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To the Editor:

Amartya Sen has provided a thoughtful and careful discussion of my book The White Man's Burden ("The Man Without a 
Plan," March/April 2006). To receive even qualified praise from so distinguished a source is an honor. However, Sen takes 
issue with the book's tone. He would have preferred that I engage in a "dialogue" with aid agencies instead of a "rhetorical 
drubbing" of them and thinks that I should have shown more respect for the feelings of political leaders and activists. I have 
two responses: first, a "rhetorical drubbing" can promote accountability; second, the book does in fact offer positive 
alternatives to the conventional approach being drubbed.

In any political system, there is room for both a dialogue within the existing system on how to operate it and protest -- even 
outrage -- from outside when there is a systemic failure. The evidence compelled me to choose the second path. The 
feelings of the poor whom the system failed deserve more respect than the feelings of the system's leaders and proponents. 
All the book asks is that someone somewhere be held accountable for spending aid money, in order that failed "structural 
adjustment" is discontinued, 12-cent medicines reach dying malaria victims, roads are repaired, and oral rehydration therapy 
reaches infants.

Far from being a "simple dismissal" of existing organizations, as Sen writes, the book proposes many constructive reforms to 
them, including making the results of aid more visible through independent evaluation, having aid agencies specialize in 
specific tasks that help the poor (which they can control and thus be accountable for), discarding accountability-free goals 
whose achievement is outside of the agencies' control, making individual agencies responsible for particular tasks (instead of 
having collective responsibility for big plans), and finding creative ways to back indigenous "searchers." Instead of pushing 
agencies to test such commonsense alternatives, the current system does ill by fostering, in Sen's words, "the belief that 
something good is being done" and so discouraging "a fresh examination of what is really needed to help the wretched of the 
earth."

Sen says the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund do not need him to defend them. Nor do they need me to 
caricature them -- they caricature themselves when the IMF preaches its usual cookie-cutter financial accounting amid 
chronic civil war in Sierra Leone, or the World Bank and the IMF both advocate that warlords in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo prepare a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper Sourcebook. I make clear in the book that these are extreme 
examples and that I admire the professional staff in both organizations. That such absurdities happen at all, however, is a 
sign of how little accountability the World Bank and the IMF face.

Copyright © 2006 ProQuest Information and Learning Company. All rights reserved. Terms and Conditions

Text-only interface



Document View http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?index=3&sid=1&srchmode=1&vinst...

2 of 2 7/20/2006 2:58 PM


