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The Colombo Plan and Point Four program were programs that provided technical and 
economic assistance to the newly independent countries of Southeast Asia. They represented 
Commonwealth and American attempts to promote economic development in the region. This 
paper will investigate how these policies, which were framed by US policy-makers and 
academics, were adopted in Australia. In so doing, it will demonstrate the ways that 
development was perceived as an important consideration in the foreign policies of both 
Australia and the United States. It will also examine the place of these programs in the Cold 
War and postcolonial world of the 1950s. As this paper will show, the interaction of these 
factors would affect Australian foreign policy for decades to come, revealing much about the 
complex nature of the Australian-American relationship. 

In the fourth point of his inaugural address of January 1949, United States President 
Harry Truman called for a “bold new program” that would assist the countries of the 
“underdeveloped” world in their desire for economic development. In his speech, 
Truman emphasised American technological skill, exclaiming: “The material resources 
which we can afford to use for the assistance of other peoples are limited. But our 
imponderable resources in technical knowledge are constantly growing and are 
inexhaustible.”1 Almost exactly one year later, Australian External Affairs Minister 
Percy Spender, at the Commonwealth Meeting of Foreign Ministers in Colombo, put 
forward a proposal to “create conditions of economic life and living standards under 
which the ideological attractions which communism exerts will lose their force”.2 At 
the same meeting, Spender emphasised that “Commonwealth action should be co-
ordinated with action taken by the United States Government”.3 Throughout 1950 and 
1951 the Point Four program and the Colombo Plan were established, both with the 
explicit aim of promoting economic development in the “underdeveloped” areas of the 
world. 

This article will examine the intellectual origins of the Colombo Plan in the context 
of the establishment of the Point Four program. Both policies incorporated new ideas 
regarding economic development, which emerged out of academic circles in the 

                                                 
1 Truman Inauguration Speech, 20 January 1949, in Dennis Merrill, ed. Documentary History of the 
Truman Presidency, 30 Vols, Vol. 27 (Bethesda, MD., 1995-), p.4. 
2 Australian Delegation to the Commonwealth Meeting on Foreign Affairs, “Economic Policy in 
South and South-East Asia”, 11 January 1950, National Archives of Australia (NAA), A10617, 
1950/1. 
3 Commonwealth Meeting on Foreign Affairs, Minutes of the Eighth Meeting, 12 January 1950, 
NAA, A10617, 1950/1. 
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closing stages of the Second World War. These ideas stressed the importance of 
encouraging economic growth in countries that had endured colonial rule. They fed 
into the assumption of the time that economic prosperity would ensure international 
peace. Point Four and the Colombo Plan can be seen as two early examples of attempts 
to use governmental power to implement these theories. While the Colombo Plan was a 
Commonwealth enterprise, the focus of this article will be on Australia’s contribution. 
After examining the intellectual context, the article will trace the interaction of the two 
programs. Both sets of policies exerted an influence on one another, as Point Four 
helped to shape the priorities of the Colombo Plan, while the Commonwealth program 
drew the United States further into the Southeast Asian region. The experience of the 
Colombo Plan and observation of American policy shaped Australian external aid 
policy for the next three decades. This reflected the intersection of Commonwealth and 
United States influence on Australian foreign economic policy. Driven by a complex 
combination of factors, ranging from the commencement of the Cold War to the spread 
of Asian nationalist movements, Point Four and the Colombo Plan revealed the ways 
that the fledgling field of development would inform the foreign aid policies of the 
Western powers.  

In 2000, Nick Cullather wrote a seminal article in Diplomatic History, titled 
“Development? It’s History”. Central to Cullather’s analysis was the view that 
“treating modernization as a subject instead of a methodology repositions the Cold War 
at the center of the economic history of this century”.4 Historicising the concept of 
development allows us to examine its place in foreign policy considerations, such as 
those surrounding the origins of the Colombo Plan and Point Four. The interaction of 
developmental thinking with security fears (tied to the new Cold War system) and the 
rising force of decolonisation, provide a rich framework to understand the environment 
in which early foreign aid programs were established. A number of historians have 
worked to show the ways in which the Point Four program was a product of the 
newfound influence of development.5 In contrast, the link between the historical 
significance of development and the formation of the Colombo Plan has yet to be 
thoroughly examined.6 Exploring the connections between Point Four and the Colombo 
Plan will demonstrate the ways that development guided both Australian and American 
policy-makers in the late 1940s and early 1950s. 

A brief definition of development is necessary in order to properly examine its 
historical significance. Gilbert Rist, in his extensive History of Development, provides 
a useful way of explaining the concept that strips it of its historical and cultural 
baggage. He defines the concept in the following way: 

‘Development’ consists of a set of practices, sometimes appearing to conflict with one another, 
which require — for the reproduction of society — the general transformation and destruction of 

                                                 
4 Nick Cullather, “Research Note: Development? It’s History”, Diplomatic History, Vol. 24, 4 (2000), 
p.652. 
5  The Hungry World: America’s Cold War Battle against Poverty in Asia (Cambridge, MA, 2010); 
David Ekbladh, The Great American Mission: Modernization and the Construction of an American 
World Order, 1914 to the Present (Princeton, 2010); David C. Engerman et al., eds., Staging Growth: 
Modernization, Development, and the Global Cold War (Amherst, 2003). 
6 Daniel Oakman touches on the notion of development in his detailed analysis of the Colombo Plan, 
but does not really treat the concept as an historical subject. Daniel Oakman, Facing Asia: A History 
of the Colombo Plan (Canberra, 2004). 
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the natural environment and of social relations. Its aim is to increase the production of 
commodities (goods and services) geared, by way of exchange, to effective demand.7 

Central to this process is the notion of “growth”. Development as it was understood in 
the immediate post-war period (and indeed all the way through to the contemporary 
period), revolved around increasing rates of economic growth through a variety of 
means, such as increased industrialisation and more efficient methods of production of 
primary resources.8 By the end of the 1940s, there was an increasing recognition of the 
need for governmental assistance to promote this process throughout the world. 

Point Four and the Colombo Plan were amongst the earliest examples of 
governments incorporating development into their foreign policies. Earlier scholarship 
on Point Four emphasised the centrality of the program to the rise of technical 
assistance as a means of improving the standard of living in “underdeveloped” 
countries. For instance, Claude Erb, in his study of the Latin American precursor to 
Point Four, the Institute of Inter-American Affairs, argues that Point Four established 
foreign aid as a central component of American foreign policy.9 This early work was 
based around the notion of development as a scientific methodology, and was directed 
at analysing the program itself. More recent scholarship, which has taken up 
Cullather’s recommendation to treat development as a subject worthy of historical 
analysis, has provided insight into the way that Point Four epitomises the importance 
of modernisation in post-war American foreign policy. David Ekbladh and Nick 
Cullather examine the way that Point Four sought to export American ideas regarding 
modern methods of production as a way of achieving economic growth.10 Adding to 
this historical analysis, Michael Latham examines the way that modernisation theory, 
which emerged as the dominant American paradigm of development, was a crucial 
component of American Cold War ideology.11 According to these scholars, Point Four 
was an early example of development’s incorporation into the American mission to 
prevent the spread of communism in the “underdeveloped” world. 

The scholarship on the Australian experience of the Colombo Plan largely revolves 
around demonstrating its importance with regard to Australian engagement with Asia 
and with its importance to Australian foreign policy towards Asia in the 1950s and 
1960s.12 Daniel Oakman, who has produced the only full-length study of the Plan, 

                                                 
7 Gilbert Rist, The History of Development: From Western Origins to Global Faith, 3rd ed. (London, 
New York, 2008), p.13. 
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emphasises its centrality to Australian attempts to engage with Asia, as shown by the 
acceptance of significant numbers of Asian students to Australian universities in the 
decades following its establishment in 1950.13 David Lowe demonstrates the way that 
the Colombo Plan was a means by which Australian policy-makers sought to negotiate 
the complexities surrounding the Cold War and the process of decolonisation in Asia.14 
The work of Oakman and Lowe establishes the Colombo Plan as a key component of 
Australian foreign policy. This article adds to this analysis by demonstrating the place 
of development in the minds of policy-makers in establishing the Plan.  

The interaction between the Point Four program and the Colombo Plan 
demonstrates the dual forces that worked to shape Australian foreign aid policy 
following the Second World War. Firstly, we have the British Empire, which had 
exerted the dominant force on the Australian worldview since the colonisation of the 
continent in the late eighteenth century. Rising to challenge this dominance was the 
growing power of the United States, a country that had enjoyed a close relationship 
with Australia since the mid-nineteenth century. In examining the post-war context, it 
would be easy to present the situation as one where a rising American force was 
quickly replacing the fading British. Indeed, this is an argument that has been presented 
by a range of Australian historians.15 This approach oversimplifies the process. Instead, 
the links between the Colombo Plan and Point Four reveal the complexity within 
Australia’s worldview at the time. Australian scholars and policy-makers worked to 
negotiate both British and American ideas to establish a policy that was a synthesis of 
these influences.16 

The origins of the Colombo Plan and Point Four can be placed within the broader 
context of development theory and its gradual acceptance by Western governments, 
both in terms of domestic and foreign economic policy. During the Second World War, 
governments drew much more heavily on the expertise of economists in order to 
successfully maintain the war economy.17 This phenomenon occurred in both Australia 
and the United States, but manifested itself in slightly different ways. In Australia, the 
process facilitated the rise of “academic bureaucrats”, a group of individuals marked by 
postgraduate training in economics who would eventually rise to the upper levels of the 
Commonwealth Public Service (CPS). The American process was a much more fluid 
one, as economists and other social scientists moved back and forth between academia 
and government service. Despite these subtle institutional differences, the early years 
of Point Four and the Colombo Plan reveal the power of the ideas at the heart of early 
plans to promote economic development in “underdeveloped” countries. 

                                                                                                                            
“Clubmanship Upstaged: Canada’s Twenty Years in the Colombo Plan”, International Journal, Vol. 
25, 1 (1969). 
13 Oakman, Facing Asia, pp.1-3. 
14 David Lowe, “The Colombo Plan”, in David Lowe, ed. Australia and the End of Empires: The 
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15 Joseph A. Camilleri, Australian-American Relations: The Web of Dependence (South Melbourne, 
Vic., 1980); Henry S. Albinski, “Australia and the United States”, Daedalus, Vol. 114, 1 (1985). 
16 Philip Bell and Roger J. Bell, Implicated: The United States in Australia (Melbourne, 1993). 
17 Stuart Macintyre, Australia's Boldest Experiment: War and Reconstruction in the 1940s (Sydney, 
2015); Gilman, Mandarins of the Future. 
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The rise of the “academic bureaucrat” in Australia was a defining feature of the 
immediate post-war period.18 This phrase reflects the level of economic training 
possessed by many of the key departmental officers during this time. The best 
illustration of this process is provided by the example of the influential Department of 
Post-War Reconstruction (PWR), led by H.C. “Nugget” Coombs. Coombs obtained his 
PhD in economics from the London School of Economics in the early 1930s, and had 
briefly taught at the University of Sydney before moving into the public service.19 
Another important example was Arthur Tange, who began his career in PWR before 
moving to the fledgling Department of External Affairs, where he would eventually 
rise to become departmental head. Tange played a pivotal role in the formation of the 
Colombo Plan proposal.20 Prior to entering PWR, Tange received postgraduate training 
in economics at the University of Western Australia under the prominent economic 
historian Edward Shann. Indeed, Tange married one of Shann’s daughters. He entered 
the Commonwealth policy-making bureaucracy after several years of work at the Bank 
of New South Wales, where he further expanded his understanding of finance. 
According to his biographer Peter Edwards, Tange’s experiences at the bank provided 
an “opportunity for him to join an influential new elite, the small group of 
academically trained and publicly engaged economists”.21 A similar example can be 
found in John Burton, who was Secretary of the Department of External Affairs at the 
time of the 1950 Colombo Conference. A recipient of a doctorate from the London 
School of Economics, Burton rose quickly to become departmental secretary under 
H.V. Evatt.22 Despite his departure shortly after the establishment of the Colombo Plan, 
his commitment to development can be seen in his 1954 book The Alternative, where 
he expressed concern at fledgling foreign aid policy, but argued that there was a need 
for the “giving of economic and technical assistance on a much increased scale to 
governments prepared to institute fundamental reforms for the sake of world peace”.23 
Informal networks were constructed that sought to shape Australian post-war economic 
policy in a way that reflected the growing Keynesian influence on Australian 
economists.24  

In the United States, the economic division of the State Department grew in 
influence, as manifested by the involvement of individuals such as Walter Salant. The 

                                                 
18 Another link to the phenomenon of the “academic bureaucrat” can be seen in the wartime 
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21 P.G. Edwards, Arthur Tange: Last of the Mandarins (Crows Nest, NSW, 2006), p.15. 
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p.115. 
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process took place in a much different context to the Australian example, largely owing 
to the more established nature of the State Department. As a consequence of this factor, 
there was a clash of ideas between the entrenched Foreign Service officers and the 
incoming economic planners, such as Winthrop Brown, Paul Nitze, and Willard Thorp. 
It was amongst the latter that ideas of economic development had taken hold, and it 
was these individuals who would play a key role in establishing Point Four. Indeed, 
according to State Department official Lucius D. Battle, it was the new arrivals who 
comprised “the brightest and most imaginative people” and without whom innovative 
proposals such as Point Four would not have taken hold.25  

The work of Australian and American policy-makers was underpinned by growing 
academic interest in the process of economic development. The idea of development 
has a long history, but its post-war manifestations mark a firm shift away from the 
earlier emphasis on colonial administration.26 While the events of the war served to 
undermine the colonial enterprise, sparking a process of decolonisation that would 
occur over the next several decades, the faith in Western technological superiority 
remained central to ideas of development.27 The perceived need to secure a peaceful 
and prosperous international system following the upheaval of the Second World War 
added urgency to this process. This is evident in the work of one of the earliest post-
war development scholars, Paul Rosenstein-Rodan, who observed that “the 
development of the economically backward areas of the world is, therefore, the most 
important task facing us in the making of the peace”.28  

Early examples of development theory made general recommendations regarding 
the means by which the process could be fostered. Indeed, Cullather makes the 
powerful point that, throughout the late 1940s and 1950s, “the methods and techniques 
for ‘making men modern’ were themselves underdeveloped”.29 While Rosenstein-
Rodan was able to demonstrate the significance of the problem, another scholar, 
Eugene Staley, can be identified as one of the first Western scholars to theorise on 
ways of promoting economic development in poorer parts of the world.30 The clearest 
expression of Staley’s views come in his 1944 book, titled World Economic 
Development. In World Economic Development, Staley sought to answer the question: 
“What is economic development?”. His succinct answer essentially outlines the various 
components of early Cold War aid policy: 

It means introduction of better techniques; installing more and better capital equipment; raising the 
general level of education and the particular skills of labour and management; and expanding 
internal and external commerce in a manner to take better advantage of opportunities for 
specialisation.31 

These were processes that had taken place (or were taking place, in the case of a 
country like Australia) in the “developed” world, and starting the process in the 
“underdeveloped” regions of the world would be the responsibility of both private 

                                                 
25 Oral history interview, Lucius D. Battle, 23 June 1971, Truman Library, 46-8. 
26 H.W. Arndt, “Economic Development: A Semantic History”, Economic Development and Cultural 
Change, Vol. 29, 3 (1981), p.463; Rist, History of Development, p.89; Michael Cowen and Robert W. 
Shenton, Doctrines of Development (London; New York, 1996), pp.12-3. 
27 Rist, History of Development, pp.47-68. 
28 Rosenstein-Rodan, “International Development of Economically Backward Areas”, p.159. 
29 Cullather, “Development? It’s History”, p.652. 
30 Arndt, “Economic Development”, pp.464-5. 
31 Staley, World Economic Development, p.5. 
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enterprise and governments.32 It is also important to note the qualitative language 
employed by Staley, which implied the superiority of the techniques in the “developed” 
world. Language such as this was a hallmark of developmental thinking. This kind of 
analysis served to influence the work of more prominent development theorists of the 
1950s and 60s, such as W. Arthur Lewis and Walt Rostow.33 

Australian work on development during the 1940s was largely confined to studies of 
its own economic history. Economic historians such as Edward Shann, Brian 
Fitzpatrick, and Alan Shaw produced influential studies throughout the 1930s and 
1940s.34 At the heart of these analyses was the understanding that two factors dictated 
Australia’s development since the beginning of British colonisation: a reliance on 
primary exports (largely to other parts of the Empire) and imported British capital. 
According to Shaw, these factors combined to enable the Australian economy to grow 
at such a rate that the population enjoyed one of the highest standards of living in the 
world.35 Further, there was recognition that Australia shared characteristics with less 
developed economies.36 On a more theoretical level, Colin Clark’s Conditions of 
Economic Progress provided innovative arguments that challenged earlier assumptions 
regarding the connection between capital accumulation and economic growth.37 This 
work helped to consolidate the understanding of some of the factors that helped to 
promote economic growth (and therefore economic development). It therefore helped 
to inform the attempt to create similar conditions in the “underdeveloped” economies 
of South and Southeast Asia. Interestingly, Clark was sent to Pakistan as a Colombo 
Plan expert in 1952, further demonstrating the link between theory and practice. 

As scholars such as Staley and Clark worked their way towards gaining an 
understanding of how best to promote economic development throughout the world, 
policy-makers began to take note of the importance of economic development. The 
work of these scholars, which emphasised the importance of technological progress in 
ensuring economic growth, tapped into the spirit of “high modernism” that was 
prevalent throughout the middle of the twentieth century. In the words of Nick 
Cullather: 

It was at this moment of modernist optimism that Truman’s Point IV speech proposed a 
complicated merger between development and the Cold War. Foreign aid was never simply a 
weapon against Soviet influence; even without a superpower confrontation the United States 
would have needed some means to manage the transition to a postcolonial world.38 

                                                 
32 Ibid.; Staley also expresses his desire for international action on economic development in World 
Economy in Transition (New York, 1939). 
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The interaction of the Point Four program and the Colombo Plan reveals the 
intersection of the dual forces of the Cold War and decolonisation. Consequently, they 
form the earliest attempt of Western governments to implement development into 
foreign economic policy. 

Early post-war programs of financial and technical assistance were generally 
provided through the fledgling United Nations (UN). They also tended to focus on 
rebuilding parts of the world affected by the Second World War. The primary example 
of this was the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency (UNRRA), which 
provided economic assistance to countries both in Europe and Asia. Australia was the 
fourth highest contributor to UNRRA, something emphasised by Australian policy-
makers.39 Concurrent to this, economic and political crises in Europe led to the first 
example of substantial post-war economic aid provided outside the context of the UN. 
This was the European Recovery Program (ERP, more commonly known as the 
Marshall Plan), which sought to reconstruct the “developed” economies of Western 
Europe. In a way, the Marshall Plan provided a path for the Colombo Plan and Point 
Four to follow, although its emphasis on reconstruction rather than development marks 
an important distinction. By providing European countries with American dollars, the 
ERP indirectly enabled the continued development of colonial possessions, such as 
British Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies.40 Importantly for the Commonwealth 
and the Colombo Plan, the United Kingdom received substantial amounts of Marshall 
Plan aid (thereby creating the curious situation that from 1950 the British were both aid 
donors and recipients).41 This context, with the growing emphasis on bilateral 
agreements, is crucial in situating the origins of both the Colombo Plan and the Point 
Four program.42 

The origins of Point Four can be traced back to a paper written by Ben Hardy, an 
official in the Public Affairs Office of the State Department. Hardy had previously 
worked as a press officer within the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American 
Affairs, an important predecessor to Point Four.43 In 1948, Hardy wrote a 
memorandum that contained the essence of what would become Point Four, but was 
rebuffed by senior State Department officials. Hardy was persistent, though, and his 
ideas eventually reached the President’s office where, amidst preparations for the 1949 
inaugural address, they met a positive reception.44 Hardy, as a result of his position as a 
publicity officer, conceived of the Point Four idea as an attempt to overcome American 

                                                 
39 The bulk of Australia’s UNRRA contribution went to China. “Statement on Australia’s 
Contribution to Humanitarian Funds”, NAA: A1068, R47/3/1. 
40 Nicholas J. White, “Reconstructing Europe through Rejuvenating Empire: The British, French, and 
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1949, United States Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1949, vol. 1, United 
States Government Printing Office, Washington D.C., 1976, 762. (Hereafter cited at FR-US). 
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7, 5 (1973), pp.7-8. 
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foreign policy’s negative reputation.45 Nevertheless, it is telling that the means by 
which this issue would be overcome was through the provision of technical assistance. 
This reveals the strength of the ideas of scholars such as Staley and Rosenstein-Rodan, 
whose work provided the germ of what would become American foreign aid policy. 

It took some time for Australian policy regarding economic and technical assistance 
to be formulated. Throughout 1949 vague plans were made in an attempt to further the 
economic development of Southeast Asia. These ideas were formalised in an External 
Affairs memo just prior to the December 1949 Federal election. Drafted by Pacific 
Division head L.R. “Jim” McIntyre and forwarded to Departmental Secretary John 
Burton and Assistant Secretary Arthur Tange, the memo outlined various means by 
which Australia could strengthen its relations with Southeast Asia. Written in the 
context of the Communist revolution in China, the memo was clearly a response to 
growing concern over the Cold War. McIntyre suggested that countries of Southeast 
Asia, such as French Indo-China and Thailand, were under threat from the forces of 
communism, and that external assistance was needed to meet this threat:  

For Australia the problem is at present political and economic; it calls for sustained and co-
ordinated action to encourage and strengthen established governments throughout the area, to 
cultivate and maintain the goodwill of the peoples, and to help them raise their standards of living 
and thereby increase their resistance to Communism.46 

The last point demonstrates an early attempt by Australian policy-makers to engage 
with development. In much the same way that “development” and “modernization” 
were synonymous throughout this period, “raising standards of living” operated as an 
early reference to promoting economic development. The ideas of Staley and 
Rosenstein-Rodan were steadily filtering through to Australia. 

These ideas were still in the process of being refined when the Menzies Liberal 
Coalition government came to power on 19 December 1949. Percy Spender was the 
new Minister for External Affairs, and he would bring a different perspective to the 
Department than his predecessor, H.V. Evatt, whose emphasis on the primacy of the 
United Nations was to be quickly forgotten.47 Spender’s undergraduate studies included 
economic training at the University of Sydney. He first put that training to use as 
Commonwealth Treasurer in the early stages of the Second World War. David Lowe 
traces the way that Spender’s time as Treasurer served to shape his understanding of 
the development process:  

His experiences confirmed him in the conviction that the world was changing rapidly, that 
Australia needed to respond in the interests of security, rapid modernization and development, and 
that the United States was in the cockpit of much of the change that he welcomed.48 

Thus, Spender was building upon earlier experiences at Colombo. These experiences 
also informed the centrality of the United States in Spender’s developmental vision. 
Less than a month after becoming External Affairs Minister, Spender represented 
Australia at the Commonwealth Conference of Foreign Ministers in Colombo. It was at 
this meeting that the plan that had slowly been formulated in the Department of 
External Affairs was presented for the first time.  
                                                 
45 Oral history interview, Clark Clifford, 16 March 1972, Truman Library, p.357; Ekbladh, The Great 
American Mission, p.97. 
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p.32. 
48 Lowe, Australian between Empires: The Life of Percy Spender, pp.51-52. 
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In his memoirs, Spender described the way the policy that became the Colombo 
Plan was formulated in the air en route to the conference.49 McIntyre tells the story of 
Spender pacing the halls of his guesthouse in Jakarta, excitedly outlining his plan 
before heading to Colombo.50 While there is little reason to doubt that discussions 
between the new minister and his departmental officials added flesh to the bones of the 
Colombo Plan, these men were building on ideas that had been evolving throughout the 
previous year. In addition, while Spender does not really mention the role of American 
policy in guiding his thinking in Colombo, it is clear that the Australian delegation 
were aware of Point Four. In his review of the Colombo Conference, the Counsellor of 
the American Embassy in Colombo observed: “In this connection it has been learned 
that the Department’s booklet, POINT 4 (revised December 1949), which had been 
loaned to the Ceylon legation, was passed on to the Australians”.51 Thus, while 
Spender played an important role in the genesis of the Colombo Plan, it is clear that his 
plan did not emerge out of an intellectual vacuum. 

The United States paid close attention to the proceedings at Colombo. Daily reports 
were sent back to the Department from the Embassy, and as the plan for economic 
development emerged, it became clear that the Americans saw potential for linking the 
Commonwealth plan with Point Four. On 12 January (the day after Spender’s 
comments cited at the beginning of the article) American Ambassador to Ceylon 
Joseph C. Satterthwaite reported back to the State Department the first suggestions of a 
Commonwealth plan for aid to Southeast Asia.52 Only four days later Satterthwaite 
made a direct link between what would become the Colombo Plan and Point Four, in 
discussing the machinery to be used in carrying out the aid. This largely revolved 
around bilateral assistance, rather than using the United Nations, as Satterthwaite 
observed that the UN Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East was “under 
suspicion”.53 The connections between the two programs would grow stronger still. 

A comparison of the formation of the Colombo Plan and Point Four reveals a great 
deal about the influence of development on foreign aid policy towards the 
“underdeveloped” world. Both programs reflected the growing influence of the Cold 
War on attempts to raise the standard of living in places like Southeast Asia. One of the 
vital assumptions of policy-makers at this time was that communism thrived in areas of 
economic poverty and political instability. For instance Spender, in the introduction to 
New Hope for Asia, an early example of publicity for the Colombo Plan, wrote the 
following:  

It is in countries with low living standards and little hope for improvement in the future that 
extremist political doctrines find fertile ground. This Plan is a major part of the answer of the 
Western World to any questions which may be raised in the minds of the peoples of these 
countries by Communist influences.54  
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In order to prevent this from occurring, economic assistance aimed at improving the 
living standards of people in “underdeveloped” countries would counter the apparent 
appeal of communism.55 This assumption provided the direct link between early 
foreign aid programs and the theoretical work of Staley and Rosenstein-Rodan. 

The link between the Cold War and the rise of development is further demonstrated 
by Spender’s comments to Cabinet following the Colombo conference. Upon returning 
to Australia, Spender wrote:  

There was a general consensus of opinion that the most effective way of resisting the spread of 
Communism in South and South East Asia was by selected economic measures designed to 
stabilise Governments and remove causes of unrest in the most critical areas.56  

The Point Four program was no different. In outlining the purpose of the program to 
the President, Secretary of State Dean Acheson claimed that “good will toward the 
United States and recognition of mutual interest can lessen greatly the effectiveness of 
sabotage and subversion by unfriendly nations and can unify our friends and make 
them more effective”.57 The mindset associated with the Cold War, combined with the 
academic understanding of economic development, provided the formula for the 
emergence of Point Four and the Colombo Plan. 

Throughout 1950, as Commonwealth leaders met twice (in Sydney in May and 
London in September) to formalise the machinery of the Colombo Plan, constant 
attention was paid to American designs in the region. At the same time the United 
States was preoccupied with establishing the Act for International Development, 
passed in June 1950. This piece of legislation authorised $35 million to be spent on 
technical assistance to “assist underdeveloped areas” and provided the machinery for 
the Point Four program.58 As the two programs began to be implemented, attention was 
given to ways in which Point Four and the Colombo Plan could complement one 
another. The interaction between the two programs, which took place as ideas 
regarding the process of development continued to evolve, reveals the growing role of 
development in the formation of foreign policy. 

1950 was a pivotal period for Australian policy in Asia, with the Chinese Revolution 
and Korean War causing significant concern. Indeed, Arthur Tange, reflecting on his 
career in the 1980s, referred to 1950 as the most important year for foreign policy in 
Australia’s history.59 As the plans of “underdeveloped” Commonwealth countries were 
published however, the scope of the task became clear.60 For example, in the first six 
years of the Plan, Indian officials anticipated that they would need £1,379 million in 
external finance for development.61 In the same period, Australia had committed 
£31.25 million to cover the entire region. Consequently, Australia and the rest of the 
Commonwealth were deeply interested in securing American involvement in the Plan, 
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largely owing to a recognition of Commonwealth economic limitations.62 In order to 
attract American attention, a range of considerations guided the actions of 
Commonwealth representatives.  

Firstly, emphasis was placed on attempts to bring non-Commonwealth countries, 
such as Indochina and Indonesia, into the Plan. These countries, along with Burma, 
sent observers to the Conference of September 1950, but were reluctant to actively 
participate. Indeed, the non-Commonwealth representatives were primarily interested 
in the technical assistance component of what, at the end of the London Conference, 
became officially known as the Colombo Plan. The technical assistance aspect of the 
Plan was also clearly a signal to the United States that the Commonwealth was willing 
to invest in the development of the region.63 Technical assistance was of course, at the 
heart of the Point Four program. This was recognised and acknowledged by Australian 
policy-makers at the time.64 Ultimately, these tactics achieved their desired aim, as the 
United States joined the Colombo Plan at the beginning of 1951. This success was 
more the product of British diplomatic initiative than any Australian actions.65 Other 
non-Commonwealth countries, such as Indonesia and Vietnam, would join by 1954. 

The Australian vision of American involvement in the Colombo Plan revolved 
around filling the large gap in funding left by the Commonwealth. After some 
negotiation between officials in the Departments of External Affairs and Treasury, 
Australia pledged £31.25 million in developmental funding for the first six years of the 
Plan. £8.75 million was allocated in the financial year 1951/2, with £4.2 million going 
to India, £2 million to Pakistan, £300,000 to Ceylon, and the remaining £2.25 million 
being held in reserve for potential new members, such as Indonesia.66 In the same 
period, the United States provided $282.5 million to “Asia and the Pacific”, which 
included Colombo Plan countries as well as countries like Taiwan and South Korea.67 
The report of the London Conference in October 1950 explicitly pointed out the 
inability of the Commonwealth to provide the funding for the economic development 
for the region on its own.68 While the United States was a formal participant in the 
Colombo Plan from its very early stages, it always kept the Plan at arm’s length, 
maintaining a level of autonomy in its provision of aid. While Australia sought direct 
and substantial American financial involvement in the Colombo Plan, the United States 
envisioned the establishment of the Plan as a means of buttressing the work already 
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being done by Point Four.69 Nevertheless, despite the fact that the specifics of the 
interaction between the two programs were not agreed upon, the ideas underpinning 
them were very similar.  

This can be seen in the way that the two plans worked hand in hand in the early 
1950s. For instance, Charles Kevin, the Australian minister posted to the Australian 
Embassy in Indonesia from 1953-55 commented on the fact that the only “substantial 
foreign aid received by Indonesia” was through the Colombo Plan and Point Four. In 
1953, American assistance to Indonesia totalled $3 million, while Australia had 
provided £201,368 to February 1954. 70 Further evidence can be gleaned by examining 
correspondence between British Chancellor of the Exchequer Hugh Gaitskell and 
Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies. Gaitskell, in attempting to obtain a larger 
commitment from Australia, argued that “it is almost certain that the ultimate decision 
as to how much America can afford to make available towards the Colombo Plan will 
be substantially affected by the efforts which Commonwealth countries are making”.71 
While this can clearly be observed as the attempt of the senior member of the 
Commonwealth to influence the policy of its junior colleague, the fact that the British 
saw an interaction between the two programs is telling. The combined efforts of Point 
Four and the Colombo Plan worked to promote economic development throughout the 
underdeveloped world. 

Throughout the early 1950s in the United States there was a clear recognition of the 
importance of a program like the Colombo Plan. The most important reason for this 
was the American argument as to the necessity of presenting the promotion of 
economic development in the poorer parts of the world as a project the entire Western 
bloc was behind. As has already been seen, only days after Spender put forward the 
plan for the promotion of economic development, the United States saw links between 
the idea and Point Four. These observations continued throughout 1950. Just one 
example can be seen in the observations of the American Consul-General in Singapore: 

The UK and the Dominions have made substantial preparatory progress with their Commonwealth 
scheme for aid to SEA countries, and Burma, Indonesia, Siam and the Indochinese States are 
interested in it. We should give scheme our financial and moral aid when it is invited, as it will 
undoubtedly be in due course.72 

The Colombo Plan was therefore useful as it could be presented as a non-American 
program that could work side by side with Point Four, establishing a “free world” 
network of technical assistance.  

Further examples of United States acknowledgement of the importance of the 
Colombo Plan can be found in the report of the International Development Advisory 
Board (better known as the Rockefeller Report). Written in the context of the Korean 
War, this report was commissioned by President Truman and published in March 1951, 
and advocated a strong American response to the problem of economic development, 
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in conjunction with the rest of the “free world” (in other words, the Colombo Plan).73 
Jonathan Bingham, deputy administrator of the Technical Cooperation Administration, 
the administrative body for Point Four, also expressed his enthusiasm for the way that 
his program could work with the Colombo Plan.74 On the other side of the equation, the 
Australian government had come to see the Colombo Plan as being decisive in drawing 
the United States into providing foreign aid to Southeast Asia.75 The combination of 
Point Four and the Colombo Plan therefore served both the United States and the 
Commonwealth in their attempts to incorporate ideas of development into their aid 
policies in the region. 

Australian policy-makers were aware of the importance placed on the Colombo Plan 
forming part of an international effort to promote economic development throughout 
the “underdeveloped” world. The above-cited quote from A New Hope for Asia 
illustrated the Australian view that the Plan worked in cooperation with efforts from 
the “Western World”. This view persisted throughout the first phase of the Colombo 
Plan, as shown in 1954 when External Affairs Minister Richard Casey presented a 
report to Parliament. In this report, Casey maintained the argument that the Plan 
worked in conjunction with efforts by other countries:  

In extending aid to countries of the area, Australia has recognised that the economically more 
developed countries have a responsibility to see that the peoples of less developed areas of the 
world should receive the opportunity to improve their standards of living towards that level 
enjoyed by countries of the Western world.76 

By the mid-1950s, it had become an accepted part of both Australian and American 
policy that the Colombo Plan would form part of a broader effort to promote economic 
development throughout the “underdeveloped” world. 

In contrast to these optimistic reports, the Colombo Plan initially faced some 
difficulties. The Australian commitment to India and Ceylon primarily comprised of 
gifts of flour and wheat, but by January 1952 none of the £2 million for Pakistan had 
been allocated. Indeed, of the budgeted £8.75 million, over half had yet to be provided 
to the recipient countries.77 This slowness would persist, as the machinery of providing 
large-scale aid to South and Southeast Asia required much more bureaucratic work 
than the technical assistance component of the Plan. Indeed, Creighton Burns aptly 
identified this issue in a 1954 piece for Australia’s Neighbours, when he wrote: “By 
1952 the exuberant idealism of the original conception had hardened into restrained 
optimism. This has now given way to set-jaw determination which seems to carry with 
it a hint of disillusionment”.78 Officials both in Australia and the United States held a 
similar view. Commenting on the lack of progress in providing assistance to Pakistan, 
the Economic and Technical Assistance section of the Department of External Affairs 
wrote: “Taking the Colombo Plan as a whole, it is probably fair to say that the 
Australian effort is not, at this stage at least, as impressive as might have been 
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hoped”.79 American officials, writing in the same year as Burns, reflected on the way 
that aid was needed to “give to the peoples in these areas a sense of present progress 
and future hope, which is currently lacking”.80 The difficulties of implementing 
developmental assistance to Southeast Asia undermined Spender’s vision of a “New 
Hope for Asia”. 

Both programs would undergo significant changes as they matured and evolved to 
meet the needs of broader geopolitical concerns. The Colombo Plan remained a key 
tool through which Australia provided assistance to underdeveloped countries in 
Southeast Asia for several decades. Meanwhile, the Point Four program underwent a 
series of administrative changes, as the Mutual Security Program, which placed greater 
emphasis on military assistance to areas under apparent communist threat, gradually 
consumed the Technical Cooperation Administration.81 Despite this, the American 
commitment to the provision of technical assistance was not lost, as the exchange of 
students and experts continued through the Colombo Plan. In many ways, this reflects 
the shifts taking place in academia, as the Cold War context began to shape the work 
being done by scholars in the field of economic development. Economists who were 
also ardent Cold Warriors, such as Walt Rostow, began to emerge as key figures in the 
academic field of development.82 Even Eugene Staley’s work began to be shaped by 
the Cold War, as exemplified by his 1954 book, The Future of Underdeveloped 
Countries.83 

The rise of development was facilitated by the growing involvement of economists 
in the policymaking structures of both Australia and the United States. In Australia, 
this resulted in the establishment of a powerful group of academic bureaucrats, who 
exerted considerable power over Australian economic policy for the next three 
decades. While the American situation was slightly different, both countries were 
driven by their own vision of development, their own economic histories left a 
profound impression. This institutional process interacted with the growing 
understanding of the process of economic development, giving rise to programs such as 
the Colombo Plan and Point Four. 

As such, the origins of Western attempts to promote economic development in 
Southeast Asia reveal the influence of theories of development on foreign policy. In 
addition to seeing the Colombo Plan as part of a means of combating communism or a 
response to the uncertainties associated with decolonisation, it emerges as an early 
Australian product of the growing political significance of development. The complex 
interaction between theories of development, the views of academics and policy-
makers, the Cold War and the post-colonial context drove the thinking behind the 
Colombo Plan and the Point Four program. They reveal the way that Australian 
scholars and policy-makers negotiated the competing influences of the British 
Commonwealth and the United States. This series of complex relationships would 
continue to affect foreign policy in Australia for several decades, with significant 
consequences for places of interest, such as Southeast Asia.  

                                                 
79 Economic and Technical Assistance Section, “The Colombo Plan – Present Status of the Australian 
Effort”, 8 January 1952, NAA: A1838, 2020/1/12 PART 1. 
80 Statement of Policy by the NSC on Current US Policy in the Far East, attached to James S. Lay Jr. 
note to NSC, 22 December 1954, FR-US, 1952-54, Vol. 12, p.1067. 
81 Bradley R. Simpson, Economists with Guns: Authoritarian Development and U.S.-Indonesian 
Relations, 1960-1968 (Stanford, CA, 2008). 
82 Max Franklin Millikan and W.W. Rostow, A Proposal: Key to an Effective Foreign Policy (New 
York, 1957). 
83 Eugene Staley, The Future of Underdeveloped Countries: Political Implications of Economic 
Development, Rev. ed. (New York, 1961). 


