tory political communities.53 

The Shachtmanites are interesting for their creativity and for their continued commit-
ment to a Marxist framework even after they had broken with both Trotsky and Stalin. But 
they were certainly not the only leftists to promote decentralist and communitarian forms of 
socialism. The middle decades of the twentieth century were the period when left thinkers 
such as Lewis Mumford, Karl Polanyi, Paul and Percival Goodman, Scott Nearing, Erich 
Fromm, Martin Luther King, Jr., Ella Baker, and Jane Jacobs turned their critical energies 
against mass society and, in various ways, explored the potential of human communities. For 
many, like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., adopting the tenets of groupism came at the cost of aban-
doning the Communist Party altogether. A prominent case in point is that of Granville Hicks, 
who, as editor of the New Masses, was the Party‘s foremost literary critic. Hicks‘s wariness 
about the growth of the centralized state during the Roosevelt years and his increasing dis-
comfort with the Soviet Union, led him to abandon both the Party and New York City for 
small-town life in Grafton, New York. Hicks hoped that small towns such as Grafton could 
serve as ―a kind of bulwark against the onslaught of mass society,‖ and he devoted his old par-
tisan zeal toward participation in the life of his town: organizing a community league, attend-

                                                        
50 Max Shachtman, The Fight for Socialism: The Principles and Program of the Workers Party (New York: New Interna-
tional Publishing, 1946), 164.  
51 Burnham, Managerial Revolution. 
52 Dwight Macdonald, The Root is Man (1946; New York: Autonomedia, 1995), 136.  
53 Ibid., 148.  
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ing PTA meetings, editing the town bulletin, and serving in the fire company.54 Hicks docu-
mented his experience at length in Small Town (1946), which was widely reviewed and almost 
unanimously well received. ―I hardly know where to begin to set down my enthusiasm for 
Small Town,‖ David Riesman wrote to Hicks; he had distributed it so frequently that he was 
becoming a ―one-man Gideon Society‖ for the book.55 The radio program Town Meeting of 
the Air—itself an artifact of the renewed interest in the political power of small groups—
recruited Hicks to defend country living in a debate against the urbanite author of Lost Week-
end, Charles Jackson. Life magazine transformed that discussion into a multi-page ―pictorial 
debate,‖ with the ex-Communist Hicks exemplifying the values of small-town life.56 
 Hicks‘s identification of the virtues of the small group with the small, rural town was a 
common one. The heyday of groupism was also a time when a great deal of cultural attention 
was given to small-town living. It is tempting to assume that the small town has always been 
with us as a potent political symbol, but that is not exactly the case. Rather, the symbol of the 
small town, like everything else, has a history. In the nineteenth century, it was as likely to 
represent a sort of yeoman independence as it was to represent communal virtues. And the 
early decades of the twentieth century one could see what Carl Van Doren called the ―revolt 
from the village,‖ a sudden cultural attack on small-town life, as exemplified in texts such as 
Mark Twain‘s ―The Man that Corrupted Hadleyburg‖ (1899), Edgar Lee Master‘s Spoon River 
Anthology (1915), Sherwood Anderson‘s Winesburg, Ohio (1918), and Sinclair Lewis‘s Main Street 
(1920) and Babbitt (1922—the same year the New Yorker debuted).57 But, remarkably, the trend 
reversed itself in the 1930s, and if we were to think of prominent presentations of small-town 
life from the midcentury decades we would not think of Sinclair Lewis‘s depictions (―It is sla-
very self-sought and self-defended. It is dulness made God‖58) but rather something along the 
lines of Thornton Wilder‘s Our Town (1937) or the films of Frank Capra. Starting in the 1930s, 
an impressively large and influential cadre of writers and intellectuals cut against the demo-
graphic grain and moved away from cities to small towns: Bernard DeVoto, Lewis Mumford, 
E. B. White, Granville Hicks, Norman Rockwell, and Aldo Leopold. Even Sinclair Lewis 
moved to a small town—Barnard, Vermont—where he wrote It Can‘t Happen Here (1935) and 
The Prodigal Parents (1938), the first about the triumph of small-town values over Hitlerism, the 
second about their triumph over Bolshevism. Similarly, the harsh portrayals of village life of-
fered in Sherwood Anderson‘s Winesburg, Ohio (1918) and Poor White (1920) subside in his final 
novel, a reconciliation entitled Home Town (1940).59 
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New Interest in Small Towns: Incidence of the phrase “small town” as a percentage of all two-word phrases 
in U.S. books from 1880 to 1980 (Produced with Google Labs Books Ngram Viewer).  

 
 Even more marked than the revalorization of the small town at home was the new 
interest taken, starting in the 1930s, in villages abroad. If one of the most distinctive aspects of 
twentieth-century U.S. intellectual history is the prominence of anthropologists in public life, 
then one of the reasons why they were so highly regarded is that anthropologists were among 
the most forceful and articulate defenders of the ideals of the small group. Both Warner and 
Mayo had explicitly adopted anthropological methods in their studies of industrial societies 
(Warner had trained as an anthropologist under Robert Lowie, Bronislaw Malinowski, and A. 
R. Radcliffe-Brown and began his career researching the aboriginal tribes of Australia). The 
foundation for anthropology‘s turn to groupism was a series of changes that the discipline ex-
perienced in the first decades of the twentieth century. Whereas anthropological studies were 
formerly taken primarily as indicants of the large gap dividing ―advanced‖ societies from 
―primitive‖ ones, by the middle of the century they came to be regarded as valuable also be-
cause they demonstrated with such clarity the universality of the human condition. And as 
anthropologists demonstrated, few universals were so genuinely universal as the organization 
of humans into small groups. Not only had the little community been the ―very predominant 
form of human living throughout the history of mankind,‖ as Robert Redfield noted, but it 
continued to predominate in the world‘s population even in the twentieth century.60  

In such a perspective, modern industrial civilization began to appear less as the apex 
of human history than as an aberration, and potentially a dangerous one. Certainly, the notion 
of humans as profit-maximizing egoists, based on the study of economically advanced socie-
ties, lost much of its luster as anthropologists showed, in study after study, that most societies 
were not organized around the pursuit of individual self-interest at all.61 Taking the argument 
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further, Karl Polanyi wrote that the economistic conception of human nature was a ―stark 
utopia‖ that never even existed in Western society for any length of time. If it had, he argued, 
it ―would have physically destroyed man and transformed his surroundings into a wilder-
ness.‖62 Not everyone citing anthropological data shared Polanyi‘s catastrophist outlook, but 
most agreed that non-industrial societies, by embedding their governments and markets firmly 
within small groups and communities, offered a model from which Western civilization might 
learn. As John Dewey‘s notion of democracy as consisting not of formal voting but of exten-
sive and substantial participation took root, it occurred to more than one critic that, by De-
weyan standards, non-industrial societies were more democratic than industrially ones. Non-
Western and ancient communities may have lacked ballot boxes, explained TVA chairman 
Arthur E. Morgan, but the small size of their decision-making bodies enabled ―the free play of 
discussion and opinion, out of which gradually arises a consensus that guides social action 
without compulsion or violence.‖ Morgan further went on to suggest that perhaps the direc-
tors of modern corporations could learn something from ―the elders of a West African village, 
sitting today in a . . . circle of stone seats around the village tree and passing on the problems 
of the village.‖63 The local customs of nonindustrial peoples, then, came to appear no longer 
as evidence of barbarism but rather as important safeguards against the impositions and social 
dislocations of mass society.  

 

 
 

Anthropology as the Study of Universal Human Needs: Illustrations from a 1945 management theory book, 
originally bearing the caption, “Individual Change, Problems Change, but the Ageless Small Group Goes On” 

(George B. de Huszar, Practical Applications of Democracy, 1945).  
 
 The anthropological frame of mind, the surge of interest in both small towns and re-
mote villages, the backlash against cities—all of this was evidence for what the sociologist Ro-
bert Nisbet called ―the quest for community‖ in a 1953 book of that title. ―The concern for 
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community, its values, opportunities, and means of access, is the major intellectual fact of the 
present age,‖ he wrote.64 Within the social sciences, Nisbet explained, the quest for communi-
ty could be understood as a reaction to new ideas about states and markets and a reflection of 
the historical experience of the modern age. But a desire for community was also felt by the 
population at large, on a visceral level, and could be seen in everyday behaviors such as mar-
riage and religion, in magazine advertisements and popular music, and in the symbolism of 
Hollywood movies. For Nisbet this was a promising development. Modernization, from the 
industrial revolution on, had been one of the ―one of the bitterest chapters in the history of 
Western civilization,‖ full of ―calamitous dislocations‖ and an erosion of the social glue that 
had held groups together.65 But community life was not, in Nisbet‘s view, a quaint feature of 
bygone times. It was a necessity, that must be acquired in some form or another. Totalitarian 
governments had preyed upon atomized populations desperate for belonging. Freedom, then, 
meant fulfilling the human need for community within the modern age.  
 Nisbet‘s plea was not all that different from those issued by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., 
Jacob Levy Moreno, W. Lloyd Warner, Elton Mayo, Granville Hicks, or any of the other 
groupists already mentioned. But its promotion of community-building as a political necessity 
can helpfully serve to introduce a strain of groupist thought that provided some of the intel-
lectual framework for community development. Whereas many of the groupists whom I have 
discussed thus far were most active in the realm of ideas rather in the political arena, there 
were a few who took the promotion of community life to be a political project. Many of their 
experiences will be discussed in the chapters that follow, but for the current purposes we may 
focus on one such activist, Baker Brownell, a philosopher whose reflections on concrete 
community-building experiments are among the most articulate defenses of the purposes and 
ideas behind community development.  
 Baker Brownell was, among philosophers, an unusual type. He had trained at Harvard 
under Josiah Royce and George Santayana and held a post at Northwestern University, but he 
considered himself to be a ―more or less a marginal member‖ of academia.66 Rather than mak-
ing strides in any well-defined problem within his field, Brownell established himself as a ge-
neralist, a determined enemy of any attempt to segregate thought and experience into discrete 
parts. At Northwestern, he oversaw for twenty years the Contemporary Thought course, 
which aimed to do away with disciplinary constraints entirely by drawing its lecturers not from 
any academic department but from a pool of prominent figures, many of them outside of the 
academy. Jane Addams, Sherwood Anderson, Clarence Darrow, Paul H. Douglas, Richard T. 
Ely, Melville Herskovits, Rufus Jones, Philip La Follette, Bertrand Russell, Carl Sandburg, 
Norman Thomas, Henry A. Wallace, and Frank Lloyd Wright were among Brownell‘s lectur-
ers during his twenty-year directorship of the course.67 Brownell‘s holism took on a new cast, 
however, in 1944 when he was invited by the chancellor of the University of Montana to es-
tablish the ―Montana Study,‖ an adult education program that would take place not in the 
university itself but in the small communities of Montana, and that would cover not the nor-
mal curriculum of higher education but the basic principles of democratic life. For Brownell, 

                                                        
64 Robert A. Nisbet, The Quest for Community: A Study in the Ethics of Order and Freedom (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1953), 30. 
65 Robert A. Nisbet, Man and Technics (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1956), 15. 
66 Baker Brownell, The Human Community: Its Philosophy and Practice for a Time of Crisis (New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1950), 219.  
67 Baker Brownell, The College and the Community: A Critical Study of Higher Education (New York: Harper and Broth-
ers, 1952), 190–191. Brownell‘s course was also a first in public education: the first lecture series to be broadcast 
on the radio.  



 

19 

 

this was an invitation to confront directly the effects of mass society upon rural life. ―We live 
in a time when small communities all over America are losing the significant place they once 
held in our national life,‖ Brownell declared in a speech to the town of Lonepine, Montana. 
―And yet we don‘t think that mass city life is conducive to real American democracy. . . . We 
of the Montana Study believe that vigorous small communities as America once knew them, 
provide the only atmosphere in which democracy can thrive and remain a powerful force in 
our country.‖68 Brownell pursued this end not by instructing the Montanans with whom he 
worked, but by encouraging them to set up study groups to examine local problems and to 
begin to act to solve them. Some of the fourteen towns that established such groups at-
tempted local economic reforms—such as building more sustainable lumber mills—but oth-
ers, to Brownell‘s pleasure, staged theatrical performances and held folk dances. While for 
Brownell economic recovery was an important goal of the Montana Study, his holism pre-
vented him from seeing that as separate from cultural, political, and intellectual growth. The 
Montana Study, though short-lived (it lasted only three years before its funding was cut), later 
became the subject of a series of Reader‘s Digest articles and a book by Richard Waverly Poston, 
himself an important figure in the community movement.69  
 

 
 

Katherine Hadden’s Barn Dance (1942), illustrating the theme of rural sociability, was elicited as  
part of an effort by Baker Brownell’s ally John Rector Barton to encourage local painters in  

Wisconsin (Barton, Rural Artists of Wisconsin, 1948).  

 
 After completing the Montana Study, Brownell collected his thoughts on the process 
in his The Human Community (1950), a book that remains the fullest exposition of the broad 
goals of community development. For Brownell, the ills of modern times could all be ex-
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Community Life, where it occupied a chapter. All three books were published by Harper and Brothers.  
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plained in terms of a vast trend of centralization. Cities, large universities, corporations, labor 
unions, national governments, industrial farms, and even the modernist culture of artistic ge-
nius were to Brownell all facets of the increasing collection of land, labor, money, ideas, and 
power into the hands of a few people living in a few places. At the heart of this process was a 
great competition between two modes of organization, rural and urban. In the rural way of life 
that had defined most of world history, humans lived in small, face-to-face groups in which 
they performed a number of activities. But as markets and cities developed, those villagers lost 
their land and were sucked into the growing metropolis. There, they associated with others as 
parts of mass institutions, where sheer scale required that each member be considered not in 
his or her human fullness but only with respect to a single role: as a laborer, a voter, a chur-
chgoer, a consumer, a student, or a spectator. Organized by function rather than by place, by 
class rather than by community, the urban man was for Brownell ―a cluster of uncoherent 
fragments, and what unity he has tends to be abstract and fictitious or the unity of a bright 
grain of sand, a broken bit of glass, glittering for a moment as it clatters down into the irrele-
vant contiguity of a concrete mixer. He belongs to many publics but to no community.‖70 A 
mass organization, even a seemingly benevolent one such as the American Medical Associa-
tion or the March of Dimes, was thus no more than ―a fragment many times multiplied,‖ an 
institution built around a single aspect of human experience to the exclusion of others.71 The 
most successful mass organizations had proved, in fact, to be the ones best able to stick rigidly 
to their given goals and to impose those goals on others. Whereas rural villages resolved the 
tension between divergent interests by deliberating and seeking to adapt each to the other, ur-
ban societies could express that tension only in the form of open conflict and competition. 
Class struggle, war, colonialism, and every other sort of modern conflict could thus be ex-
plained, for Brownell, by the replacement of means-directed small communities with large, 
interest-based urban agglomerations. The task ahead was obvious: turn back the tide and re-
build all of the small groups and local communities that had been so recklessly damaged by 
the centralist trends of modern culture. Although Brownell continued to participate directly in 
community organization through a community development program he helped to establish at 
Southern Illinois University, his main role in the movement was intellectual. As an editor at 
Harper and Brothers, he oversaw many of the nearly two dozen volumes on community de-
velopment that the publishing house put out between the late 1930s and the early 1960s, and a 
number of Harper and Brother‘s related books on small groups besides.72 

For Brownell, the plea for community emerged directly from the pragmatism of Wil-
liam James and John Dewey. It was the process of centralization, he maintained, that was re-
sponsible for the human propensity to make abstractions, develop rigid classifications, and 
subject the world to a ―linear logic.‖73 That artificial flattening out of the world was like ―an 
intellectual Mercator‘s projection‖—useful for certain calculations, perhaps, but ultimately a 
dangerous distortion.74 Although linear thinking could see the world only through clean dis-
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tinctions and orthogonal lines, a philosophy rooted in the small-scale community could, by 
contrast, recognize ―fusions, shiftings, rounded things and deposits‖—the irreducible com-
plexities of nature.75 Such a philosophy would refuse to ―soar irresponsibly in the accustomed 
manner into realms of the abstract and the universal‖ but would rather remain grounded in 
the empirical and the concrete. In its epistemological humility and emphasis on empirical in-
vestigation and experimentation, Brownell‘s philosophy of community bore a deep resem-
blance to pragmatism, a resemblance that Dewey himself noticed. Dewey had had some li-
mited exchanges with Brownell prior to Brownell‘s communitarian turn—Dewey had offered 
a modestly praiseful blurb for Brownell‘s The New Universe (1926) and the two corresponded a 
few times over the following decades. Brownell‘s work on the Montana Study and his publica-
tion of The Human Community, however, changed the tenor of their relationship entirely. De-
wey first read Poston‘s Small Town Renaissance with enthusiasm, despite an illness that restricted 
him to bed. Upon reading The Human Community, though, Dewey became ecstatic. ―I am too 
nearly overwhelmed to express myself about it in a way that would begin to do justice to it 
all,‖ he wrote Brownell. ―I hope it will mean something to you when I say you have renewed 
hope & courage in me.‖76 To Harold Taylor, Dewey wrote of Brownell, ―one bright light of an 
intellectual-moral sort has appeared above the horizon‖; four other friends also received let-
ters from Dewey advising them to read Brownell carefully.77 Brownell gushed back, confessing 
to Dewey that ―I doubt if any one has influenced my thinking more.‖78 The two began to cor-
respond with some frequency, sharing references and expressing further thoughts on the 
theme of community. For Dewey, Brownell had made him aware of aspects of his own 
thought that were present but that had been ―left penumbral,‖ brought to light only in Brow-
nell‘s articulation of them.79 The more he reflected on Brownell‘s work, the more enthused he 
became, declaring The Human Community in 1951 to be ―one of the truest philosophical books 
ever written‖ and ―the book of the present age.‖80 Unfortunately, Dewey‘s various illnesses and 
death ended their correspondence.  

Dewey was not the only one excited by the possibility of Montana-style community 
building. Some sense of the public interest in it can be glimpsed in the Frank Capra film Meet 
John Doe (1941) and the response to it. The film begins with a small-town newspaper that has 
been bought out by an oil tycoon, D. B. Norton, and is firing all members of its staff who 
cannot produce sensationalistic copy. One of the fired writers, Ann Mitchell, played by Barba-
ra Stanwyck, publishes in her parting column a fabricated letter from ―John Doe,‖ who threat-
ens to commit suicide in protest of all the ills ―of what we laughingly call a civilized world.‖ 
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ing of his one-time co-author Frank Lloyd Wright—someone typically said to have a frustratingly impenetrable 
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The hoax sells papers, so Mitchell is rehired and recruits a down-on-his-luck migrant worker, 
played by Gary Cooper, to assume the role of John Doe. In his speeches, Doe inveighs against 
the loneliness of modern society and exhorts the people of the country to get to know their 
neighbors, tear down the fences that separate them, and unleash ―a tidal wave of good will.‖ 
The message catches on and towns across the nation create John Doe clubs to discuss and 
solve their problems informally, without the help of politicians. As neighbors meet for the 
first time, they are overjoyed to discover how easily their difficulties are overcome—work is 
found for jobless men and longstanding feuds are revealed to be based on simple misunders-
tandings. The movement is nearly stopped when Norton attempts to use the mass media to 
unite the John Doe clubs into a national organization and then use that as the basis for the 
formation of a fascistic third party, but Doe blocks Norton and the clubs persist, although this 
time as grassroots organizations, uncoordinated by any central office. The movie landed Gary 
Cooper, as Doe, on the cover of Time and provoked a number of moviegoers to write to Ca-
pra demanding that he initiate a national movement to form real John Doe clubs (a few cor-
respondents reported to Capra that such clubs were already being formed).81 Capra politely 
demurred, but community life remained a theme in his work, particularly in his most famous 
film, It‘s a Wonderful Life (1948).  

 

 
 

“The people—try and lick that”: The town of Millville comes  
together in Frank Capra’s Meet John Doe (1941).  

 
If the John Doe clubs never took off, a real-life movement along the same lines did 

spring up around Elmore McKee‘s radio program, The People Act (1950–53). McKee had tra-
veled to Germany in 1946 with the American Friends Service Committee to help rebuild the 
country. There, he was shocked by the faith of the Germans he met in technocratic leadership 
and conversely by their low opinion of ―the inner power of the people.‖82 Returning to the 
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United States, he was disappointed to see the same mindset was growing there as well. To 
combat this, McKee secured funding from the Ford Foundation to document and encourage 
―the vast number of Americans who realize that local community is the testing ground of a 
free society.‖83 The result was a four-year radio series, which Margaret Mead called ―one of 
radio‘s great achievements,‖ each episode chronicling the successful efforts of some commu-
nity to come together and solve its economic and political problems.84 The series was so popu-
lar that it provoked nearly 10,000 letters or visits to the program‘s central offices, requests for 
the use of scripts and recordings from over four hundred educational institutions, and the es-
tablishment of a National Committee for The People Act, with Milton Eisenhower as chair and 
a board that included the eminent sociologist Charles S. Johnson as well as numerous com-
munity specialists, including Brownell‘s colleague Richard Waverly Poston. Recognizing the 
power of the radio series, the Voice of America and the Armed Forces Network rebroadcast 
the show overseas as a propaganda effort.85 A similar although less successful television series, 
The Whole Town‘s Talking, aired around the same time, also with funding from the Ford Foun-
dation.86  

Groupism within the social sciences and a focus on the small town within popular cul-
ture all spoke to Nisbet‘s ―quest for community.‖ The quest for community could offer a 
counter to German totalitarianism, to laissez-faire economics, to managerial capitalism, to So-
viet Communism, or to all at once. The extent of its success can be measured not only, as 
above, by the number of prominent thinkers and artists who adopted its tenets but also by the 
prominence and character of the inevitable backlash against it. Starting in the 1950s, and 
spurred on by a reaction to the mob mentality that many intellectuals perceived to be at the 
root of McCarthyism, a social scientific vision that had focused on and privileged community 
and status began to give way to one that privileged dissent, conflict, and individualism. That 
transformation urged thinkers to reconsider groupism, and to register its extent. An early and 
important critic was David Riesman, whose The Lonely Crowd (1950) and Individualism Reconsi-
dered (1954) suggested the virtues of ―inner-directed‖ individualism as against ―other-directed‖ 
groupism. The problem with groupism, Riesman argued, was that it sought to erase all conflict 
from daily life, whereas conflict, both psychological conflict within the individual and the fric-
tion between the individual and society, were of supreme value to progress and adaptation.87 
William H. Whyte, Jr., took the complaint slightly further in The Organization Man (1956). The 
defining condition of the titular organization man, according to Whyte, was the social ethic 
that governed his life. At his job and in his suburban home, the organization man was sur-
rounded by institutions that exalted belongingness, group processes, and sociability above 
conflict, individuality, and idiosyncrasy. ―He is imprisoned in brotherhood,‖ Whyte wrote.88 

                                                        
83 Ibid., xiii.  
84 Margaret Mead and Muriel Brown, The Wagon and the Star: A Study of American Community Initiative (St. Paul: 
Rand McNally, 1966), 71.  
85 The success of the show is discussed and sample episodes are presented in McKee, The People Act. A similar 
story might be told about The New Dominion Series, a popular series of pamphlets on community development in 
Virginia towns, published between 1941 and 1957. Some of those stories are presented in Jean and Jess Ogden, 
Small Communities in Action: Stories of Citizen Programs at Work (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1946). See also 
Bertis Lee Jones, ―The History of Community Development in American Universities with Particular Reference 
to Four Selected Institutions‖ (PhD diss., UCLA, 1961). 
86 Otto G. Hoiberg, Exploring the Small Community (Madison: University of Nebraska Press, 1955), 4.  
87 Besides in The Lonely Crowd and Individualism Reconsidered, Riesman‘s rather subtle views on this subject are ex-
pressed, in clear form, in a correspondence between Riesman and Robert A. Nisbet in the Robert A. Nisbet Pa-
pers, box 2, folder 5, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress.  
88 William H. Whyte, Jr., The Organization Man (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1956), 12.  



 

24 

 

Creativity at the individual level had been entirely subordinated to what Whyte pejoratively 
called ―groupthink.‖89 Perhaps most striking of all was the attack on groupism from Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Jr., who, in The Vital Center (1949), had called for the revival of ―widespread and 
spontaneous group activity‖ as a matter of great necessity.90 By 1958, however, Schlesinger, 
citing Whyte, felt that the pendulum had swung too far. ―One the most sinister of present-day 
doctrines is that of togetherness,‖ he warned. What was required was to ―recover a sense of indi-
vidual spontaneity. And to do this a man must visualize himself as an individual apart from the 
group.‖91 

There are two things worth pointing out about these 1950s attacks on groupism. The 
first is their prominence. Riesman appeared in 1954 on the cover of Time magazine—the first 
sociologist to be so celebrated. Both Whyte‘s Organization Man and Riesman‘s The Lonely Crowd 
were period-defining works whose terms were quickly adopted into both social scientific and 
popular discourse. The great amount of attention that they garnered is a marker of the degree 
to which groupist ideas had dominated conversations. But the second thing worth pointing 
out about the attack on groupism is that it came from critics who were themselves imbricated 
within groupism and who retained great sympathy for it even as they lamented its excesses. 
Schlesinger, as already noted, had been a groupist. Riesman had been something of one as 
well. As a young scholar, he had taken an interest in community studies and joined W. Lloyd 
Warner‘s team for a study of Kansas City.92 He participated in the Tocqueville renaissance and 
professed great admiration for books like Granville Hicks‘s Small Town (1946) and Robert 
Nisbet‘s The Quest for Community (1953). Tellingly, his criticisms of groupism were always 
measured and indeed ambivalent. Although ―groupism‖ in his judgment had ―become increa-
singly menacing,‖ he also felt that the ―the older brands of ruthless individualism are still a 
social danger.‖93 The groupists had been absolutely right in their criticisms of the Victorian 
mentality and its conception of the entirely autonomous individual. The trick, then, was to 
strike a balance. ―We must skeptically question the demands for greater social participation 
and belongingness among the group-minded while, on another front, opposing the claims of 
those who for outworn reasons cling to individualism as a (largely economic) shibboleth.‖94 If 
Riesman mainly emphasized the dangers of the group ideal, it was only because he felt that the 
ideological momentum was too much on the side of groupism, and that the tools needed to 
―escape from groupism‖ were more important to cultivate than those needed to escape from 
individualism.95 In remarkably similar language, Whyte endorsed the basic insights of the 
groupists. ―The side of the coin they have been staring at so intently is a perfectly good one, 
but there is another side and it should not be too heretical at least to have a peek at it.‖96 What 
was needed was not an abandonment of groupism but a ―middle way‖: the development of 
―individualism within organizational life.‖97  
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The obeisance that groupism‘s strongest critics paid to its basic ideas are a reminder of 
the popularity of groupism and of the way in which it functioned: not as the doctrine of any 
particular faction but as a field effect. Few were completely free from its magnetic pull, so that 
even its critics were also, in some ways, part of the groupist moment. Groupism was neither 
of the left nor of the right, and although it could be mobilized by interest groups such as large 
corporations, it could be used just as well by rival groups. The difficulty of mapping groupism 
onto political space as we typically imagine that space is one reason why groupism has receded 
from historical view, despite its importance in the middle decades of the twentieth century. 
And yet, bringing it back into view illuminates a number of topics in midcentury history. It 
helps us to understand how that period could both experience a widely recognized political 
consensus and yet still experience great anxiety. The combination of consensus and anxiety is 
the result of an ideological configuration in which perceived dangers come not so much from 
opposing parties but from universal perils: centralization, bureaucratization, atomization, and 
the rise of ―mass society.‖ Hardly anyone was cheered by the advent of mass society, even as 
many participated in it. And yet, as they participated, they also reflected on their experience, 
and sought ways to respond. Some retreated to individualism but far more latched onto the 
small group and the small community. Both as a form of social scientific analysis and as a po-
litical practice, groupism swept across the thought and culture of the United States. Where a 
previous generation had dwelt on the conflict between the individual and society, midcentury 
thinkers came to recognize a different set of fault lines, dividing the small group from both 
anarchic individualism and centralized collectivism. It was this vision, when applied to the 
problem of underdevelopment, that begat community development.  
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Chapter Two: Development without Modernization  
 
 The theory and practice of U.S. overseas development have many roots. Imperial 
projects in the Caribbean and the Philippines, post-WWI aid to Europe, and the activities of 
missionaries in China and India were all important precursors to the heavy investment that the 
United States made in the global South after World War II. But scholars seeking the origins of 
development have tended to look to one place above all to understand the shape that U.S. de-
velopment took after the Second World War: the New Deal. Then, for the first time, the 
United States employed state power not just to encourage general economic growth but to lift 
specially targeted impoverished regions from poverty. Chief among these targets for develop-
ment was the South, which Franklin Delano Roosevelt declared to be the United States‘ 
―number one economic problem.‖1 A government report issued in 1938 described the South 
as effectively an underdeveloped country within the borders of an industrial nation.2 Such de-
scriptions were somewhat self-serving, for the South was the one region for which the gov-
ernment had a solution in hand. In 1933, Congress established the Tennessee Valley Authority 
(TVA), a regional agency charged with erecting a series of dams on the Tennessee River, si-
multaneously ending the regular flooding to which the river valley was victim, irrigating land, 
generating hydroelectric power, facilitating riverine transportation, and providing the basis for 
rural electrification. In its first dozen years of operation, the TVA employed tens of thousands 
of workers to build thirty dams, clear over 175,000 acres of land, pour 113 million cubic yards 
of concrete and other material (more than twelve times the amount of material required to 
build all seven of Egypt‘s pyramids, the agency boasted), and build or relocate over 1,200 
miles of highway and 140 miles of railroad.3 Over 125,000 residents of the Tennessee Valley 
were displaced in the process, most of them to make room for the dams.4  
 In its ability to mobilize vast amounts of labor and material within its own borders for 
a purpose other than war, the TVA represented a quantitatively new level of state capacity for 
the U.S. government, which had historically featured a weak executive power.5 On hand to 
explain to the nation why such an emboldened state was not only permissible but indeed high-
ly desirable was David Lilienthal, one of the directors of the TVA and the public face of the 
agency. ―I believe in the great potentialities for well-being of the machine and technology and 
science,‖ explained Lilienthal in the preface to his blockbuster book, TVA: Democracy on the 
March (1944).6 Industrial technology, he continued, carried the potential to release the toiling 
farmers of the globe from ―spoliation and poverty,‖ mainly through rural electricity, chemical 
fertilizers, and man-made irrigation.7 But the fruits of industry could not simply be placed in 
the hands of farmers. They must be brought there by experts, who ―have a central role to play 
. . . in every facet of modern living. . . . For the people are now helpless without the experts—
the technicians and managers.‖8 To bring the experts to the people would require substantial 
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public investment. Development in Lilienthal‘s view would require the concerted efforts of 
state and federal agencies. In sum, then, Lilienthal envisioned a state-directed, large-scale, in-
dustry-centered development scheme in which experts would play a central role. That is pre-
cisely the vision that historians have taken to be at the heart of postwar development, and 
some scholars have understandably latched onto Lilienthal as a founding father of moderniza-
tion.9  
 

 
 

The Urge to Modernize: A TVA dam  

 
 It might seem that the TVA, with its public worship of expertise and technology and 
its faith in the power the expanded state, would have little to offer to the groupist movement, 
which privileged the social over the material and the small over the large. But the TVA had 
another side. At the same time as it pursued a mission of top-down industrialization, it also 
prominently invoked the values of bottom-up participation. Indeed, when he summed up the 
core value of the TVA ten years after the publication of his book, Lilienthal did not nominate 
the importance of experts or managers, but ―of self-government, of decentralized grass-roots 
administration, of local and individual participation in the valley‘s development.‖10 It was that 
side of the TVA that distinguished it in the eyes of liberals from similar Soviet development 
projects such as Stalin‘s Dneprostroi dam and power plant. As the eminent British biologist 
and future Director General of UNESCO Julian Huxley saw it, the TVA‘s importance 
stemmed not from its demonstration of what could be done with machines but rather from 
demonstration of ―the possibility of obtaining the efficiency of a co-ordinated plan without 
totalitarian regimentation.‖11 
 Although Lilienthal eagerly adopted the rhetoric of grassroots democracy, the decen-
tralism of the TVA was not his invention. It came, rather, from Arthur E. Morgan, the first 
chair of the TVA‘s board of directors and, consequently, Lilienthal‘s superior. The relationship 
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between the two men was a study in contrast. Lilienthal was a child of Jewish immigrants and 
was a Harvard graduate. Morgan was largely self-educated, identified closely with the agrarian 
Midwest, was a strongly spiritual Protestant, and had been a charter member of the American 
Eugenics Society.12 Lilienthal, a lawyer, moved smoothly within the halls of power whereas 
Morgan, an engineer and an educator, lacked both the ability and inclination. Moreover, the 
visions of the two men for the TVA were entirely different. Whereas Lilienthal emphasized 
the economic aspects of development and sought to use his position on a large government 
agency to discipline monopolistic utilities providers, Morgan continually stressed the social 
side of the development and sought to create a cooperative economic system featuring local 
currency and based around small and economically autonomous towns. The differences be-
tween the two proved to be irreconcilable and, after a sensational and highly public show-
down, Morgan was pushed out of the agency.13 Disgusted by what he took to be the pervasive 
instrumentalism at the level of federal policymaking, Morgan retreated to Yellow Springs, 
Ohio, from which he wrote a series of books about the perils of centralization including one 
entitled, tellingly, Dams and Other Disasters.14 
 

 
 

The Two TVAs: Arthur E. Morgan, left, and David Lilienthal.  
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 In his post-TVA writings, Morgan set forth a vision of development that was firmly 
and explicitly rooted in groupist principles. Like many of his contemporaries, Morgan believed 
that increased primary-group affiliation could protect society from the violent excesses of 
modernity. ―On the small scale,‖ he explained, ―men can actually live by the good will, mutual 
respect and confidence, helpfulness, tolerance, and neighborliness which are the ideal of all 
human society.‖15 Such good will in Morgan‘s view was not merely pleasant but an essential 
component of social relations. As Morgan saw it, society could not be governed merely by a 
few formal rules but must also be governed by innumerable adaptations and accommodations, 
large and small, to changing social forces. But those adaptations and accommodations de-
pended on an underlying spirit of trust, sympathy, and friendly communication between 
neighbors. A social unit too large for its members to know each other personally could be run 
only on the basis of formal principles and naked self-interest, both of which would quickly 
wreck any society were they to go unchecked by the actions of personal and informal social 
groups. Even Wall Street, at the apex of a mass society, only operated effectively because it 
ran as a ―small village, where every banker knows every other.‖16 Thus, in Morgan‘s view, so-
ciety faced a real danger from the ―agencies of consolidation,‖ which threatened—through 
urbanization, industrialization, and bureaucratization—to replace small communities with 
large social aggregations.17 ―The present-day community with its invaluable cultural tradition is 
being dissolved, diluted, and submerged by modern technology, commercialism, mass produc-
tion, propaganda, and centralized government,‖ he warned.18And as society became more cen-
tralized, it would become more conflict-riven, as political actors came to identify solely with 
their interest groups and no longer with the community at large. Morgan had little sympathy 
for Marx or any other socialist attempting to achieve a society through the enlargement of in-
dustry and the state—a true classless society, he contended, could only be found in a small 
community, where communal solidarity outweighed material interest. Just as surface tension 
holds together a droplet but not a gallon of water, so does the cohesive force of interpersonal 
loyalty hold together a village but not a city or a nation.  
  Morgan‘s political philosophy, which centered on a desire to recoup what he per-
ceived to be the premodern virtues of small town life, struck many of his contemporaries as 
deeply conservative. Morgan, however, refused to accept that label. Only someone who be-
lieved that the arrows of history pointed inevitably toward centralization and bureaucratization 
would interpret a vigorous defense of the small community as backward-looking. But for 
Morgan, small-scale living was not only a ―folkway which has had an interesting and useful 
past‖ but a permanent social necessity, and thus his goal was not to retard the forces of histo-
ry but rather to redirect them. The community of the future, he imagined, might feature an 
urban-rural balance, indoor and climate-controlled communities, geographic mobility within a 
decentralized landscape, new forms of currency, and the diffusion of technology.19 Communi-
ties were not only to be preserved but developed. To that end, Morgan established Community 
Services, Inc., a combination consultancy and publishing house that joined together a loose 
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network of communitarians interested in setting up pilot projects in small towns throughout 
the United States.20  

Arthur E. Morgan‘s career helpfully illustrates one of the major arguments of this dis-
sertation. Although we have dedicated much attention to modernization projects and the phi-
losophies that motivated them, not all development took the form of modernization. Running 
alongside the urge to modernize, although perhaps less prominently, was the quest for com-
munity. That was true during the early moments of development, in the New Deal, and it was 
also true after World War II, when overseas development became a major undertaking for the 
United States. But when we ignore that strain of developmentalist thought and practice, we 
miss much of the picture. The TVA, after all, was famous less for its material achievements 
than for the promise that it might generate democratic communities at the same time as it 
generated electricity.  

This chapter offers an account of the early years of development, at home and then 
abroad, that focuses on the parts of the story that are often left out. It tells how groupists in 
two Roosevelt-era government agencies, the Department of Agriculture‘s Bureau of Agricul-
tural Economics and the War Relocation Authority‘s Community Analysis Section, experi-
mented with communitarian solutions to the problems of poverty and dislocation and how 
those same government employees were recruited after the Second World War to work 
abroad, as community developers. The work that these men did, this chapter will argue, relied 
on a groupist understanding of development that differed significantly from the vision of de-
velopment sketched out by modernization theorists. The conflict between community devel-
opment and modernization theory was not buried but was keenly felt on the occasions when 
the two approaches were brought into contact with each other. Community developers, I 
submit, wanted development, but they did not want modernization.  

The first Roosevelt-era agency that served as a greenhouse for community develop-
ment was the USDA‘s Bureau of Agricultural Economics. Given the affinity between group-
ism and a sympathy toward small towns, it is natural that the Department of Agriculture 
should become the vehicle for some groupist approaches to development during the New 
Deal. The Depression saw the emergence of a cohort of activist and thinkers whom Jess Gil-
bert has called ―agrarian intellectuals,‖ reformers who, like Morgan, evinced great concern for 
the plight of the small farming town. As Gilbert argues, the New Deal Department of Agricul-
ture was riven by a split that greatly resembles the Lilienthal–Morgan feud at the TVA. One 
faction was composed of eastern urban liberals—men like Rexford Tugwell, Alger Hiss, Fre-
deric C. Howe, and Jerome Frank—who felt no tie to any particular agricultural region and 
sought a rapid modernization of agriculture under the supervision of a technocratic elite. It is 
on those liberals and their like-minded colleagues in other federal agencies, like David Lilien-
thal, that historians most often focus. But while urban liberals sought to modernize U.S. agri-
culture, a group of midwestern agrarians sought to democratize it. That group, whose ideals 
resembled Morgan‘s, was centered around the USDA‘s Bureau of Agricultural Economics, an 
energetic agency that housed one of the largest collections of social scientists employed by the 
government before World War II. Although the Bureau was ostensibly dedicated to the study 
of economics, most of the professionals who worked there—over 140 between 1919 and 
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1945—were either sociologists and anthropologists or were economists interested in sociocul-
tural issues.21  

Like Morgan, the Bureau‘s social scientists perceived a basic tension between indu-
strialization and the integrity of agrarian life, and like Morgan they crafted development plans 
aimed at protecting the countryside. The key to their plans was communal participation. If 
development could be channeled through the grassroots rather than through top-down agen-
cies, farmers would be able to steer a course to prosperity that avoided the perils of centraliza-
tion and mechanization. They established a Program Study and Discussion Section in the 
Agricultural Adjustment Administration through which some three million farmers were 
enrolled in discussion programs that covered topics from philosophy to federal policy. John 
Kenneth Galbraith, Milton Eisenhower, Charles Beard, Thurman Arnold, Ruth Benedict, 
George Gallup, Robert Redfield, and W. Lloyd Warner were among those public intellectuals 
enrolled to deliver lectures and write discussion guides. 22 They also established 2,200 commit-
tees of farmers in counties throughout the country to help the USDA plan and execute New 
Deal programs. Under the guidance of rural sociologist Carl C. Taylor, director of the Bu-
reau‘s Division of Farm Population and Rural Life, dozens of social scientists traveled 
throughout the South to map the borders of its ―natural communities‖—a crucial task for the 
Bureau, which recognized that correctly identifying communities was an essential precondition 
for their political mobilization.  

 

 
 

Planning by Community: A USDA-sponsored board meets in the kitchen of one of its members to discuss the 
distribution of the town’s water supply in Taos, New Mexico (J. T. Reid, It Happened in Taos, 1946). 
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 Most employees of the Bureau of Agricultural Economics were, like Carl C. Taylor, 
rural sociologists. Although there are few rural sociologists practicing today, in the 1930s rural 
sociology was the policy wing of sociology, and its members were prominent among the pro-
fession, occasionally serving, as Carl C. Taylor did, as presidents of the American Sociological 
Association. In their interest in small communities, however, rural sociologists drew heavily on 
anthropology, the discipline that had done the most to promulgate groupist ideas. As M. L. 
Wilson, the USDA‘s undersecretary and later director of the its extension service, explained it, 
rural sociology‘s movement ―beyond economics‖ and its adoption of a ―cultural approach‖ 
came from sociologists‘ appreciation of the inadequacy of purely material solutions and of the 
importance of sociocultural matters.23 That is precisely the message that anthropologists were 
broadcasting in the 1930s. There was a felicitous overlap in the goals of each field of inquiry. 
Rural sociologists, perceiving the perils of agricultural modernization for towns in the South 
and the West, developed an interest in preserving small-scale communities just as anthropolo-
gists began to write about the threats posed by broader processes of modernization for the 
villages of the global South.  

Anthropology by the 1930s had developed into two separate institutional bases—one 
in New York, centered around Franz Boas and his students, and another at the University 
Press of Chicago based around Robert Redfield and his students—but both wings of the field 
had generated high-profile and highly sympathetic studies of village life. Boasian Margaret 
Mead‘s Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) made a case for the fundamental psychological health of 
members of village societies free from the ―storm and stress‖ of modern social demands.24 
Leading Chicago anthropologist Robert Redfield‘s Tepoztlan: A Mexican Village (1930) also 
communicated the benefits of rustic values even within the context of an area that was under-
going cultural change. Other popular portraits of imperiled folk cultures written along the 
same lines included Stuart Chase‘s Mexico: A Study of Two Americas (1931, which drew heavily 
on Redfield‘s Tepoztlan), William and Charlotte Viall Wiser‘s Behind Mud Walls (1930), Pearl 
Buck‘s The Good Earth (1931), Ruth Benedict‘s Patterns of Culture (1934), and even Margaret 
Mitchell‘s Gone with the Wind (1936).25 
 Anthropologists made their own way into government service. At the same time as 
rural sociologists were laboring in the Bureau of Agricultural Economics, anthropologists 
found work with the War Relocation Authority, the agency charged with supervising the ten 
Japanese internment camps in which some 30,000 Japanese families were interned during the 
war. The WRA had from its early months taken some interest in the communal aspect of 
camp life. As the camps were intended both as a form of national security and also as a breed-
ing ground for democratic culture, the issue of local self-government came up early. The anth-
ropologist John H. Provinse, one of Robert Redfield‘s students and an alumnus of the Bureau 
of Agricultural Economics (and later to serve as a community development expert throughout 
Asia and the Middle East), was hired as Chief of the WRA‘s Community Management Divi-
sion in 1942—at that point a Division with only a single employee. Provinse supplied advice 
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about how the WRA might encourage local government in the camps. Repeating the Bureau 
of Agricultural Economics‘ line, he called for the establishment of community councils, which 
carried ―great possibilities for advancing the cause of responsible, intelligent, internal govern-
ment.‖26 Local democracy was a sensitive business within the context of an internment camp, 
of course, and Provinse conceded that ―it would appear to be desirable and necessary to limit 
the degree of self government‖ so that Japanese internees would not have power over any of 
the non-Japanese administrative personnel.27 Under the orders of Milton Eisenhower, Direc-
tor of the War Relocation Authority and brother to General Dwight Eisenhower, the camps 
did establish community councils, but Provinse‘s perception about the contradictions inherent 
in such a move proved to be accurate.28 While WRA administrators hoped that the councils 
would serve as means by which official policy could be explained to internees and by which 
small-scale issues pertaining to the administration of the camps could be reported and re-
solved, the Japanese members of the councils failed to fall in line. ―They seemed to bicker or 
they seemed unable to help the administration in informing the evacuees about what the ad-
ministrators had in mind,‖ complained anthropologist Edward H. Spicer, another student of 
Robert Redfield‘s and later the author of one of the most important overseas community de-
velopment manuals. ―Gangs of young men formed in most centers and certain evacuees were 
singled out and beaten at night. The administrators could not find evacuees who would help 
them discover the gang leaders.‖29  
 The problem of extralegal violence and resistance did not end with the formation of 
gangs. After a riot in Manzanar at which two internees were killed and a general strike at Post-
on, the WRA chiefs in Washington recognized the need for a more fully developed social 
scientific apparatus, which might be capable of anticipating and proposing responses to such 
disruptions. They had a hint of what that might look like from the Poston camp. That camp, 
administered by the Bureau of Indian Affairs because of its location on the Colorado River 
Indian Reservation, had incorporated from its establishment a Bureau of Sociological Re-
search, set up at the behest of BIA chief John Collier. The Bureau‘s staff combined internee 
social scientists (including Tamie Tsuchiyama, an anthropologist from UCLA) and outside 
researchers, such as Spicer and Conrad Arensberg, who had been one of W. Lloyd Warner‘s 
major collaborators at Harvard and who would also, like Spicer, write an important communi-
ty development manual used to train aid workers.30 Japanese researchers were helpful because 
the Bureau sought to undertake the sort of fine-grained ―sociometric studies‖ that required 
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more than just census tabulation.31 After the riot and strike, the WRA asked Provinse to de-
sign a social scientific program that would cover not just one camp, as the Bureau of Sociolog-
ical Research did, but all ten, with a staff in Washington. Provinse hired Robert Redfield, his 
mentor, as a consultant; Redfield spent the summer of 1942 touring the internment camps and 
participating in policy discussions, after which he wrote a report suggesting a ―Reporting and 
Information‖ branch of the WRA.32 That branch became the Community Analysis Section, 
with a full-time Community Life Analyst in every camp, plus a staff in Washington.  
 Provinse had initially explored the idea of staffing the Community Analysis Section 
with experts on Japanese culture. He managed to hire at least one, John Embree, but the bulk 
of the twenty-two social scientists—fourteen anthropologists and eight sociologists—who 
worked for the Community Analysis Section during its short career were experts not on Japa-
nese culture but on community processes. That is the vantage point from which they observed 
camp life. When John Embree, in a celebrated report, undertook to explain the causes of un-
rest within the camps, he pointed to some obvious possibilities: the forced evacuation, the 
barbed-wire fences, the irony of having to listen to lectures on the democratic way. But the 
center of his analysis was Durkheimian. Uprooting evacuees from their communities and 
putting them in a camp had scrambled their social worlds, creating ―a new society with no 
regular system of social controls.‖ Worse, the camp administrators tended to privilege their 
fellow American-born natives, the Nisei, which had the effect of upending the traditional 
structures of prestige and authority in the Japanese family by marginalizing their parents, the 
Issei.33 An analysis that placed at its center the problem of social disorganization offered a fair-
ly clear solution: community building. With proper guidance from Community Life Analysts, 
camp administrators could create the proper conditions for communal life to stitch itself to-
gether, which would then, the reports implicitly suggested, resolve the major problems of 
camp life. ―Crisis and disturbance were not inevitable,‖ wrote Spicer.34 Both the camp admin-
istrators and the internees ―wanted harmony and were willing to make the basic adjustments 
once the sources of disharmony were understood.‖35  
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The Pathology of Social Atomization: This photograph of young internees was published in a 1945  
sociological treatise with the title: “Potential delinquents—much energy and little control  

or guidance in a disorganized society (Leighton, The Governing of Men, 1945). 
 

Such an analysis led to a fairly sanguine understanding of life in the camps. Poston was 
―rapidly becoming a community,‖ Conrad Arensberg boasted to his fellow anthropologists in 
1942. ―There is a strong neighborliness and the almost extraordinary cooperative spirit to be 
seen among the families of the blocks.‖36 Spicer, who came to see the camps as ―ideal cities,‖ 
insisted that the real challenge would not be the evacuation of the Japanese from mainstream 
society but rather their relocation, because the camps themselves had created a ―new stability 
and cohesiveness‖ in Japanese-American life that many would be reluctant to relinquish.37 
Very little hint can be found in the official reports and even in the retrospective accounts of 
the camps by the members of the Community Analysis Section that there was something 
deeply undemocratic about their existence. As late as 1969, Spicer commended the ―courage‖ 
of the men and women who worked for the CAS: ―What they did under these circumstances 
resulted in a new chapter in American culture . . . for the process in which they participated is 
of great importance for understanding the foundations of American freedom.‖38 The moral 
blindness contained in statements of this sort stemmed from the social scientists‘ privileging 
of communal organization as their primary frame, as opposed, for example, to civil rights.  
 The Community Analysis Section of the WRA folded when the WRA did, in 1946, 
having lasted only four years. In its short life span, it resembled the other communitarian New 
Deal programs. Arthur E. Morgan was ousted from the TVA by David Lilienthal in 1938. The 
Bureau of Agricultural Economics‘ adult education and participatory planning programs were 
dismantled in the early 1940s upon meeting resistance from the interests of large Southern and 
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Western farm interests.39 Not only were the home institutions of communitarians all closed 
within a few years, but their effects seemed negligible. At their most successful, in the case of 
the Japanese internment camps, communitarians were able to smooth over the rough edges of 
a top-down, coercive, state-directed project. At their least, as in the Bureau of Agricultural 
Economics, they could do little to redirect larger social forces. It is easy to see, then, in the 
closure of the communitarian institutions of the Roosevelt era, the condemnation of commu-
nitarian strategies to a permanent political irrelevance. That is certainly how scholars focusing 
on the history of the Bureau of Agricultural Economics have seen it. They typically regard the 
dismemberment of the BAE as the dashing the dream of participatory democracy against the 
cliffs of economic reality.40 In that telling, the story becomes a tragic one, of one more thing 
lost in the age of mechanization and mass society.  
 The surprising fact of the matter is, though, that the groupists and communitarians 
who focused on agrarian life during the Roosevelt era did not fall from positions of public in-
fluence once their home bases were closed in the United States. Rather, they found themselves 
in great demand overseas, where they served in government agencies and with nonprofit 
foundations as consultants and supervisors for community development. The Bureau of Agri-
cultural Economics, like the Tennessee Valley Authority under Morgan, may have failed to 
achieve its ambitions for placing rural life in the United States on a participatory basis. But as a 
training ground for overseas community development, it succeeded tremendously: not only 
would Carl C. Taylor become a major figure in the community development movement, but 
so would his former BAE colleagues Arthur F. Raper, Morris E. Opler, M. L. Wilson, William 
Biddle, Irwin Sanders, John Provinse, and Douglas Ensminger.41 The War Relocation Authori-
ty, although considerably smaller, also had a remarkable placement rate for its alumni. Edward 
Spicer, Conrad Arensberg, John Provinse, and Morris E. Opler all worked in community de-
velopment and Solon Kimball and Robert Redfield, although not directly involved with com-
munity development, were nonetheless important reference points for members of the 
movement.  
 The key to the overseas success of rural sociologists and anthropologists was, of 
course, the Cold War. In the few years after the end of the Second World War, the interna-
tional political system of the globe changed drastically as the United States and the Soviet Un-
ion became locked in a protracted rivalry, nationalists in a number of colonized countries (in-
cluding India, Pakistan, and the Philippines) won their independence, and Communists took 
control of mainland China. The combination of those three events made a powerful impres-
sion on the U.S. State Department. Suddenly, it looked likely that large parts of the globe 
would become Communist and, if so, would be hostile to the United States. Decolonization, 
moreover, meant that the old lines of influence could no longer be counted on to control the 
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politics of the global South. Those concerned with such matters felt strongly that the United 
States would have to take quick steps to exert its influence in far-off places.  
 A glimpse of the sharp growth in the importance of rural development strategies for 
the United States can be gained by examining the career of Y. C. James Yen,, an early advocate 
of community development and one of the twentieth century‘s larger-than-life figures. Yen, a 
Protestant from Sichuan, was educated at Yale but then returned to China after World War I, 
where he launched a rural literacy movement. The Mass Education Movement, as it was 
known, was perhaps the largest and most influential interwar rural uplift program in the world, 
teaching a reported 27 million Chinese a simplified version of the written language and pro-
viding the young Mao Tse-tung with his first experiences as a political organizer.42 Yen‘s expo-
sure to rural problems, however, led him to gradually shift the object of his concern from illi-
teracy to poverty more generally, and from mass education to a community-centered approach 
that emphasized the value of folk cultures and traditions. By the late 1940s, Yen‘s movement 
had gained the attention of liberals in the United States, who seized upon it as a potential foil 
to Mao‘s Communism. A year before Mao took power, the U.S. Congress wrote what was 
known as the ―Jimmy Yen Provision‖ into the Economic Aid Act of 1948, earmarking ten 
percent of the $275 million in Chinese aid for rural reconstruction to be dispensed by a five-
member board that included Yen.43 The support that Yen received from the United States, in 
fact, was overwhelming. He met with presidents, received large private donations from major 
philanthropies and corporations, was the subject of a glowing book by Pearl Buck, and, in 
1943, received a Copernican Citation given to ten ―modern revolutionaries‖ in Carnegie 
Hall—the other nine recipients included Albert Einstein, Orville Wright, Henry Ford, John 
Dewey, and Walt Disney.44 Supreme Court justice William O. Douglas, upon bringing Yen to 
meet Harry Truman, described Yen as the ―one man who has done more to bring about a 
democratic front in the world than anyone else.‖45 After the Chinese Revolution, Yen fled to 
the United States, where he was able to depend on the aid of leading liberals like Douglas and 
Eleanor Roosevelt, who became his two biggest supporters. Yen‘s stock had, in fact, increased 
dramatically in the United States after the Chinese revolution. According to Paul Hoffman, 
administrator of the Marshall Plan and later president of the Ford Foundation, it was in the 
very provinces that Yen‘s program had gotten underway that Communists encountered the 
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most stubborn resistance. ―What a different story might have been told in China if this alter-
native to Communist strategy had been started a few years earlier,‖ Hoffman reflected in the 
pages of Life.46  

At the urging of Douglas and Eleanor Roosevelt, Yen embarked on a tour of Cold 
War Asia in 1952, looking for countries where he might begin another rural reconstruction 
movement. He traveled to Indonesia, Thailand, India, Pakistan, Lebanon, Syria, and the Phil-
ippines. Although he felt that conditions were ripe for rural reconstruction in a number of 
those countries (and, indeed, he visited an ongoing community development project in India), 
Yen chose the Philippines, and within the year had set up a development agency there.47 In 
this, Yen had the full support of the liberal establishment. The board of directors of his organ-
ization had as its members not only Douglas and Roosevelt, but also, at various times, Walter 
Judd, Pearl Buck, Chester Bowles, Walter Reuther, Marshall Field, Henry Luce, Bruce Barton, 
Helen Gahagan Douglas, William E. Hocking, and DeWitt Wallace, the publisher of Reader‘s 
Digest.  

Yen was not the only pioneer of overseas community development to receive support 
from the liberal establishment. In 1948, Albert Mayer, a regionalist architect who had worked 
closely with Lewis Mumford, began his own pilot project in Etawah, a district of Northern 
India. Mayer received the support of the Ford Foundation, Eleanor Roosevelt (who visited 
him there and wrote about it in her nationally syndicated column My Day), and Chester 
Bowles, who used his position as Truman‘s ambassador to India to direct the entirety of U.S. 
aid to India to Etawah-style community development. Philanthropic foundations like Paul 
Hoffman‘s Ford Foundation, the Near East Foundation, and CARE, began funding commu-
nity development projects across the globe, in places like Iran, Korea, Pakistan, and Jordan. 
For those liberals who believed that their country stood for democratic participation at all le-
vels, community development was the most promising weapon in the Cold War. ―Once the 
American ideal is interpreted to the villages; once the American influence begins to reshape a 
community, to transform it, to raise even fractionally the standard of living—then democratic, 
not Communist, ideas of freedom will become the most powerful force in Asia,‖ wrote Wil-
liam O. Douglas.48  

The hope that men like Yen and Mayer might use community strategies to combat 
Communism was not restricted to the liberal establishment. It was also a part of popular cul-
ture, and more particularly of the middlebrow culture purveyed by institutions such as the 
Reader‘s Digest and the Book-of-the-Month Club that targeted a broad educated public.49 The 
Reader‘s Digest had, in fact, made a mission of promoting Y. C. James Yen; by 1960 the maga-
zine had profiled Yen more than any other individual and the Reader‘s Digest Association had 
given Yen‘s organization at least $600,000.50 Pearl Buck, as mentioned above, wrote a short 
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book about Yen‘s approach to development and was reportedly planning to write a biography 
of Yen before she died.51 Community development showed up as well in popular novels and 
films. The most influential such depiction of community development was, of course, The Ugly 
American (1958), the breakaway bestseller that was turned into a film starring Marlon Brando 
that is described in the introduction of this dissertation. As it turns out, The Ugly American was 
Brando‘s second film about community development, the first being The Teahouse of the August 
Moon (1956). Set in the fictional Japanese village of Tobiki after the end of World War II, the 
film, like The Ugly American, contrasts two forms of development. The Army, represented by 
the hopelessly inflexible Colonel Wainwright Purdy II (―My job is to teach these natives the 
meaning of democracy, and they‘re going to learn democracy if I have to shoot every one of 
them‖), seeks to improve Tobiki according to ―Plan B,‖ a voluminous tome specifying every 
phase of development. But the man assigned to the job, Captain Fisby, a humanities professor 
from Muncie, meets with comically little success. Guided by the native Sakini, played in yel-
lowface by Marlon Brando, Fisby adopts native garb, learns some Japanese, and allows the 
residents of Tobiki to undertake their own development. Instead of building a schoolhouse as 
directed, they come together to build a teahouse, where traditional cultural rituals can be per-
formed, and use artisanal technologies to produce brandy, which they sell with some success. 
Fisby, who by the end of the film has fallen in love with a Japanese woman, reflects on what 
he has learned. ―I don‘t want to be a world leader. I‘ve made peace with myself somewhere 
between my ambitions and my limitations,‖ he muses. ―It‘s a step backward in the right direc-
tion.‖52  
 

 
 

“A Step Backward in the Right Direction”: Captain Fisby listens to a village elder of Tobiki  
while Marlon Brando as Sakini (left) looks on in Teahouse of the August Moon (1956).  

 
Standing behind the support of the liberal establishment and the middlebrow public 

for community development stood the U.S. government itself. In 1949, Harry Truman 
launched, as part of his Point Four aid program, the Technical Cooperation Administration. 
Intended as a sort of Marshall Plan for the global South, Point Four committed the United 
States to major investment in the underdeveloped world. Congress approved $25 million in 
                                                        
51 John C. K. Kiang, ed., Dr. Y. C. James Yen: His Movement for Mass Education and Rural Reconstruction (South Bend: 
published by author, 1976), iv.  
52 The Teahouse of the August Moon, dir. Daniel Mann, screenplay by John Patrick (1956; Burbank; CA: Warner 
Home Video, 2006).  



 

40 

 

aid for its first year. But committing to foreign aid was one thing, whereas figuring out how 
that aid should be distributed was another. The policymaking establishment in 1949, for all its 
enthusiasm about development, had little idea about how it was to be done. One thing that 
would clearly be needed, as the United States prepared to extend its sphere of influence into 
the newly independent countries of the globe, would be experts who could speak foreign lan-
guages and who could explain foreign cultures and politics to policymakers. But the recruit-
ment and grooming of Area Studies experts would take some time, and would not have much 
effect on the U.S. prosecution of the Cold War in the global South until the later 1950s. For-
tunately for the foreign policymaking establishment, area studies experts were not the only 
scholars who might help the United States understand the global South. The same countries 
could also be approached by social scientists whose expertise lay not in a particular country or 
language but rather in rural issues. In other words, rural sociologists and former Bureau of 
Agricultural Economics employees were just as valuable to the foreign policy administration as 
area studies experts and, in the early Cold War, there were far more of them. Appropriately, 
Truman‘s choice for the head of the TCA was Henry G. Bennett, the former president of Ok-
lahoma A&M and a persistent defender of the grassroots approach that his fellow agrarian 
intellectuals had developed at the Bureau of Agricultural Economics.53 With Bennett‘s guid-
ance, the United States government began mobilizing New Deal agricultural expertise for the 
Cold War.  

Sociologist Arthur F. Raper, who had worked for Carl C. Taylor at the Bureau of 
Agricultural Economics, was one such expert drawn into the Cold War, and his career pro-
vides a useful illustration of the process. Raper had written important studies of Southern 
sharecropping and is remembered today as the first white social scientist to examine lynch-
ing.54 But his influence, like that of so many of the rural sociologists, was greater abroad than 
it was at home. Between 1947 and 1950, he was released from his duties at the USDA to the 
Department of Defense, under whose auspices he worked in occupied Japan. The next year, 
still on loan from the USDA, he was detailed to the Mutual Security Administration and 
worked in Southeast Asia on village issues. Also in that year, he took a vacation from govern-
ment service to work for a month for a private organization, the American Friends of the 
Middle East, in Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, and Egypt. For the next fifteen years he contin-
ued to travel widely, working for the State Department throughout Asia and Africa, three 
years of which he served as the International Cooperation Administration‘s Regional Com-
munity Development Adviser to the Middle East and North Africa and training many of its 
staff members. Raper also worked with two universities, Michigan State and the University of 
California, Berkeley, training other scholars to work on community development.55 Raper may 
have had a particularly rich and long career in community development, but he certainly was 
not unusual in his trajectory. In 1952 Raper, counting informally, reported that he could name 
seventy-five of his fellow rural sociologists who had found employment abroad since the 
war.56 
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From the USDA to the Cold War: Arthur F. Raper, right, disembarks in Comilla, Pakistan  
(Raper Papers, University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill).  

 
 Raper‘s career not only illustrates the way in which the rural experts of the New Deal 
were incorporated into the foreign policymaking establishment. It also shows the many insti-
tutional homes that community developers found both in and outside of the government. Ra-
per worked for the Department of Agriculture, the Department of Defense, the Mutual Secu-
rity Administration, American Friends of the Middle East, The International Cooperation 
Administration, Michigan State University, and the University of California, Berkeley. That, 
too, was typical of community development, which was a broad strategy rather than a single 
program, and which therefore operated through many agencies. Some coherence, however, 
was granted in 1954 when the Foreign Operations Administration (successor to Bennett‘s 
Technical Cooperation Administration and precursor to the International Cooperation and to 
USAID), established a dedicated Division of Community Development, headed by Louis Mi-
niclier. The Community Development Division‘s budget was relatively small—at its peak in 
1959 it had an annual expenditure of $16 million—because it focused mainly on consulting.57 
But its employees were spread far and wide; in 1956 it was maintaining staff members in 47 
countries.58 And the fairly small budget of the Community Development Division was com-
plemented, and indeed dwarfed, by U.S. community development spending coming under dif-
ferent budget headings: bilateral aid, UN support, the Department of Defense, the Peace 
Corps, and so forth. U.S. support for community development in India, for example, ran en-
tirely outside of the Technical Cooperation Administration and summed to over $50 million in 
the early 1950s. Any agricultural aid, in fact, was potentially handled along community devel-
opment lines, and during the first decade of the Cold War community development was by far 
the dominant approach to rural development. Not surprisingly, when the Kennedy administra-
tion launched its highly successful Peace Corps in 1961—an agency meant to capture the 
popular interest in development—the Corps took up community development as a major part 
of its operations, as will be described in chapter five.  
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 Part of the reason that the United States went in so heavily for overseas community 
development is that, as will be described in greater detailed in the two chapters that follow, the 
leaders of many underdeveloped countries recognized the many ways in which they might 
benefit from community development programs. Those who led newly independent countries 
were often faced with a political problem that colonial rulers had never faced: winning legiti-
macy, or at least electoral support, from the countryside. Community development proved to 
be an effective way to demonstrate concern and to maneuver in the rural areas, where the 
threat of Communism was often the greatest. Despite its origins in the United States, commu-
nity development was discussed at the Bandung Conference of non-aligned nations in 1955. 
The UN began coordinating knowledge and sending consultants to nations with community 
development programs through its Bureau of Social Affairs in 1951. In the 1950s, community 
development was easily the primary approach to rural improvement at the UN; member na-
tions were in favor of community development uniformly and without controversy, ―as they 
are in favour of mothers and children, or in favor of peace,‖ remarked the director of the Bu-
reau of Social Affairs.59 By 1960, the UN counted over sixty nations with community devel-
opment programs in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, about half of which were national in 
scope.60 ―Along with a flag, an anthem, a seat at the United Nations, a university, and an inter-
national hotel,‖ wrote two observers in the 1960s, ―a community-development program is an 
essential part of the trappings of modern nationhood.‖61 
 In this chapter, I have set out two tasks: explaining how U.S. social scientists made 
their way from Roosevelt-era domestic agencies into international community development 
and arguing that community development represented an approach to the problem of poverty 
that was distinct from modernization-based strategies. It is to that second task that I turn now. 
Through a close examination of the corpus of anthropologist Robert Redfield, I will explain 
how U.S. social scientists working on community development held the view that what was 
required was development without modernization.  
  As community developers entered a world stage and codified their techniques, they 
faced a problem: explaining how community-building would raise the living standards of the 
world‘s poor. Questions of that sort are never trivial, but they were particularly vexing for 
community developers, whose intellectual roots lay in the groupist movement. Many group-
ists, community developers among them, believed strong community life to be a feature of the 
premodern past, imperiled by the processes of centralization, market integration, technological 
diffusion, and urbanization. And while most in the midcentury United States could recognize 
the dangers inherent in such processes and the need to temper them, far fewer would suggest 
that they were on balance destructive. What the underdeveloped nations of the world needed, 
most felt as a matter of instinct, was what the United States had: modern institutions. Suggest-
ing that even poor countries might benefit from stronger small-scale social units was the ma-
jor theoretical achievement of the community development movement, and the thing that dis-
tinguished it most clearly from modernization theory.  
  The theorist whose work best captures the ways in which community developers 
grappled with the application of groupism to development is the anthropologist Robert Red-
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field, of the University of Chicago. Although Redfield never worked in the employ of the State 
Department on community development, as many community developers did, he was a sort 
of eminence grise in the field. He had worked as a consultant for the Bureau of Agricultural Eco-
nomics and also, as described above, for the War Relocation Authority.62 More important than 
any job he took, however, was his thought on community, modernization, and development 
that framed many of the key issues in the field. After recruiting W. Lloyd Warner from Har-
vard, Redfield established the University of Chicago as the intellectual center of the communi-
ty development movement. Although some prominent community developers were rural so-
ciologists who had been trained at places like the University of Wisconsin or Cornell, those 
who were anthropologists or urban sociologists tended to overwhelmingly come from the 
University of Chicago. Leading theorists and practitioners who graduated from Chicago in-
clude Conrad Arensberg, Edward Spicer, William F. Whyte, John H. Provinse, Frank Lynch, 
and McKim Marriott.63  
 Redfield came to prominence in the 1930s, as one of a number of anthropologists and 
ethnographically oriented writers to publish highly sympathetic portraits of imperiled folk cul-
tures. But unlike the other anthropologists and popular writers in that moment, Redfield was 
firmly grounded in the Chicago School of sociology, led by Ernest Burgess and Robert E. 
Park, the latter of whom was Redfield‘s father-in-law and mentor. The main preoccupation of 
the Chicago School was urban life, and particularly the ways in which new migrants to the city 
could be incorporated into its social and cultural system. Thus, whereas Boasian anthropolo-
gists studied cultural wholes in stasis, Chicago sociologists were interested in processes of 
change and adaptation. But rather than envisioning a sharp dichotomy between premodern 
and modern patterns of living, Chicago thinkers imagined them to lie on a connected pathway, 
with rural peoples gradually adopting urban ways through a multi-stage process of cultural 
transformation. Redfield‘s contribution was to take the model of gradual adaptation that soci-
ologists had forged as a tool for discussing urbanization and to apply that to the changes expe-
rienced by rural areas in the global South. Development, not abrupt change, was at the center 
of the Chicago way of thinking, and Redfield was one of the world‘s first anthropologists of 
development.  
 Redfield‘s Chicago roots were evident in his contribution to the village studies genre: 
Tepoztlan (1930), a study of life in a Mexican village. Rather than seeking out a remote village, 
unintegrated into the world economy, in which he could study in pristine form the culture of 
the indigenous Mexican people, Redfield chose a fairly heavily trafficked village in Morelos 
that had had contact with European cultures for centuries and whose folkways consequently 
featured a complete ―fusion of Indian with Spanish features.‖64 Tepoztlán, Redfield explained, 
occupied an intermediate position on what he would later call the ―folk-urban continuum,‖ on 
one end of which lay unorganized and isolated rural areas and on the other end of which lay 
cosmopolitan cities.65 Within Tepoztlán itself, Redfield observed ―two overlapping culture 
‗areas,‘‖ a folk culture led by traditional men and women, los tontos, and an urban culture 
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brought by the intelligentsia, los correctos.66 But ―the society is not breaking down,‖ he insisted. 
―It is merely changing, and the gradual process of change can be observed, it would seem, in 
the diffusion of tools and rational techniques from los correctos to los tontos.‖67 And yet despite 
his value-neutral portrait of the process of change, it was not hard for Redfield‘s readers to 
detect a wistful appreciation of the folk culture that was, it seems, soon to be threatened by a 
more rapid and aggressive form of urbanization. ―The impression given by Redfield‘s study of 
Tepoztlán is that of a relatively homogeneous, isolated, smoothly functioning, and well-
integrated society made up of a contented and well-adjusted people,‖ wrote anthropologist 
Oscar Lewis, who visited the village after Redfield and famously made his own study of it. In 
Lewis‘s eyes, Redfield‘s portrait of Tepoztlán had ―a Rousseauan quality which glosses lightly 
over evidence of violence, disruption, cruelty, disease, suffering, and maladjustment. . . . 
Throughout his study we find an emphasis upon the cooperative and unifying factors in Te-
poztecan society.‖68 
 Redfield was, in a sense, trying to have it both ways. Like the many nostalgic admirers 
of village life writing in the 1930s, including the Boasians, he praised the harmonious social 
relations of the village he studied. But he resisted their frequent suggestion that there was 
something timeless or primordial about village life. His Tepoztlán had a history and, more im-
portantly, a trajectory. The pressing question was whether Tepoztlán and other villages like it 
could be expected to undergo further urbanization without sacrificing their communal institu-
tions, and Redfield had largely dodged it. The question nevertheless remained on his mind, as 
he continued to study other Mexican communities in transition, which he wrote about in Chan 
Kom: A Maya Village (1934) and The Folk Culture of Yucatan (1941). In 1948, a year before Tru-
man announced his Point Four program, Redfield returned to the question of development by 
paying another visit to Chan Kom, a village he had first visited with a team of anthropologists 
in 1930–31. In the intervening seventeen years, Chan Kom had made great strides in the de-
velopment of individual property rights, a bustling commercial sphere, and rural industry. One 
might have expected Redfield lament what Chan Kom had lost in the process, but he did not. 
There was a hint of nostalgia, to be sure, but, for Redfield, ―the story of Chan Kom is a story 
of success.‖69 Somehow, Chan Kom had managed to enter a larger market society without any 
loss of social solidarity. Family relations, religious rituals, basic thought-patterns, and common 
traditions remained intact. There had been, remarkably, no social stratification, nor had in-
creased economic activity injected the element of commodification into longstanding social 
relations. Chan Kom had gained the rewards of the new without paying the cost of a moral or 
social upheaval. The implications were enticing. If other rural villages could follow Chan Kom 
on this toll-free road to development, Point Four would be a terrific success.  
 Unfortunately, Redfield‘s believed Chan Kom to be more of an anomaly than a model. 
The village was able to develop economically without discarding its long-held values only be-
cause its long-held values, by happy coincidence, turned out to be precisely those values 
known to promote development: industry, frugality, practicality, sobriety, clocklike punctuali-
ty, and a strong social value placed on the increase of wealth even in the absence of any outlet 
for expenditure. ―These villagers,‖ he wrote, ―had much of the Protestant ethic before they 
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ever heard of Protestantism.‖70 Chan Kom showed that, given the proper traditional values, a 
community could develop without disintegrating. But how other cultural areas, lacking Chan 
Kom‘s native values, might do the same was still unanswered.  
 Redfield may not have yet struck on a perfect model, but all of the elements were in 
place. Tepoztlán had showed that, given time, a premodern village could incorporate aspects 
of a metropolitan area (in this case, Spanish) into its folkways without losing its cohesiveness. 
Chan Kom had shown that, given the right values, a village could flourish without breaking 
apart. The trick was then to find a way to embed development-enabling values within the Te-
poztláns of the world via a gradual and non-disruptive process that Redfield called ―accultura-
tion‖ or ―culture contact without conflict.‖71  
 Redfield explained how this could be accomplished in an important article written 
with his Chicago colleague Milton Singer in 1954. There, Redfield distinguished two processes 
of development, which he labeled ―primary urbanization‖ and ―secondary urbanization.‖ Sec-
ondary urbanization was modernization as we normally conceive of it: local cultures and tradi-
tional norms were replaced by modern ones as an urban (or foreign) intelligentsia imposed on 
the area a new way of life ―in conflict with local folk culture.‖72 But the item of real interest 
was primary urbanization. In that form of development, urban culture was not anathema to 
folk culture but was rather an elaboration of it. Primary urbanization, Redfield and Singer ex-
plained, occurred when demographic growth gave rise to cities, but the culture of the cities 
remained ―still at bottom the same‖ as that of the villages.73 Such cities were not ruled by a 
deracinated intelligentsia with allegiance to alien cultural norms, but by a ―literati‖ whose prin-
cipal role was to develop and guard what Redfield called a ―Great Tradition‖ and defined as 
―the core culture of an indigenous civilization and a source, consciously examined, for defin-
ing its moral, legal, aesthetic and other cultural norms.‖74 In primary urbanization, then, the 
―little traditions‖ of village life were organically connected to the ―Great Tradition‖ of the ci-
ties, a connection that meant that villages were not brittle holdovers from a premodern past 
but rather were potentially the taproots of a flourishing, cosmopolitan, sophisticated, and po-
werful society.  
 Redfield had caught glimpses of the acculturating power of a Great Tradition in study-
ing the incorporation of Spanish culture into Tepoztecan society, but the effect of the Spanish 
on Mexico bore a far greater resemblance to secondary urbanization than primary urbaniza-
tion, and was at any rate not an attractive model for post-World War II development. To 
study a real Great Tradition, Redfield decided, anthropologists must turn to India, the home 
of the ancient Sanskritic traditions. ―Here, more than anywhere else,‖ he wrote, ―can the 
Western anthropologist hope to learn something about the interrelations of primitive, peasant, 
and urbanized life.‖75 Redfield secured a series of grants from the Ford Foundation to study 
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Great Traditions in 1951, and that study soon focused on India. Milton Singer traveled there 
in 1954 and Redfield came over himself in 1955.  
 Central to the Chicago school‘s understanding of India as the site of a Great Tradition 
was the work of an Indian anthropologist, M. N. Srinivas, and particularly his Religion and Socie-
ty among the Coorgs of South India (1952). Just as Redfield had admired the social cohesion and 
protective institutions of Tepoztlán, Srinivas celebrated the reciprocity and mutual obligation 
that he believed were the products of the caste system in the villages of Southern India. But 
those villages were not isolated, he argued, because caste also formed the basis for ties between 
Indian villages and to cities, as caste associations linked Indians to other Indians of their same 
caste in different locations. ―Caste ties cut across village ties,‖ Srinivas explained, ―while vil-
lage ties both limit the extension of caste ties beyond the village and stress the interdepen-
dence of the various castes forming a local community.‖76 Those inter-village caste ties were, 
Srinivas argued, getting stronger as India experienced national integration. By opening two-
way channels of communication between urban cores and villages, the caste system put folk 
societies in conversation with the Great Tradition and allowed them to adapt to new social 
and economic conditions. Srinivas saw this adaptation happening through ―Sanskritization,‖ a 
gradual process, stretching back ―for over 2,000 years all over India,‖ by which non-elite In-
dians adopted the (changing) norms and rituals of Brahmin Hindus.77 This process was not 
only knitting the country together with a unified but flexible culture, it was also, by non-
coercively spreading the norms of the intelligentsia throughout the population, leading to 
greater egalitarianism and toleration. Srinivas had, in other words, identified an India-wide 
process that resembled Westernization in its best effects, but that operated through indigen-
ous cultural traditions and that was alive in the villages of India.78 That was precisely the sort 
of development that Redfield had been searching for, and the Chicago School quickly adopted 
Srinivas as an honorary member.79  
 What Redfield had identified, with the help of Srinivas, was a form of development 
that was not modernization. It proceeded not from the blueprints of a Western intelligentsia 
but from an ongoing, two-way conversation between indigenous cultural elites and the many 
village communities. Its basis was therefore in traditional institutions, both at the village level 
and in the cities, and, to the degree that development meant adaptation, that adaptation would 
emanate from those institutions. A foreign power like the United States could not simply ar-
rive bearing new technology and expect to see it adopted. Redfield was, in fact, a harsh critic 
of the ―strong continuing faith in technology and material production‖ of both the United 
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States and of the Soviet Union.80 Development would have to be a sociocultural process, 
grounded in the folk culture of rural communities. It would have to be decentralized, not only 
in its means but also in its ends. Redfield rejected the notion that the underdeveloped nations 
should seek, in course of their development, to emulate the United States and Europe. ―The 
progressive spirit of Asia and Africa is not simply a decision to walk the road of progressive 
convictions that we have traversed,‖ he insisted, ―but rather in significant part an effort the 
‗backward‘ peoples to recover from their disruptive encounters with the West by returning to 
the ‗sacred centers‘ of their ancient indigenous civilizations.‖81  
 I have given over a great deal of space to describing Redfield‘s career not just because 
he trained a number of thinkers who would become important to the world of community 
development but because he drew out the basic ideas animating community development with 
greater theoretical refinement and precision than anyone else. But those basic ideas were not 
original to Redfield, and they can be found, in a more rough-and-ready form, even in the field 
manuals of practitioners. Like groupists generally, community developers were interested in 
participation, which they saw as a tool for strengthening communal solidarities. Within the 
context of overseas development, however, they saw a clear cultural divide between the bear-
ers of technical knowledge and the intended recipients, so much so that grassroots participa-
tion took on an anti-technocratic cast. Even such seemingly basic and universal technologies 
as sanitation and seeds were freighted with an ―enormous amount of cultural baggage‖ when 
introduced by U.S. development professionals into the global South, explained Margaret 
Mead, in a UNESCO casebook that was to become a core text of the community develop-
ment movement. ―An alien technology, supported by forms of education and inter-personal 
relations which are also alien, is likely to separate the practitioners of the new skill from his 
cultural roots, prevent the new practice from becoming integrated in the living habits of the 
mass of the people, and produce populations who are confused and disoriented,‖ she contin-
ued.82 Change could never be directed by secular outsiders, nor even by a modernizing urban 
elite, but must rather come from ―village leaders.‖83 
 The problem with the advice of Redfield and Mead is that it left community develop-
ers will little to do. Distributing seeds, building dams, or engaging in any other typical devel-
opment activity would constitute a counterproductive cultural disruption. Eschewing the con-
tent of their craft, developers fell back onto its form. In Carl C. Taylor‘s rendition, community 
developers would have no subject-matter expertise but would be ―catalyzers and entrepre-
neurs of local community change.‖84 Rural society, the argument went, had admirable tradi-
tions but had for centuries been assaulted by the forces of modernization, urbanization, cen-
tralization, and colonialism. Those forces pushed the communal instincts of rural societies un-
derground and had engendered a deep distrust of any outside agents. Community developers 
were then charged with leading the task of recuperation by unleashing the dormant reciprocity 
and mutuality that was the rightful inheritance of every community. Local leaders must be 
identified and encouraged, communities must be assembled and prodded to reflect upon their 
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shared goals, and democratic institutions such as village councils must be established. To un-
dertake these tasks, community developers did not need to know details about agriculture but 
rather therapeutic techniques derived from group dynamics. When Taylor was asked by the 
Ford Foundation to address Indian civil servants on community development (which he de-
fined as the art of preserving ―as much as possible the values of . . . folk culture‖ within the 
context of historical change), Taylor identified the central problem as ―small group folk rela-
tions‖ and insisted that the key to Indian development lay in groupist thought such as the 
management theory of Elton Mayo.85 Just as the provision of institutional space for small-
group solidarities had increased efficiency at General Electric‘s Hawthorne plant, so too could 
communal institutions allow India to eradicate poverty.  
 

 
 

Group Dynamics as a Developmental Activity: Cartoon explaining the use of small-group  
deliberation from a 1962 USAID manual for community developers (Jean Ogden,  

Community Development: An Introduction to CD for Village Workers, 1962).  

 
 Community development‘s decentralist and communitarian approach to development 
placed it in rivalry with another major approach to development that was gathering steam in 
the 1950s: modernization theory. As the term ―modernization theory‖ is the subject of some 
confusion, it is worth reflecting briefly on what it is before describing its relationship to com-
munity development. In the past two decades, an influential group of historians has proposed 
a new way of understanding twentieth-century foreign relations. The narrative upon which 
they have converged is one that explains U.S. foreign policy as having been motivated not 
primarily by a zeal for democracy or even a desire to protect corporate investments, but by an 
urge to modernize: to safeguard U.S. interests by placing the nations on the global South on a 
path toward political stability and economic industrialization. Modernization, as a broad 
project, can be traced at least to the New Deal, when David Lilienthal proposed establishing 
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TVAs in ―a thousand valleys over the globe.‖86 The urge to modernize was not limited to the 
United States, however, and in fact many of the most ardent modernizers in the United States 
had been inspired by the example of Stalin‘s Soviet Union.87 Modernization projects, in what-
ever national context, are nearly always dependent on centralized authority and tend to get 
imposed via planning commissions or executive branches of government rather than through 
deliberative bodies. In fact, one of the features of modernization projects that has received the 
most criticisms is the tendency of modernizers to resort to bureaucratic power and to the legi-
timacy gained from collaboration with scientific elites to circumvent democratic processes and 
to present modernization as an indisputable imperative rather than a political activity in which 
there will be winners and losers.88 James C. Scott has famously described such projects as 
―high modernist,‖ a term that suggests the hubris that Scott believes has attended much state-
directed modernization in the twentieth century.89  
 Modernization, as a broad impulse, can be detected in many times and places, al-
though particularly since the Enlightenment and particularly in the industrialized nations of 
the global North. Modernization theory, by contrast, is a social scientific framework devel-
oped in the 1950s by political scientists, sociologists, and other policy intellectuals in key Cold 
War universities of the United States: MIT, Harvard, and the University of Chicago.90 Moder-
nization theorists believed in a uniform and convergent process of development by which so-
cieties over time would come to resemble the industrialized global North, particularly the 
United States. In the version offered by Walt W. Rostow, the developmental process unfolded 
in identifiable stages, beginning with traditional society and culminating in a universal end-
point, the ―stage of high-mass consumption.‖ That final stage, not coincidentally, strongly re-
sembled the United States of the 1950s: it featured an industrial economy, formal political 
democracy, cosmopolitan values, and a robust state.91 The process of development, according 
to modernization theorists, was triggered by technological developments but required psycho-
logical, sociological, and political changes as well. Crucially, modernization theorists believed 
that such changes could be facilitated by vigorous modernization projects. As traditional insti-
tutions were replaced with modern ones and as an urban intelligentsia gained social influence, 
countries would release themselves from the grip of custom and acquire newfound economic 
prosperity and political stability. Modernization theorists found a comfortable berth within the 
foreign policymaking establishment, particularly in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, 
and played a role in shaping the War in Vietnam as well as U.S. aid efforts.92  
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 The historical literature on modernization theory and on modernization in general has 
been so compelling that it is hard to remember that Northern countries sponsored any other 
kind of development other than modernization projects. But of course they did. Land reform 
advocates, of whom there were many in both the United States and the Soviet Union, unders-
tood poverty in underdeveloped nations to be the result of an unjust and counterproductive 
distribution of resources rather than the result of the shackles of tradition, and proposed solu-
tions that, while consonant with modernization projects, followed a distinctly different logic. 
Community development, I have been arguing, also operated along different lines than mod-
ernization theory. It is therefore worth making a distinction between development and moderniza-
tion. Although modernization theorists used the two terms interchangeably, and although 
scholars have largely followed that usage, community developers almost never spoke of them-
selves as modernizers. For, as Robert Redfield had explained, development in the global South 
did not necessarily mean emulating the United States and Europe, but may rather be a return 
to the ―sacred centers‖ of indigenous civilization.  
 To some degree, community developers and modernization theorists were insulated 
from each other. Community development as a practice within the United States government 
reached its apex in the mid 1950s, at a time when modernization theory was still incubating in 
universities and had yet to fully enter the policy arena.93 The two groups also had different 
bases of institutional power and domains of practice. Modernization theorists were largely 
economists, political scientists, and theoretical sociologists who worked mainly out of U.S. 
universities and Washington. Community developers, by contrast, were anthropologists and 
rural sociologists stationed overseas, and often working in rural areas as much as in foreign 
capitals. Modernization theorists derived their influence from their close connections with 
policy elites. Community developers derived their influence from their positional power: they 
were the ones actually running the development programs on the ground. One reason why 
modernization theory has received so much attention from students of U.S. foreign policy is 
that historical research based in U.S. and particularly Washington archives suggests the great 
influence that modernization theorists carried. By contrast, foreign archives, whose contents 
are concerned with the forms of development actually undertaken in the global South rather 
than the intellectual framework of the most powerful men in the global North, lead one to 
place a greater emphasis on community development.  
 Although modernization theorists and community developers tilled different fields, 
their values did come into conflict, often as funding decisions were made within Washington 
(community developers rejoiced in the reception they received from foreign leaders but fre-
quently lamented the ambivalent support they received from Washington, especially by the 
late 1950s). The conflict between the two was most dramatically illustrated in 1957, when the 
leading lights of the community development movement were invited to a conference at MIT, 
sponsored by the International Cooperation Administration‘s community development divi-
sion and MIT‘s Center for International Studies, the institutional home of modernization 
theorists. Forty experts showed up, including modernization theorists Max Millikan, Daniel 
Lerner, Lucian Pye, and Donald Blackmer and community development experts Carl C. Tay-
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lor, Louis Miniclier, Conrad Arensberg, and Paul S. Taylor.94 Despite early enthusiasm for a 
meeting between modernization theorists and community developers, the run-up to the con-
ference was not entirely smooth. Ernest E. Neal, who had worked as a community develop-
ment advisor for the State Department in both India and the Philippines, wrote to Louis Mi-
niclier to express his ―reservation‖ about the background papers to be circulated for the con-
ference, which offered theoretical overviews of the topic but few details. ―Basic field data with 
historical depth can be gained only from day-to-day contact with an evolving community de-
velopment program,‖ he insisted, and yet the modernization theorists, interested only in ab-
stractions, had done little to bring field workers into the conference or solicit reports from 
them.95 
 Once the conference began, the clash of ideologies came into full view. Modernization 
theorist Lucian Pye had circulated a paper offering his own interpretation of community de-
velopment. It was, in his view, a technique by which one could create ―a modern nation—in 
which secular and industrialized modes of behavior will be secure and dominant—out of an 
earthbound society, predominantly composed of a population that is fragmented into tightly 
ordered village units.‖96 It did this by bridging the gap between the world of the modernizing 
elite and that of the rural people. But Pye made it clear that bridging this gap was a one-way 
operation. Modernizing national leaders ―could not possibly‖ accept ―the outlooks of the vil-
lage people‖—to do so would be to give up entirely on their dreams for progressive change. 
And the impossibility of national leaders adopting the village perspective was a good thing, 
because were they to do so ―then much of the political drive for change would be eliminated 
from these societies.‖97 Community developers refrained from endorsing Pye‘s notion of 
community development as a tool for diffusing modern norms throughout a population and 
argued that, if community development were to be used to bridge a gap between peasants and 
elites, then the goal of the program should not be to train peasants in the norms of elites but 
to train elites in the norms of their subjects.  
 The conflicts continued. One modernization theorist insisted that development must 
involve the transition to mechanized agriculture—precisely the transition that community de-
velopers had fought when they served in the New Deal. The economists at the conference 
mainly discussed community development as if it were a straightforward mechanism to in-
crease GNP, and found it lacking. Community developers dutifully explained that the point of 
their practice was not really raising agricultural production but placing power in the hands of 
villagers so that they could cushion themselves from some of the worst shocks of economic 
transition. Max Millikan allowed that empowering villagers sounded nice, but he wondered 
whether community-based decision-making was consistent at all with modernization or 
whether it would have to be sacrificed as a nation approached maturity. The Princeton sociol-
ogist Wilbert E. Moore, sensing the dynamic of the debates, accused community developers of 
being 
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peasant lovers, who have a somewhat distorted notion of peasant communities and 
certainly a distorted notion of the general level of health, material well-being, and 
general satisfaction on the part of the local people. This approach may confirm all 
the archaic elements in the traditional social structure, bolster them, and effect what 
is precisely not needed with reference to long-term, continuing economic growth.98 
 

In response, the community developers issued a plea for ―dynamic stability‖: the use of tradi-
tions in a gradual adaptation to changing conditions—basically Redfield‘s primary urbaniza-
tion. The recorder for the conference observed that the two camps seemed to be ―at cross 
purposes,‖ and had conceded to each other that there ―inherent disagreements‖ between 
them.99 ―I did not anticipate the confusion or lack of communication between the various dis-
ciplines,‖ admitted the conference‘s organizer, and plans for future meetings fizzled.100  
 I have argued that the differences between modernization theorists and community 
developers ran deep. But that is not the only way to interpret the relationship between the 
two. One could imagine a form of community development that was perfectly consonant with 
modernization theory. Participatory and tradition-based methods could be lashed to a broad 
modernization project, functioning effectively as a ―soft‖ form of modernization—the velvet 
glove encasing the iron fist. Nick Cullather, the historian who has written at greatest length 
about community development, has made just that argument. In The Hungry World (2010), Cul-
lather describes U.S. community development efforts in India as a transitional sort of moder-
nization, not quite the full-blown technocratic modernization of Walt W. Rostow, but a form 
of ―modernism‖ nonetheless, in which the improved village would focus as a ―beacon of 
modernity, diffusing technical and administrative innovations into the surrounding territo-
ry.‖101 Such a description is in line with the prevailing historiographical trend in writing on 
U.S. foreign policy, which seeks to understand nearly all of U.S. policies in the global South in 
terms of the urge to modernize. It is also, tellingly, in line with Lucian Pye‘s understanding of 
community development. Pye actively sought to make community development into a form of 
technocratic modernization, but community developers—the people who had actually estab-
lished community development programs and who played the greatest role in running those 
programs—resisted.  

At the core of the issue was community development‘s theory of history. Whereas 
modernization theorists were forthright in their belief that the United States of the 1950s 
represented the future of developing countries, community developers rejected the notion of a 
uniform developmental path to some purportedly ―modern‖ end-state. Rather than seeing his-
tory as a staircase, with a set of stages to ascend, they saw it as a tightrope, on which the chal-
lenge is to maintain equilibrium—to conserve communal institutions while adapting to new 
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conditions and technologies—and to avoid any sudden or catastrophic transformations. 
Theirs was not a triumphalist theory of history, grounded in a confident sense of their nation‘s 
own purpose, but a significantly more cautious one, learned from observing the baleful effects 
of modernization on rural farms and small villages.  
 Viewing development as a walk on a tightrope rather than an ascension of a staircase 
meant perceiving perilous excesses on both sides. Not only did community developers, like 
the modernization theorists, see the dangers that Third World villages would face should they 
refuse to accept any changes, but they also saw the dangers that they might face should they 
rush to emulate the global North. Community developers were, in fact, fairly critical of their 
own nation, even as they cherished the democratic spirit that they took to be its core value. 
Reflecting on the history of westward expansion in the United States, Carl C. Taylor argued 
that the United States had begun as a decent nation of self-sufficient farming communities but 
had become, with various land rushes, ―a nation of exploiters.‖ That spirit of exploitation had 
led to the Depression, agricultural debts, and war. ―We can‘t go forward on the same old 
trail,‖ he warned. ―Exploitation has far overshot its mark.‖102 Redfield, as already mentioned, 
deplored the ―emphasis on technology (which we sometimes miscall ‗science‘) and on material 
increase‖ in both the United States and the Soviet Union and suggested that the peoples of 
the industrialized countries would benefit from acquaintance with the ―more mature philoso-
phies‖ of Asia.103 The United States, in other words, did not represent an end-point of devel-
opment but an excess to be avoided in search of a balanced course.104  
 In the end, thinkers like Redfield and Taylor arrived at a solution to the problem of 
global poverty that was culturally pluralist, decentralist, and ambivalent about the role of the 
United States. This chapter has shown how such an approach was drawn from groupist prin-
ciples, and how the personnel were drawn from the TVA, Bureau of Agricultural Economics, 
and War Relocation Authority. But community development cannot be understood in full by 
tracing its U.S. roots alone. Community development was a global movement, whose success 
can best be attributed not to the hegemonic power of the United States in the postwar world 
but to the willingness of foreign leaders to adopt it, often for their own reasons. Because of 
their interest in embedding development within local cultures, U.S. community developers 
were unusually receptive to the ideas of residents of the Third World. The next two chapters 
of this dissertation, then, will examine the ways in which community development was ex-
ported to, and adapted in, two key Cold War countries: India and the Philippines. It is a story 
that includes Third World actors and ideas as well as U.S. ones. It is also a story of how a well-
intentioned program encountered inflexible limits.  
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Chapter Three: India  
 

In 1952, a staff member in the U.S. embassy in New Delhi named Ellery Foster wrote 
a series of memoranda to the embassy staff about what he perceived to be a looming crisis in 
India. The crisis was not one of the sort usually discussed—a failure of the monsoon, an epi-
demic, or a famine. It was, rather, a sociological crisis: the erosion and imminent destruction 
of the local community. Centuries of feudalism and colonial rule, Foster warned, had so 
strained the local community that it was on the brink of extinction.1 In this regard, India was 
coming to resemble the United States, which had left its own communities in ―disharmony 
and waste‖ in the fever of its economic expansion.2 ―The West does not have a ready-made 
answer for India—it does not even have one for itself.‖3 If the problem could be solved at all, 
Foster reasoned, the solution must come from ―a synthesis of the best wisdom of the East 
and West‖: the West‘s acumen for economic growth must be tempered by the East‘s regard 
for strong communities in a program of ―decentralized development.‖4 

To approach development with an eye toward protecting communities would mark a 
sharp shift away from prevailing development practices, the sort that had characterized U.S. 
reconstruction aid to Europe. Rather than stimulating the national economy of India with in-
vestment and infrastructure building, Foster argued, the United States must invest in an 
―emergency scheme of community economics.‖5 Government aid agencies should be augmented 
or replaced by community-run folk schools, village life should be developed in order to stanch 
the flow of rural Indians toward cities, and generally formal institutions should be replaced by 
informal ones, and developmental programs should privilege not only economic growth but 
also ―laughter and song, poetry and philosophy, art and religion.‖6 Most notably, Foster called 
for abolishing monetary exchange where possible and replacing it with an organized system of 
barter based on local clearing-houses, which would prevent resources from escaping the coun-
tryside. Despite the boldness of his proposals, though, Foster remained tentative about them 
all, if only because he was deeply suspicious of blueprints of any sort. ―Whenever you attempt 
to have everything planned and directed by an organization you impose rigidity and bottle-
necks that stymie progress and your efforts can too easily end in a dictatorship,‖ he noted.7 If 
community economics was to become a reality, it must become so through ―a grass-roots 
process of democratic planning and action.‖8  

It is easy to dismiss Foster as a utopian, hopelessly out of step with the imperatives of 
foreign policy and economic development. Indeed, Foster eventually became disgusted with 
public life and spent the end of his life on the periphery of it, taking up countercultural causes 
such as organic farming, solar energy, recycling, cooperative living, yoga, and a Vedic celibacy 
practice known as brahmacharya.9 But to write Foster off would be to miss important and 
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central features about U.S. participation in Indian agricultural development. For, in many 
ways, Foster was not the exception but the rule. Community economics was not the off-the-
wall dream of a starry-eyed radical, but was only a slightly amplified version of the general set 
of policies that both Indian and U.S. officials pursued under the name of community devel-
opment. Community-run schools, improved villages, decentralization, nonmaterial measures 
of welfare (―laughter and song,‖ etc.), and informal institutions were, in fact, at the very heart 
of India‘s community development program. Even Foster‘s call for protecting villages from 
the market through clearinghouses was captured in community development‘s promotion of 
village cooperatives and local industries, and it was not unusual to hear S. K. Dey, the head of 
the community development program rail, like Foster, against the ―evils of capitalism.‖10 Fos-
ter‘s views, in other words, did not disqualify him from holding a high-ranking office in the 
foreign policy establishment; those views were precisely why Foster was hired. And after serv-
ing a full term under U.S. ambassador Chester Bowles as one of the architects of U.S. com-
munity development aid to India, Foster continued to work privately as a community devel-
opment advisor in the Middle East, returning to government service in the 1960s as part of 
John F. Kennedy‘s New Frontier.  
 Ellery Foster, though hardly the most powerful civil servant to ever work for the State 
Department, is useful to consider nonetheless because he is precisely the sort of person who is 
not supposed to appear in the officialdom of development. As historians have generally ex-
plained it, in the twenty years after World War II both the United States and India were com-
mitted to a top-down, technocratic, statist model of development that prioritized heavy indus-
try, infrastructure, urban values, and national economic growth. In the United States, the prin-
cipal agents of this form of development were the modernization theorists, who have been 
described in the previous chapter. On the Indian side, this portrait of postwar development 
was most influentially painted by Partha Chatterjee, in his Nationalist Thought and the Colonial 
World (1986). There, Chatterjee contrasts the political economy of Gandhi with that of Nehru, 
pointing out that while Gandhi sought a decentralized economy composed of self-sufficient 
village communities, Nehru had an unshakeable ideological commitment to a ―supremely stat-
ist‖ economy dominated by ―large-scale heavy industry.‖11 Building on Chatterjee‘s basic in-
sights, subsequent historians have emphasized the technocratic, centralized, urbanist, and in-
dustry-centered aspects of Nehruvian state-building, singling out for particular attention and 
criticism Nehru‘s great interest in massive dams, which he famously called ―temples of a new, 
progressive India.‖12 Ramachandra Guha‘s recent blockbuster synthesis of research on post-
independence India has echoed the same conclusions: there was, Guha notes, ―an overwhelm-
ing consensus in favour of a heavy industry-oriented, state-supported model of development‖ 
among policymakers in the Nehruvian era.13  
 Chatterjee‘s criticism of Nehruvian high modernism resonates strongly with the critical 
attacks that U.S. historians have made on the modernization impulse within U.S. foreign poli-
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cy. Like Nehru—or at least like Nehru as portrayed by Chatterjee and his colleagues—U.S. 
modernizers favored the development of industry, science as a guiding social value, the relin-
quishment of traditions, national economic growth, and the emergence of a capable state ded-
icated to realizing universal norms. But just as I have argued for the presence and prominence 
within U.S. thought and culture and, more particularly, within the U.S. foreign policy appara-
tus, of politically important groups favoring decentralist and communitarian strategies, in this 
chapter I will argue that the Indian Planning Commission was never as monolithic as our his-
toriography suggests. India invested heavily in community development and its promotion of 
community development was distinctively ideological. Whereas in other countries community 
development was accepted by policymakers as a useful strategy for dealing with the problems 
of development, in India it was promoted explicitly for its anti-technocratic and communita-
rian elements. India was thus not only the largest and most influential nation to adopt a tho-
roughgoing community development program, it was also the nation most committed to 
community development‘s principles.  
 At the heart of support of community development in India was a political vision cen-
tering on the idea of the village community. That idea received its classic formulation in 1830 
when colonial administrator Sir Charles Metcalfe declared Indian villages to be ―little repub-
lics, having nearly everything they can want in themselves,‖ so autonomous that they were 
nearly impervious to imperial politics.14 There was something self-serving in Metcalfe‘s de-
scription, which seemed to imply that the British raj posed no great threat to Indian society, 
and nearly every British commentator on Indian rural society after Metcalfe found reason to 
quote or agree with him. But the Indian village community gained another valence in the late 
nineteenth-century with the publication of Sir Henry Maine‘s Village-Communities in the East and 
West (1871), which suggested a tension between the customary economic arrangements of the 
village community and the liberal economics of the free market. Maine had regarded the In-
dian system of economy to be a primitive one and seemed to celebrate the ―breaking to piec-
es‖ of the old village communities that the coming of a liberal market order would require.15 
But his detailed and open-minded presentation of the workings of village society opened the 
door for numerous radicals who read him as proving the practicality of socialism (J. S. Mill. 
Lewis Henry Morgan, Friedrich Engels, and Henry George all read Maine in this way).16 The 
village, in the eyes of its defenders, was a functional system that distributed goods according 
to social rather than economic principles and, if it did not always do so equally, at least en-
sured that no one was left to starve. The village economy and the caste system that governed 
it was ―socialistic rather than capitalistic,‖ wrote U.S. missionary William H. Wiser in 1936, 
embodying ―group and community concepts as opposed to individualistic concepts‖ and 
creating ―a balance in the community which makes for co-operation, satisfaction, and 
peace.‖17 Wiser continued: ―We of the West may . . . learn that peace and contentment in the 

                                                        
14 Charles Metcalfe, ―Minute on the Settlement in the Western Provinces,‖ 7 November 1830, in Minutes of Evi-
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social and economic relationships of a community are attainable only by integrating one‘s own 
aims and purposes with those of the local groups.‖18  
 Between Sir Charles Metcalfe in the 1830s and William H. Wiser in the 1930s, com-
mentators had moved from condemning the Indian village for its political inertia to celebrat-
ing it for its communal virtues. One cause of the shift was clearly changing views in Europe 
and the United States about the liberal system. In the 1930s particularly, the crisis of capitalism 
and unprecedented growth of state power that had turned many thinkers in the United States 
toward groupism pushed them also to recognize the virtues, as Wiser did, of the Indian village 
community. But such a trend was relatively small compared to the turn toward the village 
community within India itself. India, unlike the United States, did not experience the 1930s as 
a momentary crisis but as only a new episode in a much longer tragedy. The economic burden 
of colonialism—subjecting India to a series of devastating famines from the late nineteenth 
century to the Bengal famine of World War II—exposed Indians to the worst side of liberal 
economics and meant that, by independence, hardly any Indian policymakers placed faith in 
laissez-faire.19 A similar story can be told in relation to state power. Although the depression 
of the 1930s pushed many thinkers in the United States toward collectivism, other global 
events had the opposite effect. The rise of fascism, the war against Hitler, and the increasing 
disillusionment with the Soviet Union led to increasing fears of what James Burnham called 
the ―managerial revolution,‖ in which individual liberties would be sacrificed to the cold ratio-
nality of totalitarianism.20 Indians, by contrast, had no need to look abroad to see the dangers 
of authoritarian rule; the famines it suffered were, as Indian economists recognized at the 
time, as much state effects as market effects, and the Indian nationalist movement offered bit-
ing criticisms of the excesses of the colonial state. In reference to both markets and states, the 
pattern is the same: the events of the 1930s and 1940s pushed many U.S. thinkers to become 
newly critical of the central institutions of industrial civilization, whereas Indians, because of 
their colonized status, had viewed those institutions with skepticism for a significantly longer 
period. In a sense, the depression and war encouraged Americans to see the world through 
Indian eyes.  
 Thus, in India, where the costs of large states and integrated markets were higher, the 
turn to small communities was much more pronounced. It was particularly so in the writing of 
Mohandas Gandhi. Well-versed in the Orientalist tradition of scholarship that included Met-
calfe and Maine, Gandhi insisted that the soul of the Indian nation lay in its villages and, with 
extraordinary success, transformed the Indian nationalist movement from a straightforward 
independence movement led by an urban intelligentsia into a mass movement with a rural ba-
sis and a deep appreciation for Indian customs and traditions. Gandhi felt that such an ap-
preciation endowed Indians with a distinctive and important approach to the problems of the 
modern world. As Bharatan Kumarappa, a social theorist whose work carried Gandhi‘s en-
dorsement, put it in 1946, the dilemma that Westerners saw between capitalism and socialism 
should actually be seen as a trilemma: capitalism, socialism, and ―villagism.‖ Villagism, al-
though not always by that name, had been the central thrust of Gandhian nationalism since 
the 1920s. Advanced in such works as Gandhi‘s Hind Swaraj (1909) and Why the Village Move-
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ment? (1936) by Bharatan Kumarappa‘s brother J. C. Kumarappa, villagism called for a decen-
tralization of both the economy and political authority, so that production and decision-
making would both happen on the level of the village. ―It is only in small groups,‖ Bharatan 
Kumarappa explained, ―that the family tie of the individual to the group and of the groups to 
the individual can develop, not in the huge nation-wide groups brought about through centra-
lised large-scale production.‖21 Devolving economic and political power to the village was not 
an easy task. Among other things, the Kumarappa brothers and Gandhi insisted that it would 
require the abolition, or at least sharp restriction, of money. But for the mass of rural Indians, 
many of whom had lost more than they had gained by the expansion of the cash economy and 
by the growth of the colonial state, such radical solutions did not seem out of place. In fact, 
Gandhi and the Kumarappas insisted constantly that villagism had ample precedent in the 
economy of classical India. 
 The resemblance between groupists in the United States and the village movement in 
India is clear. Both can be explained by reference to the experience of each country in a 
shared global history of industrial civilization. But communitarian strains in the two countries 
did not develop in isolation from each other. Rather, the depth of India‘s commitment to vil-
lagism meant that India acted as a global beacon for anyone wishing to investigate communi-
tarian ideas. That U.S. thinkers came to agree with Indians was in part a consequence of the 
fact that they had been reading and thinking about India for some time. A claim of this sort 
may seem odd—we are used to thinking about the influence of Europe on the United States 
but we rarely talk about the influence of Asia. Nevertheless, historians are now uncovering the 
many transnational circuits that linked the two countries. Many opinion leaders toured India at 
least once; besides presidents and State Department officials, visitors included Adlai Steven-
son, Walter Reuther, John Kenneth Galbraith (who served as ambassador), William O. Doug-
las, Jacqueline Kennedy, Milton Friedman, Walter Lippmann, Sargent Shriver, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Walt W. Rostow, Norbert Wiener, Norman Cousins, and David Lilienthal.  

Given the general transmission of Indian ideas to the United States, it should not 
come as a great surprise that the U.S. community development movement looked frequently 
to India. Arthur E. Morgan, the former head of the TVA, traveled to India for nine months 
starting in 1948. He was immediately taken by the ancient Indian system of village govern-
ment, which he compared to the New England town meeting.22 Morgan fell in quickly with a 
group Gandhians who saw in him a kindred spirit and who would later bring out Indian edi-
tions of his writings. For his part, Morgan published in his Community Service News dispatches 
from India, excerpts from Indian works such as Bharatan Kumarappa‘s Capitalism, Socialism, or 
Villagism? (1946), and numerous articles on Gandhian thought. Two of Morgan‘s staff mem-
bers, the missionaries Ralph and Lila Templin, boasted an even stronger engagement with In-
dia: for fifteen years they had run a village-level aid project in India. It was there, significantly, 
that they heard the term ―decentralization‖ for the first time (they found it ―in constant use‖ 
in India).23 The Templins returned to the United States and settled near Yellow Springs, Ohio 
to work as consultants on community life for Morgan. There they continued to teach about 
India, and even managed to bring Asha Devi, the director of Gandhi‘s educational organiza-
tion the Hindustani Talimi Sangh, to Ohio for a conference on the small community in 1952. 
Because of the energetic importation of Indian ideas into the U.S. community movement, 
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even communitarians who had never traveled to India were well aware of Indian thinkers. 
―The thinkers of the Orient are likely still to be community-minded, or village-minded in the 
best sense, as over against the abstract, anonymous, cosmopolitanism of the Occident,‖ ex-
plained Baker Brownell. ―They have a great contribution to make, perhaps the saving contri-
bution, to any stable order and peace in the world.‖24 Brownell probably had Bharatan Kuma-
rappa in mind when he wrote those words, for he discussed Kumarappa‘s book on villagism 
enthusiastically in his own major work, The Human Community (1950).25  

The transnational ties of communitarianism connecting India and the United States 
might have remained dormant had not India‘s independence and the rise of the United States 
to the position of global hegemon impelled U.S. actors to take part in the complex process of 
restructuring India as a democratic nation. As the diplomatic bond between the two countries 
thickened, U.S. communitarians found ample opportunity for work in India. Blazing the trail 
was architect and urban planner Albert Mayer. As a member of the Regional Planning Associ-
ation of America and a co-founder of the Housing Study Guild, Mayer was a member of a 
small group of influential regionalist thinkers that included Lewis Mumford, Benton MacKaye, 
Clarence Stein, Henry Wright, and Catherine Bauer. Like his fellow regionalists, Mayer was 
obsessed with the erosion of community that he believed had been brought on by the capital-
ist economy. As they saw it, profit-minded real estate developers, in chopping up land into 
small, salable, privately held parcels, had made it nearly impossible for towns to invest in green 
spaces, community buildings, pedestrian zones, playgrounds, local shopping areas, or any of 
the other public amenities that could turn a conglomeration of residences into a community. 
Taking up Clarence Perry‘s notion of the ―neighborhood unit,‖ Mayer and his colleagues 
sought to reverse this trend by developing not individual buildings but large lots or ideally 
whole towns—patches of land large enough to contain entire communities, and therefore ca-
pable of being developed with communal functions in mind.26 For Mayer, this meant building 
―superblocks‖ in the city and, during the New Deal, planning Green Belt towns.27  

In World War II, Mayer served in India constructing airstrips, and at the end of his 
tour he met Jawaharlal Nehru. The two quickly established a bond and enjoyed ―intimate talks 
until far into the night‖ about model villages and about the possibility of applying Mayer‘s 
ideas to India.28 Nehru was particularly taken by Mayer‘s notion that rather than focusing on 
one or another aspect of human welfare, a planner might conceive of ―a whole with various 
aspects inter-linked‖ and seek ―to build up community life.‖29 Nehru invited Mayer back to 
India for an exploratory visit in 1946 and threw his full weight behind Mayer‘s project, arrang-
ing appointments for him with top Indian leaders (including Gandhi), discussing Mayer‘s draft 
proposals with Gandhi, and personally taking up such mundane topics as salary and personnel 
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in his letters to Mayer.30 In the United States, Mayer could count on the cooperation of his 
fellow regionalists. Clarence Stein, who judged Mayer‘s work in India to be ―immensely im-
portant,‖ described how Mayer developed his ideas in conversation with Stein and Lewis 
Mumford. ―We all began to see that you could not start with model villages,‖ Stein recalled. 
As the three mulled the problem over, they concluded that the formal principles of architec-
ture or planning ―would really play a very small part‖ in the development of Indian villages. 
The real trick, they decided, was to work with Indians to develop sustainable patterns for liv-
ing, to bypass material questions and to approach directly the development of community.31 
Once he committed himself to a sociological rather than architectural approach, Mayer began 
to see strong connections between his work and that of the New Deal social scientists. He 
quickly plunged himself into the literature on Indian anthropology and rural sociology and 
consulted with the leading lights of the community development movement: M. L. Wilson, 
Carl C. Taylor, Douglas Ensminger, and Y. C. James Yen.32 At the same time, Mayer also read 
the writings of Gandhians, in particular the work of J. C. Kumarappa, Gandhi‘s official econ-
omist and the brother of Bharatan Kumarappa.33 
 Drawing on the advice he received from Nehru, Gandhi, Mumford, and the leading 
community experts, Mayer established his pilot project in Etawah, a district in Uttar Pradesh. 
Like many development programs, the Etawah project focused on the basics of scientific agri-
culture and public health: distributing improved seeds, replanning public spaces, vaccinating 
and inoculating villagers, running hygiene campaigns, providing superior livestock, and so 
forth. Mayer insisted, however, that the material achievements of the program were of sec-
ondary importance. Rural aid in the past, he believed, had suffered from the over-
specialization of experts capable of thinking only with their ―technical lobes.‖ Such planners 
had generally developed large-scale projects designed to maximize economic growth or some 
other abstract quantity. Schemes of that sort were sometimes necessary, but Mayer argued that 
they usually came at the cost of ―the deterioration of small communities and face-to-face rela-
tionships.‖ A communally sensitive development program would have to eschew top-down 
planning in favor of popular participation, replace large projects with ones small enough to 
admit of communal oversight, and sometimes reject the recommendations of experts in favor 
of ―folk-solutions.‖34 The bottom-up approach became Etawah‘s trademark, especially as ad-
ministration of the project passed from Mayer to the folksy Tennessee extension officer Ho-
race Holmes. Development had been ruined by ―high-pressure engineers miraculously conjur-
ing up great dam projects,‖ Holmes complained, quipping, ―the only thing you can begin 
doing from the top is drilling a well.‖35  
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Albert Mayer, center, in khaki, at Etawah (Mayer Papers, University of Chicago). 

 
To create an organization capable of mobilizing the grassroots, Mayer augmented the 

usual array of developmental tactics with a new administrative structure. First, he created the 
position of Rural Life Analyst, a ―participant observer,‖ often with sociological or anthropo-
logical training, who would study ―the People‘s habitual ways of doing things‖ in order to help 
aid officials understand the villagers‘ culture and viewpoint.36 Then, rather than placing village 
work in the hands of subject-matter experts, which was the standard practice in agricultural 
extension, Mayer hired ―village level workers‖ whose expertise lay in eliciting local participa-
tion. While seemingly a small change, the creation of the village level worker position was tak-
en by many as revolutionary, signaling as it did that the priority in Etawah would not be on 
the knowledge of experts but rather on the ―felt needs‖ of the people. Arthur F. Raper 
thought it ―highly probable‖ that the village level worker would ―go down in history as one of 
the great social inventions of this era.‖37 Not only did Mayer fill his staff with village level 
workers, he also did everything in his power to give them equal status as high-ranking experts 
and civil officials. As part of his scheme of ―inner administrative democracy,‖ Mayer would 
hold long meetings, attended by village level workers and their nominal superiors, at which the 
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village workers would do most of the talking and serve as chairmen.38 Each meeting also had a 
―bull session‖ written into its schedule, during which Mayer hoped an atmosphere of infor-
mality would prevail, allowing village workers to speak more frankly.39 In a country with a ri-
gidly hierarchical civil service inherited from the British, Mayer‘s administrative democratiza-
tion was a direct challenge to the status quo.  
 To observers, the appeal of the Etawah experiment was its remarkable ability to de-
velop an area while relying mostly on locally available resources. A visitor to Mahewa block, 
the first area to receive aid as part of the Etawah project, at the project‘s start in 1948 would 
have found few roads, little drainage, twenty mud schoolhouses (for nearly 100 villages), open 
wells, and little evidence of local industry. The same visitor returning in 1954 would have 
found all villages connected by roads with permanent brick or concrete culverts to avoid 
flooding, a fair amount of drainage, nearly thirty new brick schoolhouses and two high 
schools, and sanitary wells with hand pumps. The construction labor was performed by village 
volunteers, with the encouragement of Mayer‘s staff, and the bricks used were supplied not 
from the nearest city—which is where bricks were acquired before 1948, at considerable 
transportation cost—but from a flourishing local brick industry run by cooperatives. Etawah 
opened its first brick kiln in 1948 and by 1953 it had 520 units, mostly run by cooperatives, 
providing employment to over 42,000 workers. The kilns were ―essentially a decentralized co-
operative venture,‖ Mayer boasted; nearly all of the raw materials for the bricks was available 
locally and cheaply, and the only role that the government had to play in it was to allot coal 
dust, an essential ingredient but one that was a controlled commodity.40 Nor was building the 
only part of the story. Agricultural outputs for fields in Etawah rose as much as 50% with the 
adoption of new techniques, villagers banded together to purchase expensive but time-saving 
threshers (and eventually began to manufacture them themselves), and villages established 
community centers for the first time, twenty-eight of which maintained circulating libraries, all 
at relatively little cost to the government (for one typical development project, Mayer esti-
mated that the government bore one-third of the cost and villagers, donating material and la-
bor, supplied the rest).41 Etawah‘s growth, significantly, had not required the introduction of 
any expensive new technology, but was fueled mostly by cooperative efforts to make better 
use of existing technologies. Most important of all, the program had ―greatly lifted the morale 
of the villagers concerned,‖ wrote Mayer. ―For through their own work they have found that 
they need not remain forever as victims of blind forces.‖42 
 Etawah was not the only Indian experiment in community organization. Besides 
Gandhi‘s constructive work at Sevagram and a similar program of rural reconstruction at Ra-
bindranath Tagore‘s Sriniketan, there were about half a dozen other tentative efforts before 
and during independence to reform Indian villages along communitarian and democratic 
lines.43 But it was Mayer‘s Etawah that came to stand in as the international symbol for com-
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munity development. The Times of India compared Mayer to A. O. Hume, the Scotsman who 
founded the Indian National Congress, and Etawah received frequent front-page coverage in 
the Indian press.44 In the United States as well, Etawah was often in the news, appearing in 
Time, Life (a four-page spread), the New York Times Magazine, and Ladies Home Journal. Truman 
mentioned Etawah in a speech and Eleanor Roosevelt, who visited Etawah in 1952, praised it 
several times in her syndicated column, ―My Day.‖45 Even the Harvard Business School, home 
of group theorists Elton Mayo and Chester Barnard, developed a case study of Etawah for its 
students as a lesson in democratic administration—an appropriate tribute given the commit-
ment that Mayer shared with the Harvard theorists to flexible administration, grassroots par-
ticipation, and communitarian values.46 
 

 
 

A village gathering in Etawah, 1951, as photographed for Life.  
Horace Holmes, far left, looks on (photo by James Burke). 

 

 Of all the observers to take an interest in Etawah, the most consequential was surely 
Chester Bowles, Truman‘s ambassador to India. Unlike Mayer and the other community de-
velopers, Bowles was not an ideological communitarian. He lacked a rural background and 
had no experience with agrarian issues. Bowles was, rather, a Keynesian, an advertising execu-
tive who had join the ranks of the New Deal, becoming general manager of the Office of 
Price Administration and contributing ideas to some of Roosevelt‘s speeches, including the 
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famous Economic Bill of Rights speech.47 In 1946, Bowles wrote a forceful propaganda tract, 
Tomorrow without Fear, in which he argued simultaneously for a robust market and an active 
welfare state. Such enthusiasm for state-directed capitalism would seem to make Bowles an 
unlikely ally of community development. Nevertheless, when Bowles‘s support for Truman in 
the 1948 election cost Bowles his governorship of Connecticut, Truman repaid the favor by 
granting Bowles an ambassadorial position. To Truman‘s surprise, Bowles chose India, a post 
he took up in 1951. The position was an uncomfortable one but it was also, in Bowles‘s eyes, a 
key one. As he saw it, after the fall of China the stability of India was the most important fac-
tor in the survival of the free world. India possessed one-sixth of the world‘s population, a key 
strategic location, and vast natural resources, and yet, as Bowles confessed in a confidential 
memo to Dean Acheson, the odds of India avoiding a Communist revolution were only 
―slightly better than 50-50.‖48 On Eleanor Roosevelt‘s advice, Bowles agreed before taking up 
his ambassadorial post to meet with Y. C. James Yen, the author of China‘s ambitious rural 
reconstruction scheme (one source for Mayer‘s Etawah). Bowles took in Yen‘s ideas with 
open ears, observing that Yen‘s holistic, community-based techniques might fruitfully be ap-
plied to Africa and India.49 Within three weeks of arriving in India, Bowles visited Etawah, 
which confirmed for him the correctness of Yen‘s approach. ―That night I went to work with 
pencil and paper. How many village workers would it take to cover every village in India?‖ he 
asked himself.50  

Bowles‘s question was not an abstract one. As the U.S. ambassador in India, Bowles 
was well-placed to decide how U.S. aid money to India would be spent. The U.S. Congress 
had allocated $54 million in aid for India and, the day after the details of the aid package were 
set, Bowles met with Nehru and offered to hand over the entire sum to India if Nehru would 
start a nationwide community development program. Nehru accepted the offer after two 
hours‘ of discussion and within weeks the aid agreement was signed.51 Under the Indo-U.S. 
Technical Agreement of 1952, 55 pilot projects, collectively covering 16,500 villages, were es-
tablished, with the understanding that India expand the program and absorb an increasing 
share of the financial burden over time. To aid in the process, however, a number of rural ex-
perts from the United States were hired, including Arthur Raper, Carl C. Taylor, Ernest Neal, 
Bernard Loshbough, and Ellery Foster. With their guidance, Etawah was to become the new 
face of rural India.  

Just at the same time that Bowles was channeling Point Four aid to Indian community 
development, the Ford Foundation was establishing a private aid program in India. This too, 
came to focus on community development, although that was not the consequence of a pre-
disposition among U.S. actors toward community schemes but of the great enthusiasm of Ja-
waharlal Nehru for them. In 1951 the Ford Foundation‘s director, former Marshall Plan Ad-
ministrator Paul Hoffman, journeyed to India to decide what activities the Foundation might 
take up there. Hoffman saw the world roughly as Bowles did. He considered the success of 
Nehru‘s government to be of world-historical importance but came to the field ―with a com-
pletely open mind‖ and had few preconceived notions of what to do to bolster the Indian 
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government against Communism.52 Nehru, by contrast, had a firm idea of what sort of aid the 
Ford Foundation might give. The prime minister pointed to India‘s Grow More Food Cam-
paign, a four-year campaign to increase agricultural production started in 1947. The effort had 
failed, Nehru said, because it had been too top-down and had focused only on agriculture to 
the exclusion of other pressing village needs. With the failures of the Grow More Food cam-
paign in mind, Nehru had ―developed an area he wanted the Ford Foundation to assist with‖: 
community development.53 As he saw it, the Ford Foundation could be useful to the Indian 
government because, as a private organization, it could try various experiments within the 
field, much as Albert Mayer was already doing, and generate some lessons that the Indian gov-
ernment could draw on when it launched an official CD program, as it was soon to do with 
Bowles‘s aid. Nehru organized a meeting between Hoffman and S. K. Dey, the administrator 
whom Nehru would soon tap to lead India‘s community development program. Hoffman and 
Dey quickly fell in; as Dey recounted, Hoffman shared the view prevailing among Indian poli-
cymakers that ―if democracy—political, economic, and social—was to be successful in India, 
it was imperative that a beginning was made to energise the roots from which the saplings 
could grow.‖54 

After Nehru suggested a community development program to Hoffman, the Ford 
Foundation scrambled to experts to work on it. Luckily, it did not have to look very far, as the 
quick decline of the USDA‘s innovative Bureau of Agricultural Economics had put a number 
of experienced rural sociologists with community organizing experience out of work and look-
ing for jobs overseas. On the advice of Howard Tolley, the Chief of the BAE, and M. L. Wil-
son, Undersecretary of Agriculture, Hoffman hired former BAE head of community organiza-
tion research Douglas Ensminger as the Foundation‘s representative in India, a post that 
Ensminger held from 1951 until 1970. The son of a tenant farmer, Ensminger held a docto-
rate in rural sociology from Cornell (where he studied under Irwin Sanders) and had already 
worked abroad with the United Nations‘ Food and Agricultural Organization and with the 
United States‘ Office of Foreign Agricultural Relations. And, like other community-oriented 
thinkers in the United States, Ensminger had already had a significant exposure to Gandhian 
thought, by virtue of studying at Stephens College with a Bible teacher, Nellie Lee Holt, who 
had spent three months in India by Gandhi‘s side.55 Upon arriving in India, Ensminger dee-
pened his knowledge of Gandhism by reading widely in the field, and he acquainted himself 
with the fledgling community development movement by making Etawah one of his first 
stops.  

As the Ford Foundation‘s representative, Ensminger was in charge of coordinating the 
flow of rural expertise from the United States to India. Under the Indo-U.S. agreement on 
community development, the Ford Foundation would set up centers to train community 
project officials and village level workers. To staff these training centers and to evaluate the 
results of early experiments with community development, the Foundation brought most of 
the leading lights in community studies to India. Leading rural sociologist Carl C. Taylor, who 
was also occasionally employed in India by the State Department, visited India six times in the 
1950s and stayed there for a total of two years, most of the time in the employ of the Founda-
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tion—he even became fluent in Hindi.56 The foundation also funded research trips to India by 
rural sociologist M. L. Wilson, anthropologists Oscar Lewis and Morris Opler, urban sociolo-
gist Marshall Clinard, and Chicago theorists Milton Singer and Robert Redfield. Between the 
State Department and the Ford Foundation, there was hardly a single U.S. expert in overseas 
community development who did not spent at least some time in India.  
 For Ensminger, the ―underlying goal‖ of India‘s community development program 
was not to build wells or modernize agriculture but ―to recreate a significant village culture.‖57 
Under his guidance, then, Ford devoted most of its resources to bringing to India experts in 
group dynamics, the burgeoning field of study that accompanied the growth of groupism in 
the United States. At S. K. Dey‘s request, the Foundation hired Larry McLaughlin, who had 
attended the National Training Laboratory‘s institutes in Bethel, Maine, to explain group dy-
namics to Dey and his top staff.58 Carl C. Taylor was similarly engaged to bring Indian practi-
tioners up to date on Elton Mayo‘s Hawthorne experiments, William F. Whyte‘s street corner 
ethnography, and other foundational U.S. research on the behavior of small groups.59 When 
Dey sought to establish a National Institute for Community Development that could serve as 
an intellectual nerve center for the program, M. L. Wilson was hired to assemble its library; the 
small collection included the writings of Arthur E. Morgan, John Dewey, Margaret Mead, Jean 
and Jess Ogden, Kurt Lewin, and, of course, the USDA rural sociologists.60 The Ford Founda-
tion soon became the principal promoter of democratic administrative methods within the 
Indian bureaucracy, sponsoring a series of seminars in which senior civil servants would par-
ticipate in small group discussions with their subordinates and with non-officials.61 All lectures 
at the Foundation-sponsored National Institute for Community Development were followed 
by question periods and then by the breaking up of the audience into discussion groups.62 
Foundation officials hoped that by training top-level community development practitioners in 
the art of democratic administration, the entire national program could be imbued a flexibility, 
creativity, and enthusiastic spirit. In other words, they were seeking to reform the Indian civil 
service along exactly the same lines that business theorists like Elton Mayo, Chester Barnard, 
and Peter Drucker had sought to reform U.S. corporations. 
 The strong involvement of U.S. actors like Mayer, Bowles, and the Ford Foundation 
would have sufficed to launch a program of significant scope in India. The program would 
never have come close to achieving the scale that it did, however, had not it also received 
strong and sustained report from high-ranking Indian policymakers and from the public. De-
spite its marginality within the historiography of Indian planning, the community development 
program was a massive undertaking. Launched on October 2, 1952 (Gandhi‘s birthday), the 
program started out covering 16,500 villages. But it quickly expanded. On October 2, 1953, 
Nehru supplemented the Community Projects Administration with the National Extension 
Service, a large staff of agricultural workers trained to prepare the ground for community de-
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velopment activities and to sustain them after intensive community development work had 
finished. Community workers and extension workers spread across the nation and by April 
1962, ten years after the program began, the community development scheme had expanded 
to nearly thirty times its original size, covering 446,000 villages, 2.4 million square kilometers, 
and 253.2 million villagers—over eight percent of the world‘s population.63 By the beginning 
of 1965, every village in India, summing up to over ten percent of the global population, was 
covered by community development agencies.  
 

 
An All-India Program: Map, c. 1956, showing the spread of community development blocks  

(Jayaprakash Narayan Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library). 
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 On paper, at least, the national community development program followed the basic 
operating procedure of Mayer‘s Etawah pilot project. Lines of authority connected officers in 
Delhi to state development officers, down to district, block, and finally village-level workers, 
the last of whom were, as in Etawah, the center of the program. But whereas in Etawah a sin-
gle village-level worker might cover four villages, the exigencies of the national budget re-
quired workers to handle between ten and seventeen villages, with a combined population that 
could exceed ten thousand villagers.64 By necessity as well as by choice, then, village-level 
workers, as their first order of business, identified and recruited ―natural leaders‖ within the 
village who were sympathetic to the program and who could organize meetings and help in-
itiate projects. Once he or she had a local network in place, the village-level worker would 
then call meetings where villagers would reflect of their ―felt needs‖ and on ways to meet 
them. Technically, any need might be nominated, but in reality the community development 
apparatus was prepared to support a restricted array of development projects—distributing 
improved seeds and livestock, renovating or constructing buildings, paving roads, inoculating 
animals—and villagers soon learned the limits of their choices. ―From among the externally 
determined targets they choose for adoption what appears to be beneficial to them,‖ observed 
an anthropologist studying community development. ―A few more items are taken up for a 
variety of diverse motives or because of official pressure. And a number of others are ig-
nored.‖65 Limited government support, varying from state to state, was available for the provi-
sion or subsidy of seeds, livestock, technical guidance, and construction material, but the bulk 
of the labor and funding was to come from the people themselves, and the principal job of the 
village-level worker was to elicit local participation. Workers thus spent much of their time 
broadcasting the benefits of development, through demonstration fields, pilot projects, post-
ers and literature, or exhibition fairs.66 Community development made frequent use of shram-
dan drives, campaigns to elicit volunteer labor for the completion of large projects through 
appeals to the commonweal.   
 In its first years, the program was managed by the Community Projects Administra-
tion, which reported directly to the Planning Commission. At its head, Nehru placed S. K. 
Dey, a former engineer who had gained some experience in community organizing by super-
vising Nilokheri, a camp for partition refugees, which had been run on model of Y. C. James 
Yen‘s rural rehabilitation programs.67 In keeping with the community development move-
ment‘s preference for holistic strategies, the Community Projects Administration was not to 
be a separate department or ministry, but rather, in Dey‘s words, ―an organisation belonging 
to all the Development Ministries and the Centre.‖68 Thus, some funding would go directly to 
the community projects—to hire village-level workers, to train staff members, to pay for some 
materials—but much of community development would be funded through other agencies, 
especially through the Ministry of Agriculture, whose seeds, livestock, and other materials 
would be distributed at the village level by community development workers. This strategic 
position meant that, in the countryside, the Community Projects Administration was not just 
one agency among others but was rather a meta-agency, responsible for coordinating all rural 
development. Planners and observers recognized the centrality of community development. 
Nehru referred to it frequently as ―the dynamo providing the motive force for the successful 
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implementation of the Five-Year Plan‖; Chester Bowles saw it as ―the most significant single 
part‖ of the plans; economist Wilfred Malenbaum described community development as ―the 
vehicle of economic progress for more than 80 percent of the population‖; and Dey regarded 
the program as ―more or less synonymous with the total Five-Year Plan minus, perhaps, only 
the large-scale industries, transport, and multipurpose schemes—all other schemes, especially 
of the state Governments, being interwoven with the National Extension Service and the 
Community Development Programme.‖69  

So central were the community projects to the fate of national planning that, in 1956, 
Nehru made community development its own ministry, despite Dey‘s insistence that the 
Community Projects Administration must remain a coordinating agency reporting directly to 
the Planning Commission. Nehru explained his reasoning to Dey:  

 
My dear friend, I thought the CPA would function as a tail attached to the Planning 
Commission. I wanted the dog to wag the tail. I find, the tail has begun to wag the 
dog. . . . I have, therefore, made my choice. I wish to separate the tail from the dog. I 
have decided to create a new Ministry of C.D. at the Centre. This, perhaps, would be 
the first Ministry of its kind in the world.70  
 

Thus was S. K. Dey promoted from chief of the Community Projects Administration to Mi-
nister of Community Development. But even after the CPA became the Ministry of Commu-
nity Development, it retained its status as a meta-agency tasked with coordinating all rural pol-
icy.71 Simply put, the Ministry was the only arm of the Indian government that actually main-
tained personnel in villages. Even by 1972, when the bloom had gone off the rose of commu-
nity development, Fakhruddin Ahmed Ali, the Minister of Agriculture (and later the President 
of India), noted that the community development program was ―virtually the only field agency 
for carrying out various development activities in the rural areas.‖72  
  The community development program grew so large because the leading members of 
India‘s Planning Commission took a personal interest in the program, Jawaharlal Nehru most 
of all. As Nehru repeatedly claimed, community development was ―far the most revolutionary 
thing that we have undertaken.‖73 Few key decisions were made in the Ministry of Community 
Development without the participation of Nehru, and he directed the state governments to 
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give the community projects ―top priority.‖74 ―I was always amazed by the ease of getting an 
appointment to see Nehru,‖ remembered Ensminger. ―Never once was I asked what I wanted 
to see Nehru about, never once was I put off. . . . I had continuous entree to Nehru on com-
munity development.‖75 Dey, too, recalled that the program ―received the highest priority be-
cause Jawaharlal Nehru placed his weight behind it and wanted it to act as a catalyst to cut the 
Gordian knot in Government.‖76 But other high-ranking Indian planners also made a pet 
project of community development. V. T. Krishnamachari, Deputy Chairman of the Planning 
Commission from 1953 until the middle of 1960, had been a champion of community strate-
gies from the 1940s, when as the Dewan of Baroda he had established one of the half-dozen 
precursor schemes. Krishnamachari‘s influential report on the Grow More Food campaign 
had played a major role in shifting Indian planners away from material toward social strategies 
and he published a book on community development in 1958.77 For him, the community de-
velopment program was ―the largest single contribution the Planning Commission has made 
to the country.‖78 Tarlok Singh, Secretary of the Planning Commission, also took a ―very 
strong interest‖ in the matter, Ensminger observed, ―forever championing the need for . . . 
village institutions‖ and taking part in probing discussions with Albert Mayer, S. K. Dey, and 
Chester Bowles‘s staff about the nature of rural development.79  

With the chairman, deputy chairman, and secretary of the Planning Commission all in 
accord about the centrality of community development, it was inevitable that the program 
should become an important part of India‘s Five-Year Plans. Scholars have tended to focus on 
the Second Five-Year Plan as somehow capturing the essence of Nehruvian development, and 
they have in particular pointed to the role played by physicist and statistician P. C. Mahalano-
bis in writing that plan. Mahalanobis believed that ―the heavy industries must . . . be expanded 
with all possible speed‖ and pursued the development of a manufacturing core with an enthu-
siasm that baffled Western economists.80 As those economists noted, Mahalanobis was greatly 
influenced by the Soviet and Chinese models of industrialization, which shunted resources 
from the countryside toward large, state-controlled industries. The adoption of such a model 
meant not only the privileging of industry over agriculture, but also the concentration of eco-
nomic power in the hands of the few members of the Planning Commission. But, as some 
historians are now beginning to recognize, the Mahalanobis moment was in many ways a li-
mited affair. It was limited first by the resistance the Planning Commission met from rival 
ministries, dissenting economists, and wary politicians. It was limited second in time; full-
fledged pursuit of industrialization did not begin until the Second Plan and was quickly un-
dermined by the foreign exchange crisis in 1957–58.81 The principal concern of the First Plan 
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was agriculture, the concern of the Second Plan was industry, and in the Third Plan, the 
Commission indicated, ―the first priority necessarily belongs to agriculture.‖82 An examination 
of the outlays for the first three Five-Year Plans helps to put the industrialization drive into 
perspective.  
 
Table 2. Indian plan spending 
 
 
 

First Plan (1952–56) Second Plan (1956–61) Third Plan (1961–66) 
 

Agriculture and CD  
 

17.5% 11.8% 14% 

Industry and mining 8.4% 18.5% 20% 

 
Certainly, industry and mining accounted for more spending than did agriculture and commu-
nity development in the Second and Third Plans, but not by an overwhelming margin.83 What 
is remarkable in the figures above is not the emphasis on industrial development at the ex-
pense of agricultural development but rather the rapid rise of industrial development between 
the First and Second Plans. And even at the height of the Second Plan, the members of the 
Planning Commission remained openly enthusiastic about agrarian, decentralist strategies, 
which they pursued at the same time as they sought to develop industry. ―Of course, you want 
steel factories,‖ Nehru explained to the Indian parliament in 1957, ―but in the final analysis 
growth depends on the growth of rural India, that means the growth of the villager and the 
villager becoming self-reliant, self-dependent and cooperative—on the development of the 
village panchayat, on the development of the village cooperative. Both these things are in-
cluded in the community development schemes.‖84  
 Nehru and his colleagues on the Planning Commission could afford to place such 
priority on the development of village institutions because there was hardly a single coalition 
within Indian politics that stood against the rural village. For all of the emphasis that we have 
put on the technocratic, top-down, and science-driven aspects of the Nehruvian era, Indian 
politics throughout the twentieth century has been remarkably decentralist. Even during the 
years of the Second Five-Year Plan, the ruling Congress Party was not composed only of 
hard-line statists, but remained strongly wedded to the legacy of its most influential leader, 
Mohandas Gandhi, an extreme decentralist who had gone so far as to demand that the Con-
gress Party exit politics upon independence and become a village service organization.85 While 
Gandhians continued to participate in the Congress-run government after independence, they 
remained nervous about economic development and state-sponsored programs, particularly if 
the United States was to be involved. Just before the official launch of the community devel-
opment program, J. C. Kumarappa excoriated the whole scheme as ―the thin end of the wedge 
of the era of America Financial Imperialism.‖86 But other key Gandhians such as India‘s first 
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president Rajendra Prasad and Gandhigram founder G. Ramachandran backed the program 
fully; this support helped to move the Gandhi movement quickly toward the close alliance 
with the Ministry of Community Development that it would enjoy by the late 1950s.87  
 On the right wing of Indian politics stood the Hindu nationalists, represented by the 
Rashtriya Swayamsek Sangh (RSS) and the Jana Sangh. Although a fascist-inspired yearning 
for a nation-sized community prevented Hindu nationalists from endorsing the pluralism of 
community development, the leading thinkers among them consistently called for decentrali-
zation and a reinvigoration of the ancient traditions of village self-governance. Remarkably, 
the Hindu right‘s primary political manifesto in the early independence period, K. R. Malkani‘s 
Principles for a New Political Party (1951), drew heavily on the same regionalist thought that influ-
enced Albert Mayer and Lewis Mumford. In it, Malkani envisions a landscape of ―small cities, 
neither too active nor too inert . . . where men could have the best of both—the old and the 
new‖ and incorporates a number of regionalist Patrick Geddes‘ signature terms, including ad-
vocacy for a ―biotechnic order‖ and castigations against ―mining civilization.‖88 Similar themes 
can be seen in a later central work of Hindu nationalist political thought, Deendayal Upad-
hyaya‘s Integral Humanism (1965), which names decentralization and swadeshi as the two pillars 
of Hindu political economy.89  
 Decentralization was no less an ideal of the Indian left, as represented by the Socialist 
Party (later to merge with the Kisan Mazdoor Party to become the Praja Socialist Party). In 
the years directly after independence, the party engaged in experimental village work. It also 
issued a policy memorandum, ―Socialist Solution of the Problems of Rural India,‖ warning of 
the dangers of political centralization and calling for the establishment of direct democracy via 
village councils and ―a new era in village economy.‖90 Most telling in this respect was the ca-
reer of leading socialist Jayaprakash Narayan. Narayan had been a hard-line Communist since 
his student days at the University of Wisconsin in the 1920s. Over the next two decades, 
though, he became increasingly disillusioned with Soviet Communism. The problems with the 
Soviet Union, as Narayan saw them, were not the results of ―the wicked deeds of a paranoiac‖ 
but rather the predictable results of ―over-centralization of political and economic authori-
ty.‖91 Although Narayan continued to reside in what he called ―the half-way house of demo-
cratic socialism,‖ he soon began to doubt whether formal democracy offered any real chal-
lenge to the centripetal forces of state and market.92 Western-style democracy rested ―upon an 
atomized society‖ of individuals who played no meaningful role in decision-making and whose 
government was therefore at best an ―elected oligarchy.‖93 True democracy, which Narayan 
called organic democracy or participating democracy, could only be achieved on the village level, 
where people could genuinely participate in decision-making and where small-scale social 

                                                        
87 See Ensminger, Oral History Transcript, box A, folders 10 and 13.  
88 K. R. Malkani, Principles for a New Political Party (Delhi: Vijay Pustak Bhandar, 1951), 40–41. On Malkani‘s Prin-
ciples, see Craig Baxter, The Jana Sangh: A Biography of an Indian Political Party (Philadelphia: University of Pennsyl-
vania Press, 1969), 59–62. 
89 Deendayal Upadhyaya‘s Integral Humanism: Documents, Interpretations, Comparisons, ed. Devendra Swarup (New Delhi: 
Deendayal Research Institute, 1992). Upadhyaya‘s centrality to the Hindu right is discussed in Thomas Blom 
Hansen, ―The Ethics of Hindutva and the Spirit of Capitalism,‖ in The Sangh Parivar: A Reader, ed. Christophe 
Jaffrelot (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 371–392.  
90 ―Socialist Solution of the Problems of Rural India,‖ c. 1949, p. 7, Narayan Papers, installments I and II, subject 
file 243.  
91 Jayaprakash Narayan, ―From Socialism to Sarvodaya,‖ 1957, Essential Writings, ed. Bimal Prasad and Sangita 
Mallik (Delhi: Konark Publishers, 2002), 178.  
92 Ibid., 179.  
93 Jayaprakash Narayan, ―A Plea for the Reconstruction of the Indian Polity,‖ 1959, Essential Writings, 201, 203. 



 

73 

 

processes could draw citizens into a communal political life. Narayan resigned his membership 
in the Praja Socialist Party in 1957 to pursue economic and political decentralization, which he 
did in close cooperation with S. K. Dey and the Ministry of Community Development.  
 With the Congress, Hindu nationalists, Gandhians, and even Socialists all in support 
of decentralization and village communities, the program expanded without facing any serious 
political challenges—a luxury that Nehru‘s scheme of state-directed industrialization did not 
enjoy. Nevertheless, by the five-year mark, it became clear to many observers that the hoped-
for ―quiet revolution‖ in the villages had yet to materialize. In search of a solution, the Plan-
ning Commission appointed a commission headed by prominent politician Balwantrai Mehta 
to investigate the community projects in 1957. The problem, Mehta and his team concluded, 
was indeed that the community projects were unable to inspire popular initiative. ―We have 
found that few of the local bodies at a level higher than the village panchayat have shown any 
enthusiasm or interest in this work; and even the panchayats have not come into the field to 
any appreciable extent,‖ the team reported.94 But Mehta did not suggest scrapping the pro-
gram. Rather, he argued, the real problem was that community development had not gone far 
enough. Too much of the responsibility for rural development still lay in the hands of govern-
ment officials, and too many of them remained tied to the old colonial ways of doing business. 
A development program in the hands of a top-down government agencies would never be 
able to ―adequately appreciate local needs and circumstances,‖ nor could it elicit the participa-
tion of villagers.95 What community development required, then, was ―democratic decentrali-
sation,‖ a complete restructuring of Indian government such that development decisions were 
not directed from above by a Planning Commission but were made, to whatever extent possi-
ble, in the villages themselves. Mehta‘s commission thus proposed a three-tiered structure of 
rural government, in which elected panchayats would represent each village, panchayat samitis 
with membership drawn from the village panchayats would represent each block, and zilla pa-
rishads with membership drawn from the panchayat samitis would represent each district. The 
panchayats would be charged not only with implementing development but also with report-
ing the felt needs and proposals for planning of each village, district, and block to the higher 
levels of administration. This three-tiered system would, for the first time in Indian history, 
require village-level officials to be elected and would, in fact, base the entire planning appara-
tus on those village-level elections.  
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Bottom-Up, Decentralized Planning: Cartoon from Ministry of Community Development’s journal  
Kurukshetra depicting village panchayats spinning parts of India’s Five-Year Plan (December 1959). 

 
 Mehta‘s proposal was a serious gamble. To save community development, he pro-
posed a frontal assault on the top-down planning model which, if successful, would drastically 
shift power within the Indian government from the center to the locality. Doing so would 
challenge the authority of current local officials and, with its empowerment of the villages and 
presumably of a village-centered economy, would fly in the face of the ―overwhelming con-
sensus in favour of a heavy industry-oriented, state-supported model of development‖ that 
historians have ascribed to the Nehruvian period.96 Of course, Gandhians had managed to 
write into the Constitution the injunction that states should ―take steps to organise village 
panchayats and endow them with such powers and authority as may be necessary to enable 
them to function as units of self-government,‖ but this was a ―directive principle‖ rather than 
a mandate and had idled unenforced.97 Had the Nehruvian government been committed ex-
clusively to centralist and statist strategies, Mehta would have had reason to fear that his rec-
ommendations would be rebuffed, that the Planning Commission and Indian bureaucrats 
would regard decentralization as a threat to their power, and that the village panchayats would 
remain only a dream.  

In spite of all of the forces in Indian politics that might have opposed democratic de-
centralization, however, the fact of the matter is that the Mehta report was accepted with great 
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enthusiasm.98 The Planning Commission itself agreed that ―the foundation of any democratic 
structure had to be democracy in the village,‖ something that was only possible with a system 
of village panchayats.99 With Nehru‘s blessing, the Planning Commission directed the States to 
set up provisions for panchayati raj, which the states began to do immediately. The first state 
to officially make the transition to panchayati raj was Rajasthan, on Gandhi‘s birthday, Octo-
ber 2, 1959. Witnessing the ceremony in which appointed Rajasthani officials abdicated their 
posts to make way for elected officers, S. K. Dey reflected: ―Never have I known people in 
the seats of power undertaking voluntary liquidation of themselves. As I watched the vast ga-
thering under the rising and setting sun, I had a sense of history flowing in my veins.‖100 By 
1962, panchayati raj legislation had been fully implemented in Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh, As-
sam, Madras, Mysore, Orissa, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, and Maharashtra and was forthcoming in 
every other state except for Jammu and Kashmir.101 In that year, the Ministry of Community 
Development and Panchayati Raj, as it was by then called, counted 203,000 panchayats in the 
country.102  

 

 
 

Local Democracy: Punjabi men lining up to vote in a panchayat election (Kurukshetra, October 1962). 
 
 That Indian planners chose to save community development via panchayati raj rather 
than letting it quietly die is a measure of their decentralist bona fides. So too was the official 
alliance between the community development program and the Gandhian bhoodan-gramdan 
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movement. Bhoodan-gramdan began in 1951 when Gandhi‘s spiritual heir, Vinoba Bhave, 
resolved a conflict between landlords and tenants in Telengana by remonstrating with the lan-
dlords and convincing them to donate their land to the village. Like advocates of land reform, 
Bhave saw the monopolization of agricultural land by the rich as a major obstacle to India‘s 
flourishing but, unlike them, he insisted that the only viable route to agrarian reform was the 
nonviolent one: landlords must be persuaded to part with their lands of their own free will. 
From the 1950s to the 1970s, Bhave traversed the subcontinent by foot, collecting pledges for 
donated village lands. Consonant with his Gandhian emphasis on the village community, 
Bhave pushed not only for individual donations (bhoodan) but also for a scheme under which 
local landowners would jointly surrender usufruct rights in their land to the entire village 
(gramdan). With the aid of Jayaprakash Narayan, who saw gramdan as the key to his organic 
democracy, Bhave‘s movement collected over 4 million in bhoodan donations by 1970 and by 
the next year about 30 percent of India‘s villages had been pledged to gramdan (it must also be 
mentioned, however, that many lands pledged were never delivered and much of the land do-
nated was submarginal land of no value).103 Bhoodan-gramdan was heavily infused with 
Gandhian spirituality and adopted its explicit and ultimate goal the achievement of a ―stateless 
society‖ and a collective village order in which the ―very possibility of conflict between the 
individual and the society has disappeared.‖104 It was not per capita agricultural output that 
Bhave sought to increase, but rather the spirit of harmony and oneness amongst rural Indians. 
The bhoodan-gramdan movement was, then, something of a non-governmental, mystical, and 
utopian cousin to the Ministry of Community Development.  

In a country whose development program was less committed to decentralization, in-
digenous traditions, and non-material outcomes than India, the bhoodan-gramdan movement 
might have lingered on the sidelines as an essentially private effort. But the mysticism and 
utopianism of the gramdan movement did not deter S. K. Dey. Discussing the matter with 
Jayaprakash Narayan, who by then had abandoned his socialist politics in favor of Gandhism, 
Dey concluded that there was ―a great deal of similarity in the objectives of the two Move-
ments‖ and that it would be desirable to come up with ―a unified approach.‖105 At the Yalwal 
gramdan conference in Mysore in 1957, an official alliance between the two movements was 
worked out. There, Bhave addressed the assembled community development officials, who 
―welcomed this Gramdan Movement and expressed their high appreciation of the objective 
underlying it‖ and who resolved that community development and gramdan should operate 
on the basis of ―the closest co-operation.‖106 Of course, Dey wrote to Narayan, the communi-
ty development program could not ―take active part‖ in soliciting gramdan donations. It 
could, however, ―do a lot in promoting the idea of Gramdan through supply of topical litera-
ture on the subject which you can make available in a form easily intelligible to the village 
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people. It can also organise discussion groups and study circles.‖107 The Ministry also ordered 
that, henceforth, the village-level development officers would give priority to gramdan villages. 
The principles of bhoodan-gramdan were written into the syllabi for training community de-
velopment officers and Bhave was given a regular column in Kurukshetra, the Ministry of 
Community Development‘s official journal. The Ministry even went so far as to rewrite its 
official objectives—placing additional stress on goals like ―the all-sided development of the 
village community,‖ the promotion of ―cooperation and mutual sharing,‖ and village self-
sufficiency—in order to secure the cooperation of the gramdan movement.108  
 At the bottom of the Indian government‘s encouragement of an official alliance be-
tween the its rural development program and the utopian bhoodan-gramdan movement lay a 
desire, felt at the highest levels of policymaking, to defend Indian culture as expressed in the 
village community. As we have seen, the village community was also an ideological linchpin 
for Indian thinkers across the political spectrum. What is important to recognize is that this 
preoccupation with the village community among both students and inhabitants of India was 
rarely a minor matter. As Jayaprakash Narayan pointed out, the village community lay at the 
root of a worldview that was ―entirely different‖ from the utilitarian worldview that predomi-
nated in the United States and Europe. In the West, particularly since the industrial revolution, 
the ―atomised and inorganic view of society‖ had developed, one based on individuals. The 
other view was the ―organic or communitarian view, that puts man in his natural milieu as a 
responsible member of a responsible community.‖ This view, Narayan explained, ―treats of 
man not as a particle of sand in an inorganic heap, but as a living cell in a larger organic enti-
ty.‖ While the individualist conception of society championed individual rights, the core values 
of the communitarian view were ―adjustment, conciliation, harmony and cooperation.‖109 

Narayan generally identified the communitarian approach with India and the indivi-
dualist view with the West. But there was one Indian to whom Narayan attributed the indivi-
dualist view: the anti-caste activist B. R. Ambedkar. Although Ambedkar had studied with 
John Dewey at Columbia and was intimately familiar with communitarian philosophies, he 
saw that, in India, a defense of village society almost always included a defense of caste, as in-
deed it did for Redfield‘s circle (Albert Mayer referred to the caste system as a ―calm and sta-
bilizing institution‖).110 And whereas upper-caste Hindus or nostalgic U.S. observers might see 
the caste system in the village as a miniature welfare state in which the competitive principle of 
capitalist economics was subordinated to the cooperative principle of mutual obligation, for 
untouchables like Ambedkar it appeared rather as a barely concealed form of slavery, in which 
the lower orders were compelled by force to undertake the least pleasant tasks, live in poverty 
on the outskirts of the village, and subordinate themselves to caste Hindus through a compre-
hensive array of humiliating material and ritual deprivations. ―The average Hindu is always in 
ecstasy when he speaks of the Indian village,‖ Ambedkar explained, simply because it was in 
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the villages where Hindus ruled supreme over untouchables.111 But for all the talk about the 
solidarity and reciprocity of the village community, for untouchables the Indian village was 
―not a single social unit‖ but geographically and social segregated into ―two separate groups‖: 
touchables and untouchables. ―There is nothing in common between them,‖ Ambedkar con-
tinued; ―they do not constitute a folk.‖112 Nor was the vaunted village republic, with its ages-
old panchayat system, worthy of praise. ―The Indian village is the very negation of a Repub-
lic,‖ he wrote.113 ―What is the village but a sink of localism, a den of ignorance, narrow-
mindedness and communalism?‖114  
 The disagreement between Ambedkar and Narayan about the capacities of the village 
community to underwrite Indian development was clearly a philosophical one. But for the 
community development movement, it raised an important empirical question. If allowed to 
take development into their own hands, would villages spread the benefits fairly, as Narayan 
hoped, or would local elites use village institutions to consolidate their power over the weaker 
sections of the village, as Ambedkar feared? Although it is impossible to give a single characte-
rization for the entire program, which covered over half a million villages, the numerous stu-
dies of the program made by the Planning Commission, by special commissions, by U.S. social 
scientists, and by outside agencies like the Ford Foundation and United Nations do give a 
good sense of what community development looked like on the ground. And those studies 
generally confirm that Ambedkar‘s fears were warranted.  

Part of the problem stemmed from the structure of India‘s agrarian economy. Despite 
frequent land reform campaigns by the central government, rural landholders succeeded in 
blocking any substantial redistribution of agricultural land.115 The monopolization of village 
land by a relatively wealthy few meant that many Indian cultivators were landless laborers or 
sharecroppers, and therefore ineligible to reap the benefits of the community development 
programs. Sharecroppers, who had few resources to gamble, were understandably risk-averse 
and unwilling to try new agricultural strategies, especially as a large share of any profits such 
strategies yielded would go straight to their landlords as part of the crop-sharing arrangement. 
Landless laborers had even less incentive to maximize agricultural outputs. Of course, com-
munity development targeted aspects of life other than agriculture, but here, too, the weaker 
sections had less to gain. Irrigation was most useful to landowners, roads were advantageous 
to those who sold substantial amounts of cash crops, community centers were used by civic 
leaders (who sometimes excluded members of lower castes from them), and libraries were of 
interest only to the literate. Even the benefits of basic public goods such as clean drinking wa-
ter and primary education accrued more to the powerful, as untouchables were often forbid-
den the use of communal wells and village schools. Noting these tendencies, Swedish econo-
mist Gunnar Myrdal warned that the ―net effect‖ of India‘s community development program 
had been ―to create more, not less, inequality.‖116  
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The skewing of community development toward the well-off did not stop there. Not 
only were the village elite better positioned to benefit from most developmental schemes, just 
in the way that the rich are usually better positioned to benefit from broad efforts to stimulate 
economic development, but the ―grassroots‖ orientation of community development allowed 
them a near-stranglehold on the planning and implementation of local development, which 
could be used to block any efforts by the Ministry that might threaten their power. The com-
munity development program had always insisted on working through the local leadership 
structure. ―The wise gram sevak [village level worker] will be always searching for leaders,‖ 
instructed the official Guide to Community Development (1957): ―It needs to be said forcefully that 
only as the natural leaders of the village are effectively mobilized and the gram sevak has a 
firm, friendly working relationship with them, will the community and national extension pro-
grammes become and remain a people‘s programme.‖117 Persistent staffing shortages also en-
couraged the Ministry to accomplish its goals through locals whenever possible, a practice that 
was institutionalized in 1957 in the ―Gram Sahayak‖ (Village Helper) program, under which 
non-officials were drafted into the community development effort. Within five years, the Min-
istry counted over four million such Gram Sahayaks.118 But to no one‘s surprise, the leaders 
thus recruited were leaders precisely because they owned property or held some other form of 
power in the village. A 1965 survey undertaken by the National Institute of Community De-
velopment (under the supervision of rural sociologist Charles Loomis, who had been hired by 
the Ford Foundation) found that 55.4% of those identified as leaders by the community de-
velopment agencies were Brahmins, and fewer than one percent were agricultural laborers.119 
Faced with the possibility of offending such rural elites, who were vital to the project, by 
doing anything to challenge the caste or land tenure systems, village level workers quickly 
learned to remove themselves from any potential source of conflict.120 Albert Mayer enforced 
a policy of ―complete impartiality and aloofness‖ among his workers toward any divisive is-
sue.121 M. R. Bhide, Secretary of the Ministry of Community Development, offered a some-
what more explicit injunction, urging that ―nothing should be said or done that would embit-
ter the relations between the so-called higher castes and the lower castes. We are trying to de-
velop a community and therefore must secure the willing cooperation of all sections in it.‖122 
Of course, such neutrality in effect meant acquiescing to the status quo and the existing village 
leaders. As anthropologist Gerald Berreman observed, to defer to rural elites and then to ex-
pect any kind of democratic social change was ―even more unrealistic than to expect rapid, 
orderly integration of the schools in the southern United States to result from putting respon-
sibility for school integration in the hands of local school boards.‖123 

The clash between the democratic idiom of the community development program and 
the rigidly hierarchical social structure of Indian rural society did not go unnoticed by Indian 
policymakers. It would have been impossible for them not to notice, in fact, as nearly every 
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evaluation report on community development by the mid-1950s commented on it. But little 
was done. Many hoped that the Panchayati Raj system would democratize the villages, espe-
cially as the Mehta report had suggested reserving some seats for untouchables and women on 
the panchayats, but village elites proved more than capable of holding onto power, often by 
asserting their social privileges to command the lower orders to vote appropriately or simply 
to dictate terms to any potentially threatening officers who were elected. Morris E. Opler rec-
orded the results of one panchayat election in 1960, in this note on the status of the untouch-
able who occupied the reserved seat: 

  
It soon became apparent that he was the messenger boy of the group, bearing notes 
from the headman to others and giving notice of meetings to members. When the 
group met he sat quietly on the bare ground to one side; he did not feel free to sit on 
the cloth with the others. Once when I was about to take a picture of some of the 
assemblymen, a discussion arose as to whether this man should be invited to sit on a 
cot with some others. It was finally decided that he should squat on the ground in 
the foreground, and there he appears in the picture. When the legislative body of a 
village observes distinctions of this kind, it is too much to expect that its deliberation 
will not reflect caste or class bias.124 

 
To deal with problems of this sort, the Ministry of Community Development commissioned a 
study in 1961 of ―the welfare of the weaker sections of the village community.‖ The resultant 
two-volume report, written by the commission‘s chair, Jayaprakash Narayan, received exten-
sive press coverage. But although Narayan readily conceded that the community development 
program had focused too much on ―the comparatively progressive and well-to-do villager,‖ he 
had little faith that material solutions such as land reform and enforcement of existing laws 
would suffice. What was primarily needed was ―a psychological revolution among the eco-
nomic, social and political elite.‖125 Like the Mehta report, Narayan‘s study concluded that the 
faults of the Ministry of Community Development had been its timidity: it had not done 
enough to stir up a spirit of cooperation in the villages. The solution was thus more of the 
same—more participation and more power to the panchayati raj institutions, which, Narayan 
hoped, would finally convince rural elites of the value of the village community.  
 For communitarians like Narayan, rural inequalities were tragic, but not enough to 
damn the entire project. Although many in India were quick to criticize the Ministry of Com-
munity Development when it seemed that it was failing at its assigned tasks, it was hard to 
find many Indian critics in whose view S. K. Dey‘s entire program was misconceived. The 
most trenchant criticisms of community development tended to come from Indian Commun-
ists or from Westerners, both of whom lacked the ideological commitment to the village 
community that was so widespread in India. Gunnar Myrdal, who studied India closely in 
preparation for his three-volume study of Asian economies, Asian Drama (1968), judged the 
community development program to be counterproductive, improving the prospects of recal-
citrant landlords and doing little for anyone else.126 Myrdal also objected to the Gandhian no-
tion ―underlying community development‖ that a ―basic harmony of interest‖ existed among 
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villagers—such a notion he judged to be entirely ―unrealistic.‖127 Barrington Moore, Jr., in his 
influential book, Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy (1962), agreed entirely. ―The notion 
of village democracy is a piece of romantic Gandhian nostalgia that has no relevance to mod-
ern conditions,‖ he wrote. The community development program was ―an out-and-out fail-
ure‖ that avoided any structural transformation of the countryside and thus surrendered the 
reins of Indian development to the landed elite.128 Another notable critic was the anthropolo-
gist Oscar Lewis, author of the ―culture of poverty‖ thesis that became so important to the 
War on Poverty. Among anthropologists, Lewis was most famous for his restudy of Robert 
Redfield‘s field site, Tepoztlán, in which he charged Redfield with focusing only on the ―co-
operative and unifying factors Tepoztecan society‖ and glossing lightly over ―evidence of vi-
olence, disruption, cruelty, disease, suffering, and maladjustment.‖129 Hired by the Ford Foun-
dation to work for the Planning Commission in evaluating community development, Lewis 
spent nine months in India, where he made similar attacks on the village studies of Redfield‘s 
colleagues. In the Indian village he studied, Lewis found that ―the community in the sense of a 
cohesive and united village community . . . hardly exists.‖ Rather, caste and other divisions 
―split the village into separate communities,‖ making many of the community development 
program‘s tactics futile. Just like Myrdal and Moore, Lewis came to see the structure of Indian 
society as fundamentally hostile to the village-community approach championed by S. K. 
Dey.130  

Indian criticisms of the community development program were led by Communists 
and fellow-travelers who, like Marx and Ambedkar, were keenly aware of the powerful forces 
of oppression that existed within the village. Communists were only a marginal political force 
within national politics, though, and their objections to community development amounted to 
little more than backseat driving.131 Where Communists did hold power was in the state of 
Kerala, where the election of the Communist Party of India to power in 1957 made it the first 
democratically elected Communist government in world history. Kerala was and remains in 
many ways a dramatic outlier within India. Today, it has received of great deal of attention for 
its high levels of education and health care despite great poverty.132 In the 1950s, Kerala was 
unusual for the strength of its social movements, which is how it ended up electing a Com-
munist government in a country that was otherwise politically dominated by the Congress Par-
ty. The Communist Party was, according to sociologist Patrick Heller, ―a Leninist party, cha-
racterized by top-down organizational control over its mass organizations‖ and ―wary of an 
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autonomous civil society.‖133 Its top-down structure, combined with strong criticisms of local 
social hierarchies, would seem to have fitted it for a political program of statist centralism, ex-
actly the sort of thing that community development was designed to combat. In fact, however, 
the Keralite Communists moved in the opposite direction. On Republic Day in 1957 Kerala‘s 
Chief Minister and major Communist theorist E. M. S. Namboodiripad announced that Kera-
la would undertake a massive administrative decentralization, not only devolving developmen-
tal responsibilities to village panchayats, as was standard for panchayati raj schemes, but also 
giving them significant responsibilities in revenue administration and regulation.134 Although 
Namboodiripad‘s decentralization campaign was derailed when Nehru forced the Communist 
government from power in 1959, substituting a weak and ineffectual version of panchayati raj 
in its place, Namboodiripad and the Keralite Communists remained strong supporters of de-
centralization, eventually leading a bold People‘s Campaign for Decentralized Planning in the 
1990s when they finally returned to power. ―My faith in democratic decentralisation,‖ Nam-
boodiripad explained, ―arises from the fact that it helps the working people in their day-to-day 
struggles against their oppressors and exploiters.‖135 
 The Keralite adoption of democratic decentralization is intriguing because it 
represents a forgotten alternative for India‘s Community Development program. Despite his 
own interest in decentralization, Namboodiripad was a harsh critic of the official Indian pro-
gram, pronouncing it on its ten-year anniversary to be ―a total failure‖ and ―seriously defec-
tive‖ in its basic conception.136 The problem, as he saw it, was the persistent notion that the 
rural population was grouped into natural communities in which all members could be per-
suaded to make common cause with each other—the idea of the village community. Interes-
tingly, that idea held much less currency in Kerala, which did not have villages in the sociolog-
ical sense. Keralite villages were, in Namboodiripad‘s description, ―more administrative units 
than ‗natural‘ residential units as the people live more or less in one continuous habitation, in 
individual homesteads, all over the countryside, instead of in ‗clusters of habitation.‘‖137 De-
centralization in Kerala therefore was much less likely to mean a strengthening of local social 
hierarchies. Tied with Kerala‘s unusually forceful land reform initiative, decentralization in Ke-
rala was intended instead as a way of channeling the energy of peasants‘ movements into gov-
ernment. Whereas Dey‘s movement was based on neutralizing any divisive or partisan energies 
within the village, Namboodiripad sought to turn the panchayats into political bodies, and 
welcomed the entry of peasants‘ organizations, students‘ organizations, and women‘s organi-
zations into local politics.138  

Like Dey, Namboodiripad wanted to mobilize the rural population but, unlike Dey, he 
had no attachment to the idea of the village community, and thus saw grassroots mobilization 
as a political process designed to challenge rural hierarchy, rather than as a psychological one 
designed to bring the powerful and weak into closer communion. By placing his hopes for 
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political reform in the hands of subordinated groups rather than in the hands of elite-led 
communities, Namboodiripad offered a starkly different vision of decentralization than the 
one offered by communitarians such as Gandhi, Bhave, Narayan, Dey, Mayer, and Redfield. 
Dey explained this logic when he was confronted with proposals to solve the problems of the 
―weaker sections‖ of the villages by creating subcommittees composed entirely of members of 
those sections. ―A poor man does not fight, he is too involved with his poverty,‖ Dey told the 
Annual Conference on Community Development in 1960. ―Nor can he provide the leader-
ship. He can line up for a cause. It is only the middle-class or the richer class that can cham-
pion a cause.‖139 This belief, a consequence of an ideological attachment to the village com-
munity, is what pushed the community development program toward the bhoodan-gramdan 
model of voluntarist reconciliation between the social classes and away from the Keralite 
model of challenging class privilege.  

In general, the failure of community development to uproot feudal social structures in 
countryside was acknowledged but not emphasized by community development leaders. But 
that failure had a consequence that was of prime concern to the movement: it helped to un-
dercut active participation by villagers in development schemes. Participation was a constant 
sore point throughout the career of community development. Having endured for centuries 
the predations of imperial governments, rural Indians were understandably circumspect about 
the government‘s new attempts to reform the countryside. ―We have had only two kinds of 
visitors before, those who collect taxes and those who come to beat us up,‖ villagers reported-
ly told one community development worker as he began work. ―Which are you?‖140 For In-
dians living outside of the law, as many forest-dwelling peoples did, the best strategy was often 
to mollify visiting officials by formally participating in community development activities while 
only actually allowing a minimum of interference in village affairs. Noting the great skill with 
which the residents of the Himalayan village of Sirkanda met all of the formal requirements of 
the CD program without ever actually doing anything, anthropologist Gerald Berreman judged 
the program to be a practical failure but a ―paper success.‖141 This passive nonparticipation, 
however, was greatly compounded by the inegalitarian features of community development. 
Faced with few genuine incentives, the poor tended to participate only reluctantly, for example 
during shramdan drives, when all villagers were supposed to volunteer labor but when, actually, 
the upper castes enlisted their social inferiors into semi-coerced corvée labor on behalf of 
projects whose benefits were clearly skewed toward the rich.142 Over the career of the com-
munity development program, donations of labor and other resources by villagers steadily de-
clined, leaving the government to shoulder more and more of the cost.143 

Although participation in community development programs slackened, the programs 
themselves continued to expand, rapidly growing from the initial fifty-five pilot projects to 
cover the whole of rural India. Interestingly, this expansion deeply troubled the major figures 
within the community development movement, for they feared that too-rapid growth meant 
the death of the informal, antibureaucratic atmosphere that had typified Etawah and the other 
early experiments. ―This rate of expansion is altogether too fast for effective work or anything 
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like effective work,‖ Albert Mayer warned Tarlok Singh, complaining of projects ―started with 
the merest skeleton of personnel, often of quite inadequate character and understanding.‖144 
As Mayer and his colleagues saw it, effective community development work depended on hav-
ing a cadre of workers thoroughly ensconced in the democratic and anti-technocratic ethos. 
And, even with workers of that sort, the program would proceed slowly, for, as Carl C. Taylor 
observed, organizing a community required a ―meticulousness‖ and sensitivity to local condi-
tions that admitted of no economies of scale.145 Unable to recruit and train enough workers 
satisfactorily in the principles of community development, the Ministry desperately filled its 
slots with the revenue officers and other civil servants who had staffed the Indian government 
for decades—the very same bureaucrats whose methods community development was meant 
to replace. Even in S. K. Dey‘s eyes, paper achievements came to replace real ones, with many 
projects amounting to little more than ―Potemkin villages,‖ having undertaken none of the 
real sociological work required to create communal solidarity.146 Dey and his fellow thinkers 
called for more training, a slower rate of expansion, and a prioritizing of social achievements 
over material ones, but by the late 1950s they were yelling into the wind.  

As community development became more bureaucratized, it developed increasingly ri-
gid and formal models of ―participation.‖ Although programs were meant to act upon the 
―felt needs‖ of villagers, identifying those needs was a tricky business, and village level work-
ers learned many ways of imposing the Ministry‘s own desired agenda, even while preserving 
the fiction of community development being a ―bottom-up‖ program. An unusually candid 
field report from a community organizer gives some sense of the tensions that arose between 
community projects officials and their clients. In 1959, a worker in Delhi on a Ford Founda-
tion pilot project overseen by Albert Mayer was given the unfortunate task of eliciting local 
participation for a hygiene program in which residents would be vaccinated and have their 
homes sprayed with DDT (DDT was a key element of the community projects in India from 
the very start, in Etawah). The women in the community, however, strongly objected, believ-
ing DDT and the vaccines to be poisonous. These beliefs were not irrational: the colonial state 
had a long history of violent and counterproductive ―hygiene‖ campaigns in Indian cities and 
the women were entirely right that DDT was poisonous, as medical researchers were already 
beginning to see. As health officials moved to vaccinate the children over their mothers‘ ob-
jections, the women threatened violence. Pinned between the desires of the community mem-
bers, who had strong and undeniable ―felt needs‖ to protect their children from state-directed 
hygiene campaigns, and those of health officials, the community organizer sided strongly with 
the health officials. She proceeded to give lectures on hygiene (especially on the importance of 
trimming nails) and distribute DDT powder for the children‘s hair, expending great effort to 
secure acquiescence if not enthusiastic participation. In this, as in many other instances, the 
―participation‖ of the community did not mean local control over development programs, but 
rather eliciting consent for a government-designed program.147  
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A village worker (in vest) leading health officials to local homes, as depicted in the  
Ministry of Community Development’s journal Kurukshetra (June 1955). 

 
Such tactics were virtually required by the structure of the community development 

program. In theory, community developers sought to elicit villagers‘ own ideas about how to 
improve their lot. But of course any ―felt needs‖ that threatened village solidarity, such as a 
professed desire for land reform or the abolition of caste hierarchies, were immediately ruled 
out by the program‘s refusal to tolerate ―factions.‖ Equally restrictive was the need to coordi-
nate village-level schemes into a nation-wide bureaucratic apparatus overseen by the Planning 
Commission. Were each village truly to operate by its own developmental logic, the result 
would be impossible to administer. Instead, village-level planning tended to operate by a sort 
of backhanded authoritarianism. According to Walter C. Neale, a close observer of the pro-
gram for decades, planning meetings tended rather to be ―political rallies for economic ends,‖ 
the ends being dictated by the Central Ministries.148 The village would be called to assembly by 
a village level worker to discuss the implementation of one of the Five-Year Plans. Typically, 
the officer  

 
presented the programs in which the development departments were interested, ex-
plained their merits, and by some mixture of persuasion, bullying, smiles, and frowns 
induced the meeting to pass resolutions adopting specific targets under at least some 
of the departmental programs. He then wrote down the resolutions on a piece of pa-
per and got the members of the panchayat to append their signatures or thumbprints, 
but he did not leave a copy of the resolutions. Afterward the villagers had only a va-
gue memory of what they had agreed to do—and no intention of fulfilling the 
plan.149 
 

By 1960, Neale records, some villages had learned to argue back, but this had no effect on the 
content of the plans—it only produced an official who brusquely ―answered‖ their objections. 
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The pattern of village planning repeated itself on the level of the block and the district, with 
panchayati raj officeholders rubber stamping the work of civil servants. 
 The apex of bureaucratization was reached in 1962–63, during India‘s border war with 
China. Modern wars are nearly always times of national consolidation, and this war was no 
different. Despite the general appreciation for decentralist principles among the leaders of the 
Planning Commission, all agreed that the Chinese invasion called for the mobilization of a 
coordinated, regimented national effort. To this end, the community development program 
proved itself to be a valuable resource. As Nehru and his fellow planners quickly discovered, 
having village workers embedded throughout the Indian countryside meant that the govern-
ment could recruit rural Indians into its projects as never before. Thus, on Republic Day 1963, 
the government launched the Village Volunteer Force, its scheme to mobilize the countryside, 
in a remarkable display of all-India coordination. On the morning of that day, all village as-
semblies in India (with the exception of some in Punjab) were called together. Via ―communi-
ty listening sets‖ that the Ministry had distributed to villages under its supervision (many of 
which were ―pre-tuned‖ so that they could only be used to listen to the All-India Radio sta-
tion), each village heard at 9:00 a.m. a speech by Jawaharlal Nehru about the need for a na-
tional effort. At precisely 9:30 a.m., each village unfurled the national flag.150 The official sche-
dule drawn up for these Republic Day rallies illustrates a remarkable tension within the Minis-
try between its commitment to democratic, ―bottom-up‖ methods and the imperative for mili-
tary mobilization. After the flag unfurling, the program indicated, ―a tentative programme of 
work will be discussed and an appeal will be made to the people to donate free labour for the 
minimum period of twelve days in the year.‖151 However ―tentative‖ the program, open-ended 
the discussion, or unpersuasive the ―appeal,‖ though, next steps had already been laid out in 
full detail. A Village Volunteer Force and a Defence Labour Bank were to be started, a register 
was to be opened for community members to pledge their labor, and initial donations were to 
be taken. After pledging their labor, all of the members of the community were to take pre-
written pledge in which they expressed their ―high appreciation of the valiant struggle of the . . 
. martyrs who have laid down their lives defending the honor and integrity of our mother-
land,‖ indicated their ―firm resolve . . . to drive out the aggressor from the sacred soil of In-
dia,‖ and pledged the ―mobilisation of all our resources, both human and material, . . to the 
national effort.‖152 On paper, at least, such tactics were remarkably successful and within a 
year the total number joining Village Volunteer Forces was close to 15 million, 1.8 million ru-
pees had been donated, and Defence Labour Banks had commanded nearly 22 million person-
days of volunteered labor.153 But such success in mobilization came at the cost of some of the 
core principles of the community development movement: local decision-making, group-
based social affiliation, and a rejection of ―mass‖ methods. 
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Villagers taking a pledge to defend the country on Republic Day, 1963 (Kurukshetra, March 1963). 

 
For those most intimately involved with community development, the failure of the 

movement to inspire the grass roots came as a bitter disappointment, accompanied by much 
finger-pointing. But for many Indian policymakers, the real problem with community devel-
opment was not its failure to create vibrant communities but its failure to generate abundant 
harvests. By the late 1950s, the shortcomings of the program in this regard became abundantly 
clear. A sharp drop in food-grain output in 1957–58—temporary, as it turned out—quickly 
drew attention to India‘s agricultural shortages.154 In 1959, a pair of influential reports on 
community development, one by the Ford Foundation and the other by the United Nations, 
raised further alarms. India was facing a crisis of ―overwhelming gravity‖ and must make agri-
culture the ―top priority programme objective,‖ declared the Ford commission.155 The UN 
team, with equal urgency, warned that ―all forces in India must be marshalled‖ against the 
―overshadowing danger of starvation.‖156 To take these warnings seriously, however, meant a 
substantial reorientation of community development. As Nehru had explained in his speech 
initially unveiling the community projects scheme to the development commissioners in 1952, 
community projects were important ―not so much for the material achievement they would 
bring about but much more so because they seem to build up the community.‖157 In fact, one 
of the reasons Nehru launched the program in the first place was as a reaction to the Grow 
More Food Campaign which, in V. T. Krishnamachari‘s judgment, had failed precisely be-
cause of its narrow focus on agriculture. Now, however, calls were made to jettison the holis-
tic orientation of the program.  
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 The story of community development in the 1960s is thus a story of decline, as the 
focuses on community, grassroots democracy, and social processes that made the program 
distinctive were gradually sloughed off and agricultural production rose as the sole imperative 
of the program. In 1960, the government launched an Intensive Agricultural District Program, 
a pilot program that focused strictly on agriculture. That year, the Ministry of Community De-
velopment instructed its village-level workers to devote eighty percent of their time to agricul-
ture.158 But for many, even eighty percent was not enough, and there were calls for the work-
ers to drop all other activities and work exclusively on agriculture.159 Community developers, 
of course, struggled with this new orientation. Although they conceded that the looming food 
crisis was indeed dire, they sought to save the non-agricultural components of their work 
when possible. Called upon to revise the government‘s official guide to the community devel-
opment program in 1962, Douglas Ensminger offered one way of thinking about the problem. 
―To say that community development must give priority attention to agricultural development 
does not imply that no attention is to be given to the other phases of community develop-
ment,‖ he wrote. ―While food is of the greatest possible importance India‘s own experience 
with the grow more food campaign provides convincing proof that man does not live by food 
alone.‖160 In particular, farmers devoted exclusively to agriculture during the growing season 
might find time to join community centers, attend folk schools, build wells, and the like during 
the slack season.  

The tipping point came with Nehru‘s death in 1964, which robbed the community de-
velopment program of its most devoted sponsor. The role of prime minister was taken over 
by Lal Bahadur Shastri, who began to set India on a path toward the Green Revolution. Ap-
proaching Dey, Shastri explained that while Nehru had had ―full confidence in the people‖ to 
handle development through community institutions, Shastri himself did not ―share his optim-
ism.‖161 To the Chief Ministers, Shastri announced that ―the Community Development De-
partment should for the next one year do nothing except concentrate on the question of in-
crease of agricultural production.‖162 Shastri‘s most consequential decision, however, was to 
place C. Subramaniam at the head of the Ministry of Agriculture. Subramaniam, a deeply cen-
tralist thinker, sought to bring the Ministry of Community Development under control of the 
Ministry of Agriculture, thus turning panchayati raj and all the other aspects of democratic 
decentralization into auxiliaries of the agricultural program. Dey managed to stave off at-
tempts to hijack his ministry only until the end of Shastri‘s brief term. When Nehru‘s daughter 
Indira Gandhi took over as prime minister in 1966, she promptly moved Dey to the dead-end 
Ministry of Mines and Metals and then merged the Ministry of Community Development with 
the Ministry of Agriculture under Subramaniam‘s control.163 As the Green Revolution began, 
what remained of community development deteriorated. Central grants to community devel-
opment blocks were steadily reduced to levels well below what was sufficient to run the pro-
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grams, and development officers had to look to the states, which were rarely more generous, 
for funds.164 The careful balance between centralization and decentralization under Nehru was 
replaced by the stark authoritarianism of Indira Gandhi, culminating in her declaration of a 
state of emergency in 1975–77. The training centers for panchayati raj officials and for village 
workers were abolished or transferred to the states. What institutional presence community 
development retained on the ground had degenerated, in the words of one embittered devel-
opment officer, into ―a mere programme of distributing chemical fertilisers.‖165  
 India‘s community development program thus ended, by all accounts, as a failure. Its 
advocates—men like Dey, Mayer, and Taylor—believed that it had become an empty husk, 
exactly the sort of spiritless bureaucracy they had sought to replace. For domestic and interna-
tional critics, it also suffered from a serious defect in its conception. By placing the rural 
community above all else (one observer described this as succumbing to the ―village fetish‖), 
community development had bolstered social hierarchies and served as a prop for the contin-
uation of feudal social relations in the countryside.166 But it would be a mistake to confuse 
community development‘s failure for insignificance, as we have tended to do. By any measure, 
the scheme was of overwhelming importance. Community development commanded a large 
portion of spending under the first three Five-Year Plans and enjoyed the enthusiastic support 
of India‘s top planners, who regarded it as the ―dynamo‖ of the plans. Not only did the 
scheme cover an enormous population (one-tenth of the global population) but it was virtually 
the only on-the-ground government agency in the Indian countryside and thus served as the 
vehicle for any scheme of the Indian government. Through the panchayati raj system, com-
munity development restructured Indian government, introducing local elections in rural 
areas. And yet, despite the centrality of community development within India‘s development 
model, the program resisted for at least ten years the technocratic principles and patterns that 
are so often said to mark post-independence Indian development. Run by a staff of ideological 
decentralists strongly sympathetic to Gandhian villagism, it was directed at all times toward 
grassroots participation, local knowledge and practices, the consolidation of the village com-
munity, and the embedded economy. This orientation was no secret; both the panchayati raj 
scheme and community development‘s official alliance with bhoodan-gramdan publicly dem-
onstrated the decentralist bona fides of community developers. Despite the alleged consensus 
among Indian planners and U.S. aid executives in favor of top-down modernization strategies, 
it was precisely the anti-technocratic, decentralist aspects of community development that 
made it so attractive to both. Indeed, it is easier to find evidence for uniform support of 
community development from U.S. and Indian policymakers than it is to find it for uniform 
support of high-modernist projects. And yet, our histories of development implicitly accept 
the logic of modernization theory, even as they criticize it, when they relegate alternative 
forms of development to the sidelines and suggest that only top-down, technocratic schemes 
are worthy of our attention. If we want a usable past that can inform us as we reflect upon 
present conditions, we must give up this prejudice and acknowledge low-modernist schemes, 
limited though they were, as a key part of our history of development.  
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Chapter Four: The Philippines  
 
 In September 1950, a former advertising executive and covert CIA agent, Colonel 
Edward Lansdale, disembarked in Manila. Although he was at the time an obscure figure, his 
work in the Philippines would soon launch Lansdale to a sort of political stardom within the 
world of the Cold War. In the Philippines, he would draw on his old advertising techniques to 
wage psychological warfare against a peasant rebellion—with remarkable success. In Cuba, he 
would direct Operation Mongoose, an infamous series of pranks (poisoned cigars, exploding 
seashells) designed to delegitimate or assassinate Fidel Castro. In Vietnam, Lansdale would 
become the largest booster, and one of the closest confidantes, of Ngô Đinh Diêm, and a 
principal architect of the United States‘ political and military strategy there. ―South Vietnam, it 
can truly be said, was the creation of Edward Lansdale,‖ wrote journalist Neil Sheehan.1 Lans-
dale appeared prominently in three of the most important books of the Cold War. It was 
largely believed, including by Lansdale himself, that the protagonist of Graham Greene‘s The 
Quiet American (1955) was based on Lansdale (subsequent research has suggested otherwise, 
but Lansdale played a crucial role in shaping the message of the film version).2 In The Ugly 
American (1958), Lansdale appeared transparently as ―Colonel Hillandale,‖ one of the book‘s 
few heroes. Most notoriously, Lansdale played a starring role in The Pentagon Papers (1971), 
which documented at length Lansdale‘s covert meddling in Vietnamese politics.3  
 Lansdale believed in the Cold War. But he did not believe that it could be fought with 
the military tactics of World War II. In the Philippines, the government was waging a war 
against the Huks, a group of armed and organized peasants, with tanks and heavy artillery. But 
such maneuvers amounted only to ―noisy fireworks,‖ Lansdale believed.4 To defeat the Huks, 
the government would need to understand them. To do that, Lansdale left the military com-
pound and headed up the mountains to camp on the Huk trail, playing Philippine folk songs 
on his harmonica and chatting with anyone who would talk to him. Lansdale not only listened 
with sympathy to the many complaints that villagers had against the government, but he also 
tried to understand the culture of the rural folk. The Huks were winning, Lansdale believed, 
because they had embedded their cause within the folkways of the people of the Philippines 
and were thus outflanking the United States on the cultural front. A devotee of Mao Zedong‘s 
writings on guerrilla warfare, Lansdale believed that the U.S. success in the Philippines de-
pended not on superior firepower but on persuasion and amicability. The United States must 
become ―a brother of the people, as well as their protector.‖5 Lansdale took this principle of 
family affiliation to great heights in his personal life by befriending and eventually marrying a 
Filipina reporter, Patrocino Yapcinco Kelly, who not only showed him ―a lot of the backcoun-
try the Huks went through‖ but was in fact a Huk accomplice.6  
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 Lansdale‘s desire to know the people, and to win their hearts and minds, led him to 
favor community development techniques, although translated into a military idiom. One of 
his innovations was the Civil Affairs Office of the Philippine Army, which assigned personnel 
to units who would specialize in ―brotherly behavior‖: talking to the villagers, assessing their 
needs, assisting them, and preventing Army officers from treating them with disdain.7 That 
approach, which Lansdale called ―civic action,‖ was taken up in numerous countries as a way 
of using ―community development techniques to achieve para-military objectives,‖ the head of 
the ICA‘s Community Development explained.8 Lansdale also successfully orchestrated for 
the CIA the presidential election of Ramon Magsaysay, a close collaborator of Lansdale‘s and 
the man responsible for launching the Philippines‘ community development program. But 
Lansdale was less interested in local culture for the sake of rural welfare than he was for its 
potential uses in the prosecution of a violent counterinsurgency operation. In one famous op-
eration, Lansdale exploited local superstitions concerning vampires by capturing a Huk rebel, 
murdering him by puncturing two holes in his neck turning him upside down to drain his 
blood, and then leaving the corpse on the Huk trail to scare Huk sympathizers out of the 
area.9 And for all of his interest in the felt needs of the people in Huk areas, Lansdale also 
pushed for the use of napalm, which the United States supplied to the Philippine Army.10  
 Lansdale‘s use of community development as part of a counterinsurgency campaign is 
a helpful reminder that community development was a fairly flexible program, with the capaci-
ty to plug into many political projects, including those of the Cold War. Unlike Ellery Foster, 
the official in the Bowles embassy with whom the last chapter started, Lansdale was not an 
ideological communitarian with inclinations toward mysticism. He was, rather, a violent prag-
matist who recognized the value of grassroots strategies. In that, Lansdale resembled many of 
the policy architects who established the Philippine community development program. Whe-
reas, from the perspective of the United States, India‘s program had been an artifact of the 
Truman years, with high hopes about development, the Philippine program was an artifact of 
the Eisenhower years, when the focus moved from development to more direct Cold War 
military concerns. Unlike the Indian program, the Philippine community development was 
funded largely by the Central Intelligence Agency and was closely connected to military cam-
paigns in the countryside. It also drew much more explicitly on the capitalist elite of the Phil-
ippines—on the aid of multinational corporations with an interest in the maintenance of 
strong property rights. Thus, even as the day-to-day operations of the two programs bore a 
close resemblance to each other (in part because many of the community developers who 
worked in the Philippines had also worked in India), the Philippines offered a ―weaponized‖ 
version of community development, which was eventually exported, by Lansdale, to Vietnam.  

The Philippines that Lansdale saw when he arrived in Manila in 1950 was a country in 
the throes of a seemingly intractable and inarguably destabilizing agrarian crisis. Spanish colo-
nization of the Philippines, dating from 1521, created a hacienda system of large plantations, 
many of which were owned outright by the various Spanish monastic orders, who operated 
with relative autonomy from Spain.11 The United States wrested control of the Philippines 
from Spain in 1898 but did little to ameliorate conditions. Rather, the United States gradually 
devolved power to a set of Philippine elites, who represented the interests of landlords and 
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who used electoral fraud, machine politics, and patron-client ties to continue to continue to 
represent those interests even with the expansion of the franchise.12 The effect on the Philip-
pine economy was disastrous. Without any regulatory oversight, political elites plundered the 
colonial state, issuing themselves massive loans (bankrupting the Central Bank of the Philip-
pines in the process), siphoning off domestic spending on infrastructure, and ensuring that the 
tax structure favored landed wealth rather than the development of industry. Meanwhile, the 
expansion of the colonial state with the advent of U.S. rule and the increased integration of 
the Philippines into larger markets allowed provincial landlords to increasingly move their re-
sources away from their localities and toward urban centers. No longer as dependent on their 
tenants for political backing and no longer limiting their economic activities to their provinces, 
landlords had fewer and fewer reasons to maintain peace on their plantations by providing 
economic and physical security for their tenants. Over the course of the first half of the twen-
tieth century, tenants saw a sharp deterioration in the terms of their relationships with their 
landlords—a drying up of credit, a decreasing share of the crop, greater economic insecurity, 
and a sudden absence of the other forms of protection that their patrons had once reliably 
supplied. By the 1920s and 1930s, the Philippine peasantry developed organizations for politi-
cal resistance, climaxing in the Sakdal uprising of 1935.13  
 The Japanese invasion of the Philippines in 1941 opened the way for a reconfiguration 
of agrarian relations. Those who could flee Japanese-occupied areas did so, and those people 
were very often landlords, who were not directly tied to the land for their immediate subsis-
tence. Peasants, meanwhile, had a new set of masters with whom to contend: Japanese forces, 
bolstered by collaborationist Filipino elites. In 1942, the Hukbalahap, an anti-Japanese guerril-
la army, was born out of the peasant movements. ―The bearing of arms was thrilling,‖ re-
membered Huk leader Luis Taruc, himself the son of a tenant farmer. ―The only guns many 
of these people had ever seen before had been in the hands of the PC‘s [Philippine Constabu-
lary officers] who threatened our picket lines. Now, standing in an armed group, running their 
hands down rifle barrels they felt more powerful than any picket line.‖14 In the absence of 
both landlords and legitimate government, the Huk-led peasants created their own govern-
mental structures. Each barrio—the Philippine term for village—had its own council with, 
significantly, officers elected by secret ballot.15 Military campaigns against the Japanese were 
launched, criminal and civil cases were tried, and, to some degree, land was redistributed 
through the barrio courts‘ rulings in inheritance cases.16 By the end of the war, the Hukbala-
hap had become a large, armed organization with governing powers, a mass peasant base, 
and—thanks to the Huks‘ successful resistance against the Japanese—a fair amount of politi-
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cal legitimacy. But if the rise of the Hukbalahap raised hopes for social transformation in the 
Philippines, those hopes were quickly dashed at the end of the war as U.S. forces led by 
Douglas MacArthur re-installed the old Philippine elite, despite the awkward fact that the bulk 
of them had been Japanese collaborators. The newly independent (as of 1946) Philippine gov-
ernment forcibly disarmed Huks, arrested Huk leaders, and began shelling entire barrios where 
residents were suspected of having given aid to the Huks. The counterinsurgency escalated, 
and by the 1950s the Philippine Air Force was strafing villages and dropping U.S.-acquired 
napalm on Huk targets.17 Not surprisingly, the military offensive—which president Elpidio 
Quirino described as the ―mailed fist‖ approach—did little to persuade the Huks to surrender 
and in fact pushed the insurgency, which had initially sought little more than a restoration of 
the status quo ante, toward increasingly revolutionary goals. Quirino began to keep a motorboat 
tied to the presidential palace so that he could escape if the Huks seized the capital. What 
might have been a peaceful social revolution had instead become a brutal civil war.  
 By 1950, the fact that the Philippine state was in an obvious crisis was not lost on the 
United States. Nor did U.S. officials fail to notice the increasing ties between the Huks and the 
Communist Party, whose members by this point composed much of the organization‘s leader-
ship. Washington quickly moved to rescue the Philippine government. The Truman adminis-
tration acquiesced to import and exchange controls that added some much-needed stability to 
the Philippine economy. The U.S. Congress approved $250 million in aid, which in turn 
bought Washington the ability to set Philippine policy, despite the Philippines‘ nominal inde-
pendence. The Philippine Armed Forces were reconfigured, with resources directed away 
from national defense and toward counterinsurgency.  
 The United States enjoyed a significant degree of control in its former colony in 1950. 
But no amount of aid or direction could solve the problem of the Philippine oligarchy, which 
had a way of confounding every U.S. design for the country and of funneling U.S. aid money 
into private coffers. To overcome that problem, Lansdale saw, the United States would need 
to cultivate a new ruling class, men beholden not to the landed elite but rather to Washington. 
One very promising candidate to lead this new ruling class, Lansdale believed, was Ramon 
Magsaysay, a former Congressman appointed Secretary of National Defense under Quirino in 
1950. Magsaysay came from a middling family but had the common touch and took the un-
usual position that a rural peace could best be achieved by ―the correction of social evils and 
injustices‖ rather than by the killing of rebels.18 Lansdale and Magsaysay immediately fell in 
with each other. Learning that Magsaysay was in danger of assassination, he invited Magsaysay 
to stay with him in his military compound. ―He opened a new dimension in my life,‖ Lansdale 
remembered.  

 
Each night we sat up late discussing the current situation. Magsaysay would air his 
views. Afterwards, I would sort them out aloud for him while underscoring the prin-
ciples or strategy or tactics involved. It helped him select or discard courses of ac-
tion. We grew accustomed to revealing our innermost thoughts to each other.19 
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Together, the two men developed a series of reforms, ranging from a sharp crackdown on 
corruption in the military to the provision of lawyers for tenants hoping to press suits against 
their landlords. The aforementioned Civil Affairs Office within the military was part of the 
Magsaysay-Lansdale reform package. But by far the most popular was the establishment with-
in the Philippine Armed Forces of an Economic Development Corps (EDCOR), a scheme 
under which ex-Huks were resettled to new farm communities. The program was miniscule—
fewer than 1,000 families were resettled, and only 246 were the families of reformed Huks—
but as a propaganda victory it was overwhelming, and Magsaysay did not fail to broadcast its 
achievements through films, posters, and pamphlets.20 Magsaysay‘s reforms, the continued 
military crackdown on the rebels, and a number of creative ploys invented by Lansdale even-
tually succeeded in wearing down the Huk resistance. Most Huks slipped quietly back into 
agricultural life and Luis Taruc, the leader of the rebellion, surrendered in 1954 and spent the 
next fifteen years in prison. 
 

 
 

Lansdale playing harmonica while Magsaysay sleeps (Nashel, Lansdale’s Cold War). 

  
 Under Lansdale‘s direction, the CIA launched a massive effort to promote Magsaysay 
through the ranks of politics, win him supporters, and, finally, get him elected president in 
1953. CIA agents covertly created and ran a grass-roots organization, NAMFREL, to 
―reform‖ Philippine politics. NAMFREL engineered Magsaysay‘s switch to the opposition 
party by brokering a deal with the opposition leaders, blackmailed the ruling party‘s vice presi-
dent to break with his party, drugged Quirino‘s drinks before he gave speeches, illegally gave 
at least a million dollars in cash to Magsaysay, drummed up campaign contributions—also il-
legal—from U.S. corporations like Coca-Cola to Magsaysay‘s campaign, planted pro-
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Magsaysay newspaper articles in the Philippine press, wrote speeches for Magsaysay, and 
smuggled guns into the Philippines for use in a coup in case of Magsaysay‘s defeat.21 Such 
strategies, combined with Magsaysay‘s winning personality and the prospect that his election 
might mark a cleansing of Philippine politics, proved remarkably effective, and Magsaysay 
won in a landslide. ―This is the way we like to see an election carried out,‖ President Eisen-
hower declared to the press—a knowing wink to the CIA.22  
 The election of Ramon Magsaysay was also a major victory for community develop-
ment. During his presidential campaign, Magsaysay had stumped extensively in the barrios, a 
major and much-noted departure from past political campaigns. His EDCOR program, 
though small, had also signaled the administration‘s willingness to engage with rural issues and 
rural people. As ―barrio fever‖ swept the halls of government, more and more politicians, 
government agencies, and private elite groups turned to some version of community devel-
opment, often at the urging of the United States (and even as the government continued to 
napalm Huk villages). The Bureau of Public Schools established community councils, first on 
its own and then, starting in 1953, with the assistance of a rural sociologist from the Mutual 
Security Agency. The Bureau of Agricultural Extension—patterned directly on the USDA‘s 
agricultural extension service and established in 1952 at the insistence of the United States—
set up its own barrio councils starting in 1953. In 1954, the Social Welfare Administration‘s 
Rural Welfare Division was renamed the Division of Urban and Rural Community Develop-
ment. Meanwhile, NAMFREL, the CIA‘s electoral reform organization that had been started 
to promote Magsaysay, used millions of dollars that it raised from organizations like Coca-
Cola and CARE to set up a number of community centers starting in 1953. NAMFREL‘s turn 
to community development had been at the behest of a CIA agent named Gabriel Kaplan, the 
son of a farmer who believed strongly that democracy in the Philippines could only grow from 
the barrios up.  
 The most prominent promoter of Philippine in the community development in the 
early 1950s was none other than Y. C. James Yen, the Chinese Protestant who had run a mass 
education movement in China and who had become the darling of the liberal establishment. 
When, at the urging of Eleanor Roosevelt and William O. Douglas, Yen had made an explora-
tory tour of Asia in search of a locale where he might launch a new rural improvement project, 
Yen had found much to excite him in the Philippines. He had been especially taken by Mag-
saysay‘s EDCOR project and by the possibility of using community projects to fight Chinese-
style Communism. In 1952 Yen moved to the Philippines and established the Philippine Rural 
Reconstruction Movement (PRRM), a Filipino-staffed version of his Chinese Mass Education 
Movement. Whereas in China, the Mass Education Movement had functioned as a general 
rural reform organization, in the Philippines there was no question that its major goal would 
be counterinsurgency. On Magsaysay‘s invitation, the PRRM began a pilot community devel-
opment project in Nueva Ecija, the very heart of the Huk rebellion. ―You have heard about 
the Cold War, but out here in Asia there is nothing cold about it,‖ Magsaysay told PRRM-
trained community development workers in a commencement address. ―Here in the Philip-
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pines the so-called Cold War is as hot as the machine guns of the soldiers shooting Huks in 
their hide-outs on Mount Arayat—towering on the horizon over there—the first thing you see 
in the morning and the last at night. This war is a total war.‖23 That war, Magsaysay continued, 
was to be fought on the battlefield but also on the ―rice field,‖ and that is where the PRRM 
would work. To drive the point home, Magsaysay proposed that the next PRRM project be 
based in San Luis, the hometown of Huk leader Luis Taruc, ―to demonstrate to the dissidents 
. . . that it is possible for the barrio folks to enjoy freedom and abundant life.‖24 Yen enthusias-
tically accepted. Like Magsaysay‘s EDCOR program, the PRRM did not cover very many vil-
lages, but its projects were celebrated in the Philippines and abroad. Writing for the Reader‘s 
Digest, the author of The Ugly American William J. Lederer declared them to be ―the pride of 
their province.‖25 

While the PRRM set up prominent pilot projects in Huk-controlled areas, Magsaysay 
began to consolidate the existing community development agencies into a national program. 
Thanks to Magsaysay‘s successful counterinsurgency campaign and the rapid expansion of 
community development throughout the globe, Magsaysay‘s administration found itself the 
beneficiary of a great deal of financial help and guidance from the United States as it cast 
about for concrete ways to extend the anti-Huk campaign into a full-blown rural development 
program. In 1954, Magsaysay established the Community Development Planning Council, 
with a young man, Ramon Binamira, in charge. Binamira had already been involved with 
NAMFREL‘s community centers project and, through that, with the CIA. Although he was 
not an agent, he met regularly with the CIA‘s man in charge of community development, Ga-
briel Kaplan, as did other members of the Community Development Planning Council. Initial 
plans for the Community Development Planning Council were drawn up in 1955 with the 
help of Robert T. McMillan, a rural sociologist in the employ of the U.S. International Coop-
eration Administration, and E. R. Chadwick, a Community Development Expert dispatched 
by United Nations. McMillan and Chadwick had also managed to get the United Nations‘ first 
regional conference on community development to be held in Manila, bringing representatives 
from Burma, India, Indonesia, Korea, and Pakistan—as well as advisors from the United 
States and Britain—to talk about community development theory.26 Meanwhile, Y.C. James 
Yen managed to win the backing of a powerful group of U.S. Congressmen, who pushed 
through the House an amendment to the Mutual Security Act of 1955 authorizing up to ten 
percent of a planned $28.5 million in aid for the Philippines to go to Yen‘s work—basically, a 
Philippine version of the ―Jimmy Yen Provision‖ that had channeled ten percent of U.S. aid 
to China into rural reconstruction. A competition between Yen‘s faction, backed by Congress 
and U.S. internationalists, and Binamira‘s faction, backed by the CIA and the State Depart-
ment, was resolved in favor of the CIA and State Department in 1956 when Magsaysay ab-
olished the Community Development Planning Council and established in its place a unified 
Philippine community development agency, the Presidential Assistant on Community Devel-
opment (PACD), under Binamira‘s leadership. Yen, meanwhile, continued to operate as the 
civic—rather than official—wing of the community development project, focusing on small 
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but prestigious projects and drawing in a number of leaders of Philippine civil society, as he 
had in the United States.  
 

 
 

The PACD and the CIA: PACD chief Ramon Binamira, far left, with CIA agent Gabriel Kaplan, second from 
right, and President Magsaysay’s widow Luz Magsaysay in 1957 at the dedication of a community  

development center in Los Baños (Gabriel L. Kaplan Papers, Cornell University). 

 
Although the PACD was part of the independent Philippine government, it continued 

to look abroad for support. After Magsaysay established the agency, Chadwick brought Bina-
mira, a senator, and two provincial governors away for a fact-finding mission that took them 
to the farmer cooperatives of Denmark and to the community development programs of In-
dia and Pakistan.27 Meanwhile, the U.S. International Cooperation Administration, the prede-
cessor to USAID, assembled a team of experts with international pedigrees to consult with 
PACD: Ernest E. Neal, a Southern black community developer who had worked in India and 
the U.S. South; Harry Naylor, a rural sociologist who had worked in Iran, and Bonard Wilson, 
an expert in group dynamics.28 Other U.S. experts, like Robert Polson, Lincoln Kelsey, and 
Edward Lutz, taught community development as visiting professors in Philippine universities. 
The CIA agent Kaplan, meanwhile, continued to meet regularly with Binamira. The CIA put 
nearly a quarter of a million dollars a year behind Kaplan‘s community development work and, 

                                                        
27 E. R. Chadwick, progress report no. 26, 2 January 1957, folder S-0175-1701-01, in United Nations Archives, 
New York. 
28 Ernest E. Neal, Hope for the Wretched: A Narrative Report of Technical Assistance Experiences (Washington, DC: 
Agency for International Development, 1972), chap. 6.  



 

98 

 

more importantly, arranged for around $40 million to be sent through non-clandestine chan-
nels from the U.S. government to support Kaplan‘s work in community development.29  

There is little mystery about why the United States would support a friendly government 
in an unstable country in Southeast Asia during the high Cold War. But why did so much U.S. 
support for the Philippines take the form of community development? After his tenure there, 
Gabriel Kaplan explained the rationale to a group of Dallas beef producers with investments 
in Latin America who were considering backing community development programs in the 
countries where they were investing. Non-Communist governments, Kaplan insisted, could 
not operate without the pathways of communication by which the needs of the people could 
be transmitted to the government, and by which governmental programs could be explained 
and implemented.30 Local village leaders, loyal to the government, must be trained as a bul-
wark ―against the left extremist takeover of every hamlet in Latin America, Asia, and Africa.‖31 
He continued:  

 
Gentlemen, let‘s face it: your future, the future of the private elite sector, the future 
of the believers in the free enterprise system, depends on the ability of our societies 
to establish adequate systems of intercommunication and action between our eco-
nomic and political power centers and the mass of our people. This is your insurance 
for survival. You can purchase this insurance through stimulating your national, re-
gional and local communities to install appropriate techniques of mass organization 
and leader development and utilization. A generation of experience with such tech-
niques is now at your disposal. . . . But the hour is so grave that it behooves us all to 
speak out, and to act in concert, in organization, and with dedication.32 
 

Community development, in other words, was a means of bridging the large and growing gap 
between the people of the Third World and their rulers. This was not to be achieved by a redi-
stribution of wealth or power, but rather by an awakening of civil society in the countryside, 
which would be the key to overcoming the popular disaffection. Not surprisingly, it was the 
elites in the Philippines who were the most visibly excited about the program. The board of 
Yen‘s PRRM was largely composed of well-placed businessmen—the president of Republic 
Flour Mills, the president of the National City Bank of New York in Manila, the General 
Manager of the China Banking Corporation, and so forth.33 Its president, Gregorio Feliciano, 
had been a top executive at Shell before taking the job.34 
 Hopes that community development could obviate the need for thoroughgoing social 
and economic reforms in the Philippines were high from its advent. In the crisis-ridden years 
before Magsaysay‘s presidency, the United States had seriously considered backing a program 
of land reform as the only way to salvage the country. Robert Hardie, an agricultural econo-
mist who had worked for the USDA during the New Deal and who had worked on land 
reform in Japan, was sent to the Philippines in 1951 to study rural conditions. He urged a 
clean sweep of existing laws and an energetic pursuit of the redistribution of land. Secretary of 
State Dean Acheson declared the Hardie report to be ―sound, feasible, and accurate,‖ and the 
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embassy adopted it as official policy.35 But land reform could never be just an economic fix. 
The Philippine oligarchy drew its power from land, and the United States had for decades 
drawn its influence in the Philippines from that oligarchy. Any radical reconfiguration of exist-
ing agrarian relations would amount to a major shift in the political landscape, and, from the 
perspective of U.S. power, should not be taken lightly. Magsaysay‘s election the year after the 
Hardie report‘s publication and his commitment to community development was all it took to 
push the State Department back to its former position of opposition to land reform, and to 
provoke Hardie to resign in disgust. Although Magsaysay backed some legislative agrarian re-
forms—the Agricultural Tenancy Act, the Court of Agrarian Relations, and the Land Reform 
Act—these pieces of legislation were so riddled with loopholes that their effect was nearly 
nonexistent.36 In the decade and a half from Magsaysay‘s election to 1970, as one expert on 
the Philippine rural economy put it, ―rural income distribution became more inequitable, lan-
dlessness and tenancy increased and the average size of small farm holdings decreased, while a 
disproportionate percentage of agricultural land remained in very few hands.‖37 Those were 
exactly the years when community development in the Philippines was at its height.  
 From the perspective of its U.S. backers, and from many Philippine politicians as well, 
the point of community development was to achieve a rural peace without acquiescing to the 
demands of peasant rebels. In that respect, Philippine community development differed con-
siderably from Indian community development, where the Gandhi movement, the lack of cor-
ruption in government, the rural political stability, and the relative autonomy from the United 
States had put the program on a much more ideologically communitarian footing. A civil ser-
vant like Ellery Foster, working in the U.S. embassy in Delhi, might speak of the greed of the 
West, the wisdom of the East, and the crucial importance of non-monetary forms of ex-
change. Few men in the Philippines spoke that language, and many spoke the language of Ga-
briel Kaplan, who sought to use community development to protect the privileges of a private 
elite. To be sure, Kaplan believed in the power of democracy and in the grass roots. But when 
he touted the virtues of community development, he tended to emphasize its ability to allow 
political elites to shape and control their subjects rather than its ability to endow village dwel-
lers with political autonomy. Community development, he argued, must build ―a two-way 
channel of communication between the citizen mass and the power center,‖ but to ―insure 
that the channel does not veer to right or left extremism, we must carve out significant partic-
ipating roles for the power center and for all of the elements that comprise the private sec-
tor.‖38 In this, Kaplan sounded not unlike the modernization theorists who had sought to use 
community development strategies to endow rural people with the norms of their political 
rulers, and indeed Kaplan relied on the work of modernization theorist Lucian Pye in explain-
ing how community development should work. ―The primary function of community devel-
opment is to build democratically oriented civic and political leaders and consequent political 
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stability,‖ he explained, citing Pye. ―It is a way of coming to grips with some of the basic prob-
lems which must be solved if a traditional society is to become a modern political system.‖ 39  
 The differences in political valence between Indian and Philippine community devel-
opment were significant. But those differences in large part lay at the upper levels, where 
funding decisions were made. At the village level, the Philippine program was not all that dif-
ferent from the Indian program. Mainly, that was because the Indian program had served as 
the basic model for the Philippine one, as indeed it had served as the model for nearly every 
community development program in Asia. As in India, the main activity of the Philippine pro-
gram was sponsoring thousands of small development projects in rural areas. Projects began 
with PACD barrio workers, young men and women, usually college-educated, who had been 
undergone a six-month training course. After their training, they were assigned to a small set 
of barrios (three was a common number), where they would act as local development advi-
sors. Their first task was to find a place to live, and they most often took up residence with 
the families of local elites in one of the villages. They would then try to get to know the barrio: 
learning about local conditions, participating in festivals, and identifying ―natural leaders‖—
usually the wealthiest residents—who might be helpful in mobilizing the community. They 
would then initiate conversations and call meetings to discuss agricultural conditions and what 
could be done. At this point, it was hoped, residents would begin to identify ―felt needs‖ that 
were common throughout the barrio. Barrio workers would encourage the formation of 
councils or other groups that could then, with advice, put together a plan to meet those needs. 
Ostensibly the community could propose any development plan it wanted, but in actuality the 
plans that were carried out tended to be limited to a set of standard projects. Feeder roads, 
schools, artesian wells, and community centers were built; improved seeds, fertilizer, and lives-
tock were distributed; backyard gardens were started; and health clinics and literacy programs 
were established. The PACD gave grants-in-aid but adhered strictly to a ―fifty-fifty‖ rule: at 
least half of the cost of the project must be supplied by the locality itself, either in the form of 
cash from the local government or, more usually, in the form of donated labor, materials, and 
money directly from the barrio residents. In reality, PACD paid for somewhere around one-
third of the cost of the grants-in-aid projects, with barrio residents paying around 55 percent 
and the balance coming from a variety of other sources, mostly other government agencies.40 
Barrio workers also initiated ―purely self-help‖ projects when possible—small projects that 
could be undertaken without any direct PACD support, such as small construction projects 
that used locally available materials. Between 1959–60 and 1966–67, PACD recorded over 
75,000 of these, whereas PACD itself sponsored fewer than 15,000 projects in the same pe-
riod through its grants-in-aid (although we must treat the official numbers with some skeptic-
ism).41  
 Along with the development projects themselves, PACD officials and their political 
allies pushed for a devolution of power to the barrios. A series of laws promulgated between 
1955 and 1963 defined the role of barrio councils, mandated that their officials be elected, 
turned them into official units of government, funneled ten percent of local real estate taxes to 
them, and granted them their own limited powers to tax, collect license fees, and enact local 
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ordinances. From PACD‘s perspective, the barrio councils were useful not just as institutions 
that might cooperate in rural development but as centers of local democracy and community 
life. In 1963, the PACD declared that its central goal was no longer encouraging small-scale 
projects with its grants-in-aid but rather encouraging the barrio councils themselves. All 
PACD activities, the agency declared, would henceforth ―revolve in and be anchored with the 
barrio council,‖ not necessarily because the council was the most effective mechanism but be-
cause, by working exclusively through it, the PACD could ―dignify and add prestige to the 
barrio council,‖ thereby ―building democracy from the grassroots.‖42 The grants-in-aid con-
tinued, but at a much slower pace—in the fiscal year following that decision, the PACD‘s 
projects completed dropped by 70 percent.43  
 In addition to sponsoring rural development projects and encouraging local govern-
ment, the PACD invested heavily in education. The core of its program was the six-month 
training course for barrio workers, held at the Community Development Center at the Univer-
sity of the Philippines, Los Baños. Unlike the typical training course for agricultural extension 
agents, which would focus on technical skills such as soil analysis, animal husbandry, and agri-
cultural economics, the PACD training emphasized the social and cultural components of de-
velopment: group dynamics, rural sociology, and community organizing. Participants were re-
quired to form ―T-groups‖—contentless discussion groups that were meant to draw partici-
pants to an understanding of the dynamics of cooperation (T-groups had become popular 
forms of corporate management training in the United States and would soon become the ba-
sis of the Erhard Seminars Training and the self-actualization movement there).44 There was a 
physical fitness requirement: PACD trainees did daily morning exercise as well as participating 
in various team sports. The trainees were also asked to organize the school as if it were a bar-
rio, electing a council and organizing a cooperative to sell basic necessities.45 The PACD‘s em-
phasis on form rather than content in its training courses fit the basic orientation of communi-
ty development toward social processes rather than material outcomes.  
 That emphasis was even more pronounced in the PACD-run Lay Leadership Insti-
tutes that many elected barrio officials in the Philippines were required to attend as training 
for their new positions. On the first day of the four-day course, the village leaders were left 
alone in a room without instructions, inevitably falling into confusion, frustration, and chaos. 
On the second day, the trainers would return to ask them to reflect on that frustration and 
particularly on their experience of dealing with the others in the room. This discussion was 
meant to lead gradually to a more mature exploration of group dynamics and, eventually, into 
an examination of the various factors inhibiting the leaders from achieving their ideal villages. 
―Through this process,‖ explained PACD chief Ramon Binamira, ―they themselves realized 
that most of the problems in their villages could be met by them. They go home firmly deter-
mined to act on these problems themselves.‖46 This motivational training course was a major 
function of the PACD, given not only to barrio officials but, through an auxiliary program, to 
young people and women in the barrios. In 1958, nearly the entire provincial government of 
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Batangas—including the governor, the provincial board members, and 85 percent of the 
mayors and barrio officials—took leave of their posts and traveled to Los Baños to undertake 
the training together.47 Overall, millions of barrio residents participated in one form of PACD 
training or another—PACD put the number of people trained between its inception in 1956 
and mid-1967 at nearly five million.48 
 The anti-technocratic aspects of community development, which had animated the 
Indian program, were surprisingly preserved in its transposition to the Philippines. The men 
and women who designed the programs and training had a profound appreciation of the perils 
of modernization, even if few of their political backers evinced similar anxieties. The notion 
that economic aid could wreak havoc with traditional cultures was something of an idée fixe 
among community development advocates. The books and articles that were written and dis-
tributed in the Philippines were full of cautionary tales of well-meaning technical assistance 
programs that had gone horribly awry because local norms had been ignored.49 Rural people, 
in this vision, had much of value—cultural traditions, social networks, informal welfare sys-
tems—that might be lost in the process of development. What is more, because the barrio 
was, in the words of Binamira, ―a very delicate . . . social mechanism,‖ any change, however 
modest, could unbalance the whole system with catastrophic results.50 At times, this concern 
for the integrity of the community could lead community development advocates to be skep-
tical about modernization itself. A PACD training manual from 1956, citing communitarian 
philosopher Baker Brownell, warned that the ―age of technology‖ had, by drawing workers 
into industrial jobs, alienated them from their communities. Here is that manual‘s description 
of life in modern civilization:  

 
One is abstracted; one can no longer identify oneself with another. One is rather as-
sociated with his line of job, with the part of the gadget he is operating. . . . The iden-
tity of the individual takes form no longer in the capacity of his being a human being 
but in his various relationships within the technological context: the push button 
gadget, the line of work, efficiency output, and the like. And where will be the com-
munity and the values of its constituents if the constituents themselves are both 
spare parts of a great machine?51 
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To find such open discomfort with industrial life in an official pronouncement by a govern-
mental agency in charge of overseeing economic development is almost astounding. But 
community development since the New Deal had always incorporated a fear that economic 
progress might come at the expense of communal life, that the Gesellschaft would replace the 
Gemeinschaft entirely, cutting individuals off from their traditions and culture.  
 Encouraging the concern among Philippine community developers with the integrity 
of rural society was an unusually active social science establishment, based in the Philippine 
universities and dedicated to the study of community life. In 1957, shortly after the establish-
ment of the PACD, Ramon Binamira and his U.S. advisors convinced the University of the 
Philippines, Diliman, to establish an autonomous social scientific unit that would study the 
community development program as it unfolded and make recommendations. The Communi-
ty Development Research Council (CDRC), as it was called, was no minor undertaking. It had 
a significant budget—the amount it gave out in research grants in its first year equaled more 
than five percent of the PACD‘s development grants that year—and in the small and cash-
strapped Philippine academic system, it attracted great enthusiasm from social scientists hop-
ing to excuse themselves from teaching and devote time to research.52 The CDRC‘s resources 
were great enough in proportion to those of the university that two grant recipients whom I 
have interviewed spoke to me of scholars‘ substantially adjusting their topics of research or 
even their conclusions in order to receive continued CDRC funding.53 By 1968, the CDRC 
had initiated sixty-three studies, many of them involving multiple researchers, and had pub-
lished nineteen of them.54 Even those that were not published, however, were widely circu-
lated in mimeograph form. The dearth of social scientific literature on the Philippines was se-
vere enough at the time that any CDRC study, published or not, that was halfway successful 
would show up on sociology and anthropology course syllabi.55 It would not be an exaggera-
tion to say that, through the CDRC, community development became a core problem that 
influenced the agendas of many researchers in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s.56 This set the Phil-
ippines apart from other countries with community development, such as India, in which 
scholars certainly studied community development but with nowhere near the same level of 
centralized institutional support.  
 The social science surrounding community development built from a foundation of 
U.S. anthropology and sociology, particularly the community studies pioneered at the Univer-
sity of Chicago and Cornell, where many Philippine scholars were trained. Not surprisingly, 
the first scholars to study rural society in the Philippines found, as Robert Redfield and W. 
Lloyd Warner had found in other places, that villages were places of social harmony. Of 
course, it was impossible to ignore the fact that Philippine barrios were marked by relation-
ships of extreme inequality—―big people‖ who owned land and controlled municipal govern-
ments and ―little people‖ who depended on them. But early sociology and anthropology 
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tended to read such relationships as reciprocal. After all, landlords did not only take rent but 
also extended credit, sponsored local festivals, and, ideally, offered some sort of protection to 
their tenants. ―The intense intimacy of neighborhood life and the habits of group cooperation 
might well be utilized in an organized effort for community improvement,‖ suggested the so-
ciologists of the University of the Philippines in 1954.57 The Jesuit scholar Frank Lynch, one 
of the founding fathers of Philippine sociology, made the case most forcefully in his 1959 dis-
sertation and a series of articles written shortly after. A University of Chicago graduate who 
was deeply influenced by Redfield and who arrived in the Philippines proudly clutching his 
copy of Warner‘s Social Class in America (one of two books he brought with him), Lynch was 
well prepared to discern the communal nature of Philippine barrio life. Referring to the rela-
tionship between elites and their subordinates, Lynch argued that ―the function of these 
classes is to complement each other socially, economically, and politically.‖58 Theirs was a 
symbiotic union, a ―mutual understanding‖ that grew naturally from local conditions.59 When 
asked, at a community development conference, whether the patron-client system did not 
amount to a ―self-perpetuating tyranny,‖ Lynch conceded that one could find injustices, ―yet 
observation leads me to conclude that, for better or for worse, the two-class system works.‖60 Such 
a sanguine view of barrio life was, of course, highly compatible with the PACD‘s efforts.  
 If community development theory had to be reduced to a single declarative sentence, 
Lynch‘s would not be a bad candidate: communities, despite their problems, work. Of course, 
community developers allowed that many villages and neighborhoods had fallen victim to apa-
thy, but they hoped that, once the hard rind of inertia was pierced, the energy and enthusiasm 
of barrio life would once again begin to flow. Much hung, then, on the belief that rural people, 
when brought together to discuss their problems, would spontaneously organize themselves to 
solve those problems, and do a better job of it than any outside expert or authority. But such 
optimism could only be maintained for so long in the face of the sobering facts about postwar 
Philippine rural development. For it was precisely the period of the PACD‘s operation, 1956–
1972, that the Philippines went from being one of the most promising Asian nations to being 
a regional laggard. During that period, population growth outpaced agricultural productivity 
growth, unemployment increased, tenancy increased, landlessness increased, and absentee 
ownership increased. More and more people, in both relative and absolute terms, slipped be-
low the poverty level. Rural income distribution became more polarized, with the income 
share of the poorest fifth of the population slipping from 7.0 percent to 4.4 percent and the 
share of the richest fifth rising from 46.1 percent to 51.0 percent.61 A longitudinal study com-
paring PACD-covered villages in the Dumaguete area between 1952 and 1966—one of the 
best sources for the effects of the community development program—found little for the 
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PACD to brag about. Although residents had mixed success getting better access to things like 
drinking water and roads, agricultural incomes per family had decreased considerably, educa-
tional levels were dropping, and those surveyed in 1966 were less optimistic about future con-
ditions than those surveyed in 1952.62 To the degree that community development was ex-
pected to lead the Philippines out of poverty, a first glance at actual trends would suggest that 
it failed tremendously. ―Community development had promised much,‖ wrote USAID official 
David Korten, summing up the general consensus in 1980, ―yet delivered little.‖63  
 What had gone wrong? As usual, fingers were pointed. Magsaysay‘s sudden death in 
1957 in a plane crash diminished government support, some PACD workers took up resi-
dence in towns rather than in barrios as they were supposed to, Muslim areas were drastically 
underserved, agricultural experts had a tendency to oversell the benefits of new seeds and li-
vestock, and there were persistent difficulties in coordinating the activities of the various 
agencies involved.64 But such faults can be found with any major endeavor and, in fact, the 
PACD was a relatively effective branch of the Philippine state. Full of educated young people 
who were willing to leave the comforts of the city for low-paying positions in the countryside, 
it was a bastion of idealism and reformism in a government notably beset by patronage, cor-
ruption, and cynicism. As in India, it was not the minor failures that brought community de-
velopment down. It was the major ones.  
 The major failures, students of community development came increasingly to feel, 
stemmed from two related things: its vision of village society and its model of participation. In 
its analysis, the village was an essentially harmonious society, a place where deliberations could 
end in consensus and where interpersonal bonds were strong enough to mobilize the commu-
nity around development projects, even in the absence of government funding or plans. That 
was how Lynch and the early Philippine social scientists saw matters, and that was how the 
PACD saw them as well. Such a vision, however, had a way of ignoring sources of conflict 
within the barrio. In what is probably the most famous article in Philippine sociology, Lynch 
had hypothesized that Filipinos, particularly rural Filipinos, were unusually committed to 
―smooth interpersonal relations‖—the subordination of disagreement or contrary desire in 
order to achieve social harmony.65 But later anthropologists and sociologists did not see it that 
way. F. Landa Jocano, another Chicago-trained social scientist, argued on the basis of his 
fieldwork that interpersonal relations among the poor were rarely smooth; they only appeared 
so when the powerless had reason to fear the consequences of disagreement with the power-
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ful. In other words, what Lynch had taken for harmony within Philippine barrios was not an 
artifact of cross-class fellow feeling but rather of the plain reality that the ―little people‖ were 
afraid of their social superiors and could not afford to offend them.66 By the 1970s, arguments 
of this sort had taken prominence. Perhaps the most telling case was that of Mary Racelis 
Hollnsteiner, Frank Lynch‘s closest colleague and the author of the CDRC‘s most requested 
research report.67 Hollnsteiner began her career as a self-avowed ―true believer‖ in community 
development and wrote an influential article on the nature of reciprocity in Philippine bar-
rios—just the sort of thing that community development theorists were always writing.68 By 
the late 1970s, however, she had made an about-face turn. Community development, she 
charged, had fundamentally failed to ―face the major structural and institutional impediments 
to change: a power structure that keeps resources and decision-making in the hands of a few.‖ 
Rather than facing such facts, it had adopted ―the ostrich strategy of burying its head in the 
sand, unwilling to confront, or oblivious to, the reality of social, political and economic hierar-
chies.‖69 A social scientific vision that had focused on community, status, and consensus was 
gradually being replaced by its opposite, one that gave attention to conflict, domination, and 
coercion.  
 Students of the barrio were able to identify many sources of strife: between men and 
women, between generations, between migrants from different regions, between competing 
political factions, and so forth. But one particular conflict loomed the largest in rural life: that 
between landlords and tenants. The Huk rebellion of the early 1950s had largely been over 
tenancy and land reform and whatever palliatives Magsaysay had been able to offer through 
his EDCOR farms, army reforms, and barrio programs may have been enough to temporarily 
quell outright armed revolt but they did little to change the basic structure of agrarian society. 
Magsaysay‘s legislative agrarian reforms had done nothing. Nevertheless, farmers themselves 
pressed for land reform, mainly through the Federation of Free Farmers (FFF), a Catholic-led 
peasants‘ organization founded in 1953 that absorbed many ex-Huks and former Commun-
ists. Despite serious problems with its leadership, the FFF was a strong voice for land reform 
and by the eve of martial law it had claimed somewhere on the order of 300,000 members.70 
The community development movement, by contrast, remained impervious to any scheme 
that might pit landlords against tenants or involve a redistribution of resources. Such conflict 
would immediately disable the one thing that community developers regarded as the crux of 
their efforts: neighborly cooperation. Thus out of the tens of thousands of local projects 
sponsored by the PACD or other agencies, not a single one, to my knowledge, involved redi-
stributing land or renegotiating the sharecropping contract. Barrio councils—around which 
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the PACD based all of its activities after 1963—had no power to regulate tenancy agreements. 
Community development agencies rarely took up the land question and, when they did so, 
they were not on the side of the tenants. The PACD‘s handbook for barrio workers, in fact, 
went so far as to include a ―Creed for Tenants and Landholders,‖ under which both parties 
pledged to honor existing contracts (contracts weighted heavily in favor of landlords) and un-
der which tenants pledged to maximize production and care for their landlords‘ property.71 To 
have sided with the tenants would have been nearly impossible, anyway, as both PACD and 
PRRM workers tended to live in the homes of barrio officials, i.e., with landlords and their 
families, often accepting free food and incurring other debts to their hosts.72 For those who 
believed the village to be essentially a place of concord, taking up residence with the most po-
werful villagers made sense—it was a way to get close to the most important people, the ―nat-
ural leaders.‖ The idea that this would count as a conflict of interest only made sense if one 
believed that there were competing interests in a barrio. But community developers did not. 
They saw the village, rather, as a unified social unit striving to improve itself, seeking to over-
come apathy and protect itself, as a unit, from the violent dislocations that so often attend 
modernization and development.  
 Community development‘s first failure, in the eyes of its critics, was its mistaken belief 
that the village should be approached as a social whole rather than as internally divided. Its 
second, related failure was its model of participation. As community developers saw it, a 
healthy village was one in which residents participated actively in political life, with the under-
standing that such participation would take place through joint projects with neighbors. To 
the degree that villagers did not participate in this way, they were judged to be suffering from 
apathy, a failure of confidence, fatalism, over-dependence on government, or some similar 
malady. The PACD‘s role, as its officials saw it, was to cure barrio residents of their political 
afflictions by sending in barrio workers as ―catalysts‖—that term was used again and again—
to initiate the process of community participation. Once the initial impediments to community 
action were overcome, through the example of barrio workers or perhaps through the thera-
peutic training sessions of the PACD‘s training center, villagers would quickly take develop-
ment into their own hands and begin a grassroots movement. Or so the theory went. As thou-
sands of projects were started without triggering any snowball effect, students of community 
development began to question their model of participation.  
 The first clear indication that Filipinos were not leaping enthusiastically to participate 
was the stall-out of the barrio councils. Although councils had been set up in the thousands 
under the various barrio acts, the available evidence suggests that they did not do much. ―Apa-
thy is quite widespread in the matter of voting for the barrio council,‖ commented one CDRC 
researcher in 1959, adding that nearly one-fifth of the councils did not even meet more than 
once.73 The Barrio Charter Act of 1960 and the Revised Barrio Charter Act of 1963 attempted 
to address this problem by allowing barrios to collect small amounts in property taxes and li-
cense fees, but it made little difference. Very few barrio councils actually collected the moneys 
to which they were entitled—property and business owners, it seems, were not willing to pay 

                                                        
71 Presidential Assistant for Community Development, ―Philippine Community Development: Handbook for 
Community Development Workers,‖ 1957, 85–6, Filipiniana Section, Library of Social Work and Community 
Development, University of the Philippines, Diliman.  
72 Gelia T. Castillo, Conrado M. Dimaano, Jesus C. Calleja, and Shirley F. Parcon, ―A Development Program in 
Action: A Progress Report on a Philippine Case,‖ Asian Studies 2 (1964): 45–46; Shalom, The United States and the 
Philippines, 124–125.  
73 Buenaventura M. Villanueva, A Study of the Competence of Barrio Citizens to Conduct Barrio Government (Quezon City: 
Community Development Research Council, 1959), 200, 94.  



 

108 

 

the taxes and the councils did not demand them.74 According to E. H. Valsan, the most care-
ful student of the subject, little was ever done through the barrio councils that was not ac-
complished ―through the established social and religious channels,‖ i.e., through the same pa-
trons who had controlled rural society before the advent of community development.75 By the 
late 1960s, many councils were effectively defunct. As Jocano, Hollnsteiner, and the other crit-
ics were coming to see, the barrio in the Philippines was less a free-spirited and democratic 
village republic than it was a playground of elites, who controlled community development 
projects just as easily as they had had controlled the municipal government, rural taxation, 
and, indeed, the national government.  
 When farmers did participate in barrio projects, they often wanted different things 
than the PACD was willing to offer. The studies available suggest that farmers were far more 
technically and materially oriented than the PACD expected or wanted them to be. Whereas 
barrio workers were keen to elicit the participation of villagers in designing and implementing 
local projects, the villagers themselves showed little interest in proceeding in such a manner. 
When a 1952 survey, made at the advent of the community development movement, asked 
inhabitants of barrios what measures they thought should be taken to improve their condi-
tions, 46 percent suggested individual actions, 44 percent suggested government aid, and only 
2 percent suggested ―cooperative efforts.‖76 Another CDRC study, made in 1959 and 1961, 
found a general ―lukewarm attitude or indifference‖ among barrio residents to PACD 
projects, indifference stemming from the fact that while barrio residents consistently re-
quested nuts-and-bolts material aid, PACD workers countered by offering group dynamics 
training, community councils, and other therapeutic measures designed to fit the people to 
undertake those projects themselves.77 When non-elite residents were asked about their urgent 
needs, they did not mention political or cultural reforms but instead asked for roads, bridges, 
safe drinking water, and schools.78 A telling anecdote circulated throughout the community 
development literature. During discussions about how to raise the resources to build a bridge, 
a village leader asked a PACD worker how much he got paid. When the worker disclosed his 
salary, the leader paused, did some mental calculations, and then informed the worker that if 
the village had just been given the PACD worker‘s yearly salary in cash, the village could have 
built the bridge and skipped the group discussions altogether.79 A study of a multiple-barrio 
PACD pilot project found a similar dynamic. Farmers brought soil samples to barrio workers, 
hoping to have their soil analyzed by experts. The PACD workers declined—they were not 
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trained in soil analysis—but suggested, in textbook Deweyan fashion, that the farmers set up 
field trials and controlled experiments so that they would have a better understanding of local 
agricultural conditions. This suggestion was met by ―shoulder-shruggings on the part of the 
farmers.‖ If the PACD workers are such experts, the farmers asked, why are we the ones who 
have to do the experiments? Tenant farmers also pointed out that no landowner would agree 
to apportion some land for field trials that could instead be used for production.80 Barrio resi-
dents did participate in PACD programs, of course, but researchers began to worry that they 
did so as a way to tap PACD resources or in order to please its workers, who had often be-
come their friends, rather than because of any strong felt needs. At any rate, despite local par-
ticipation, many projects folded soon after the aid workers left.81  
 Of course, community development advocates wrote off such resistance to their me-
thods as evidence of ―apathy,‖ of a pathological (but curable) lack of desire on the part of bar-
rio residents to improve their own condition. With the benefit of hindsight, however, we may 
see things differently. Just because farmers balked at donating their own labor and resources 
to development projects chosen and undertaken by the barrio as a unit, as guided by commu-
nity development workers, does not necessarily mean that they lacked interest in bettering 
their lives. As social scientists probed the failures of community development to ignite a gras-
sroots betterment movement, many came to the conclusion that villagers might have legiti-
mate reasons for non-participation in community projects. Classes and council meetings took 
time and energy, resources that were not often available in large supply to farm workers. Bar-
rio councils, which remained under the thumb of landlords and village elites, may have 
seemed to residents to offer little as they could neither raise much by way of outside funds nor 
could they redistribute resources within the barrio. The innovations urged by community de-
velopers—new seeds, different crops, chemical fertilizers, and improved livestock—were of-
ten too expensive for farmers to adopt, either because they required expensive new inputs or 
because farmers at the margins of subsistence, where a bad year or failed experiment could be 
devastating, simply could not afford to replace tried methods with unknown ones. Even eco-
nomic growth, if it could be guaranteed, posed a threat to some rural inhabitants, as growth 
tended not to be a uniform good but rather a process that benefited the better-off at the ex-
pense of the worse-off. And yet, there was in the community development movement a gen-
eral lack of acknowledgement of these legitimate objections, a lack that, as Jocano saw it, 
―shifted the blame for the failure of projects . . . from the community development worker to 
the farmer.‖82 
 Wherever the blame was placed, the disappointments of the community development 
program mounted until, by the mid-1960s, it had lost much of its support. Diosdado Maca-
pagal, elected president in 1961, had little interest in the program and let it quietly wither. Un-
der his leadership, complained the Philippines Free Press, PACD had ―quietly slid into limbo. . . . 
Some are wondering whether it still exists.‖83 Macapagal further alienated community develop-
ers by vetoing a 1965 bill that would have granted PACD permanent status within the gov-
ernment, a veto that so angered the agency that its employees, including Ramon Binamira, 
planned a large protest march on Malacañang for August 31, 1965, Ramon Magsaysay‘s birth-
day. Macapagal‘s supporters managed to talk the organizers out of the march, but, as the 
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PACD‘s newsletter reported, ―demoralization spread through the rank and file.‖84 Indeed, the 
PACD‘s budget and operations show a sharp contraction in Macapagal years; completed 
grants-in-aid projects dropped from a high of 8,213 in 1957–58 under Carlos Garcia‘s admin-
istration to a low of 475 in 1963–64.85 Behind this decline was a pendular shift away from soft 
development strategies toward hard ones—ones concerned with technologies, infrastructure, 
and material resources rather than with social networks or local culture. In place of PACD-
directed aid to the barrios, Macapagal created the Emergency Employment Administration, 
which distributed P100 million to barrios, but it spent the money through contractors on 
large-scale projects and it sought neither the advice nor the participation of barrio residents. 
USAID followed suit, pulling its funding from the PACD in 1966, a year ahead of schedule, in 
order to concentrate on an infrastructure- and agribusiness-heavy aid project called Operation 
SPREAD that made little room for local participation.86 A devastating failure of the monsoon 
throughout Asia in 1965–66 highlighted the inability of previous development strategies to 
increase food production at a pace with population, and many countries, not just the Philip-
pines, pulled back sharply from community development. The Asian Development Bank rati-
fied this shift with its Asian Agricultural Survey (1969). ―The members [of the survey team] are 
unanimous in the view that the only valid route to sustained rural development is a movement 
toward a farming based on applied science,‖ it declared, explicitly rejecting community devel-
opment‘s hope that production could be increased ―by a judicious mixing of some aspects of 
modern science with the so-called realities of traditional beliefs and methods.‖87 Moderniza-
tion would be pursued aggressively, without concessions to the sociological or anthropological 
imperatives of community life. In the Philippines, this new approach was of course tightly 
bound to the Green Revolution and to Ferdinand Marcos‘s vision of transforming the coun-
tryside through dramatically increased production rather than through a grassroots revolution 
of democratic participation.  
 As the soft strategies of community development gave way the hard ones of the Green 
Revolution, those who remained advocates of participation began shifting their attention away 
from the barrios to urban slums, and from community development to a less romantic and 
more combative strategy, community organization. The PACD ran an almost exclusively rural 
program, both in its philosophy as well as in its actual geographical coverage. There were 
PACD projects in cities, but they were few and made few if any accommodations to the dif-
ferences between rural barrios and urban slums.88 ―Rural bias,‖ a CDRC study found, was 
generally considered by PACD to be ―an indispensable possession of the field worker‖ and 
was actively cultivated in PACD training programs.89 But the PACD was not the only com-
munity agency in operation. The flash point in urban community work came in 1970, when an 
ecumenical group of socially engaged clergy influenced by Saul Alinsky began working with 

                                                        
84 ―Glancing Back,‖ PACD Newsette, August–September 1967, 20.  
85 Sukpanich, ―The Role of PACD,‖ 106. Although part of this drop was surely the result of Macapagal‘s lack of 
relative lack of interest in PACD, another part stemmed, as described above, from the PACD‘s new focus on 
working through barrio councils.  
86 Nick Cullather, The Hungry World: America‘s Cold War Battle against Poverty in Asia (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2010), 170. 
87 Asian Development Bank, Asian Agricultural Survey (Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 1969), 31–32. 
88 Aprodicio A. Laquian, Slums are for People: The Barrio Magsaysay Pilot Project in Philippine Urban Community Develop-
ment (1968; Honolulu: East-West Center Press, 1969), 57. The PACD‘s inattention to urban matters would 
change slightly with the Barrio Magsaysay pilot project in Manila, but the project did not mark any substantial 
reorientation on the part of the agency.  
89 Buenaventura M. Villanueva, The Training Program, PACD (Quezon City: The Community Development Re-
search Council, 1966), 15.  



 

111 

 

slumdwellers in the Tondo Foreshoreland in Manila, forming the Philippine Ecumenical 
Committee for Community Organizing (PECCO) and the Zone One Tondo Organization 
(ZOTO).90 Whereas the problems of barrio residents were widely understood to be a lack of 
services—they needed roads, wells, and schools—the most acutely felt problems of the Ton-
do Foreshoreland stemmed from the government‘s persistent attempts to relocate residents in 
order to improve Manila‘s port facilities, a key piece of Marcos‘s desired export-driven econ-
omy. ―We were fighting the government from day one,‖ explained one of PECCO‘s chief or-
ganizers.91 With the government and the imperatives of national development on one side and 
the community on the other, it was impossible for ZOTO or PECCO to subscribe to the 
community development model of improving conditions by achieving consensus and solidari-
ty. To differentiate their activities from those of the PACD, they described their practice as 
―community organizing.‖92 Community organization quickly became the watchword for all of 
those who had become dissatisfied with community development over the years; it was a way 
of leveraging grassroots participation to challenge rather than confirm existing inequalities. 
―Perhaps the single most important difference between the community development move-
ment . . . and what we are talking about today is the issue of power,‖ explained Mary 
Hollnsteiner. ―Our strategies today call for redressing power discrepancies in the community 
leading to a similar kind of social transformation at the national level and for restructuring bu-
reaucracy to make it more responsive to the people‘s needs and demands.‖93 And rather than 
looking toward scholars of community life like Redfield and Warner for guidance, the com-
munity organizers drew on a mix of Paulo Freire, Saul Alinsky, and Karl Marx.94  

The final moment of disillusionment with the PACD was an ironic one. Although the 
Macapagal administration gave few resources and little attention to the PACD, Marcos, Maca-
pagal‘s successor, promoted it vigorously. His first act of president, in fact, was to elevate the 
PACD to cabinet rank, granting it a measure of long-sought-after permanence within the gov-
ernment. As his new PACD chief, he appointed Ernesto Maceda, a man with no community 
development experience but whose film, Iginuhuit ng Tadhana, was largely credited with having 
turned the tide for Marcos in the 1965 election. He also changed the PACD‘s name from the 
Presidential Assistant on Community Development to the Presidential Arm on Community 
Development, a change intended, he explained, to lend the PACD office ―the prestige, the 
powers, and the capabilities of the presidency.‖95 The number of projects completed again be-
gan to rise, although never approaching the numbers of the 1950s. PACD employees were 
given presidential awards (so many that one critic joked that the true title of the agency should 
be the ―Presidential Awards and Citations Department‖) and Marcos declared the first week 
of every year to be Community Development Week.96 The biggest change of all, however, was 
Marcos‘s debut of a P100 million Barrio Development Fund, under which each barrio re-
ceived a check for P2,000—a huge indirect boost to the PACD. Matching Macapagal‘s P100-
million Emergency Employment Administration, the fund was taken by barrio workers as a 
clear sign that Marcos was intent on returning community development to its former place of 
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privilege within national politics. ―Were I to write my own epitaph,‖ Marcos reflected in 1969, 
―this is what I shall choose: Ferdinand E. Marcos, who helped the barrios discover themselves 
and the power to change their lives.‖97 

On the face of things, Marcos appeared to be pushing for local governance and parti-
cipatory development. But his critics did not have to look far to see another side of the story. 
Senator Benigno Aquino, the president‘s most formidable opponent, called the Barrio Devel-
opment Fund ―a huge pork barrel fund exclusively for President Marcos‖ and there was talk 
among Aquino‘s Liberal Party colleagues of a filibuster against it.98 Aquino was not far off the 
mark. Once, at the PACD‘s behest, the Philippines had established barrio captains in every 
village, it became possible for national politicians to circumvent provincial and municipal 
power-holders by working directly with the barrio captains. Marcos‘s P2,000 checks, which he 
and his wife delivered personally when possible, bound the barrios directly to the presidency. 
A partial and localized system of patronage had been replaced by a national one, under which, 
as Marcos promised ―every barrio will have its share.‖99 It was no accident that the P100 mil-
lion was released in 1968, just in time for Marcos‘s 1969 election. Nor was it an accident that 
Marcos promoted PACD chief Ernesto Maceda to the concurrent position of Executive Sec-
retary, the premier cabinet post. Maceda was, the Examiner explained, Marcos‘s ―secret wea-
pon‖ in the elections, ―seeing to it that the rural folks stay on FM‘s side of the political 
fence.‖100 That election would be the last that Marcos would face. In 1972 he declared martial 
law, concentrating the authority of the government under the office of the presidency and al-
though his 1973 constitution committed the state to promoting ―the autonomy of local gov-
ernment units, especially the barrio, to ensure their fullest development as self-reliant com-
munities,‖ the main thrust of his administration pointed in exactly the opposite direction.101 
The PACD was abolished in 1972 and replaced by the Department of Local Government and 
Community Development, which became Marcos‘s arm for supervising local governments. 
Barrio and barangay officials (in 1974 Marcos replaced the patchwork system of local govern-
ment with a uniform barangay system) were directly answerable to the president‘s wishes and, 
indeed, the government sought in 1975 to turn all elective offices into appointive ones, to 
formalize what was already an informal relationship of subordination of local government to 
national government. At any rate, local politics under Marcos became rife with vote-rigging, 
terrorism, and repression. The institutions designed to decentralize Philippine politics had in-
stead served the rise and rule of a dictator.102  

Measured by its ability to improve rural lives, community development in the Philip-
pines was, just as in India, a failure—acknowledged to be so by even its defenders. But its ina-
bility to actually improve rural conditions did not damage its ability to function as a counterin-
surgency strategy. Measured by that tape, indeed, community development in the Philippines 
could be counted as a massive success. The heyday of community development was a time of 
relative rural peace, and it is likely that the PACD‘s attempts to channel peasant political ener-
gies through the barrio, as opposed to through peasant organizations, played a role.103 One 
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indicant of the U.S. government‘s approval of community development, even as it failed to 
achieve its developmental targets, was its desire to export the Philippine model to other coun-
tries in the Third World. From the perspective of the United States, the importance of the 
PACD‘s program lay only partly in its effect on the Philippines; another part lay in its function 
as a showcase for Cold War counterinsurgency.  

In the exportation of the Philippine community development program, the dogged 
Cold Warrior Y. C. James Yen played a key role. Yen had never conceived of his work as con-
stricted solely to one country and in 1960 he founded the International Institute of Rural Re-
construction, which became an important base for the export of community development 
ideas from the Philippines. Interest was immediate. A 1961 article about Yen‘s work in the 
Spanish-language version of Reader‘s Digest (Yen received hundreds of thousands of dollars 
from the Reader‘s Digest Association and was the subject of more profiles in the Digest than 
any other figure) prompted over 750 letters, most from businessmen, plantation owners, gov-
ernment officials, priests and lawyers hoping that Yen might start a program in Latin Ameri-
ca.104 Indeed, in that year and the next Yen visited Guatemala, Colombia, Venezuela, Costa 
Rica, and Puerto Rico for meetings with high-level officials about rural reconstruction. In 
Guatemala, Yen was invited by the military junta government and had a meeting with Guate-
malan president Colonel Enrique Peralta Azurdia, who ―gave his blessing‖ to a Guatemalan 
Rural Reconstruction Movement, which Yen established in 1964.105 In Colombia, the invita-
tion came not from the Colombian government but from U.S. corporations with interests in 
Colombia, who hoped to quell social unrest through community development. Yen estab-
lished a Colombian Rural Reconstruction Movement in 1962.106 Over the next decades, Yen 
continued to push for the establishment of more rural reconstruction movements and, indeed, 
managed to start some programs in South Korea (1966), Thailand (1966), Ghana (1972), and 
India (1980). Perhaps more important than its role in establishing offshoot rural reconstruc-
tion movements was the IIRR‘s training of community development leaders from all around 
the world. Besides the countries already listed, the IIRR trained government officials from 
Kenya, Ghana, Ethiopia, Jordan, Ceylon, Laos, Indonesia, and Papa New Guinea as well as 
missionaries and Peace Corps volunteers heading to any number of countries. 
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Y. C. James Yen with members of the Guatemalan Rural Reconstruction Movement  
(Rural Reconstruction Report, October 1966). 

 
 There is no record that Yen was himself on the CIA payroll, although that claim has 
been made.107 But, as CIA operative Joseph Smith explained, one of the facets of Philippine 
community development that most excited the station chief was the prospect of training vil-
lage-level workers in the Philippines to go work in the rest of the world.108 With the millions 
of dollars that Binamira and the Presidential Assistant on Community Development received 
from the United States government, Binamira set up a training center at the Philippine Agri-
cultural College at Los Baños, ―one of the most complete community development training 
centers in the world, consisting of classrooms, a well-equipped library, an audio-visual room, 
offices, dormitories, and a combination dining hall and auditorium with seating capacity for 
five hundred.‖109 After Gabriel Kaplan left the Philippines, he made it his mission to export 
community development to Latin America, and he was active in Colombia, Panama, Venezu-
ela, and the Dominican Republic. Through his Community Development Counseling Service, 
he consulted with governments on the architecture of community development programs and 
often sent officials to the Philippines for training or to observe Binamira‘s work. He was par-
ticularly successful in Colombia, where he played an instrumental role in shaping the govern-
ment‘s Acción Comunal program, which had established over 8,000 communal action boards 
by 1966.110 Douglas Ensminger traveled on behalf of USAID to Colombia and the Peace 
Corps played an key role setting up communal action boards.111 Kaplan saw his own particular 
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contribution to the program as convincing the community development bureaucracy to 
―broaden‖ itself to accommodate the desires of ―the private economic elite.‖112  

The most spectacular exportation of the Philippine community development program 
was to Vietnam. Edward Lansdale had left the Philippines in 1954, on instructions to do for 
Vietnam what he had just done for the Philippines. Again Lansdale discovered a sympathetic 
politician—Ngô Đinh Diêm—and again he advocated a village-based, culturally particular, 
small-scale approach to political action. Lansdale was significantly aided in this by Diêm‘s own 
inclinations. As a believer in Personalism, a conservative and anti-individualist philosophy de-
veloped in French by Emmanuel Mounier and Jacques Maritain, Diêm agreed with much of 
the community development movement, and for much the same reason. In particular, Diêm 
was skeptical of technocratic modernization and favored a hybrid of tradition and progress 
based on the village community.113 All of this made him particularly receptive to Lansdale‘s 
village-centered approach to counterinsurgency. One Lansdale project, Operation Brother-
hood, drew on CIA funds to send Filipinos to South Vietnam to undertake village develop-
ment. Although the program‘s emphasis was initially on providing medical services, it quickly 
grew to include all-round development activities. ―The soul of this program is community de-
velopment,‖ observed one aid worker in Operation Brotherhood, two years into the pro-
gram‘s operation.114 The United States also drew on Yen‘s International Institute of Rural Re-
construction to support its activities in Vietnam. Starting in the 1960s, USAID and the Viet-
namese government began sending over yearly batches of dozens of rural development offi-
cials for three months of training; many of those leaders came to hold high ranks in the Viet-
namese government upon their return.115 ―At long last we have come to realize that this war 
cannot be won by guns alone,‖ explained the RVN official in charge of IIRR training. ―The 
real and ultimate victory will be won only by winning the hearts and minds of the little people 
in the rice fields.‖116 By 1967, the PACD newsletter complained that over one hundred of its 
best workers had been lured away from the Philippines to Vietnam by ―by lucrative pay and 
privileges.‖117  

As in the Philippines, community development in Vietnam blurred the line between 
foreign aid and military campaigns. In 1955, Lansdale and Diêm initiated a campaign of ―civic 
action‖—the name that Lansdale had for the military application of community development 
principles. Following that approach, the RVN trained officials by having them move to villag-
es, where they would dress like farmers, participate in local activities, and encourage villagers 
to set up community houses.118 This, Lansdale, later explained, was directly modeled on his 
experience in the Philippines.119 Diêm took the community approach to military action further 
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in his 1959 agroville program, in which thousands of peasants in the Mekong Delta were to 
move to model settlements with model amenities—a larger version of Magsaysay‘s EDCOR 
plan for resettling Huk rebels. The agroville program had little effect but it prefigured the 
GVN‘s strategic hamlet program, launched in 1961. Based on Personalist principles, the stra-
tegic hamlet program was supposed to develop—and thus preserve from Communism—the 
countryside not through major aid projects but through small interventions, the growth of lo-
cal cottage industries, and village elections. Whatever democratic animus had existed in the 
original program, however, was quickly sacrificed to military imperatives as villagers were 
forced to resettle, build fortifications, and submit to military guards.120 As in the Philippines, 
the imperatives of the Cold War had turned a program ostensibly designed to bolster rural 
democracy into a tool of the authoritarian state.  
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Chapter Five: Community Action and the War on Poverty  
 
 In 1964, in the wake of the assassination of John F. Kennedy, President Lyndon John-
son launched the War on Poverty, which would be at the center of his domestic agenda. The 
War on Poverty was a large and varied policy package, but at its center was the Community 
Action Program, which attempted to place poverty alleviation directly in the hands of the 
poor. It did this in a familiar way, by encouraging and funding joint, community-wide antipo-
verty action that stressed participation, democratic deliberation, and self-improvement. The 
resemblance to the community development schemes with which the United States had been 
experimenting abroad since the early Cold War was nearly impossible to miss. Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan, the social scientist and politician, who had been on the task force that designed the 
War on Poverty, explained the connections between overseas community development and 
domestic community action in a six-page article in 1966. ―From the time of the Point Four 
program the American government has been sponsoring programs of community develop-
ment in backwards nations throughout the world,‖ Moynihan explained, noting particularly 
the Peace Corps‘ adoption of it. ―The program was and is a great popular success, and the idea 
of doing something of the sort through Community Action Programs with the ‗underdeve-
loped peoples of the United States‘ came as direct and obvious carryover.‖1 Community ac-
tion, in other words, was community development brought back home.  
 Or so it seemed. Three years later, Moynihan, by then in exile from the liberal estab-
lishment and a member of the Nixon administration, published another treatment of commu-
nity action, this time an influential, piercing book-length analysis entitled Maximum Feasible Mi-
sunderstanding (1969). Here, Moynihan dwelled on the fact that many of the government-
funded community projects had quickly turned radical, merging with the various social 
movements, especially militant black movements, that were growing in the 1960s. Moynihan 
lamented the social unrest and controversy that the program had stirred up and sought to ex-
plain it. As he saw it, the fault lay with social scientists and their relationship to public policy. 
Since the Second World War, the GI Bill–fueled explosion of social scientific knowledge, the 
success of Keynesian technocratic management, and the rise of the foundations all had em-
boldened academics to dictate terms to politicians. The ―speed of the transmission process‖ 
between university lecture halls and the halls of Congress had reached such a rate that bright 
scholars with bold ideas were able to put their plans into action without testing them first.2 
Politicians, whose job it was to balance the demands of competing constituencies, had in 
Moynihan‘s view abdicated and handed over their responsibilities to intellectuals, who pursued 
their idiosyncratic pet theories with reckless abandon. The Community Action Program, 
Moynihan charged, was a perfect example of this dynamic in action. The idea of participatory 
approaches to poverty, he explained, had been cooked up by overbold social scientists and 
had been carried out by politicians who barely comprehended it. The tumult that resulted was 
a consequence of the confusion surrounding the program. ―A good many men in the antipo-
verty program, in and about the Executive Office of the President, and in the Congress, men 
of whom the nation had a right to expect better, did inexcusably sloppy work,‖ Moynihan 
scolded. ―If administrators and politicians are going to play God with other persons‘ lives (and 
still other persons‘ money), they ought at least to get clear what the divine intention is to be.‖3 
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 In Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding, Moynihan presented community action as if it 
were an entirely new and untried idea. In fact, that was the point of the book: community ac-
tion had failed because politicians allowed intellectuals to run amok and to put their ideas di-
rectly into action. But Moynihan was wrong about that. Community action had been exten-
sively tried, as a foreign aid strategy, under the name of community development. Moynihan 
had registered that plain fact in his 1966 article, where he described community action as a 
―direct and obvious carryover‖ from community development abroad. But in expanding that 
six-page article into a full-length book, Moynihan had somehow managed to say less about 
overseas community development than he had in the original article—almost omitting men-
tion of it entirely.4  
 It is not hard to find reasons why Moynihan might have glossed over the United 
States‘ substantial experience with overseas community development and blamed the radicali-
zation of the community action program on the hubris of intellectuals. Moynihan himself had 
stumbled into the firing zone of radical protest movements when his 1965 report on race rela-
tions—the ―Moynihan report‖—although initially receiving enthusiasm from civil rights lead-
ers, triggered a wholly unexpected but overwhelming wave of disapprobation. In seeking to 
assess the effect of government policy on blacks, the Moynihan report had suggested that 
some features of black social life had contributed to the national subordination of blacks, and 
as the black power movement grew Moynihan was increasingly accused of ―blaming the vic-
tim‖—a phrase that was coined specifically in reference to the Moynihan. Maximum Feasible 
Misunderstanding was, in many ways, Moynihan‘s revenge on a liberal establishment that had 
innocently acquiesced to and even nurtured black outrage. In attacking participatory strategies, 
Moynihan was implicitly defending the thesis of the Moynihan report that black life had be-
come pathological, and in blaming it on the intellectuals and liberal politicians, he was implicit-
ly accusing his former colleagues, who had allowed him to suffer, for being too cowardly to 
admit that he was right. But his charges of intellectual laziness and political cowardice were 
only comprehensible if his readers believed that the Community Action Program was designed 
and implemented de novo by absent-minded politicians with little desire to grapple with, or 
even ask about, on-the-ground realities. Thus the many concrete experiences that the United 
States government had with community development were quietly ignored.   
 Moynihan‘s interpretation of the origins of community action was in part the conse-
quence of his own shifting political position, as he passed out of the orbit of the Democratic 
establishment and into that of Nixon administration and neoconservatism. But, remarkably, 
his narrative remains the dominant one today, and is widely reproduced by scholars who by no 
means share Moynihan‘s politics. There is today a healthy and wide diversity of opinions about 
whether the fusion of community action with social protest movements was really the disaster 
that Moynihan believed it to be. And we now possess much fuller understandings of the role 
that philanthropic foundations played in developing participatory antipoverty strategies and of 
the reasons why politicians may have adopted those strategies. But the basic Moynihan narra-
tive remains intact: social scientists came up with a new approach to poverty based around the 
participation of communities and politicians adopted that idea without grasping the full con-
sequences of this political innovation. Community action, in this description, popped onto the 
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scene somewhere in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and can be explained entirely in terms of 
domestic ideas and politics.5  
 The dramatic out-of-nowhere arrival of community action as described in the current 
scholarly literature has an intriguing parallel in the scholarship on the New Deal. Historians 
who study participatory approaches to poverty in that period—at the TVA, at the Bureau of 
Agricultural Economics within the USDA—often lament the extinction of participation in 
economic planning that was built into those programs.6 So, the historical studies of the 1930s 
and 1940s ask why community strategies went away, and the historical studies of the 1960s ask 
why they suddenly appeared. Community development is the key to answering both of those 
questions. In chapter two of this dissertation, I have argued that community strategies did not 
disappear after the Roosevelt years as historians have suggested, but rather moved abroad, 
where they were more consequential than they had ever been. In this chapter, I will argue the 
other side of that: the community strategies that became the centerpiece of the War on Pover-
ty in the 1960s did not emerge from thin air but rather were based, in large part, on overseas 
community development. The social scientists and government officials who designed the 
Community Action Program were not, as Moynihan has charged, acting out of ignorance, but 
were all familiar with Cold War community development. Many of them, including the most 
important antipoverty thinkers and reformers, not only knew about community development 
but had worked abroad on community development projects before tackling the problem of 
domestic poverty in the 1960s. Further, I will argue that the radicalization of community ac-
tion took politicians by surprise not because community participation was a new idea whose 
consequences no one could anticipate, but rather because community participation was an old 
idea around which a set of expectations had arisen, and those expectations proved to be poor 
guides to the application of community development strategies designed for rural towns and 
villages to post-industrial urban neighborhoods. Adopting an international frame of reference 
helps us to see where community action came from, why it turned radical, and why its radica-
lization surprised so many people.  
 The development of a community action program, as historians have traditionally un-
derstood it, can be attributed to the collaboration between three groups working on related 
problems. One, the Ford Foundation, established a few pilot projects involving participatory 
approaches to urban problems, culminating in its Gray Areas Program in 1961. At the same 
time, a presidential committee on juvenile delinquency led by Attorney General Robert F. 
Kennedy also funded a few small programs designed to encourage neighborhood participa-
tion. After a national spotlight was cast on the problem of domestic poverty by Michael Har-
rington‘s book, The Other America (1962), the Kennedy administration began to grapple with 
the problem of poverty head-on, and presidential staffers drew on both the work of the Ford 
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Foundation and that of the juvenile delinquency committee in their approaches to the issue. 
President Kennedy‘s assassination only increased the urgency of the issue for the White 
House. Lyndon Johnson appointed Sargent Shriver, the head of the Peace Corps (and the 
brother-in-law of the Kennedy brothers) to oversee the drafting of an antipoverty bill. Shriv-
er‘s antipoverty task force thus became the third institutional base for thought about commu-
nity action. Working with the Attorney General‘s staff and with the Ford Foundation, Shriv-
er‘s team wrote a bill that gave community action pride of place within the administration‘s 
antipoverty approach, and that bill was promptly signed into law.7  
  That account, though correct in its main thrusts, leaves out a crucial part of the story. 
What it leaves out is the fact that a good number of the persons and institutions involved in 
designing the War on Poverty were connected—some in quite direct ways—to overseas 
community development. The Ford Foundation had of course invested heavily in community 
development from the early 1950s and was integral in launching India‘s nationwide program. 
Sargent Shriver, as head of the Peace Corps, had ample experience with community develop-
ment because that is what the Peace Corps did. Even Kennedy‘s juvenile delinquency commit-
tee was connected to community development, because the same men had been assigned the 
task of designing a Domestic Peace Corps, for which they researched overseas community 
development programs. The Community Action Program, then, was built largely according to 
the blueprints of international community development.  
 The place to start when assessing the international origins of the War on Poverty is 
with the election of John F. Kennedy and the establishment of the Peace Corps. Eisenhower, 
Kennedy‘s predecessor, had taken relatively little interest in development projects (unless they 
could be lashed to Cold War military operations) and had promulgated a doctrine of ―trade 
not aid‖ that forced aid officials to find work with private foundations. Kennedy, by contrast, 
saw development as a central component of the Cold War, and believed that the United States 
must learn to practice development on the level of the village. As a senator, Kennedy had read 
Eugene Burdick and William Lederer‘s The Ugly American (1958) with wild enthusiasm and sent 
copies to every member of the Senate. Partly on the basis of its suggestions and partly on the 
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basis of proposals for a Point Four Youth Corps that were circulating in Congress, Kennedy 
proposed the idea of a Peace Corps during his presidential campaign. The idea proved to be 
enormously popular, so much so that Kennedy was obliged to follow through with it. ―To 
those people in the huts and villages across the globe struggling to break the bonds of mass 
misery,‖ Kennedy promised in his inaugural address, ―we pledge our best efforts to help them 
help themselves.‖8 
 After his election, Kennedy asked Max Millikan, a leading modernization theorist and 
a professor at MIT, to propose a plan for the agency. As Millikan imagined it, the Peace Corps 
would be part of the ―broader U.S. governmental effort to assist the underdeveloped countries 
in building the institutions essential to self-confident and effective nationhood.‖ Its particular 
contribution to that broad modernization push would be to address the ―serious shortages of 
educated and trained people‖ in the global South. Thus the main job of the Peace Corps 
would be to supply experts, ―to use young Americans in filling the interim manpower needs of 
the underdeveloped countries,‖ presumably as engineers, economists, or administrators.9 And 
because Millikan saw the Peace Corps as contributing to the modernization mission that he 
took to be the core of U.S. foreign policy, he insisted that the Peace Corps be located within 
the State Department, as part of the International Cooperation Administration (ICA).  
 What is remarkable about Millikan‘s proposal is how thoroughly it was ignored. Sar-
gent Shriver, assigned by Kennedy to design the Peace Corps, received Millikan‘s report but 
largely rejected its suggestions. The Peace Corps did not become a personnel bureau to supply 
developing nations with young experts who would help them build modern institutions. Whe-
reas Millikan wanted the Corps to become part of the ICA, Shriver fought hard to keep it au-
tonomous. Its volunteers, he argued, would not go abroad ―as members of an official US mis-
sion to demonstrate or advise.‖ Rather, they should go ―to teach, or to build, or to work in the 
communities into which they are sent. They will serve local institutions, living with the people 
they are helping.‖10 Nor would the men and women hired to live among the people and serve 
local institutions in the Third World come bearing expertise. For the most part they would be 
―B. A. generalists‖ whose main talent lay in fostering intercultural understanding, and who 
were as eager to learn from foreign cultures as they were to instruct them. Like the heroes of 
The Ugly American, they would work on the level of village, drawing on the knowledge of the 
people whom they were sent to serve. 
 In part, the Peace Corps‘ orientation toward small-scale local projects requiring no ex-
pertise can be explained by Sargent Shriver‘s own proclivities. Shriver, John F. Kennedy‘s 
brother-in-law, was a political insider comfortable in the world of politics and business. But he 
also had a grounding in groupism and community organizing. His wife, the talented Eunice 
Kennedy, had initially set out become a sociologist and had indeed completed graduate work 
in that field at the University of Chicago, the mecca of community studies. In the late 1940s 
Shriver followed his future wife to Washington to work for the Justice Department‘s Commit-
tee on Juvenile Delinquency. There, they drew on the Chicago approach to community build-
ing in fashioning their approach to the issue. Campaigns against juvenile delinquency, they 
argued, could not be ―piece-meal‖ or ―limited to the formal agencies.‖ Rather, they would 
have to be waged ―by the people themselves, in their own communities, striking at their own 
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local problems.‖ Shriver and Kennedy called such an approach ―joint community action.‖11 It 
was a way of doing things that Shriver carried with him for the rest of his life. After leaving 
the Justice Department, Shriver became the president of the Catholic Interracial Council in 
Chicago, a typical groupist civil rights organization preoccupied with establishing interpersonal 
consensus.12 To no one‘s shock, Shriver brought his preference for informal and community-
centered activism into the Peace Corps. His hatred of red tape, shared by the Kennedy broth-
ers, led him to oppose strongly the Peace Corps‘ inclusion in the State Department (―No one 
wants to see a large centralized new bureaucracy grow up,‖ he explained).13 He quickly at-
tracted like-minded reformers to his cause, including Warren Wiggins and William Josephson, 
two dissenters within the International Cooperation Administration who were eager to create 
a more flexible, culturally sensitive agency of foreign relations. Shriver‘s Peace Corps was, as 
Harris Wofford explained, ―an organization for those who don‘t want to be organization 
men.‖14  
 But it was not just Shriver‘s anti-bureaucratic sentiments that pushed the Peace Corps 
away from Millikan‘s vision. As Shriver began to piece the agency together, while he was still 
open to what the Peace Corps might be, he found, waiting for him, experts in the field of in-
ternational development who had already been doing what Shriver and Kennedy had thus far 
only talked about. Earlier ideas for the Peace Corps, advocated in Congress by Hubert 
Humphrey and Henry Reuss, had called it the ―Point Four Youth Corps,‖ a name that sig-
naled the continuities between Truman-era aid programs and those of the 1960s. Reuss him-
self had got the idea after traveling in Asia and seeing the work of International Voluntary 
Services, a private development agency led by seasoned experts in the field of community de-
velopment: Carl C. Taylor, John H. Provinse, Stanley Andrews, and other Point Four men. By 
Kennedy‘s inauguration, IVS had launched programs, largely community development pro-
grams, in nine countries and was operating, with funding from the State Department, as a 
complement to official foreign aid projects.15 IVS veterans helped Shriver and his team estab-
lish the basic operating principles of the Peace Corps and when Shriver‘s staff members com-
posed a draft program for the Peace Corps, they cited IVS as a model. More importantly, they 
also cited the many ICA-assisted community development programs of Asia, particularly Mag-
saysay‘s program in the Philippines.16  
 With Shriver and his IVS advisers already so interested in community development, it 
was natural for the Peace Corps to invest heavily in it as a program area. The two jobs most 
often assigned to volunteers were, in fact, education and community development. In 1967–8, 
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for example, 26% of volunteers were listed as community development workers primarily and 
51% were listed as working primarily in education.17 But classifications could be misleading. 
Many volunteers employed as teachers and classified within education were expected to run 
community development projects after-hours and during the summer.18 The Peace Corps of-
fice in Lagos, for instance, ran community development workshops during school vacations 
so that volunteers working as teachers could learn and work in their communities.19 Volun-
teers classified in agriculture and public health would also be expected to use community de-
velopment methods, although they might have some subject-matter specialties. More impor-
tantly, community development was at the heart of the Peace Corps‘ self-image: it was its ―rai-
son d‘être,‖ as Louis Miniclier, the State Department‘s community development czar, put it.20 
New recruits imagined themselves in some far-off hamlet building schools or digging wells 
with the help of village natives, and they were often surprised and disappointed if they were 
assigned to desk jobs.21 As one Peace Corps staffer put it, community development was more 
than a program area; it was ―an attitude, a mystique, a movement central not only to the full 
spectrum of the Peace Corps programs but to the philosophy of the Peace Corps as well.‖22  
 Making a heavy investment in community development meant, of course, that the 
Peace Corps would have to lean heavily on the existing experts in the field, particularly when it 
needed experts to train its volunteers. Richard Waverly Poston, Baker Brownell‘s colleague 
and the author of Small Town Renaissance, was placed in charge of the Peace Corps community 
development training center in New Mexico.23 Y. C. James Yen was given charge of the Peace 
Corps volunteers headed for the Philippines and there was some talk of collaboration between 
Yen‘s organizations and the Peace Corps in Latin America.24 Then there were the training ma-
terials. Articles by experts such as Carl C. Taylor and Louis Miniclier were included in training 
manuals and volunteers in the field received copies of Margaret Mead‘s community develop-
ment handbook, Cultural Patterns and Technical Change, to read in their spare time.25  
 The Peace Corps‘ commitment to community development was especially strong in 
Latin America, where nearly eighty percent of the volunteers were employed in community 

                                                        
17 Statement of Jack Vaughn before the Foreign Operations Subcommittee of the House Appropriations Com-
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(1969): 11.  
21 Fisher, Making Them Like Us, especially chap. 5.  
22 The Peace Corps, Community Development from Village to City: Charting the Course of Human Progress, c. 1968, Peace 
Corps Collection, box 17, ―Fogarty, Gertrude: Pamphlets, Community Planning Opportunities in the Peace 
Corps,‖ Kennedy Library.  
23 Alyosha Goldstein, ―Civic Poverty: An Empire for Liberty through Community Action‖ (PhD diss., New York 
University, 2005), chap. 2.  
24 Domingo C. Bascara to William O. Douglas, 22 December 1967, container 601, folder 1; William O. Douglas 
to Frank Mankiewicz, 8 June 1962; container 600, folder 1; and William O. Douglas to Y. C. James Yen, 8 June 
1962, container 600, folder 1, all in the Papers of William O. Douglas, Library of Congress, Manuscript Division. 
25 Andres S. Hernandes, Community Development Handbook: A Guide to Community Development Practice for Peace Corps 
Volunteers, c. 1962–63, and ―Peace Corps 1963 Book Locker,‖ in Kirby Jones Papers, box 2, ―Training Materials 
(U.S.), 4‖ and ―Training Materials (U.S.), 1,‖ Kennedy Library.  



 

124 

 

development in the 1960s.26 The reason was Frank Mankiewicz, the country director of Peru 
who soon became regional director for Latin America (and the nephew of Joseph L. Mankie-
wicz, the writer and director who had, with the collaboration of Edward Lansdale, filmed The 
Quiet American). Mankiewicz had already done some work in community organizing with the 
Community Service Organization of East Los Angeles, a civil rights activism group organized 
on the Saul Alinsky model that had been the site of Cesar Chavez‘s political debut. When 
Mankiewicz was placed in charge of the Peace Corps in Peru, he knew nothing about the 
country, but he attended a lecture by John Kenneth Galbraith in which the economist asserted 
that Latin America had a feudal society and would require ―revolutionary community devel-
opment.‖27 Putting his experience in Los Angeles together with Galbraith‘s suggestion, Man-
kiewicz decided to make community development the principal business of the Peace Corps. 
But for Mankiewicz, community development did not mean fostering consensus. ―Our mis-
sion is essentially revolutionary,‖ he explained to the general staff of the Corps. ―The ultimate 
aim of community development is nothing less than a complete change, reversal—or a revolu-
tion if you wish—in the social and economic patterns of the countries to which we are accre-
dited.‖28 Mankiewicz saw the civil rights movement in the Jim Crow South as the greatest ex-
ample of community development and he tried to hire SDS activist Tom Hayden to foment 
social change in Peru.29 Perhaps not understanding the full thrust of Mankiewicz‘s point, 
Shriver happily acquiesced to Mankiewicz‘s plan of ―revolutionary community development‖ 
and published Mankiewicz‘s address as a pamphlet.30 

The Peace Corps, along with the space program, was President Kennedy‘s most popu-
lar policy initiative. It was therefore not long after its debut before public officials, journalists, 
and members of the public began to suggest that the Peace Corps approach be applied to the 
domestic problems of the United States.31 Robert F. Kennedy was particularly keen on the 
plan.32 In November 1962, he convened a cabinet-level committee drawn from departments 
concerned with domestic social policy to study, in the words of its director, ―the best ways to 
adapt the overseas Peace Corps concept to this country.‖33 The Peace Corps posted represent-
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atives to the committee, but the bulk of the members were drawn from Labor Department 
and the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare.34 Heading up the effort were staffers 
whom Robert F. Kennedy had recruited as part of another committee, the President‘s Com-
mittee on Juvenile Delinquency.  

The assignment of the Domestic Peace Corps question to members of the committee 
of juvenile delinquency was appropriate, as they were already interested in questions of pover-
ty and community. The committee had started when Robert F. Kennedy, who had taken an 
interest in the issue of juvenile delinquency for some time, was designated attorney general. 
Kennedy recruited his boyhood friend David Hackett to research the issue. Although Hackett 
knew little about juvenile delinquency, he had a great faith that expert social scientists could be 
found to solve the problem. He was in particular drawn to a group of scholars working on 
urban issues and juvenile delinquency centered the psychiatrist Leonard Duhl of the National 
Institute for Mental Health. Duhl had since the mid-1950s been interested in using the NIMH 
to generate ideas about social rather than individual approaches to treating mental health. As it 
turned out, Duhl had first adopted these ideas after learning of the community development 
movement within the United States. By his own account, it was a visit to Granville Hicks in 
Grafton, New York (the subject of Hicks‘s influential book Small Town) that had ―awakened‖ 
him to the possibilities of community treatment. Duhl became an avid reader of Arthur E. 
Morgan‘s Community Service News and of the writings of Baker Brownell. Duhl was attuned to 
overseas community development, at least enough to write a glowing foreword to a book by 
Richard Waverly Poston, Democracy Speaks Many Tongues: Community Development around the World 
(1962), in which he proposed community development as the solution to the problem of ju-
venile delinquency.35  

Not all members of Duhl‘s group were connected in the way that Duhl was to the 
world of community development. Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin, the authors of a highly 
successful book, Delinquency and Opportunity (1960) that became something of a blueprint for 
Hackett‘s staff, came to their concern for community via experiments with juvenile delinquen-
cy, not with overseas development efforts (although Ohlin had been trained at the University 
of Chicago). But another member of the mental health circle who also, like Ohlin and Clo-
ward, served as a broker of ideas to the White House, did know a lot about community devel-
opment. That was Leonard Cottrell, a graduate of the University of Chicago, a sometimes 
mentor to Ohlin, and the executive director the Russell Sage Foundation.36 Like Duhl, Cottrell 
had strong roots in the groupist milieu. Although he was a social psychologist, Cottrell had 
spent the earlier part of his career in Cornell‘s Department of Rural Sociology, where he knew 
Douglas Ensminger, the community development expert who later became the Ford Founda-
tion‘s representative in India. In fact, Cottrell‘s eureka moment about the power of communal 
institutions came when he was driving around the small towns of upstate New York accom-
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panying Ensminger on his research.37 In the 1940s, Cottrell worked with Samuel Stouffer on 
The American Soldier, the massive research effort that attributed soldiers‘ loyalty to their mem-
bership in small groups within the military. After being elected the president of the American 
Sociological Association in 1949, Cottrell spent the 1950s performing a number of laboratory 
experiments within the field of group dynamics. As such he worked closely with Jacob Levy 
Moreno, the founder of the study of group dynamics, and even served as the President of the 
Board of the Moreno Institute. After Moreno‘s ideas became sufficiently mainstream, Cottrell 
orchestrated the transition of Moreno‘s vaunted journal Sociometry from a private publication 
to an official journal of the American Sociological Association, with Cottrell serving as its first 
editor after the shift.38 Building on what he had learned from Ensminger, Stouffer, and More-
no, Cottrell debuted in 1955 his theory of the ―competent community,‖ a set of specifications 
about what made a community capable of solving its own problems (these included allegiance 
to the community as such, a common language, strong participation, and sufficiently strong 
interpersonal sympathy to overcome diverging interests).39 This was not merely a matter of 
improving local government for Cottrell; it was a personal and even possibly a spiritual matter. 
―We can be the best fed, the best housed, the best clad, the best cosmeticized, the most 
chrome-plated and plastic wrapped people in the world, and still be little more than contented 
cows, drowned in apathetic non-being, or less contented cows divided into futile destructive 
conflicts,‖ he explained. The antidote to such a fate was participation, and particularly partici-
pation within local communities.40 

In sum, the juvenile delinquency specialists who introduced ideas about community in-
to the thinking of the Kennedy administration were, in some cases, also grounded in the 
community development movement. But, of course, David Hackett and his staff had a much 
more direct source of information about overseas community development: their work on the 
Domestic Peace Corps assignment, an effort led by a former Ford Foundation employee and 
Chicago-trained social scientist Richard Boone. It is worth stressing the importance of the 
Domestic Peace Corps project. Although it is rarely treated at length in scholarly accounts of 
the origins of the War on Poverty, Hackett and Boone both insisted in interviews that it had 
been a key experience. ―One of the things that was never given much attention but I thought 
had some real impact was the formation of the task force to come up with a Domestic Peace 
Corps,‖ explained David Hackett in the 1970s.41 Richard Boone also complained that histo-
rians ―never mentioned‖ the Domestic Peace Corps when talking about the War on Poverty.42 
That lack of historical attention to the Domestic Peace Corps is a problem in its own regard 
because, as David Hackett argued, the committee work that went into the Domestic Peace 
Corps was one of ―two major experiences‖ that generated enthusiasm in the Kennedy admin-
istration for community action, the other being its work on juvenile delinquency.43 It is also a 
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problem because it obscures the connections that linked the United States‘ overseas expe-
rience with community development to its domestic experiments with community action.  

Hackett‘s staff could not help but reflect upon the Peace Corps‘ work in community 
development as they studied the Corps and sought to adapt it to domestic conditions. The 
utility of community development was reinforced as they brought reformers and activists to 
Washington to advise them. Boone remembers one of the most articulate consultants re-
cruited in this manner as being Robert A. Roessel, Jr., an anthropologist working on the Nava-
jo reservation.44 Roessel had been a student of Robert Redfield‘s at the University of Chicago 
and, since 1951, had worked as a community developer among the Navajo. Roessel‘s ap-
proach to community-building was straight from the community development playbook. 
―Don‘t plan for, plan with,‖ Roessel advised Hackett‘s men.45 As Boone remembered, Roessel‘s 
advice stuck. An internal memo outlining the role of domestic corpsmen gives a sense of just 
how strong the connections were between the envisioned Domestic Peace Corps and earlier 
experiments in community development:  

 
Deep community involvement, above and beyond the traditional ―do good‖ circles, 
is essential to the success of this program. . . . Volunteers would live in the areas they 
serve. In effect, they would be community development workers, ―promotores,‖ as 
the Latin Americans call Peace Corps Volunteers.46 
 

In January 1963, the Study Group submitted official recommendations to the President. Large 
numbers of corpsmen—hundreds at first, growing to 5,000—would ―respond to calls for as-
sistance by American communities.‖ Such a program would act, Kennedy‘s advisers hoped, 
like ―a fuse,‖ which, once lit, could ―explode the latent desire of the American citizen to help 
out his countryman.‖47 The president submitted a bill to establish a Domestic Peace Corps to 
Congress on 11 April 1963. Although the bill died in the House, it was nevertheless an impor-
tant avenue through which ideas about community participation made their way into the Ken-
nedy administration. And it was reborn, in transformed state, as Volunteers in Service to 
America (VISTA), a core component of the War on Poverty.  
 There is yet another avenue that must be considered in our account of the origins of 
the Community Action Program. At the same time as Hackett‘s staff members were coordi-
nating with Duhl‘s group and designing a Domestic Peace Corps, the Ford Foundation was 
running its own experiments with juvenile delinquency programs. Those were conducted 
mainly under the supervision of Paul Ylvisaker, who was hired in 1955 to direct Ford‘s Public 
Affairs program. Ylvisaker was initially interested in problems of metropolitan governance—
cities, he felt, had become too large and complex to be effectively governed by the old me-
thods. Although Ylvisaker recognized the importance of community support and local institu-
tions in reforming the government of the city, he did not initially place a priority on them and 
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he saw the problems to be addressed as primarily matters of economic development and phys-
ical renewal rather than communal solidarity. Nevertheless, Ylvisaker‘s agenda began to 
change by 1960, when Ylvisaker came into contact with community development projects.48 
 The man to introduce Ylvisaker to community development, as far as can be deter-
mined, was Bernard Loshbough, a housing and urban planning expert working in Pittsburgh. 
Loshbough‘s career had taken a strange turn in 1951 when Chester Bowles, upon leaving for 
India to take up his ambassadorial post, hired Loshbough to join him in New Delhi. There, 
Loshbough was placed in charge of the community development program, or at least the em-
bassy‘s role in it. During the Eisenhower years, like so many other aid officials, Loshbough left 
the government but continued his development work in the private sector, in his case as the 
deputy representative of the Ford Foundation in India, serving under Douglas Ensminger.49 
After four years‘ service with Ford in India, Loshbough left New Delhi for Pittsburgh, where 
he founded and became executive director of ACTION-Housing, Inc., a housing and urban 
renewal agency. In the 1950s, urban renewal largely meant ―revitalizing‖ aging neighborhoods 
by constructing new housing stock, often destroying existing neighborhoods in the process. 
That was how the Ford Foundation and indeed nearly the entire urban planning profession 
conceived of the issue. Loshbough, however, felt that the community development approach 
he had learned in India might be applicable to urban problems in the United States. He de-
scribed his approach as ―urban extension,‖ in reference to the modified agricultural extension 
technique developed by Albert Mayer at Etawah. ―It is ironic—perhaps shocking—that an 
urbanite like myself had to travel 10,000 miles to India to learn that a homegrown product like 
agricultural extension can likely be adapted for effective use in urban centers,‖ Loshbough 
reflected. ―I guess you could call this foreign aid—in reverse.‖50 
 The Ford Foundation was well-placed to carry the lessons of reverse foreign aid, be-
cause of its antipoverty work both in the United States and in the Third World. Tellingly, Ylvi-
saker learned of urban extension not in the United States but in India, where he served on a 
foundation-sponsored team to draw up a plan for the metropolitan area of Calcutta. Most of 
the plan involved the normal business of urban renewal—building a bridge across the Hoogh-
ly river, reclaiming land around the city, creating a metropolitan development authority—but 
the Ford team also recommended the establishment of an ―urban community development 
program‖ with local headquarters in each neighborhood.51 (That program was presumably 
based on a high-profile urban community development project that the Ford Foundation had 
started in Delhi under the supervision of Albert Mayer.) As a Ford employee in India, Ylvisak-
er worked under Douglas Ensminger, who was directly involved in the Calcutta project, and 
Ylvisaker recalled that he had ―profited immensely from the internship.‖52 He also worked 
beside Bernard Loshbough, back briefly from Pittsburgh. While in India, Loshbough ex-
plained to Ylvisaker his idea of urban extension and began, in his words, ―seriously discuss-
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ing‖ with Ylvisaker a grant from Ford to ACTION-Housing to further develop the idea.53 Ac-
cording to an internal Ford report, Ylvisaker ―evidenced immediate interest.‖54 Indeed, when 
both had returned to the United States in 1961, Ford granted Loshbough‘s ACTION-Housing 
$333,000 (later to be increased to $475,000) to employ techniques ―used successfully in the 
community development programs in lesser developed nations‖ toward urban problems.55 
Loshbough launched the project with an ―urban extension conference‖ attended by USDA 
stalwart and Indian community development expert M. L. Wilson and Marshall Clinard, the 
Ford Foundation‘s urban community development specialist in Delhi (Carl C. Taylor, who 
could not attend the conference, visited Pittsburgh later and expressed ―tremendous enthu-
siasm‖).56 There, Loshbough explained how he gained his first exposure to community devel-
opment in India in 1951 and how he and M. L. Wilson had sat around Loshbough‘s office in 
New Delhi reflecting that, in spite of the vast differences separating Asian villagers from U.S. 
urbanites, ―the processes of getting people to do things are fundamentally the same.‖57 Ylvi-
saker, Loshbough added, ―is very much interested in this technique, having knowledge of its 
successful application in Asia and other countries.‖58  
 Shortly after its grant to Loshbough, the Ford Foundation under Ylvisaker‘s direction 
began a more fully fleshed-out approach to urban problems via its Gray Areas project. Here, 
Ylvisaker relied on another important Ford Foundation ally: the leading urbanologist Edward 
Logue, who had served alongside Loshbough for Chester Bowles in the India embassy in the 
early 1950s and who had worked on the Ford Foundation‘s Calcutta project with Ylvisaker.59 
Logue had helped inaugurate a community development–styled program in Boston in 1960 
and, working with Ylvisaker, began one in New Haven as part of the Gray Areas project. Be-
tween 1961 and 1963, Ford gave out $12.1 million to four cities, including New Haven, and 
one state (North Carolina) to launch ―community-development programs‖ that would be ―de-
signed by and with local community leaders, not for them‖ and that would ―encourage and 
assist neighborhood citizen groups to work for neighborhood improvement and to relate to 
the community as a whole.‖60 For Ylvisaker, the purpose of these grants was not just to im-
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prove conditions in target areas but to help guide federal spending, and Ylvisaker therefore 
encouraged strong coordination between his Public Affairs staff and the Kennedy and John-
son administrations. Indeed, many Ford employees, including Richard Boone and Lloyd Oh-
lin, found themselves working for David Hackett or in other antipoverty roles in the White 
House. Many of the projects that the Ford Foundation funded were also early grant recipients 
from the federal government, which ended up giving funds to four of the five Gray Areas ci-
ties. After the War on Poverty was officially launched, Ylvisaker boasted, with ample justifica-
tion, that ―the Community Action section of the poverty program builds heavily on the expe-
rience of the Gray Areas project.‖61 
 By the early 1960s, then, there were a number of groups and institutions advocating 
community-building as the solution to poverty. And all had, in some way or another, learned 
from the United States‘ overseas experience with community development. But it was not un-
til the Kennedy and Johnson administrations moved quickly to launch a War on Poverty that 
they were fused together into a single, powerful program: community action.  
 The sudden creation of a large, federal antipoverty program has been a confusing phe-
nomenon to explain. Was it a movement of social workers and reformers, acting autonomous-
ly in the absence of a vocal constituency?62 Or was it a countermovement of politicians hastily 
purchasing riot insurance in the face of rising black unrest?63 A bid by the Democratic Party to 
capture the black vote in the aftermath of the great migration of blacks to northern cities?64 
Or perhaps just the next step in a continuous liberal agenda.65 Much of the historical writing 
on the War on Poverty has sought to answer this question. The claims that I will make here, 
however, do not depend on favoring any one explanation for the War on Poverty over anoth-
er. Rather than asking why the Kennedy and Johnson administrations placed an antipoverty 
program at the top of their agenda, I am instead asking why that program, once initiated, took 
the form that it did. Where did this notion come from that community was the thing needed? As 
I have been and will continue to argue, the politicians charged with designing the War on Po-
verty found themselves reaching for community development as a solution because that was 
the thing that was what was already around.  
 As most accounts put it, the War on Poverty began with the public exposure of ongo-
ing poverty in the face of national prosperity in the early 1960s. A cascading series of books 
and articles—Michael Harrington‘s The Other America (1962), Leon Keyserling‘s Poverty and De-
privation in the United States (1962), Dwight Macdonald‘s ―Our Invisible Poor‖ in the New Yorker 
(1963), Harry Monroe Caudill‘s Night Comes to Cumberland County (1963), and Homer Bigart‘s 
reporting on poverty in Eastern Kentucky for the New York Times (1963)—reminded the na-
tion of the persistence of poverty in the face of sustained postwar economic growth. It was a 
necessary reminder, as the serious popular writing of the 1950s, including David M. Potter‘s 
People of Plenty (1955), William H. Whyte‘s The Organization Man (1956), Vance Packard‘s The 
Hidden Persuaders (1957), and John Kenneth Galbraith‘s The Affluent Society (1958), had tended 
to stress the perils of prosperity and rather than those of deprivation. Indeed, the revelation 
that some areas failed to float with the rising economic tide appeared as a puzzle. With com-
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fortable careers and seemingly endless advancement coming so easily to some, why were oth-
ers locked out? The most persuasive answer, discussed throughout the 1960s, was the one 
proffered by Michael Harrington. ―The United States contains an underdeveloped nation, a 
culture of poverty,‖ he wrote.66  
 Harrington‘s description of the poor of the United States as collectively constituting 
―an underdeveloped nation‖ is telling. It points to the fact that, by 1962, the most sustained 
engagement that thinkers in the United States had with material deprivation was not with po-
verty at home but with ―underdevelopment‖ abroad. It was thus to the Third World that 
many looked to understand the dilemmas of poverty. Indeed, in referring to the ―culture of 
poverty‖ Harrington was not inventing a new term but rather borrowing a concept from Os-
car Lewis, the anthropologist who had studied India‘s community development program for 
the Ford Foundation in 1952. Although Lewis was a critic of community development, he was 
an internal critic, one deeply familiar with and sympathetic to its point of view. After complet-
ing his doctorate, he had been hired by John Collier to work for the Interamerican Indian In-
stitute in Mexico, and while there had made a restudy of Robert Redfield‘s field site of Te-
poztlán. Lewis was a charter member of the Society for Applied Anthropology—the institu-
tional base within the anthropological profession for community developers—and in the 1944 
he was hired by the USDA‘s Bureau of Agricultural Economics to study rural communities. 
At the BAE, Lewis worked under the supervision of Carl C. Taylor, with whom he developed 
a close relationship. Even his work for Ford, critical though it was, signified his membership 
in the community development community: he was recommended for the job by Douglas 
Ensminger.67  
 Lewis articulated his famous thesis in reference to Mexico; he debuted it in 1958 and 
began to develop it in two books, Five Families (1959) and Children of Sánchez (1961). The thesis 
itself was not intended as a rigorous theory but more as a reminder that not all of the depriva-
tions suffered by the poor were material. Poverty in his view was as much a matter of outlook 
as income and, as he put it, ―it is much more difficult to eliminate the culture of poverty than 
to eliminate poverty per se.‖68 In his concern for culture rather than economics, Lewis resem-
bled the community development theorists. Where he differed from them was in his diagnosis 
of existing communities. Both as a Jew, fifty-five of whose relatives were killed in the Holo-
caust, and as a Marxist, Lewis had little patience for the ―oversentimentalization‖ of folk cul-
tures that he perceived in the writings of Robert Redfield and Albert Mayer.69 The culture of 
poverty, at least in its initial formulation, captured precisely his response to community devel-
opment theorists. According to it, the poor were more provincial, fatalistic, authoritarian, and 
given to conflict than their rich neighbors—an unfortunate collection of traits, Lewis believed, 
that could be found with ―remarkable similarities‖ across ―regional, rural-urban, and even na-
tional boundaries.‖70 The problem in his view was not poverty itself but the strain experienced 
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by the poor ―when a stratified social and economic system is breaking down and replaced by 
another.‖71 In other words, the culture of poverty was a consequence of modernization. Such 
a skeptical view of modernization, although unusually grim in its diagnosis of existing com-
munities, was in fact perfectly in line with the writings of Redfield and Mayer. So too was 
Lewis‘s solution: arousing the poor to become conscious of their conditions and organizing 
them in groups to change those conditions. Lewis did not believe that such an arousal could 
take place within the context of a traditional community development program, however. For 
him, the culture of poverty could be eradicated only when the poor identified with some 
―larger group,‖ such as a trade union or a revolutionary nationalist movement, that sought 
―basic structural changes in society.‖72 Lewis was thus offering a version of community devel-
opment that was both more pessimistic in its assessment of the capacities of existing com-
munities and more radical in its proposed solution. But the basic formula of perceiving the 
sociocultural perils of modernization and calling for increased solidarity among the poor as a 
response remained intact.  

With no clearer an agenda than that, the Kennedy administration, in the summer of 
1963, began to turn its attention toward designing an antipoverty program for inclusion in its 
1964 legislative package. At that point, few in the administration had any experience working 
with domestic poverty. Hackett and his staff had broached the issue in their research on the 
domestic Peace Corps and juvenile delinquency, but they were only one small administrative 
pocket within the executive branch. Nevertheless, expertise abhors a vacuum, and after Ken-
nedy‘s death the pressing need to come up with something was keenly felt by all involved. 
Thus, when William Capron and William Cannon, members of Kennedy‘s Council of Eco-
nomic Advisers, were charged with preparing the administration‘s response to poverty, they 
found themselves drawn to Hackett‘s staff. All accounts of this period in late 1963 emphasize 
the great speed at which it all took place. Capron and Cannon had little time to understand the 
ins and outs of the juvenile delinquency program, which was itself only two years old. ―We 
were going on faith,‖ Capron admitted. We seized on an idea ―without really knowing what it 
would mean when it got translated.‖73 It was on faith, then, that they submitted a proposal to 
President Johnson in late December 1963 calling for what everyone—the Peace Corps, Ohlin 
and Cloward, the Ford Foundation, and Oscar Lewis—had already been hinting at: a commu-
nity development program. Five urban and five rural demonstration sites were to be chosen, 
with an eye toward expanding if the projects succeeded.  

Lyndon Johnson, as it turns out, was no stranger to community development. Upon 
seeing the proposal, Johnson recalled his own work with the National Youth Administration 
during the New Deal, which had—like the TVA and the Bureau of Agricultural Economics—
sought to use local action and democratic deliberation as the basis for rural improvement. Re-
flecting further, Johnson connected the idea to, as he put it, ―one of the oldest ideas of our 
democracy, as old as the New England town meeting—self-determination at the local level.‖74 
Some mention of overseas community development must also have entered into Johnson‘s 
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deliberations about the program, because he and his staff considered calling the program 
Point One, in response to Truman‘s Point Four.75 Whatever his thinking, Johnson grabbed 
onto the idea of community action with great enthusiasm and insisted that the program be 
expanded far beyond a few pilot projects. It must be instant and national. ―Community partic-
ipation would give focus to our efforts,‖ Johnson later recalled. ―The concept of community 
action became the first building block in our program to attack poverty.‖76 

After deciding that the War on Poverty would be a war for community, Johnson 
tapped Sargent Shriver as the head of the antipoverty task force. Shriver, busy with the Peace 
Corps, initially refused. Johnson, however, proposed that Shriver perform both jobs at once. 
―You‘ll have an international Peace Corps—one abroad and one at home,‖ he explained.77 
Like nearly every other member of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, Shriver had 
little experience with domestic poverty policy. So he drew on the expertise of nearly everyone 
he could find: Oscar Lewis, Michael Harrington, Paul Ylvisaker, and all of Hackett‘s staff 
members. As his executive secretary, Shriver recruited Frank Mankiewicz, the director of the 
Peace Corps in Peru. Mankiewicz explained the Peace Corps‘ community development opera-
tions in Latin America in detail to the other members of the task force. ―We were working 
from things that were happening on the ground,‖ he remembered.78 Shriver, of course, had no 
need for such explanations; the relevance of community development to the War on Poverty 
could not have been more obvious to him. When asked about the connection between the 
War on Poverty and community development, Shriver answered:  

 
There were many, many things in the Peace Corps which were applicable to the War 
on Poverty, and you put your finger on one of them right away. That was the ap-
proach which we in the Peace Corps called community development. Now in fact, 
doing community development in Ecuador is, philosophically and substantially, no 
different than doing the same thing in some West Virginia hollow. Now I‘m not try-
ing to say West Virginia hollows are like Ecuador, but the concept of going into Ec-
uador to try to help people decide their own problems, and to energize them, moti-
vate them, assist them to be able to handle their own problems themselves, is no dif-
ferent than the psychology you take into West Virginia or to the South Bronx. In the 
Peace Corps one called this process community development; in the war against po-
verty, we called it Community Action.79 

 
Mankiewicz had the same feeling. ―The Community Action concept came really from the 
Peace Corps‘ community development work,‖ he reflected. ―In fact we thought about the 
poor in the U.S., at least in many ways, as an underdeveloped society.‖80 
 Shriver‘s enthusiasm for Community Action and the connections he made between it 
and the Peace Corps have gone unexplored in the historical record because, as many accounts 
of the antipoverty task force report, Shriver at first resisted the idea of community action. In-
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deed, when, at the first meeting of the task force, Cannon, Capron, and the other members of 
the administration who had prepared the initial proposal to Johnson presented their plan to 
Shriver, Shriver responded, ―It will never fly,‖ and insisted that the War on Poverty be ex-
panded to include a wider array of programs.81 Shriver, however, took umbrage at the implica-
tion that this meant he was opposed to community action. His resistance, he explained sixteen 
years later, had come from his long experience with the practice.  
 

Community action—which the people in community action thought was so revolu-
tionary—was something that we had been running in the Peace Corps for four years 
before it ever got into the War on Poverty. So I thought community action was abso-
lutely sort of normal. To me it was routine.82  

 
His familiarity with the technique led Shriver to three conclusions: that the results of commu-
nity action would come in years rather than months, that the program would be relatively 
cheap, and that the program must be backstopped by other approaches to poverty. All of 
these led him to make community action an ―essential part but not the whole of the War on 
Poverty.‖83 And, indeed, that is what it became. In 1964, Congress passed the Economic Op-
portunity Act, authorizing Shriver‘s antipoverty program. A new government agency, the Of-
fice of Economic Opportunity (OEO), was created with Shriver at its head (although Shriver 
remained in charge of the Peace Corps as well). The OEO received $800 million, $300 of mil-
lion which reserved for community action and the rest to go toward other programs, including 
the Jobs Corps and VISTA. Under the terms of the Community Action Program, funds would 
not be spent directly by the federal government but would be granted to community action 
agencies—either already existing or newly formed—that could demonstrate that they were 
seeking to end poverty via the mechanism of community organization. Reformers and antipo-
verty activists leapt at the chance to receive funding. By June 1965 there were 415 community 
action agencies in existence; within a year there were over a thousand, most located in large 
cities.84 
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Sargent Shriver signing grants to community action agencies, November 1964  
(Shriver Papers, John F. Kennedy Library). 

 
 Let us sum up. The OEO‘s Community Action Program, the centerpiece of Johnson‘s 
War on Poverty, was the product of numerous separate but coordinated efforts undertaken by 
several groups inside and outside of the government. Nearly all of those efforts, however, 
were directly or otherwise closely connected to international community development. The 
first prominent experiments with urban community action were undertaken by the Ford 
Foundation‘s Gray Areas Program, run by Paul Ylvisaker. Ylvisaker‘s previous assignment for 
the Ford Foundation had been in Calcutta, where he worked under Douglas Ensminger, the 
point man at Ford for community development, and with Bernard Loshbough, the U.S. em-
bassy employee responsible for overseeing community development and the founder of an 
agency whose explicit goal was to import community development as practiced in India to the 
United States. In India, Ylvisaker helped design a master plan for the Calcutta that included an 
urban community development program and, according to internal Ford documents, his en-
thusiasm for urban community development sprang from conversations he had with Losh-
bough. Working alongside Ylvisaker on that Calcutta plan was Edward Logue, another Ford 
employee who had also worked with Loshbough on community development as part of the 
ambassadorial staff and who would become, after Ylvisaker, one of the most important figures 
in starting the Gray Areas Program. The men who first brought community development into 
the White House—David Hackett‘s staff—drew on Ylvisaker‘s experience but were also ex-
posed to the idea of community organizing through two other routes. First, they relied on the 
advice of Leonard Duhl‘s circle of social scientists, at least two prominent members of which 
had roots in the community development movement. Second, they had been assigned to de-
sign a domestic Peace Corps, during which task they consulted with Peace Corps employees 
and received advice—which they took—from a Redfield-trained anthropologist doing com-
munity development on a Navajo reservation. Their internal documents, like Ford‘s, show an 
awareness and engagement with the United States‘ community development projects abroad, 
mainly in India and the Philippines. Both the work of Ylvisaker and that of Hackett‘s staff 



 

136 

 

would have probably remained nascent, however, had not the problem of poverty received 
sudden and national exposure. That revelation of the persistence of domestic poverty was 
couched in the language of Oscar Lewis, yet another Ford Foundation employee, who had 
worked with Carl C. Taylor and Douglas Ensminger and who had in fact written a study of 
the community development projects of India. President Johnson, familiar with prior experi-
ments in rural community development in the United States and almost certainly aware of the 
legacy of Truman‘s Point Four program, insisted that community action become the core of 
the War on Poverty. To handle the job, he tapped Sargent Shriver, head of the Peace Corps 
and a longtime proponent of community action from his days in the Justice Department, 
where he had learned about the process from his wife, who had been trained at the University 
of Chicago. Shriver explicitly insisted that community action was the same thing as overseas 
community development, which was one of the chief occupations of the Peace Corps. To 
help him design the antipoverty program, then, he recruited Frank Mankiewicz, the chief pro-
ponent of community development within the Peace Corps. Shriver, Mankiewicz, and Hack-
ett‘s staff, with the help of Ylvisaker and Lewis, proceeded to design a program of community 
action that bore an obvious resemblance to community development as practiced all across 
the world, from Albert Mayer‘s Etawah to Y. C. James Yen‘s model villages in the Philippines. 
 

Table 3. Personnel overlap between the War on Poverty and overseas community development  
 

Architects of the War on Poverty  Overseas Community Developers 
David Hackett’s Staff (1961–) 
- Richard Boone (head of Domestic Peace Corps 

effort) 
 
Ford Foundation’s Gray Areas Program (1961–) 
- Paul Ylvisaker (head) 
- Bernard Loshbough 
- Edward Logue 
 
Johnson’s Anti-Poverty Task Force (1964) 
- Sargent Shriver (head) 
- Frank Mankiewicz  
- Richard Boone 
- With advice from: 

o Paul Ylvisaker  
o Oscar Lewis 

 

Bowles’s Ambassadorial Staff (1951–53) 
- Bernard Loshbough (head of CD program) 
- Edward Logue 
 
Ford Foundation’s CD program in India (1952–) 
- Bernard Loshbough 
- Oscar Lewis 
 
Ford team to design Plan for Calcutta (1959–60) 
- Paul Ylvisaker (head) 
- Bernard Loshbough  
- Edward Logue 
 
Peace Corps (1961–) 
- Sargent Shriver (head) 
- Frank Mankiewicz (main advocate of CD) 
 

 
  To argue, as I am doing, that the War on Poverty had international roots may seem 
counterintuitive. Historians in the past fifteen years have made great strides in recognizing the 
ways in which the United States and the rest of the world have influenced each other, but dur-
ing the twentieth century the lines of influence tend to be centrifugal: pointing from the Unit-
ed States outward. Other countries have bought the United States‘ goods, learned its language, 
adopted its form of government, accepted its currency, and subordinated themselves to the 
vagaries of its foreign policy, not the other way around. One might wonder why a major do-
mestic policy effort in the United States would take a Third World program, albeit a U.S.-
supported one, as its model. There are two answers one might give to that question. The first 
would be to point out that, by 1960, very few policy intellectuals in the United States were ca-
pable of discussing the problem of domestic poverty. Affluence, not poverty, had been the 
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subject of assessments of the country since World War II, to the point where it took a radical 
socialist like Michael Harrington to even broach the issue. Social scientists, in suddenly seeking 
to explain this new phenomenon, grabbed for whatever intellectual equipment they could find, 
and the tools that lay the closest at hand were the ones that had been designed to deal with 
problems that resembled domestic poverty: juvenile delinquency and, as has been described 
above, international development.  
 But there is a second, and more accurate, way to answer the question of why the Unit-
ed States looked to international development when confronted with the problem of domestic 
poverty. That is to say that, for the government officials and intellectuals working in the 
1960s, domestic and international policy were not two separate realms. Rather, men like Shriv-
er, Ylvisaker, Mankiewicz, and Loshbough were used to working in multiple national contexts. 
They traveled easily between domestic and foreign policy, just as they traveled easily, on jet 
planes, between the United States, Latin America, and Asia. Certainly, not every member of 
the Kennedy and Johnson administrations had a well-stamped passport, but in the time of the 
high Cold War, as in our own times, thinking internationally came naturally to aspiring men 
looking to make a mark. The surprise is not that well-educated and ambitious reformers of the 
1960s traveled extensively, worked in multiple countries, and acquainted themselves with for-
eign policy, but rather that it has been so hard for us to register the global dimensions of their 
careers.  
 But if community action had its roots in overseas community development, why was 
there so much confusion among the program‘s designers about how the program would work, 
and why did they fail to anticipate its radicalization? After all, one of the most compelling as-
pects of Daniel Patrick Moynihan‘s narrative of the War on Poverty is its explanation of the 
chaos and confusion surrounding the program, which Moynihan attributes to policymakers‘ 
complete lack of experience with participatory programs. But Moynihan had it backward. The 
cloud of confusion engulfing community action was not the product of the inexperience of 
policymakers, but rather the product of the expectations that Shriver and certain other mem-
bers of his team brought to the table as a result of their previous engagement with community 
development abroad.  
 Shriver and his fellow thinkers made two assumptions about community development, 
neither of which was entirely accurate, on the basis of their experience with the practice. The 
first was that community development had worked. Faith in the success of community devel-
opment was not hard to come by. Because it valued process over product and holistic out-
comes over specifiable targets, community development could be frustratingly difficult to 
measure. A development project designed by an economist might take as its target a certain 
level of rural incomes, but when the target of development was not a concrete achievement 
but a feeling of solidarity, an enlivened public sphere, or the satisfaction of ―felt needs,‖ hard 
numbers were hard to come by. Often, the testimony of village elites, whom community de-
velopers usually regarded as ―natural leaders,‖ substituted for a more probing assessment of 
whether projects were actually engaging the full village community. While some community 
developers, like Carl C. Taylor and Albert Mayer, recognized the failures of the projects that 
they themselves had worked on, others persisted in their faith that the democratic power of 
communities. For the idealists of the Kennedy administration, it was easy to declare the Peace 
Corps as having successfully planted the roots of enduring democracy. After all, who was to 
say differently? When community development projects failed in the global South, they did so 
in the quietest of ways. A new schoolhouse would go unused, or a proposed well would never 
be finished, but such small failures in remote villages did not trigger massive environmental 
damage or political revolutions.  
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 But the more critical error that Shriver and other advocates of community action made 
was to suppose that what they believed to have worked in Third World villages could work 
just as well in U.S. urban neighborhoods. In Shriver‘s vision, the point of community devel-
opment was to weld the weak and the powerful together into a single, well-connected social 
unit. That hope had been at the center of groupism: landlords and tenants, workers and man-
agers, blacks and whites, were to be reconciled by the therapeutic process of community mo-
bilization. Shriver was, more than anyone, enamored of this conception. His idea of communi-
ty action, remembered Mankiewicz, was getting the ―priest, rabbi, factory owner, and worker‖ 
together to talk things over.85 Community action might have been designed for the benefit of 
the poor, but it could not be undertaken by the poor alone. ―I believe in community action as 
being communal,‖ Shriver argued, ―and that‘s why we should have . . . at the local level of 
community action, the private sector, those people in the philanthropic area, et cetera.‖86 Paul 
Ylvisaker and William Cannon, and to a lesser degree David Hackett, regarded community 
action as Shriver did: as a consensus-governed process that would involve not just the poor 
but local elites as well.87  
 Shriver‘s hope that the subterranean reservoirs of communal feeling could be tapped 
in U.S. cities, just as they had been (Shriver believed) in Third World villages, was not absurd. 
In fact, it was highly compatible with a developing tradition of urban sociology that saw the 
urban neighborhood as comparable to the village community. The tradition began with Wil-
liam F. Whyte‘s Street Corner Society (1943), a pioneering use of anthropological methods to 
study U.S. society—in Whyte‘s case, a gang of young boys of Italian background in Boston‘s 
North End, whose rituals, status markers, culture, and group connections Whyte described at 
length. Whyte had worked with many of leading groupist thinkers while a student at Harvard, 
including George Homans, Elton Mayo, Chester Barnard, Conrad Arensberg, and Elliott 
Chapple. After completing his book, he went to Chicago to study with Robert Redfield and 
W. Lloyd Warner and in the 1960s he left the country for Peru, where he worked with anthro-
pologist Allan Holmberg on the Vicos community development project.88  

Whyte‘s vision of the urban poor as constituting a tribe of sorts had been picked up 
and amplified in two important 1960s studies: Herbert Gans‘s The Urban Villagers (1962) and 
Jane Jacobs‘s The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961). Gans, with funding from Leo-
nard Duhl‘s National Institute for Mental Health, challenged the prevailing notion that Bos-
ton‘s West End was a slum or an ―urban jungle,‖ and pointed out, instead, the many ways in 
which urban life there resembled traditional village life. West Enders, living close together, 
enjoyed ―a share in the life that went on around them, which, in turn, made them feel part of 
the group.‖ Gans mentioned Daniel Lerner‘s famous articulation of modernization theory, The 
Passing of Traditional Society (1958), and argued that the West Enders, despite their location in a 
major metropolitan city in the most powerful nation on earth, bore ―considerable similarity‖ 
to the premodern societies described by Lerner—a point in their favor, according to Gans.89 
The same thesis was expounded with even greater force in Jacobs‘s The Death and Life of Great 
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American Cities, an attack on urban renewal programs that insisted on the vibrancy and vitality 
of neighborhood communities. Focusing particularly on the Back-of-the-Yards in Chicago, 
Boston‘s North End (which she toured with Gans), and her own Greenwich Village, Jacobs 
argued that urban neighborhoods, when functioning correctly, were not impersonal arenas 
where citydwellers acted out their various social pathologies but rather ―networks of small-
scale, everyday public life‖ where a diversity of uses and activities knitted together the lives of 
neighbors.90 Whyte, Gans, and Jacobs all offered a fairly sunny portrait of urban life, one that 
contradicted the popular notions of urban pathology that had justified slum clearance and ur-
ban renewal. What appeared to be markers of slum conditions in the eyes of public officials—
high concentration of residential units, little or no separation between commercial and resi-
dential areas, and a bustling street life—were often as not sources of small-scale social solidari-
ties.  
 If Whyte, Gans, and Jacobs were right in their descriptions of city life, then Shriver‘s 
plan to fight poverty by drawing on the power of neighborhood communities would seem to 
be justified. But not everyone saw the city as a collection of ―urban villages.‖ The opposing 
viewpoint was offered by Kenneth B. Clark, the black psychologist whose research on the 
consequences of discrimination had played an important role in the Brown v. Board of Education 
decision. For Clark, impoverished urban areas were not villages, they were prisons. In Dark 
Ghetto (1965), Clark pointed to the structural and economic constraints facing the poor, par-
ticularly poor African Americans, and described the damage that such constraints wrought on 
the psyches of slumdwellers. Lacking economic resources and populated by recent migrants 
rather than by longstanding residents, the ghetto was, in Clark‘s eyes, ―not a viable communi-
ty.‖91 Clark was closely affiliated with Haryou, an experimental community action agency in 
Harlem that had got funding from Hackett‘s committee on juvenile delinquency and later 
from Shriver‘s OEO. But, with his jaded view of the social capacities of ghetto neighbor-
hoods, Clark had little faith in Peace Corps–style community development. Poor communities 
could not spontaneously improve themselves without confronting their lack of power, which 
meant organizing, as the civil rights movement had, to demand their rights from the powerful. 
Whereas, for Shriver, community action meant drawing together all members of a community 
to work on common problems, for Clark it meant organizing the powerless to confront their 
social betters.92 
 The debate between Kenneth Clark and Jane Jacobs as to how to view the city was in 
many ways simply the newest version of a longstanding debate that had accompanied com-
munity projects throughout the history of community development. Robert Redfield and Os-
car Lewis had famously clashed about whether Tepoztlán was essentially harmonious or riven 
by conflict. Lewis entered the same debate, with Redfield‘s colleagues, in his ethnographic 
studies of Indian villages. The untouchable leader B. R. Ambedkar, the Keralite Communist E. 
M. S. Namboodiripad, the Marxist Barrington Moore, Jr., the Philippine anthropologist F. 
Landa Jocano, and the leaders of the Manila slum advocacy group ZOTO, had all taken 
Clark‘s side, arguing that what community developers regarded as natural communities were in 
fact the sites of power struggles and that the only effective community organization in such 
situations would have to be oppositional in nature: a movement of the powerless against the 
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powerful. To some degree, whether one sided with Clark or Jacobs on such matters was a 
question of perception, of whether one tended to see community or conflict. But it was not 
just a matter of perception. Whyte, Gans, and Jacobs had all been looking at very different 
sorts of neighborhoods than Clark had been observing. Notably, Street Corner Society, The Urban 
Villagers, and The Death and Life of Great American Cities focused exclusively on enclaves of 
whites, often ―white ethnics,‖ within the larger urban fabric. But by the early 1960s, those 
were precisely the areas that were disappearing the fastest. In the 1940s and 1950s, millions of 
whites left urban cores, and with them went political resources and a tax base. Residential se-
gregation was quickly killing the sort of economic and social diversity that had afforded places 
like Boston‘s North End a flourishing social life even in the absence of economic prosperity. 
Urban villages were in dwindling supply, and as local businesses, employment opportunities, 
and political resources left the city, areas that had been formerly well-rounded neighborhoods 
were now holding cells.  
 The worse the urban crisis got, the more it appeared that the dark ghetto, rather than 
the urban village, was the basic pattern of city life. And, as Clark was quick to perceive, the 
dark ghetto was inimical to community development of the Peace Corps variety. Whereas the 
villages of the Third World contained many examples of elites living side-by-side with their 
subordinates, urban apartheid meant that neighborhoods in U.S. cities consisted almost entire-
ly of poor people. Whereas ―community participation‖ in villages time and again served to 
bolster the power of rural elites, in U.S. cities it threatened to do the opposite: it threatened to 
turn the decisionmaking apparatus over to subordinated groups. When that happened, it was 
impossible to even pretend that U.S. urban neighborhoods operated like Third World villages.  
 That key fact about community action in the United States—that it operated on places 
that lacked the sociological characteristics of villages—goes a long way toward explaining the 
confusion policymakers like Shriver experienced after launching the Community Action Pro-
gram. When Shriver‘s task force was drafting the Economic Opportunity Act, it had to set 
criteria for what sorts of agencies would be eligible for OEO funds. Someone, probably Ri-
chard Boone (the Chicago-trained former Ford employee who had led the push for a Domes-
tic Peace Corps) but possibly Harold Horowitz, proposed that agencies must include the 
―maximum feasible participation‖ of the poor to receive funding.93 It is unclear where that 
phrase came from, although Frank Mankiewicz remembered it as having been derived from 
discussions of the Peace Corps in Latin America.94 Also unclear was what it meant. Shriver, 
surely reflecting on the Peace Corps‘ work, understood it to mean that elites and nonelites 
would cooperate—he compared it to the managers of a factory surveying the workers to learn 
their feelings.95 But Boone and some of the more radical members of the task force assumed 
that ―maximum feasible participation‖ meant that the poor would lead their own movements, 
movements that may well, as Clark had desired, challenge the privileges of the powerful. Two 
powerfully different meanings were thus tacitly ascribed to the definition of community action 
agencies, and, in the haste to pass the Economic Opportunity Act, no one who shepherded 
the bill to passage—in Congress or in the White House—recognized that the ambiguity would 
prove to be political dynamite.  

The incendiary potential of the ―maximum feasible participation‖ clause became ap-
parent as soon as the EOA was passed. Urban mayors, as was expected, lined up to receive 
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OEO funds. But first Philadelphia, then Cleveland, New York, Los Angeles, and San Francis-
co were turned down when the OEO refused to grant funds for programs that failed to in-
corporate the poor in any way and differed little from the old sort of urban services. Shriver 
had hoped that the organizations that would spring forth in their wake would unite elites with 
the poor. But what came as some surprise to Shriver and all of the legislators who had ex-
pected community action to run along the lines of overseas community development was how 
many of the community agencies that formed to claim grants had a social protest agenda. 
Clark, it seemed, was right: if you organize a town meeting in an economically impoverished 
ghetto, the result is rarely polite. For men like Boone, that was the entire point. As director of 
the Community Action Program‘s Program Policy and Planning Division, he insisted that 
maximum feasible participation meant empowering the poor to form autonomous organiza-
tions and he arranged grants that he thought would do just that. One grant, of $314,000, went 
to an organization led by self-professed radical Saul Alinsky, who helped to organize a full-
frontal attack on the municipal establishment, spending public money to organize tenant‘s un-
ions in public-housing projects, to bail out protesting welfare mothers, and to run a voter-
registration drive to defeat the incumbent Republican mayor. ―We are experiencing a class 
struggle in the traditional Karl Marx style in Syracuse, and I do not like it,‖ protested the direc-
tor of the Syracuse Housing Authority.96  

Saul Alinsky was, in fact, a fitting ally for Boone, and a fitting emblem of the radicali-
zation of community action. Like so many other community developers, Alinsky had been a 
graduate student at the University of Chicago, where he worked on juvenile delinquency, and 
conversant with the language of groupism. From the 1940s onward, Alinsky maintained a cor-
respondence with the French communitarian philosopher Jacques Maritain, whom Alinsky 
regarded as ―my spiritual father and the man I love‖ (Maritain, one of the founders of Perso-
nalism, had also been a major inspiration to Ngô Đinh Diêm).97 Alinsky began his career in 
the 1940s organizing the Back-of-the-Yards neighborhood in Chicago, work which he took up 
with the same regard for communal self-help and local traditions that was typical of communi-
ty development.98 But Alinsky was not like the other groupists and Chicago-trained experts on 
the community. Hailing from the Jewish ghetto rather than the midwestern plains, Alinsky was 
a lifelong radical, who regarded community organizing, as Boone and Clark would later do, as 
a means of organizing social protest movements. The Peace Corps, Alinsky remarked, may 
claim to mobilize communities but was ultimately ineffectual because ―it would never be al-
lowed to meddle in the affairs, say, of the United Fruit Company in central America.‖99 
Alinsky‘s oppositional approach to community organizing placed him on the sidelines of U.S. 
political life for most of his career—an inspiring figure to some but not a political force. That 
changed, however, in the 1960s when Alinsky, peddling the same technique he had been using 
for years, gained national prominence. A book on burgeoning urban problems, Charles Sil-
berman‘s Crisis in Black and White (1964), described Alinsky‘s organizing techniques as ―the 
most important and most impressive experiment affecting Negroes anywhere in the United 
States,‖ and Alinsky was soon sucked into national politics.100 ―My stock split in two,‖ Alinsky 
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remembered, describing the sudden surge of interest in his work.101 The point here is that 
Alinsky‘s rapid rise was an artifact of the changing face of urban life, which, by destroying any 
possibility that urban neighborhoods might function as villages, greatly facilitated oppositional 
and radical forms of community organizing.  

With men like Alinsky suddenly in charge, accusations quickly accumulated that the 
OEO was using taxpayer dollars to bankroll a domestic revolution. Congress members ob-
jected that a project in Nashville had funded a ―Hate Whitey Liberation School‖ and that a 
project in Houston had sought to purchase telescopic rifle sights with its OEO funds.102 There 
was little truth to the more extravagant of such charges, but the main thrust was right. In the 
Third World, national programs to empower communities had only strengthened the hand of 
the rural elites who lived in them. In the United States, however, a similarly rapid national 
program to grant power to U.S. neighborhoods was, because of urban apartheid, always in 
danger of becoming insurrectionary. The Black Panther Party, is it turns out, was founded in 
the office of an Oakland community action agency where Bobby Seale, the chairman of the 
Black Panthers, held an administrative job.103 LeRoi Jones, the revolutionary poet and political 
activist, created a scandal when he managed to get OEO funding for his Black Arts Theater. 
Civil rights activist James Farmer created another one when the OEO denied funding to his 
proposal. Black activists, denied meaningful participation in federal and state government for 
so long, were discovering that they could at least exert control at the local level.104 Within the 
context of a spate of urban riots beginning with the Watts riots in the summer of 1965, it 
seemed to many that community action was entirely out of the government‘s control. Even 
for those who believed that maximum feasible participation should mean the organization of 
radical poor people‘s movements, there was little sustained success to brag about, as the more 
controversial and conflict-oriented programs were often the ones to fold the fastest.105  
  Community developers who had advocated consensus-building in Third World villag-
es balked when they saw what the Community Action Program had become. Albert Mayer, 
the guru of Etawah, returned to New York and was commissioned to build a play park in an 
underprivileged area. Mayer set himself to the task, only to encounter ―five strapping guys 
who asserted their views in what can only be called an ominous tone,‖ who intimidated him 
into abandoning the plans. The community action programs, he concluded, were not giving 
rise to genuine community mobilization but ―a sort of stand-up knock-down situation with a 
lot of broken bones, intimidation, general tenseness—above all, delay, cumulative delay, cu-
mulative frustration, local cynicism, and self-backlash.‖106 Richard Waverly Poston, Mayer‘s 
longtime collaborator and the head of the Peace Corps‘ community development training 
program in New Mexico, came to a similar conclusion after studying an OEO-funded project 
on New York‘s Lower East Side to empower gang members.107 A more prominent case of the 
disillusionment with community development once it became a vehicle for social protest is 

                                                        
101 Alinsky, quoted in Horwitt, Saul Alinsky, 450.  
102 Cazenave, Impossible Democracy, 156. 
103 Lemann, The Promised Land, 180. 
104 See Thomas J. Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North (New York: Random 
House, 2008), 367–374. 
105 An important rejoinder to the prevailing view that the community action programs were largely ineffectual is 
offered in Cazenave, Impossible Democracy. Cazenave concedes that thoroughgoing participation in policymaking by 
the poor was, within the structural limitations of the political landscape of the 1960s, unsustainable (he compares 
community action to ―a rock that floated‖) but he argues that its long-term effects can still be felt today in the 
remarkable proliferation of grassroots community organizations in the United States today.  
106 Albert Mayer, ―A New Level of Local Government is Struggling to be Born,‖ City, March/April 1971, 62.  
107 Richard W. Poston, The Gang and the Establishment (New York: Harper and Row, 1971).  



 

143 

 

that of Edward Banfield. In 1958, Banfield had written a book about a village in Southern Ita-
ly which, having suffered for decades from poverty and exploitation, had lost its civic culture. 
To remedy the situation, Banfield recommended a program of community development: 
teachers and local leaders ―should assist the villagers to undertake simple ventures in coopera-
tion and community action,‖ including forming sports leagues and credit unions, which would 
―give rise to a ‗we‘ feeling.‖108 After witnessing the urban riots and the War on Poverty, how-
ever, Banfield threw up his hands: the problems of the poor in U.S. cities were self-generated 
and ―empowering‖ the poor with community action programs would only lead to disaster, 
since the desires of the poor were ultimately self-sabotaging.109  
 After the Watts riots, the program began to deteriorate quickly. In late 1965, Charles 
Schultze, the White House Budget Bureau director, wrote Johnson a memo observing that the 
OEO had antagonized so many local officials that the Democrats could face a crippling lack 
of support from their own base in the upcoming midterm elections. ―We ought not to be in 
the business of organizing the poor politically,‖ Schultze wrote to Johnson. ―O. K. I agree,‖ 
the president wrote back.110 As the administration gradually removed funding and support for 
the OEO, its top staff began resigning. In 1966, Jack Conway, head of the Community Action 
Program, and Richard Boone left to form the Citizen Crusade against Poverty with Walter 
Reuther, an organization that might carry out their hopes for direct political action rooted in 
the discontent of the poor. When Sargent Shriver gave an address to their organization in 
April, his speech was drowned out by boos. ―I will not participate in a riot,‖ Shriver declared 
before leaving the stage, his speech unfinished.111  

In 1967, Johnson‘s draft bill to reauthorize the OEO required that in each locality the 
highest-ranking elected official (usually the mayor) be automatically given a place on the board 
of every community action agency, dramatically hobbling the autonomy of the agencies. That 
was not enough for Congress, which modified the bill to require that all community action 
agencies be supervised by state or local governments. In essence, what was happening was 
that the political establishment, finally confronting the fact that U.S. ghettos lacked the me-
chanisms for local and informal social control that had existed in rural villages, was putting 
new ones in place. Whereas in the Third World, villages came already equipped with local 
elites, in U.S. cities a class of New Brahmans had to be installed in order to prevent the new 
local forms of political power from becoming radical. The New Brahmans were unlike the 
Brahmans of India or the landlords of the Philippines in that they were a policy elite, with few 
social connections to the population whom they were controlling. But they served a similar 
purpose in that they prevented community participation in poor areas from becoming the ba-
sis for a social revolution.  

With the fangs of the community action agencies removed, the OEO lost much of its 
momentum. Shriver left the agency in 1968 to become the ambassador to France. His succes-
sor, Bertram Harding, was an archetypal manager and had little of Shriver‘s enthusiasm for 
community participation. When Richard Nixon took office, he turned to Daniel Patrick Moy-
nihan for advice on how to handle poverty. Moynihan recommended dismantling the OEO 
entirely. Although Nixon was unable to do that, he placed the OEO in the hands of men who, 
like Harding, adopted a managerial perspective. Those included Donald Rumsfeld, Harding‘s 
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successor as director, and Rumsfeld‘s special assistant, Dick Cheney. In 1973 Nixon gave in-
structions to OEO chief Howard Phillips to dismantle the agency by abolishing community 
action and moving everything else to other departments. Watergate saved the OEO for a time 
but Gerald Ford continued the tradition of maintaining it as a bureaucratic agency until he 
handed it off to Ronald Reagan in 1981, who finally abolished it (the only governmental agen-
cy that Reagan managed to entirely eliminate).112  
 As the federal government abandoned direct community action programs, it did not 
abandon the concept of community development altogether. Rather, programs encouraging 
the direct participation of citizens were replaced by urban programs over which municipal of-
ficials—the New Brahmans—could maintain control. The Model Cities program, signed by 
Johnson into law in 1966, was a sort of Community Action Program from the top down: city 
officials received funding to rescue urban life by clearing slums, erecting new construction, 
and providing public services. Two years later, Robert F. Kennedy and Jacob Javits created, as 
an amendment to the Economic Opportunity Act, a ―Special Impact Program‖ to fund 
Community Development Corporations (CDCs)—primarily economic rather than political 
agencies that would create jobs and housing, often by working with local industries. CDCs 
sprang up by the hundreds in the 1970s and demonstrated that, properly disinfected, commu-
nity programs could be an efficient means by which politicians could signal their commit-
ments to impoverished urban areas. Even during the Reagan administration, when antipoverty 
programs in general were defunded, at least one thousand new CDCs were established.113 In 
general, as the federal government has retreated from addressing unemployment, inferior 
housing, and deindustrialization, it has turned the responsibility over to poor people them-
selves.114 Today, there are around four thousand CDCs. But as CDCs have grown they have 
also visibly migrated from the core values that once animated the community action agencies. 
Street organizing and social change remain part of the CDC rhetoric but have clearly taken a 
back seat to tangible outcomes and modern business practices. More and more, the role of the 
community organization is not that of the town hall but of the real estate development office, 
and the executives of CDCs are increasingly businessmen, often white, brought in for their 
management skills rather than local leaders in urban communities.115  
  The practice of community development today is defined by a tension between partic-
ipation and control, between democracy and stability.116 In many ways, that tension can be 
traced back to the midcentury decades. Groupist democratic ideals of animated overseas 
community development projects, but social hierarchies within villages ensured that local deci-
sionmaking would limit itself to small and largely unimportant improvement projects and 
would not, for instance, threaten existing systems of landholding or ritual privilege. Communi-
ty programs in developing countries had failed to raise rural incomes in any measurable way, 
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but their lack of effect was ironically crucial to their successful transmission back to the Unit-
ed States. Proponents could tout community development for its many small (and immeasur-
able) contributions to rural welfare and could draw comfort from the fact that community 
programs had ―democratized‖ the countryside without triggering peasant revolutions. With 
that model of overseas community development in their heads, it was easy for members of the 
Kennedy and Johnson administrations to envision that a similar program directed at U.S. ghet-
tos might also ease conditions and encourage a vibrant political culture without conflict. But 
because of the extensive economic segregation the marked U.S. cities, the only local elites 
available to shape neighborhood activism were civil servants, who quickly found themselves 
overwhelmed by the force of social unrest whenever it seemed that decisionmaking power 
might be turned over to the residents of impoverished urban neighborhoods. Informal me-
chanisms of social control that governed rural villages had few analogues in the dark ghetto, 
and by the late 1960s the government had replaced the principle of ―maximum feasible partic-
ipation‖ with the rule of the New Brahmans: political elites. Thus did the central tragedy of 
the global community development movement—the collision of its democratic aspirations 
with its inability to overcome entrenched inequalities—play itself out on yet another stage.  
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Conclusion 
 
 On New Year‘s Eve in 1965, Carl C. Taylor sat down to write a series of letters reflect-
ing on his experiences in the past few years. Taylor had been the head of the USDA‘s Bureau 
of Agricultural Economics, a president of the American Sociological Association, and had 
been one of the world‘s most prominent community developers, having worked on and ob-
served programs in twenty-one different countries on behalf of the United Nations, the Unit-
ed States government, and the Ford Foundation over the course of the 1950s and the 1960s.1 
Taylor had also served on the board and executive committee of International Voluntary Ser-
vices (IVS), the private community development agency that had served as a model for the 
Peace Corps, since its establishment in 1953. Writing to Stanley Andrews, a former director of 
the U.S. Technical Cooperation Agency (in charge of administering Point Four aid) and a fel-
low IVS board member, Taylor lamented the decline of community development. ―I am afraid 
that we have not only become institutionalized in our procedures and our administration, but 
institutionalized in our thinking.‖2 The countries that, like India, had tried to institute commu-
nity development programs had failed because they had sought to do so by imposition. ―Be-
cause they have done this, the national bureaucracy at the top has so mechanized the pro-
grams that those working at the local levels have become the chore boys of administration 
rather than the catalyzers and entrepreneurs of local community change.‖3 Even the Peace 
Corps, which was designed to implement a bottom-up approach to aid, had become a mass 
agency that lacked ―a real community development understanding.‖4 Worst of all was the 
Vietnam War, whose expense had blocked any real chance of development in Asia and Afri-
ca.5  

Taylor knew quite a bit about that war and the heavy toll it took, as Vietnam had been 
one of IVS‘s primary fields of operation since it began work there in 1956.6 Taylor had hoped 
that IVS‘s close collaboration with USAID in Vietnam would allow the United States to en-
gage seriously in development work, but he found instead that the United States was simply 
using IVS volunteers as ―shock troops, sent into areas of what is thought to be special need, 
and where no one else will go.‖7 At its peak, IVS had over 160 volunteers in Vietnam, at least 
nine of whom were killed.8 In 1967, four of IVS‘s top workers, including the director of the 
Vietnam program, made headline news and caught President Johnson‘s attention by resigning 
in protest over the war. ―We are finding it increasingly difficult to pursue quietly our main ob-
jective: helping the people of Vietnam,‖ they wrote. ―Even in our situation, normally far from 
the fighting, we have seen enough to say that the only monuments to this war will be the dead, 
the maimed, the despairing and the forlorn.‖9 In the arc of his long career, Taylor had seen 
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community development go from a strategy for protecting Southern and Western farmers 
from the worst pains to the Depression to, somehow, a means of advancing U.S. military poli-
cy in Vietnam. His conclusions were not happy. ―I am sorry that what has come to be called 
community development has become more or less a shibboleth‖—shibboleth being Taylor‘s 
preferred term of derision for the empty slogans of propagandists.10 From a well-meaning at-
tempt to allow people direct their own destinies, community development had become a con-
venient fig leaf, an ideological cover for whatever governments wanted to do.  

 

 
 
The head of IVS in Vietnam, Don Luce, digs a foundation with Vietnamese villagers before Luce’s resignation  

(Luce and Sommer, Viet Nam: The Unheard Voices)  

 
Taylor was not the only disappointed community developer. Looking around him in 

1961, one promoter of the strategy in USAID complained that community development was 
in a ―recession.‖ The aid agency was ―strongly infected with ‗economism‘‖ and had been crip-
pling its own community development programs as it moved to ―put the emphasis primarily 
on economic development and to think of any political development as almost an automatic 
by-product.‖ Such an orientation, he reported, had had ―subtle and devastating effects on the 
morale of the whole community development group in the government,‖ to the point where 
the U.S. government‘s Libyan community development adviser, despite achieving great suc-
cess in his program, resigned simply for reasons of general discouragement.11 Such worries 
were, as it turned out, warranted. In 1963, when Hubert Humphrey requested from the 
Community Development Division of USAID a report on the status of the aid strategy, he 
learned that the Philippine program was being phased out and that USAID support had been 
withdrawn from major countries such as India, Iraq, Egypt, Jordan, Iran, Korea, and Pakistan. 
Scattered staff members remained in Africa and Southeast Asia but these, too were scheduled 
to be relieved of their duties.12 Most field offices had been abolished entirely and, indeed, the 
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Community Development Division‘s headquarters was closed in 1963. The only country to 
see an increase in its community development aid from the United States after 1963 was Viet-
nam.13 But few experienced community developers, outside of the CIA, placed any great faith 
in the Vietnam program. Taylor, involved via IVS, was a strong critic and Albert Mayer, 
whom Kennedy‘s advisers invited to work there, declined outright.14 

The problem was not just that the United States was losing interest in community de-
velopment, it was that everyone was. Community development‘s persistent lack of results, 
combined with a new sense of urgency about development triggered by looming food crises, 
shifted the interest of those concerned with development away from community building and 
toward the Green Revolution. Whereas by the late 1950s it was hard to find a developing na-
tion without a community development program of some scope, by the late 1960s it was hard 
to find a community development program that had not been defunded, marginalized, or 
folded into an agricultural ministry. To the degree that governments continued to use com-
munity development, they used it not as a way to alleviate rural poverty but as a way to control 
rural populations, often within of the context of counterinsurgency campaigns. The few 
community development campaigns that seemed to genuinely devolve power to their clients—
as in Kerala in the late 1950s or in U.S. cities during the mid 1960s—did so only for very short 
periods of time before their radical elements were purged and their operations scaled back.  

In the absence of any hard evidence that community development had worked, the 
strategy faced vigorous assaults in the United Nations, particularly from Eastern European 
delegates, who favored structural and industry-centered approaches to the problem of poverty. 
―You are always talking about process, you are talking about definitions of something that 
seems vague and general, and we can‘t exactly put our finger on what it is it‘s accomplishing,‖ 
is how Julia Henderson, Director of the UN‘s Bureau of Social Affairs, paraphrased their 
complaints. ―Aren‘t you avoiding the basic problems of social reform? . . . Can you get real 
community development where . . . your social structure is so archaic that the people on the 
bottom are never going to benefit from what you do?‖15 Such questions, Henderson con-
ceded, were increasingly hard to answer. So too were charges that community development 
focused on rural poverty rather than urban poverty and that it privileged group conformity 
over individual entrepreneurship.  

It may be tempting to take the failure of community development as a reason for dis-
missing it. How much do we really need to know, after all, about a development scheme that 
failed to improve the incomes, institutions, or social lives of the peoples whom it was meant 
to benefit? Here, some perspective is necessary. If success were our only measure of signific-
ance in the history of development, we would have very little to talk about. Modernization 
projects, after all, have been colossal failures as well: they have wrecked the environment, de-
stroyed local cultures, benefited the urban elite at the expense of marginal groups, expanded 
the disciplinary power of the state, and generally failed to improve conditions for most of their 
intended beneficiaries.16 But we have studied those projects with the utmost seriousness, 
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closely examining their effects, their histories, and their intellectual foundations. In fact, we 
have taken their failure as warrant for studying them. How, we ask ourselves, did we miss the 
mark so widely? The same question can—and should—be asked about community develop-
ment. To be sure, the quest for community has not produced catastrophe on the same specta-
cular scale as has the urge to modernize. There are no crumbling dams, flooded villages, slums 
filled with refugees, or acres of forest scorched by napalm. But the costs of the failure of 
community development, though less visible, are no less present. They can be found in the 
millions wasted on pointless projects, in the unabated impoverishment and social degradation 
faced by a large portion of the world‘s population and in the generations of chastened villagers 
who learned, yet again, not to place their hopes in their governments.  
 There is another reason why community development is especially worthy of our at-
tention: it has returned with a vengeance. Only a decade after most community development 
programs were dismantled, development experts started speaking again about the need for 
participatory development and the inclusion of ―local organizations‖ within developmental 
plans. This was a reaction to the perceived failures of agricultural modernization projects, par-
ticularly the emphasis on technology and science as the keys to development during the Green 
Revolution.17 But participatory tactics were not the only response to the failures of state-
directed modernization. More prominent were a set of developmental strategies that sought to 
promote market activity by rolling back the state. The ―Berg Report‖ for the World Bank in 
1981 marked the beginning of a sympathetic reconsideration of market strategies that culmi-
nated in what was for a time known as the ―Washington Consensus‖ and is more recently 
known as ―neoliberalism.‖18 Market-based reforms were pushed on the development world 
with especial vigor by the International Monetary Fund, which reacted to the global debt crisis 
of the early 1980s by bailing out debtor nations if those nations would agree to ―structural ad-
justments‖ that included reducing public expenditures, liberalizing trade, and otherwise reduc-
ing the role of public institutions in economic life.19 But by the 1990s the perils of privatiza-
tion were as clear to development officials as the perils of state-directed development had 
been. The development community was, then, in much the same position that the social 
theorists of the midcentury decades had been: they were painfully aware of both the excesses 
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of states and markets. And like those social theorists, they turned with great enthusiasm to 
communitarian solutions. Specifically, the development community latched onto the idea of 
―social capital,‖ as articulated by sociologist by James S. Coleman and popularized by sociolo-
gist Robert Putnam.20 Development, in that view, was not just a matter of physical capital, of 
machines and materials, but required social capital as well: networks of trust, voluntary organi-
zations, and a vibrant associational life. In other words, it required community development.  
 Around 1995, the World Bank began to take a strong interest in social capital. Bank 
economist Christiaan Grootaert suggested in a much-cited paper that social capital was per-
haps the ―missing link‖ in development, the ingredient without which all projects would 
founder.21 Grootaert urged the Bank to incorporate ―existing associations and organizations‖ 
into its development projects and to try to create ―enabling environments‖ for the growth of 
local organizations.22 The Bank took Grootaert‘s advice to heart and sought to empower local 
organizations through a technique it called ―community-driven development‖ or ―community-
based development.‖ Community-driven development soon became ―among the fastest-
growing mechanisms for channeling development assistance,‖ accounting for, by conservative 
calculations, $2 billion in annual lending by 2003.23 One key to community-driven develop-
ment‘s popularity has been its political ambidexterity. For advocates of market-based strate-
gies, community-driven development is a way to have the necessary social supplements to the 
market without involving the state. For those on the left, it offers an alternative vision of bot-
tom-up development that respects cultural diversity and indeed draws on it in the creation of a 
grassroots movement. There has been, as Kristian Stokke and Giles Mohan have argued, a 
―convergence around local civil society‖ from both the neoliberals and post-Marxists.24  
 What is surprising about the rapid rise of community-driven development to domin-
ance after 1995 is how little mention is made in the process of the community development 
movement of the midcentury decades. Grootaert‘s celebrated paper for the World Bank made 
no mention of community development whatever, and it was hardly exceptional in that regard. 
There is an almost complete historical amnesia on this score. One development economist, 
while studying the World Bank‘s experiments with community mobilization, stumbled upon a 
master‘s thesis about midcentury community development written by a former USAID em-
ployee and was surprised to learn that there had been such a thing. Searching through the scho-
larly record he found ―a massive literature on the topic‖ from the 1950s and 1960s but ―vir-
tually no references thereafter.‖ And yet, he reflected, the similarities between the community 
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development of the midcentury decades and community-directed development were striking. 
He found training manuals from the 1940s that, but for the ―dated nature‖ of the photo-
graphs, ―could well have been from the 1990s.‖25 His observations were astute. To one famili-
ar with the history of community development in the Cold War era, current community-
driven development often looks like little more than a reanimation of old techniques. But 
what is alarming about that reanimation is that the failures of community development are 
also being revived and repeated. The chief complaint about the Bank‘s community-driven de-
velopment strategy is that it is prone to ―elite capture,‖ the ability of landlords and other elites 
to use their informal power to redirect efforts ostensibly generated by the community—
precisely the problem that hobbled midcentury community development.26  
 Our inability to remember what was once a major policy initiative that affected dozens 
of nations, including the United States, is not an accident. It is the result of our implicit 
sense—present as much an our historical writing as in our scholarship on development—that 
there is something illegitimate about communitarian solutions, something that renders them 
unfit as bearers of modernity. The world of the twentieth century, we feel, is an age of bureau-
cratization, centralization, urbanization, and industrialization. As much as we may lament 
those trends, we nevertheless attribute to them a binding force. Thus, while we have no diffi-
culty recognizing the urge to modernize to be a part of our past, we are reluctant to acknowl-
edge the presence of the quest for community as anything more than a path not taken, a for-
gotten alternative. There is, to be sure, a certain structural momentum that lies behind the urge 
to modernize. People have, on the whole, moved to cities rather than away from them, devel-
oped technologies rather than discarding them, accepted the fruits of industry rather than re-
jecting them, and witnessed the growth rather than the diminishment of state power. But that 
overall trend toward centralization has been far from uniform and, more importantly, it has 
never been accepted uncritically. Those who have promoted other forms of modernity, rooted 
in decentralization and community life, have been serious thinkers and persons of influence. 
They have shaped our world, if not always entirely as they would have hoped. We should then 
be no more surprised to find the quest for community to be an important feature of midcen-
tury history than we should be to find it on the rise, as it indubitably is, today. Our challenge, 
now, is to understand our present moment as one rooted in the history of the twentieth cen-
tury. To do that, we must allow ourselves to see the ways in which our past is comprised not 
just of the urge to modernize, but of the quest for community as well. When we relegate 
communitarianism and decentralism to the realm of the impossible—when we treat it as only 
utopian or as never having been previously tried—we not only blind ourselves to significant 
episodes in our own past. We also rob ourselves of the tools required to analyze such projects 
in their fullness. We are forced to learn old lessons anew and become, like the men and wom-
en of Santayana‘s proverb, ignorant of the past and doomed to repeat it.  
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