
L. Currie and A. O. Hirschman on 
Development as a Problem of 
Decision Making 

Andrés Álvarez
Andrés M. Guiot-Isaac  

Documentos                CEDE
ISSN 1657-7191 Edición electrónica.

No.1
J    ENERO DE 2018



Serie Documentos Cede, 2018-01 
ISSN 1657-7191 Edición electrónica.
Enero 2018

© 2017, Universidad de los Andes, Facultad de Economía, 
CEDE. Calle 19A No. 1 – 37 Este, Bloque W.
Bogotá, D. C., Colombia Teléfonos: 3394949- 3394999, 
extensiones 2400, 2049, 2467
infocede@uniandes.edu.co
http://economia.uniandes.edu.co

Impreso en Colombia – Printed in Colombia

La serie de Documentos de Trabajo CEDE se circula con 
propósitos de discusión y divulgación. Los artículos no 
han sido evaluados por pares ni sujetos a ningún tipo de  
evaluación formal por parte del equipo de trabajo del CEDE.

El contenido de la presente publicación se encuentra  
protegido por las normas internacionales y nacionales  
vigentes sobre propiedad intelectual, por tanto su  
utilización, reproducción, comunicación pública,  
transformación, distribución, alquiler, préstamo  
público e importación, total o parcial, en todo o en parte, en  
formato impreso, digital o en cualquier formato conocido o por  
conocer, se encuentran prohibidos, y sólo serán lícitos en 
la medida en que se cuente con la autorización previa y 
expresa por escrito del autor o titular. Las limitaciones y  
excepciones al Derecho de Autor, sólo serán aplicables 
en la medida en que se den dentro de los denominados 
Usos Honrados (Fair use), estén previa y expresamente  
establecidas, no causen un grave e injustificado perjuicio 
a los intereses legítimos del autor o titular, y no atenten  
contra la normal explotación de la obra.

Universidad de los Andes | Vigilada Mineducación  
Reconocimiento como Universidad: Decreto 1297 del 30 de mayo de 
1964. Reconocimiento personería jurídica: Resolución 28 del 23 de 
febrero de 1949 Minjusticia.



1 
 

L. Currie and A. O. Hirschman on Development as a Problem of 

Decision Making 

 

Andrés Álvarez* 

Andrés M. Guiot-Isaac** 

Abstract 

This work analyzes the contributions of L. Currie and A. O. Hirschman to development 

theories. We show that traditional approaches to the divergence between these authors have 

overlooked some common views in their development strategies. For both, the catalyst role 

played by the experts —being facilitators of decision-making processes— is crucial for 

triggering economic transformation. Using evidence from both their published works and 

archival documents little exploited in the literature, we show that their experiences as experts 

in Colombia led them to refine their ideas on development and to appraise the importance of 

the political economy of expertise. 

Keywords: Lauchlin Currie, Albert O. Hirschman, Colombia, Development economics, 
Political Economy. 

JEL Codes: A11, B2, B31, N16, O2. 

  

                                                       

* Associate professor, Universidad de los Andes, ca.alvarez967@uniandes.edu.co 

** Research assistant, Universidad de los Andes, am.guiot699@uniandes.edu.co 



2 
 

L. Currie and A. O. Hirschman on Development as a Problem of Decision 
Making 

 

Andrés Álvarez* 

Andrés M. Guiot‐Isaac** 

 

Resumen 

Este artículo analiza las contribuciones de L. Currie y A O. Hirschman a las teorías del 

desarrollo. Mostramos que las aproximaciones tradicionales a la divergencia entre estos autores 

han pasado por alto algunas convergencias en sus estrategias de desarrollo. Para ambos, el 

papel catalizador que desempeñan los expertos, como facilitadores de procesos de toma de 

decisiones, es crucial para impulsar transformaciones económicas. A partir de evidencia tanto 

de sus escritos publicados como de documentos de archivo poco explotados en la literatura, 

mostramos que sus experiencias como expertos en Colombia los llevaron a redefinir sus ideas 

sobre desarrollo y a valorar la importancia de comprender la economía política del desarrollo. 

Palabras clave: Lauchlin Currie, Albert O. Hirschman, Colombia, Economía del desarrollo, 
Economía política. 
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Although our treatments differ significantly, Hirschman and I appear to be close 
on this most fundamental of diagnoses: “If backwardness is due to insufficient 
number and speed of development decisions and to inadequate performance of 
developmental tasks, then the fundamental problem of development consists in 
generating and energizing human action in a certain direction”. The difficulty lies 
in securing agreement on the direction (Currie, 1966, p. 141; fn 1) 

1 Introduction  

Paul Krugman [(1993) and (1994)] has defined the 1940s and 1950s as the period of 

"High Development Economics". During these years, according to Krugman, an alternative 

view on development comes to the light, trying to overcome the limits perceived in the 

prevailing theoretical economic models.  The main supposition of this alternative view was that 

the problem of underdevelopment escaped from traditional economic analysis, and therefore 

demanded new tools of analysis. Precisely during these years, Lauchlin Currie and Albert O. 

Hirschman develop their view on development precisely out of their experience as foreign 

experts in Colombia. Even if these views share the supposition that gave life to high 

development economics, the distinctive trait of the former is not what Krugman identifies as 

the main characteristic of the latter, that is, the central place given to increasing returns to 

scale1. In this paper we try to show, that what Currie and Hirschman share and distinguishes 

them from high development theorists is their common understanding of development as a 

strategical process of decision making; an idea that begins with recognizing the importance of 

the political economy of development and the role experts play in this political economy. 

The literature on Currie and Hirschman has traditionally underscored the opposition 

between their conceptions and theories of development, presenting their relationship as 

problematic due to this theoretical opposition but also to personal and sociological factors 

(vrg.: Sandilands 2015). Whereas Currie is associated with balanced growth, Hirschman is 

presented as an advocate of unbalanced growth, and these contradicting theoretical stands 

were highlighted during their joint work in Colombia, when their strong personalities and 

quest for reputation made this opposition particularly salient (Alacevich 2016). In this paper, 

we would explore another possibility in understanding their relationship. Following Deas 

                                                       

1 “Loosely, high development theory can be described as the view that development is a 
virtuous circle driven by external economies -that is, that modernization breeds 
modernization” (Krugman 1994) 
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(2012), instead of starting from their oppositions, we begin with what is common to both 

thinkers. We then aim at reframing the divide among these salient figures from a different 

point of view. We take seriously Currie's and Hirschman's own avowal about their little 

knowledge on development economics at the time they were appointed advisers in Colombia, 

and we explore how their ideas changed due to their work in a developing country. In 

particular, we retrace their views on the role of experts as policy advisers in countries they 

know little about. 

As the opening quote shows, Currie and Hirschman coincide in that the strategic nature 

of development should lead to the coordination of economic and political forces and decision 

makers in a shared path of development. The key to the divide between both is the way each 

one of them believes this coordination can be reached. Currie advances a top-down approach, 

underscoring the importance of economic education in order to have an informed public 

opinion. When public opinion becomes informed about its own interests and the way to 

achieve them, it will be possible to have a favorable situation for development. Hirschman, on 

his side, considers it is necessary to take advantage of what already exists because the seed of 

development is already there, and does not require being planted or special education, but 

rather fostering a common vision or a project of society.  

Currie and Hirschman shared a deep belief about the main thrust of development being 

strategic thinking or a strategic view, where experts could play an important part. The way 

towards modernity, they agree, requires the construction of a common social goal and 

coordinated actions of the main actors involved in this transformation. They diverged on the 

exact role played by the experts played and on the way this strategic thinking could be brought 

about and promoted. This divergence was the consequence of the way each of them thought 

economics and politics were related. Whereas Currie thought politics should accommodate to 

the economic reality, Hirschman was convinced that there was a fundamental interdependence 

between politics and economics and economists should learn to deal with this. 

The paper is divided in three parts besides this introduction. In the first part, we discuss 

the prevailing interpretations about the divide between Currie and Hirschman in order to 

position our own interpretation. In the second section, we flesh out this interpretation 

analyzing the differences between Hirschman's idea of fostering decision making and Currie's 

view on the need of planning to guarantee order and coherence in development policies. In the 
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third section, we come back to the convergence between both economists on development as 

a process of change and modernization that faces the obstacle of implementation given the 

political economy associated with it. The political economy of development policies explain 

their divergence about the role experts play in this process of promoting the coordination of 

decisions towards appropriate development paths. Some concluding remarks pointing at Currie 

and Hirschman's influence in Colombia and the influence the Colombian experience has on 

both end this paper. 

2. Towards an Alternative Interpretation of the Currie-Hirschman 

Divide. 

Hirschman and Currie´s ideas on development economics are considered as two 

alternative visions; two alternative theories. They have even been seized as two alternative 

roads on the construction of a local technocracy.  Their contributions to development 

economics were stimulated and transformed by their interaction with Colombia’s social reality 

and actors. This is the reason why the scholarly literature about their divide has given attention 

to this period.  

The divide between these authors is considered a pivotal influence on Colombia’s 

economic policymaking. Both authors visited Colombia as experts, commissioned by the 

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), during the 1950s2. Although 

they share the same goal of contributing to the formulation of economic policies with a 

developmental purpose, it has been recognized they disagree on their methods and theories, 

and their personalities clashed.  

There are three prevailing interpretations about the differences between Lauchlin Currie 

and Albert O. Hirschman. In this section we will present these three interpretations in order to 

show how it is possible to advance on a complementary interpretation beginning with what 

they have in common instead of what distances them. The first interpretation, found in 

                                                       

2 See Álvarez, Guiot-Isaac, & Hurtado (2017) for an account on Currie´s and Hirschman’s 

experiences as experts in Colombia and the details of their personal and professional 

controversies during that period. 
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Sandilands (2015) and Caballero (2008), underlines theoretical differences between them. The 

second, developed by Alacevich (2016), focuses on a sociological explanation building on 

Merton's view of a “battle of egos” that was engaged and heightened with their joint work in 

Colombia. The third and most recent, can be found in with Easterly (2014), Adelman (2013) 

and Escobar (1995), who typically associated Currie with technocratic development and 

Hirschman with free development.  

We will focus the discussion of this section, on the theoretical divide because it allows us 

to establish the starting point of our suggested new interpretation. Our main argumentation 

line is built upon textual and archival evidence showing that both authors share a theoretical 

alternative position which cannot be apprehended by the traditional opposition “Balanced vs. 

Unbalanced Growth”.  

2.1 A theoretical debate on the “Big Push” mechanisms 

Although there are few comparative studies between these two authors, most of them 

have focused on the existence of a deep theoretical divergence. It is, however, a common 

ground, to identify both authors as exponents of the “high development theory” tradition. 

Their theoretical contributions are central in this literature. Beyond their agreement on the 

need to take advantage from external economies for triggering a process of economic 

transformation, emphasis had been made on their divergence about the theoretical 

mechanisms to attain it3.  

That interpretation starts from the different point of view of both authors with respect 

to the growth model underlying their theories. According to this divide, Rosenstein-Rodan´s 

(1943) model of the Big Push is the main seminal reference and inspiration for L. Currie’s 

theory (Sandilands 1990: p. 227; Alacevich 2007: p. 3-5), and the target of A. O. Hirschman’s 

criticism. Following Sandilands (ibid), the conceptual core of the Big Push model, namely the 

Balanced Growth ideal, constitutes the main theoretic point of disagreement among both 

authors. More precisely, the logic of a Balanced Growth process, in the Big Push model, implied a 

                                                       

3 See Sandilands (2015) and Caballero (2008). 
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Demand-Side Economics type of argument involving as critical element the pecuniary 

externalities that result from the indivisibility of demand.  

Sandilands' argument emphasizes that, unlike Currie, Hirschman does not adhere to the 

"real demand" approach that stems from a theoretical tradition that goes from A. Smith to A. 

Young. The most striking feature of Hirschman's theory would be his opposition to the idea 

that the process of virtuous growth and economic transformation, that we call development, is 

the result of the expansion of the market due to pecuniary externalities.  

My argument is that the disagreement was more fundamental [referring to 
Alacevich 2009]. In the comparison of the steel industry with the construction 
sector, Hirschman was interested in highlighting the greater importance of 
backward linkages. The forward linkages were only significant until the final 
product stage. Since a home is an end product, its construction does not have 
forward linkages. This seems to be the reason why Currie wrote (in an 
unpublished manuscript from 1970 to Rosenstein-Rodan) that Hirschman does 
not understand the meaning of Say’s Law and real demand, and thus his 
conception about the size of the market – made only upon linkages- is much more 
limited than Adam Smith’s (1776) and Allyn Young’s (1928) (Sandilands, 2015, p. 
229)  

According to Sandilands, Hirschman not only privileges technological backward 

linkages, but his notion of forward linkages is a poor representation of market size effects. 

This conceptual limitation leads him to adhere to the Import Substitution Industrialization 

(ISI) model, on the belief that the production of final-consumption goods should induce the 

local production of inputs, technologically linked to the productive process of final goods.  

This allows Sandilands to put forward Currie’s criticism of the ISI, grounded on the 

claim that this development strategy fails to exploit the economies of scale that result from the 

division of labor. Following this idea, Currie would oppose the ideal of import substitution for 

two reasons. In the first place, the market size of developing countries is insufficient to create 

enough conditions for the real demand to induce the development of backward linkages. In 

the second place, the ISI model leads to a dispersion of the productive forces, which are scarce 

in developing countries, because it implies low specialization. For this last reason, Currie would 

suggest a model established by successive stages of specialization. The first stage being the 

promotion of a sector capable of self-reinforcing the size of the market to create a sufficient 

real demand: the so-called Leader Sector.  
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In Section 3 we will return to these theoretical differences and show that the opposition 

between Hirschman and Currie in this aspect has been overdrawn. In particular, we will show 

that the balanced-unbalanced growth debate obscures certain commonalities in their 

understanding of development.  

2.2 A sociological divide: “A Clash of Egos” 

A different stream of literature on the Currie-Hirschman divide was proposed by M. 

Alacevich (2009). He argues that Hirschman and Currie’s divergent theoretical stances towards 

development projects and programs, and balanced and unbalanced growth are not 

fundamental. In practice, there is evidence about certain convergence between their policy 

recommendations. Hence, they are the manifestation of a tactical conflict between scientists 

and not of a scientific difference: 

The main conclusion that can be drawn from this episode is that differences 
between Currie and Hirschman were primarily tactical. As we have seen, they had 
agreed on the original analysis of the fiscal and monetary situation and on the 
solutions. The clash occurred on the opportunity to disclose the estimates of 
revenues for the following year and to what extent to disclose them (Alacevich, 
2016, p. 86) 

The fundamental idea behind this interpretation is that their experience as experts in 

Colombia revealed not only their theoretical divergences but also a divergence of attitudes 

towards the place that each one should occupy as "counselor of the prince". In particular, the 

professional divergences and apparent opposition of their theories would hide a selfish strategy 

on the part of each one, seeking to excel as the preponderant figure of the process of 

transformation of the country. Alacevich then argues that, notwithstanding some conceptual 

differences between the two authors, in the practice their policy recommendations were not so 

divergent. Therefore, the real reason for presenting them in strong opposition is explained by 

their personal desires to stand out by obscuring their counterpart. Alacevich builds on the 

Mertonian argument on the sociology of science, emphasizing the desire of each one of this 

expert figures to build a reputation:  

A key for to interpreting their clash comes from the sociology of science. Robert 
K. Merton suggests that, by its very nature, scientific research as a profession 
attracts self-centered individuals who are eager to gain fame and therefore 
particularly inclined to clash with those who disagree with them or try to disprove 
them (Alacevich, 2009, pp. 105–106) 
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This interpretation oversees an aspect of their divergence, which is not simply a clash of 

personalities, but a clash of two philosophies on the way an expert has to interact with the 

decision-makers and economic and political elites in the advisee country. As we shall show in 

section 4, a key element of divergence among Currie and Hirschman relates with their 

alternative views on the subject.  

2.3 Policy design: Technocratic development vs. free development  

According to William Easterly (2014), the 1949 IBRD Mission to Colombia marked the 

final triumph of the marriage between autocrats and economic experts. Committing to a 

nonpolitical clause in the Bank’s 1944 Articles of Agreement4, the IBRD hired Currie to lead 

an economic mission in a country that was in state of siege due to growing partisan violence. 

The clashes between Hirschman and Currie in the follow-up planning council created after the 

Mission5 has led some authors to associate Currie with a technocratic approach towards 

development and Hirschman with a commitment to free development. 

As leader of the Mission, Currie has often been depicted as the prototypical foreign 

adviser that privileges top-down and universal over bottom-down and contextual approaches. 

According to Escobar  (1995, p. 56), Currie embodies the common traits of the missionary, a 

figure of expertise that emerged from an enterprise conceived to normalize the Thirld World:  

the ‘reformers zeal’ and the drive toward reform and pedagogy; the utopian 
posture that finds ‘a missionary’s paradise’ in those lands riddled with ‘a marvelous 
number of practically insoluble problems’; the belief that all wrongs can be 
corrected and all manifestations of human conflict eradicated (p. 56) 

On the other hand, Hirschman’s differences with the IBRD mission have been 

interpreted as a general reaction towards the centrality of expertise in development. While 

                                                       

4 “The Bank and its officers shall not interfere in the political affairs of any member; nor shall 

they be influenced in its decisions by the political character of the government of the member 

of the members concerned. Only economic considerations shall be relevant to their decisions” 

(Easterly, 2014, p. 115). For Easterly, this was the original sin by which the Bank embraced the 

technocratic approach to development at the expense of ideals of freedom (Easterly, p. 105)  

5 See Álvarez, Guiot-Isaac, Hurtado (2017) 
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Currie had the “missionary trademark”, the “exalted status as the foreign expert” made 

Hirschman “cringe” (Adelman, 2013, pp. 299, 307). Following Adelman, Hirschman reacted 

against the idea that “only foreign experts could really understand the problem because they 

were foreign and because they were experts” (Ibid., p. 307). Citing Hirschman’s opposition to 

the mission, but drawing mostly from his writings on foreign aid and north-south relations 

from the 1960s, Easterly (2014) and Ellerman(2004; 2006) promote Hirschman as an early 

dissenter of the technocratic approach, and a precursor of grassroots development.  

However, this narrative draws an incomplete representation of the conception of these 

authors of the role of expertise in development. Neither Currie was unconcerned with 

involving other agents in decision-making, neither Hirschman utterly rejected a place for 

expert knowledge. In Section 4, we expect to present a nuanced interpretation of this divide. 

Before coming back to this discussion, we shall examine how their experiences in Colombia 

gave shape to their understanding of development. How their role as economic advisers led 

them to conceive their own original theories on the subject.  

3. Beyond the divides: sharing ideas against The Mission 

“Comprehensive Approach” 

It has been common to contrast Hirschman and Currie, but as we have noticed, 
they both shared certain characteristics. Neither the one, nor the other believed so 
much in development economics. (Deas, 2012, pp. 148)  

The IBRD 1949 Mission was not the “first mission sent out by the Bank, or even its first 

mission to Colombia”, but it was the first in charge of designing an “overall framework for 

development and appraising project proposals in the light of that framework”(Mason & Asher, 

1973, p. 299). With Currie as leading expert, the Mission produced the guidelines for a  

“comprehensive and internally consistent program” expected “to raise the standard of living of 

the Colombian people”(IBRD, 1950b, pp. ix, x). According to Currie, “the recommendations 

will have fully served their purpose if they succeed in stimulating Colombians to think in terms 

of the whole economy” (Ibid, xii).  Following this advice, the Colombian Government created 

two years later the National Planning Council and hired Albert O. Hirschman as foreign 

adviser.  

Neither Currie, nor Hirschman were experts on development upon their arrival in 

Colombia. While Currie had worked as economic adviser in the Federal Reserve and the White 
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House in the 1930s, his only contact with an underdeveloped country had been a visit to China 

from 1942 to 1944. What began as a mission to investigate the causes of inflation, became with 

the outbreak of war a costly (for Currie) negotiation of military assistance (Sandilands, 1990). 

Hirschman had even less acquaintance with the economics of development. After receiving an 

unorthodox formation in statistical economics, most of his writings and work experience had 

focused on European reconstruction, balance of payment issues and foreign trade (Adelman, 

2013, 2016). Paradoxically, both Currie and Hirschman ended up as foreign advisers in the 

emerging “third world” (Escobar, 1995) escaping, wittingly or unwittingly, from McCarthyism.  

Therefore, their stay in Colombia was, if any, formative for them. But as we will show in 

this chapter, their first experience in the country was not as determinant as has usually been 

stated. Or, to be more accurate, it was determinant in a negative way, as an experience from 

which they attempted to demarcate afterwards.  Both Currie and Hirschman tried hard to take 

distance from some aspects of their work as foreign advisers for the IBRD Mission and the 

follow-up Council. But this process of demarcation was productive, because it allowed them to 

put forward an alternative view on development to what each of them considered the 

orthodox view. Both developed a broad understanding of development, free from any 

economic reductionism, as a process of decision-making. It is in this sense that one should 

interpret Deas’(2012) statement that “[n]either the one, nor the other believed so much in 

development economics” (p. 148). But their view on development certainly differed, more 

than anything in the place they assigned to politics. 

3.1 Hirschman’s critique of the comprehensive approach of the Survey 

Mission 

After finishing his work at the Council, Hirschman concluded that, despite some minor 

successes, the general balance of the planning experiment was disappointing6.  In his last 

exchange with the IBRD as foreign adviser, he argued that the fundamental cause of this 

                                                       

6 A. O. Hirschman, “Algunas consideraciones sobre la oficina y el trabajo de planeación”, May 

15 1954, box 39, folder 4, Albert O. Hirschman Papers, Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, 

Princeton University, Princeton, NJ. (AOHP). Our translation, from here on (Hirschman, 

1954 [unpublished]). 
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failure was “a misconceived notion of what planning could and should be” (Hirschman, 1954 

[unpublished], p.3). A few months later, in his first delivery to the scholarly community in 

Development Economics, he elaborates on the reason for this skepticism.  The main message 

of Economics and Investment Planning: Reflections Based on Experience in Colombia is that development 

plans produce the “optical illusion that economics as a science can yield detailed blueprints for 

the development of underdeveloped countries” (Hirschman, 1954, p. 42). Eventually, he 

warns, this spurious pretension will “invite reactions of the type: But the Emperor has nothing 

on!” (Ibid., p. 41). According to Hirschman, the obsession with overall integrated programs 

endangered, not only the reputation of the economist, but also his role as an agent of change.  

To begin with, Hirschman is worried about the effects of this practice on the scientific 

legitimacy of the economist. He believes that, even “if such effort was required, economics 

would have very little to contribute”(Hirschman, 1954, p. 44), because the economic planner 

cannot count on “scientific criteria” to define the proper “‘quota’ of investment for each 

economic activity” (Hirschman, 1954[unpublished], p. 4). On the one hand, the propositions 

derived from economic theory are so general, that they are of limited use for the practical 

planner. Therefore, instead of being informed by economics, concrete choices turn out to be 

“intuitive and arbitrary”, or end up relying on non-economic arguments (Hirschman, 1954, p. 

45). On the other hand, the comprehensive planner faces a major practical problem. According 

to Hirschman, the figures of an investment program are extremely heterogeneous in terms of 

their “reality content” (Hirschman, 1954, p. 45). This heterogeneity deprives the economic 

planner from appraising possible alternative uses for investment funds in terms of their social 

marginal utilities, which is legitimate only when “these activities have become descript” 

(Hirschman, 1954, p. 50), that is, when their reality content is specified in sufficient detail7. 

                                                       

7 Case Studies of Instances of Successful Economic Development in Colombia, a research project presented 

by Hirschman to Montague Yudelman in 1954 (Adelman, 2013), gives a hint about what he 

means by specifying the reality content of figures. In the proposal, Hirschman sets to study 

specific cases of successful entrepreneurships, focusing in aspects like the “Personality and 

background of leaders” or “The circumstances surrounding major investments”. This 

emphasis on the contextual micro-details of investments could be related, on the one hand, to 

a methodological that Hirschman perfected in Colombia. According to Adelman (2016), his 
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Since only a subset of investment alternatives meet this criteria, the idea of comprehensive 

planning lacks practical usefulness.  

Besides affecting the reputation of the discipline, Hirschman claims that the 

overemphasis on overall economic planning results in an “absurd conception of the role of the 

economist” (Ibid., p. 44). Against the reading of Easterly (2014), Hirschman seems to be less 

concerned with the economist’s pretense of knowledge, than with the waste of his expertise. 

After all, “[the skill of the economist] is one of the very scarce resources in underdevelopment 

countries” (Hirschman, 1954, p. 47). The main problem with economic planning is not the 

limited contribution of the economic expert for governing free societies, but rather that it leads 

him to neglect the tasks in which he can contribute the most to “a solution for the big 

problems of economic development” (Hirschman, 1954[unpublished], p. 4). 

If the economic adviser is to be of any use for developing societies, he should start by 

committing himself “to give all his figures for sector investment the same reality 

content”(Hirschman, 1954, p. 45). This means renouncing some generality for addressing 

specific development problems. For instance, instead of coming up with overall plans, she 

should focus on identifying promising sectors and conceiving concrete programs and projects 

in close collaboration with private and public entities (Hirschman, 1954 [unpublished], pp. 4-

5).  In the debate between projects and programs, Hirschman goes for the former because they 

allow the economist to make the better use of their expert knowledge, not because the latter 

exceed the limits of private knowledge.    

                                                                                                                                                                     

experience in the country nurtured his belief on the primacy of small-scale observation over 

abstract theorization as a means to construe general insights. On the other hand, it could be 

related to his preference for concrete possibilities of change (or possibilism) over fundamental 

solutions, which according to Meldolesi (1993) he developed working for the Marshall plan. A. 

O. Hirschman, “Case Studies of Instances of Successful Economic Development in 

Colombia”, May 8 1954, box 39, folder 4, Albert O. Hirschman Papers, Seeley G. Mudd 

Manuscript Library, Princeton University, Princeton, NJ. (AOHP).  
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Nevertheless, without committing yet to theoretical claims, Hirschman is aware that 

economic knowledge should not be limited to casuistry. The failure of overall planning is not 

the result of relying on economic theory for informing economic policy, but rather the 

consequence of deriving practical guidelines from useless generalizations. In his 1954 article, 

Hirschman calls for a new research agenda on the theory of economic development devoted to 

“the search for a body of meaningful generalizations (…) concretely helpful in the location and 

elaboration of promising, specific investment projects” (Hirschman, 1954, p. 44). In spite of 

the poor reception from his audience8, he will commit during the following years to the task of 

identifying and systematizing these meaningful generalizations in an alternative theory of 

development.  

3.2 Currie’s critique to programming and the non-strategic features of the 

Survey Mission  

Hirschman was not the only one to react to his experience as foreign adviser in 

Colombia, Currie also assumed a critical stance towards the heritage of the Survey Mission that 

he conducted in the country. After arguing that the main contribution of the Survey Report 

was instilling on policy makers a comprehensive perspective for tackling development 

problems9, he reflected upon the difficulties aroused by the legacy of this document. Following 

the overall framework of the Mission to Colombia, the World Bank replicated this experience 

on several countries (Mason & Asher, 1973). The comprehensive approach of the survey 

mission appeared “to justify a broad-scale attack on many fronts, and this actually became the 

practice among advice-givers” (Currie, 1981, p. 67). However, the disappointing results of 

these attempts led Currie to declare a mea culpa, acknowledging that “the first of such 

                                                       

8 Hirschman presented first this article in a conference in 1954 at the MIT Center for 

International Studies. The attendants, amongst them Rosenstein-Rodan, Hollis Chenery and 

Robert Solow, did not find the intervention particularly interesting: “None were impressed(…) 

As career-defining papers go, this one was a flop”(Adelman, 2013, p. 322)    

9 “‘Some Economic Problems’, Address of Dr. Lauchlin Currie”, December 5 1950, Palacio 

San Carlos.  RM0039, rolls 1-2, World Bank Mission, 1948-1953, Archivo Lauchlin Currie, 

Biblioteca Luis Angel Arango (BLAA), pp. 1-2.   
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comprehensive study missions —the World Bank Report on Colombia in 1949— seems to 

have been responsible for much misspent or at least disappointing subsequent effort” (Currie, 

1981, p. 53).  The shortcomings of the comprehensive approach of the missions are due to the 

neglect of “the very special nature of this [the Colombian] experience”, which was only 

meaningful under a “combination of circumstances [that] is very difficult to replicate” (Currie, 

1981, p. 67). 

Nevertheless, this remorse is more than anecdotal, for it had a lasting influence on 

Currie’s stance towards economic planning. This reveals in his criticism to a type of planning 

reminiscent to the Mission to Colombia, characterized by including “many separate items 

without giving predominance to any of them”. The problem of this eclectic approach is that 

“many disparate goals are pursued simultaneously, and at first sight, there appears to be no 

order or scale of priorities” (Currie, 1966, p. 68). Moreover, it leads to confuse planning with 

programming, placing the “emphasis on quantitative relationships to the neglect of theory and 

qualitative considerations” (Ibid., p. 8). This eclecticism reflects on a cumbersome amount of 

information without clear focus.  

Currie considered that in poor countries with unskilled public administration and “few 

trained economists, the waste is indefensible”(Ibid., p. 60). While programming techniques 

were useful, “over and above it must be planning—the choice of objectives, the diagnosis of 

the problems, and the strategy to attack on the problems to achieve the objectives” (Ibid., p. 

8). Sound economic planning involves more than understanding the empirical correlations 

between economic variables, it requires defining a “rational system of priorities” (Ibid., p. 200) 

and a specific road of action. This reappraisal of planning led Currie to argue that it would be 

more effective if it followed a strategic10, rather than an eclectic approach: “planning (and 

                                                       

10 On an address in the commemoration of the thirty years of the Survey Mission, Currie 

shared with the audience an anecdote that revealed the importance of thinking in strategic 

terms:“A final anecdote. The atmosphere became unpropitious for planning in early 1953 with 

the Presidency of Rojas Pinilla and I prepared to resign. Before I did so, however, I wanted to 

assure myself that the partida for a road from Barranquilla to Ciénaga Grande, which Karl 

Parrish of Barranquilla had urged to me in my studies there, was inserted in the next year’s 
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advising), whether by foreigners or nationals, offers more chance of being effective if it is 

selective in emphasis rather than comprehensive”(Currie, 1981, p. 67). 

The main problem of the comprehensive approach of the World Bank missions was the 

role it gave to the experts. Instead of committing to systematic analysis of the relevant 

economic mechanisms, the mission relegated them to collect and handle huge amounts of data 

without a theoretical understanding of the problem. This atheoretical task deprives the 

economist from putting his or her knowledge at the service of development:  

It is my personal view that it is the particular task and responsibility of the 
economist to define national objectives, to urge priorities, to show the inter-
relation of apparently unrelated problems, to devise consistent, non-contradictory 
programs to achieve specified objectives. Why the economist? Because, 
presumably we are the only ones who have some idea of how the system 
functions, of the interrelationships, of the theory of incidence and of the need of 
priorities.  (Currie 1967, p. 13)  

According to Currie, it is the task of the economist to define national objectives and 

conceive consistent programs to achieve them. Economists are the most appropriate for this 

task because they have developed coherent theories for understanding the economy as a 

system of interrelationships. Paradoxically, the emphasis on economic programming that 

stemmed from the Mission’s comprehensive approach urged for empirical exhaustiveness at 

the expense of this theoretical coherence. 

The main question was how to reconcile a coherent understanding of the economic 

system with a selective approach. As we will show in the next section, this concern on policy 

advising led Currie to inquire about the appropriate economic theory for conceiving and 

implementing objective-driven programs.  
                                                                                                                                                                     

budget. So I saw the General on this matter. He was not very much impressed by my 

economic arguments. Suddenly, however, he said ‘You’re right, but not for the reasons you 

cite. It is necessary for strategic purposes’. I was suitably impressed and the partida was placed 

in the budget and the road was subsequently built ‘for strategic purposes’”. “A talk by Lauchlin 

Currie”, August 31 1979, RM0029, roll 1, Talks, speeches, prologues, 1979-1988 and 

distinctions, forum, 1963-1992, BLAA, p. 12-13.   
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3.3 Sound economic theory for policy advising: from comprehensive 

planning to the Leading Sector 

His belief about the limits of the Mission and the comprehensive approach led Currie to 

develop a new vision about development policies and the role of experts. His conviction was 

oriented towards theoretical analysis. His past as a New Dealer and his contributions to the 

theory of growth were the foundation for the construction of a theory of development. This 

theory would be supported on two main pillars: an endogenous-growth approach and a 

Demand-side Growth Theory. Both as a result of his main intellectual influence on this 

matters: Allyn Young (1928). 

The influence of this heterodox (at least at that time) approach about growth is well 

known (See Sandilands 1990, p. 315-321, and Currie 1993). However, the way he built upon a 

theory of development economics and a development strategy has been less studied. In 

particular, the way his experience as economic adviser in general and later as a the brain behind 

two development plans for Colombia is relevant to understand how Currie finally connected 

his growth theory with a tactical view on the role played by decision making and economic 

education as a way to deal with the political obstacles for the implementation of his theoretical 

ideals. This could be appreciated in his idea about economic planning: 

I shall now attempt to show how planning is becoming identified with a special 
kind of programming which, in turn, is more and more identified with the saving-
capital formation approach (…) it is my belief that in some way programming 
must be rescued from an excessive preoccupation with the saving-investment-
income, capital-output ratios approach and that planning must be given the 
dominant and initial role. (Currie, 1966, p. 127) 

The previous fragment reveals that what appeared to be a disapproval of the way 

economic planning was used to derive policy recommendations concealed a more profound 

disenchantment with the orthodoxy on development theory, which he coined the capital 

formation approach. According to Currie, even if the identity between saving and investment 

was a useful concept, it was “by no means a theory of employment or a theory of 

development” (Currie, 1966, p. 130). Like Hirschman, he considered that there was “no 

particular merit in treating all development problems in terms of capital formation, capital 
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stock, consumption, and production” (Currie, 1966, p. 130). He even cited a fragment of the 

Strategy11, adding that Hirschman was “still another skeptic” of the predictive and operational 

value of this approach (Currie, 1966, p. 137). What thinkers as diverse as Myrdal, Prebisch and 

Nurkse had in common was the belief that the major obstacle for underdeveloped countries 

was the scarcity of capital. However, they dismissed that “the truly difficult problem in 

accelerating development is not technical, difficult as that is, but rather the lack of will and 

knowledge” (Currie, 1966, p. 140). Planning should not be reduced to programming because 

underdeveloped countries need to economize their decision-making capacities—the will to 

develop and the knowledge of how to develop— by strategically defining priorities and 

possible roads for mobilizing human energies in this direction. 

His experience as policy adviser made him rethink the proper economic theory for 

thinking comprehensively and define priorities. Currie considers that the theory (Young’s) of 

(demand-induced) growth should be the foundation for economic advice. But the role of the 

adviser in developing countries is to accelerate growth by stimulating latent productive 

capacity. The difference between developed and underdeveloped countries is of degree, not of 

substance. It affects policy but not the validity of economic theory. 

His first and most ambitious but less successful attempt to put his ideas at work was 

“Operación Colombia” (OC). The main idea behind this plan was to induce growth, 

employment and technological change through a transformation of agricultural methods of 

production. To take advantage of the natural forces and to “direct them” to accelerate 

development. Development takes thus a clear meaning. Beyond an increasing per-capita 

income and material progress, development means, for Currie, a deep transformation of a 

society: modernization. This means an overwhelming process of transformation of a backward 

society into an industrial, scientific and politically modern way of life for all its citizens. 

[OC], in essence, proposes to take advantage of the tremendous possibilities of the 
technification of agriculture and consciously and deliberately create more 

                                                       

11 “A model based on the propensity to save and the capital-output ratio is bound to be far less 

useful in underdeveloped than in advanced countries. Its predictive and operational value is 

low” (Hirschman, 1958, p. 32) 
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productive jobs for millions of rural people, who are practically isolated from the 
monetary economy and living at a subsistence level.  I must emphasize the words 
'consciously and deliberately'. The process is operating as a result of the action of 
natural forces, but if one takes into account the increase in population and the 
growing differences between rural and urban incomes, it is observed that it is 
operating very slowly […] I insist therefore, that for our purposes natural forces 
are very slow and develop at the cost of much human suffering, when they should 
be directed and accelerated to achieve in a few years what would otherwise require 
a generation or more. (Currie, 1963, p 188, our underlining) 

This “top-down” approach to triggering development is based on an ideal mechanism: 

the technological transformation of a productive sector prompting the demand for other 

sectors. In particular, it aims at boosting the growth of an economic sector that possesses three 

important characteristics: demand production inputs in a broad way to encourage demand by 

other sectors, absorb low-skilled labor and create a virtuous circle of adoption of new 

technology.  

However, the OC was his first failure and his first and definitive encounter with political 

barriers to the implementation of experts’ ideas. The plan was not adopted. Currie realized he 

overlooked the political implications of a transformation of the agricultural sector, in a country 

with deep political and economic inequalities of land property. Considering that both luck and 

personal relationships play an important role on economic advice, he stresses that the success 

of the Plan was its ability to create vested interests in the proposed program, because this 

guarantees the permanence of the policy. Politics needs to meet economics. And beyond a 

short-term political strategy to overcome political obstacles, a society needs a cultural 

transformation: a society needs economic education in order to align sound economic theory 

with political ideals.  

The “Four Strategies Plan” (4S) was a second and successful attempt to implement his 

idea of development triggered by a “Leading Sector”. This time the chosen sector was housing 

and infrastructure. The main problem of housing policies was that they were commonly 

grounded on “sector analysis”. It was a mistake to disregard the consequences of housing 

policy on other sectors. A general plan is required to take this into account. 

Implementation of sound economic ideas and neutralizing politics became a motto of 

his advice for experts to interact with politicians, private agents and policy makers. Concurring 

with Hirschman, Currie developed the conviction that decision making is the art of aligning 
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(coordinating)  “human action in a certain direction (…) The difficulty lies in securing 

agreement on the direction” (Currie, 1966, p. 141; fn 1) 

As we shall see in the following section, even if Hirschman and Currie differ in the 

content of their criticisms of economic programming, both agree that the theory on which it is 

grounded does not work as a theory of development. In particular, both authors disagree with 

what they consider the orthodoxy in development. Neither the capital formation, nor balanced 

growth were appropriate for understanding development. Any such approach would lead to 

the misuse of resources, ignoring specific circumstances and attempting at applying general 

recipes. The problem was not with the recipe but with the capacity to put any economic policy 

in action; the problem had to do with the decision-making skills present in developing 

countries. This anticipates a shared vision of development as decision-making. 

3.4 From Hirschman’s critique of the balanced growth theory to the 

politics of development 

The Strategy of Economic Development is the result of Hirschman’s effort to “elucidate 

his own immediate experience” in Colombia (Hirschman, 1958a, p. vii). His experience as 

economic adviser in that country warned him about the practical limitations of deriving 

concrete development policies from mainstream economic theory. However, these are the 

anxieties of the policy adviser, not the reflections of the development theorist. Indeed, there is 

no open dialogue in his early writings with the major references in the subject. His major virtue 

in The Strategy was to translate his disagreement with comprehensive planning into the 

broader theoretical language of the emerging mainstream in economic development. As we will 

see in what follows, this translation lay the theoretical foundations for the political 

understanding of development as decision-making. 

After the publication of Rosenstein-Rodan’s (1943) seminal article, the emergent sub-

discipline of development was primarily associated with the statement that economic 

development requires a balance growth of all sectors in order to avoid supply and demand 

difficulties. The central idea of the “balanced growth doctrine”, as Hirschman called the group 

of authors that favored these ideas, is that equilibrated growth reduces the risks that result 

from complementarities of demanded, guaranteeing that society profits from external 

economies. The policy implication of this theoretical framework is that only a simultaneous 

attack in all sectors —a Big Push— is effective for overcoming the condition of 
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underemployment that characterizes underdeveloped countries. This translates into a 

coordinated effort between international lending, for guaranteeing the minimum quantum of 

investment required to launch growth, and national comprehensive planning, for rationalizing 

the internalization of external economies.      

Hirschman argues in The Strategy that this doctrine, in spite of its prevalence, “fails as a 

theory of development” (Hirschman, 1958a, p. 51). His first criticism is conceptual: 

Development presumably means the process of change of one type of economy 
into some other more advanced type. But such a process is given up as hopeless 
by the balanced growth theory which finds it difficult to visualize how the 
‘underdeveloped equilibrium’ can be broken into at any one point (Ibid., pp.51-52) 

In Economic Development: Current Research and Problem Areas, an unpublished 

survey of the subfield mad for the Rockefeller Foundation in 1958, he elaborates on this idea . 

He argues that while this doctrine is an “attempt to prove the need for a sudden massive effort 

(…) any analysis of the process by which the ‘big push’ can be generated [is absent]” 

(Hirschman, 1958 [unpublished], p. 6-7). What makes the balance growth doctrine 

inappropriate for development purposes is not that it is grounded on flawed economics. It fails 

as a theory of development because it attempts to study an essentially dynamic phenomenon 

from a static perspective . 

In order to provide an alternative framework for understanding development, 

Hirschman resorts to recent breakthroughs in growth theory. In separate works, Harrod (1939) 

and Domar (1957) showed that some conclusions that are valid in static systems do not apply 

in dynamic frameworks . Borrowing from this idea, Hirschman shows that, from a dynamical 

perspective, the possibilities created by disequilibria outnumber the risks. But first, he faces the 

challenge of adapting Harrod and Domar’s framework to the study of underdeveloped 

societies. In their models, the dual character of investment —both income and capacity 

generator— is central for conceptualizing the equilibrium between savings and investment. 

However, Hirschman considers that this reasoning is not applicable for underdeveloped 

countries, because “investment and saving decisions are largely interdependent (…) [and] 

savings depend far more on the opening up of investment opportunities and on the removal of 

various obstacles to investment than on increased income”(Hirschman, 1958a, p. 32). More 

than the result of autonomous or induced investment , economic growth in underdeveloped 
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countries is fueled by the “perception of investment opportunities and their transformation 

into actual investments” (Ibid., p. 36).  

According to Hirschman, this third role of investment —the “complementary effect”, 

being a “pace setter for additional investment” (Ibid., p. 41)— explains why unbalanced 

growth sequences are desirable from a dynamical perspective. While increasing investment in 

one sector may lead to temporary shortages due to supply or demand complementarities —as 

argue balanced growth advocates, it sets up “strong pressures” for channeling investment to 

these sectors during subsequent periods (Ibid. p.42). This means that, from a dynamical 

perspective, complementarities play a stimulating, not an inhibiting, role, because they induce 

economic agents to exploit investment opportunities. In consequence, unbalanced growth 

sequences are dynamically more efficient than balanced growth sequences: while the latter 

optimize resources in each individual period by avoiding shortages, the former maximize 

investment in overall by inducing responses to imbalances and disequilibria (Hirschman & 

Lindblom, 1961).  

Despite the fact that the language of economic growth allows Hirschman to expose the 

limitations of understanding economic development as a static phenomenon, he is emphatic 

that development is not synonymous to growth . In the introduction to Strategy, he argues that 

“[the tension of development] is not so much between known benefits and costs but between 

the goal and the ignorance and misconceptions about the road to that goal” (Ibid, p. 10).  The 

divorce of development from benefit-cost analysis leads him to restate his distance from the 

balanced growth theory in broader terms:  

My point of departure is that development is not held back so much by scarcities 
in resources and abilities as by difficulties in reaching the decisions necessary to 
bring these resources and abilities into play(…) What I am presenting therefore as 
a theory of development is a theory of maximizing induced decision-making 
(Hirschman, 1958[unpublished], p.7) 

Inspired by the historical writings of Gerschenkron, Hirschman argues that it is useless 

to define underdevelopment in terms of scarce resources. Given their relative backwardness, 

underdeveloped societies have even more means at their disposal than advanced economies. In 

turn, these societies are characterized by displaying a poor ability of decision-making. We see 

how for Hirschman the major question of development is definitely not technical, and starts to 

shape out as a political process. This interpretation is consistent with Frobert and Ferranton’s 
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(2003), who argue that Hirschman understands development as a process of “defining ends 

collectively and finding means to achieve them” (p. 32). Under this reappraisal of the nature of 

development, the balanced growth theory appears to be short in scope. Instead of contriving 

mechanisms for optimizing resources, a theory of development should focus on identifying 

mechanisms for maximizing the ability of decision-making in a broad sense, not merely 

intertemporal investment.   

This framework provides Hirschman with more solid grounds for resuming his criticism 

of comprehensive planning. In The Strategy, he argues that the call for a Big Push is “an 

escapist solution”, because it requires “huge amounts of precisely those abilities which we have 

identified as likely to be in very limited supply in underdeveloped countries” (Ibid., p. 52-53). 

In particular, comprehensive plans demand an outstanding ability for reaching consensus, 

because they expect societies to introduce, not only positive externalities, but also “some of the 

social costs into the economic calculus” (Ibid., p. 57) . This prescription fails to acknowledge 

that underdeveloped societies lack precisely the organizational basis for resolving these 

conflicts.  

In response, Hirschman finds in inducement mechanisms a decentralized alternative for 

internalizing these benefits, without taking for granted the society’s ability for making 

development decisions. The task of the development economist is to identify these 

inducement mechanisms. It is here where he comes to grips with the search for meaningful 

generalizations that he called for just after concluding his work as economic adviser. Well 

known mechanisms, such as technological linkages and social overhead capital shortages, 

generate pressures to which both private enterprises and public authorities respond following 

their desire for profit and political survival (Ibid., p.64). Despite the heavy reliance on 

decentralized responses, however, economic policy can play an active role in the development 

process. For example, showpiece projects, like Paz de Río steel-mill, can play an “initiating 

function” by inducing decision-making through forward linkage effects. While public 

institutions, like Empresas Municipales de Cali, can exert a relieving function by responding to 

the shortages in social overhead capital that result from thriving entrepreneurial activities 

(Ibid., p. 203) .  

However, Hirschman soon realized that the treatment he had given to development 

policies in the Strategy was, at least, incomplete. In his survey of the main theoretical 
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approaches to development, Hirschman argues that policy analysis was a neglected, although 

promising, area of study in the field: “We are brought to one of the most neglected and at the 

same time interesting and potentially useful research areas: the evaluation of economic policies 

in underdeveloped countries” (Hirschman, 1958 [unpublished], p. 14). In particular, he 

surprisingly expresses that existing studies on decision-making processes are wanting: “Also in 

this area, a general study of decision-making processes would be remarkably interesting” (Ibid., 

p. 15). Therefore, just after publishing The Strategy he believed that a throughout analysis of 

economic policies, with specific emphasis on explaining how policy-makers arrive to decisions, 

was the next step for development studies. 

Two years before, right after concluding his job as private consultant in Colombia, 

Hirschman had already advanced in this direction. In Economic Policy in Underdeveloped 

Countries (1956), he analyzes “the behavior of governments of underdeveloped countries as 

revealed by their economic policy decisions over a period of time”(Hirschman, 1956 [1971], p. 

255). This is not a study for economic policy makers and policymaking, but rather a study 

about them.  He shows how some policies and behaviors, such as specific custom duties, 

earmarking for taxes, and the periodical creation of semiautonomous institutions exhibit a 

cyclical rationale in response to economic phenomena such as inflation, exchange deficits and 

budgetary constraints. In the language of The Strategy, economic policy in underdeveloped 

countries characteristically played a pressure-relieving function, rather than an initiating role. 

Failing to see this regularity, advising experts disregarded these policies as unorthodox and 

renounced to the possibility that “there is some method in this madness” (Ibid., p. 264). 

Unfortunately, Hirschman does not provide in this article a coherent explanation of this 

method. Once again, it was a practical concern from the policy adviser, not the reflection of 

the development theorist.  

However, this concern raised important questions about the relation between the 

economics and the politics of development that Hirschman addresses in Journeys Towards 

Progress (1963), elaborating on the theoretical framework developed in The Strategy.  While 

The Strategy was mainly an analysis about the responses of private decision-makers to 

inducement mechanisms, Journeys is an “investigation of the behavior of public decision-

makers in problem-solving situations” (Hirschman, 1963, p. 20). Nevertheless, Hirschman 

finds some continuity between these lines of research:  
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The assertion was made that nonmarket forces, e.g., the response of public 
authorities to an electric shortage, are not necessarily or intrinsically less automatic 
than the response of private entrepreneurs to a rise in the price of their product. 
The desire to document this assertion leads directly to the principal concern of this 
book. (Ibid., p. 20) 

While the response of private agents to disequilibria is moved by the desire for profit, 

and the reaction of public decision-makers by the desire for political survival, they follow an 

analogous rationale. Just like in The Strategy Hirschman devotes to the search of inducement 

mechanisms for calling forth investment, in Journeys he sets out to identify “the mechanisms 

that citizens and interest groups have at their disposal for commanding the attention of policy 

makers” (Ibid., p. 302).  

According to Hirschman, citizens have two means for calling forth the relieving function 

of public authorities. On the one hand, citizens can press on public authorities the 

responsibility to deal with a problem by means of direct political action. For instance, 

Hirschman describes how rural reform regained a place in the public agenda in Colombia as a 

response to peasant violence in the countryside. Direct actions are more effective when 

claimers have access to public authorities, because “the latter are obliged to pay attention, for 

the sake of political stability and their own political survival” (Hirschman, 1975, p. 391). On 

the other hand, non-influential citizens have at their disposal indirect mechanisms for calling 

attention on a problem. Following on the example of rural reform in Colombia, inflationary 

pressures and balance-of-payments deficits—blamed on low rural productivity—draw back the 

attention to land tenure patterns.  Even if claimers do not have direct influence on public 

authority, they may nevertheless achieve “attention indirectly by riding the coattails of the 

problems which policy-makers were [are] anxious to tackle” (Hirschman, 1963, p. 304). Direct 

and indirect mechanisms either reinforce or counteract each other and the prevailing force 

determines the response of the policy-maker .  

The previous example reveals that the shift in Hirschman’s thought from The Strategy to 

Journeys, from the economics to the politics of development, is more an elaboration than a 

change of mindset. Even if he only addresses decision-making processes as an object of study 

in Journeys, the theoretical foundations for understanding development as a process of 

decision-making are already laid in the critique to balanced growth in The Strategy. In some 

sense, his understanding of development always accounted for its political character. A few 

years later, Hirschman will argue that the concern with the “political dimensions of economic 
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phenomena”, the search for “general models in which economic and political forces would 

both be treated as endogenous variables” (Hirschman, 1971, pp. 1, 15) was a common 

characteristic of his writings on development. However, this should not obscure that a major 

transformation resulted from this process: the shift of attention from the entrepreneur to the 

citizen. As we will see in the next chapter, this shift is crucial to understand Hirschman’s 

appraisal of the role of the expert.     

4. The expert role as catalyst of Decision Making 

If development is a matter of defining priorities and energizing resources, this means it is 

not just a technical, but a political problem. Both inherited this from their work in the council 

(see Álvarez, Guiot-Issac & Hurtado 2017). However, the Colombian experience and its 

particular Political Economy context, led both authors to propose alternative ways to attain 

that goal. 

4.1 Currie: breaking the vicious circle of low growth and economic 

ignorance: 

Understanding development as strategy meant striving for the formulation of a 

coordinated path between local economic, political and social agents. Such coordination 

required developing or enforcing decision making skills, which, on its turn, needed some type 

of common ground of discussion. For Currie, this common ground was economic education 

whereas for Hirschman it corresponded to the art of voice.  

Currie presented the challenge as breaking the difficult interrelation between culture and 

development, which he conceived as a vicious circle between low growth and cultural practices 

and beliefs: “If a people with a particular culture has, to date, shown itself to possess less than 

acceptable domination of environment, how can the degree of change that seems necessary to 

accelerate the process of development and the date of transition from a less to a more 

developed category be brought about?”(Currie, 1981, p. 237). The problem here is to 

transform this particular culture that seems incapable to bring about important changes, and 

the question is how this should be done.  

Currie believed that a first step to change is having sound foundations to propose such 

changes, which are to be found in economic theory. The discussion between policy makers and 

decision takers should be based on this analysis, which would then lead to discussions on the 
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specific goals and steps to achieve them. For him, there is only one correct economic analysis, 

around which there is a consensus in the profession, that is applied in different circumstances 

(Currie, 1981, p. 6). That is, the economics for developed and developing countries is the 

same, however the recommendations that may be derived from it differ accordingly, and they 

might even differ across economists, policy makers and decision takers. Having a common 

ground, in economic theory, guarantees that all those involved in determining policy goals, in 

policy design and implementation share a common language and understand each other thanks 

to it. Currie will go as far as to assert: “There is no ‘development economics’; there is only 

economic theory applied to different sets of circumstances in different countries, more and 

less developed”(Currie, 1981, p. 213). This difference of circumstances materializes in 

differences in the degree of control and efficiency in each country and the choice over policies 

(Currie, 1981, p. 39), and here is where debate should center. Therefore, Currie considers 

economic education is paramount to development processes12 

In his 1965 book on economic education in Colombia, Currie recognizes the progress 

made on this front in the last 15 years. The creation of the National Statistical Administrative 

Department (DANE for its acronym in Spanish), and of, around, 15 Economics Departments 

around the country attest to this process of expanding economic education in Colombia. 

However, Currie expresses his concern about the possible confusion between economics and 

management, on the one hand, and economics and economic planning, on the other. 

Concentrating on the latter would have a negative impact on the type of discussion needed 

because those trained in such programs would only have technical abilities when “what is 

needed is being alert, being original and having mental agility combined with a thorough 

training in economic theory” (Currie 1965, p.13, our translation).  

                                                       

12 Currie himself would play an important role in the development of economic education in 

Colombia. He was active in the two major Economics Departments in the country, promoting 

not only their undergraduate and graduate programs, but also contributing to the consolidation 

of economic research centers associated with these Departments at the Universidad Nacional 

de Colombia and the Universidad de los Andes. He was made Professor Emeritus of the latter 

in 1987, where he taught until 1991, two years before his death.  
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On these lines, an investment policy in education was needed if the limitations to 

development associated with deficient policy making due to lack of capacity and training were 

to be overcome. Currie thought such an investment should aim first at training "the upper 

class, and, to a slightly lesser extent, of the larger middle class. A corollary is that expenditures 

on training, especially abroad, and on creating attitudes favorable to better domination and 

control of the environment will prove highly productive over a period of time”(Currie, 1981, p. 

228) 

Thus, economic education should go beyond Economics Departments, and the general 

public should also be educated: “every illustrated person should have enough understanding of 

how the economic system works as to be able to comprehend and evaluate the possible impact 

of specific economic programs and proposals” (Currie 1965, p.14, our translation).  

This is even more important in a context where the number of foreign experts and 

international missions is contracting, making the impact of expert knowledge less direct and 

harder to trace. Rather than a direct influence, expert advice would now come through the 

form of the conditions for loans, articles, books, and the training of national policy makers 

abroad. These newly trained policy advisers would then have an increased responsibility “to 

modify and adapt theories and policies to domestic requirements”(Currie, 1981, p. 227). 

Such an education would ease the work of policy advisers, who could then play their role 

as guides in the debate, using good economics and the knowledge of specific conditions in 

order to identify and promote transforming forces (Currie, 1981, p. 213). Currie compares the 

policy adviser with “a driver in heavy traffic” who “must be alive to many things going on 

around him”(Currie, 1981, p. 206). Therefore, the policy adviser cannot concentrate only on 

theory, but rather be able to consider the circumstances, the quality and reliability of the 

information, the coherence of the policies proposed to achieve general goals, and the social 

and political context (Ibid.). In order to be able to participate and illuminate the public debate, 

the expert should also be able to converse with different audiences, be the other economists or 

the general public. Besides theoretical and technical skills, the expert must also be persuasive.  

4.2 Hirschman: from the “visiting economist syndrome” to the “guardian 

of voice” 
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Concerning the needs for the art of persuasion as the main feature of an expert, Currie 

joins Hirschman. Being able to participate in professional and public debate is a crucial skill 

any policy adviser should have. There is no sense in formulating goals and policies if they are 

not appropriated and legitimized in the public debate, if the public opinion and all stake 

holders do not understand and share them. 

However, Hirschman gives a less central role to economic education and to the expert in 

the debate. More in the line of trying “to identify those [powerful ] forces [that are tending to 

bring about great transformations in society]and to shape his advice to further rather than to 

obstruct them”(Currie, 1981, p. 231), Hirschman sees the expert as a figure that identifies and 

empowers voices that have been hidden or overheard. The focus should not be on bringing 

knowledge or educating people in economics, but rather finding “hidden rationalities” and 

bringing them to the light, so that local knowledge could be used, shared and expanded 

(Hirschman, 1984). The role of expert is precisely to involve other agents in the process of 

common “self-discovery” and “self-affirmation” (Hirschman, 1971[1961], p. 304) that 

characterizes development:  “As economists (…) we can help underdeveloped countries to 

understand themselves and their experiences” (Hirschman, 1971[1956] p. 279). 

Acknowledging that economic development is inherently a political process, Hirschman 

locates the locus of decision-making in the citizenship, not in policy makers or entrepreneurs. 

Therefore, rather than, as Currie thought, economics informing and even determining public 

debate, Hirschman favored recognizing the political and social context within which economic 

policy debate takes place. The role of the expert should not avoid this debate as untechnical, 

uninformed or the expression of vested or unenlightened interests. Economic debate is a 

political one, where all stake holders should be able to exercise their voice.  

Guarding the art of voice, the economic expert fights against two related impediments 

for virtuous decision-making processes. On the one hand, she avoids incurring in the visiting-

economist syndrome: “the habit of issuing peremptory advice and prescription by calling on 

universally valid economic principles and remedies-be they old or brand new-after a strictly 

minimal acquaintance with the ‘patient’”(Hirschman, 1984, p. 93). On the other hand, she 

helps the citizens of underdeveloped societies to reconcile with their own reality, hence to 

avoid a “failure complex” that prevents them from “learning from their own realities” (Ibid., p. 

93). Therefore, intellectual activity is itself a catalyst of decision-making.  
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In brief, even if Currie and Hirschman disagreed on the precise grounds for an informed 

public debate on economic policy and the role the expert should play in this debate, they 

agreed that with the “growth of a more informed and critical public opinion, what can be 

hoped for is that there will be a tendency for decision-makers to identify their personal 

interests more with the longer term interests of the community and to give more weight to the 

probable judgement of history”(Currie, 1981, p. 228). Therefore, the strategy of development 

could be defined, shared and appropriated widely by society.  

5. Concluding Remarks 

The divide between Currie and Hirschman can be traced to the apparent independence 

that the Colombian technocracy has from politics. Such independence seems to agree with 

Currie's view about the relationship between politics and economics. There is a prevailing view 

in Colombia as to the ability the technocracy has to get around politics but it could also be 

advanced that the important difficulties of the country's development are related with what 

Hirschman note as its inability to deal with politics and assume the role of experts in the 

political economy of development and in economic, social and political debates. Here we 

might find the roots of what could be called the Colombian paradox of a stable economy with 

a more than unstable political and social context. 
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