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In the third edition of this perennial classic, John Isbister concisely and insightfully covers the converging social, economic, political, and environmental issues that have brought the planet earth to the edge of its ability to sustain life on the massive scale that we see today.  Isbister begins his study by exhorting readers to wake up to the reality of extreme poverty that confronts a great majority of the world’s population. 

Although people have always been poor, the problem is increasingly severe today because of several factors. One extremely important issue is that of quality of life. Traditional rural poverty, “which was hard but was at least embedded in a rich cultural network” (3), has been replaced by the far more filthy and degrading specter of urban poverty as third world populations explode and peasant land ownership dwindles. Throughout the text, Isbister emphasizes the population problems created by lowered death rates matched with continuously high birth rates. This is an example of how quality of life may appear to be raised on the surface, in this case through better medicine being offered to the third world, while in reality the situation has not improved enough to warrant a natural decrease in birthrates that occur in societies with a truly high quality of life. Privileged societies such as these make up only “about 15 percent of the world’s population” (5) but nonetheless control a majority of the world’s wealth. 

While rich countries prospered in the last century, the rest of the world was left behind in terms of economic development.  Institutions like the World Bank were created in a spirit of global unity, promising that the poor countries would share in the wealth of newly industrializing nations, but according to Isbister, the rich countries have thus far done only a fraction of what they can, and should do, to help the world’s poor.

The problem is not only external. The natural evolution of many poor countries was stunted and warped by imperialism, and it is the task of formerly imperialist nations to help repair the damage that they caused. However, promises of equality and democracy made by the leaders of nationalist independence movements were also broken.  As was the case throughout decades of colonial rule, the leaders of impoverished nations, although now working from within, continued to fight to get richer while the poor stayed poor, and in some cases, got poorer. 

There are some success stories, such as South Korea and China. However, most of the third world remains mired in poverty, malnutrition, disease, lack of education, and powerlessness, largely due to the fact that the world’s rich, both inside and outside the third world, refuse to accept their massive causal and moral responsibilities.  As Isbister writes, “the prosperous countries and their institutions…powerfully affect the constraints within which the third world must determine its future.  Having played a central role in the creation of the world’s inequities, they could allow themselves to be used constructively” (28).  Unfortunately, most of the rich countries’ involvement in the third world is motivated by economic and political self-interest. In situations such as this, most foreign aid simply falls into the hands of capitalist dictators and the problems of underdevelopment intensify.

Isbister lists three major schools involved in attempting to understand underdevelopment. Modernization theory argues that the problem is internal, and that the only solution is for third world governments to drag their people out of a “traditional” way of life and into a modern, capitalist future. This perspective ignores the problem of damage already done to the supposedly traditional way of life in the third world, as well as demanding that the world’s poor ignore the ecological and moral problems attached to capitalism, as have the rich countries. 

Dependency theory, unlike modernization theory, comes from inside the third world, and argues that the problem is external. Dependency theorists point out the holes just mentioned which exist in modernization theory, emphasizing that “poverty in the third world is not traditional, and it is not accidental” (44). In order to prosper to the extent that it has, the wealthy capitalist world required a continuous flow of cheap labor and materials from the third world. These resources were best acquired through the oppression and disenfranchisement of third world populations.  Through strategies such as unequal exchange, rich countries have deliberately profited at the expense of the third world. 

Lastly, the Marxist school argues that underdevelopment is the product of an inequitable class system. Although Marxists theorists acknowledge the global economy at play in the third world, they argue that ultimately the class struggle is internal, against a government controlled by its nation’s ruling class. Isbister recommends a blending of these approaches in order to properly understand underdevelopment. He does a fairly good job of portraying the schools effectively. However, for the remainder of the text, his views seem to be strongly those of a dependency theorist, an approach some readers may find to be biased. Isbister repeatedly emphasizes the importance of an international context when thinking about poverty in the third world: “We are not a world of separate nation-states, independent of one another; we are one world, completely entangled with one another” (63). His approach therefore becomes geared towards drawing agreement from the sympathetic, rather than rallying the support of the skeptical.

In order to demonstrate the depth of humanity’s entanglement with itself, Isbister offers a history of imperialism throughout the world. The author demonstrates the ways in which the third world’s culture, language, agricultural systems, manufacturing, and craft production, were destroyed by colonizing forces. Imperialism was motivated by political, religious, and overall, economic reasons. Even when the rich countries’ governments loosened their hold over their colonies, Isbister explains, economic control was still present, and, if anything, even more insidious. Economic imperialism destroyed agricultural and social structures, turning peasants off the soil they had cultivated for generations and forcing laborers to produce only one specific kind of major export, making diversity of produce impossible. Optimistic capitalist theories, like the Ricardian theory of comparative advantage, proved false in the long run, as “The income went into the hands of the elite, not to the laboring people, and the very ecosystem that permits people to survive was damaged” (94).

The refusal of or inability to have foresight was not the fault of imperialism alone. As nationalist and independence movements began to flourish in the twentieth century, revolutions were enacted without plans for rebuilding in their aftermath, as in Mexico and China, and often, established democracies were so bent on progress that they became too focused on short-term success to plan for its long-term repercussions, as in the case of the Indira Gandhi canal project. Even worse, promises of independence could sometimes devolve into bloodbaths, as in Rwanda, and powerful nations, like the United States, remained, due to the cold war and the Vietnam war, too paralyzed by old failures and anti-communist paranoia, to help anyone.  

Although the situation in the third world seemed to improve in the 1970s, things got a lot worse in the 1980s, and the world was forced to realize that the GDP was not the only useful indicator of economic development. As Isbister writes, “Increasingly, economists and other social scientists have directed their attention to additional indicators such as sustainability, income distribution, and basic human needs” (148). The point, it seems, is that everything – economic development, foreign policy, wealth, poverty, past, future, you, me – has got to be understood as a single organism, as Isbister puts it.  Development cannot occur successfully out of sync with the environment. No abstract government policy can succeed without an eye to the individual human lives involved.  The value of sex education in Boise, Idaho cannot be measured without a consideration of the population explosion in Africa. And no widely implemented government economic plan can work without an awareness of the uniquely special quality of each human soul.  Today’s successes are not successes if they are tomorrow’s failures, as Isbister points out, “We seldom think much beyond a generation” (152).  Each situation, like that of a need for unique agricultural technology in South America, or the problems of private foreign capital investment in the third world, need to be treated as unique entities, while simultaneously keeping the big picture in mind.

Sadly, Isbister concludes in his chapter on foreign aid, the rich countries don’t have to worry about methodology when they are hardly contributing in the first place. Chapter Seven of Promises Not Kept is spent largely smashing the deplorable behavior of the United States on the world scene, an approach that may be off-putting to unsympathetic readers. “U.S. Foreign policy since the end of the cold war has been incoherent,” Isbister writes. “It lacks direction: no one can say what its guiding principles are, and each separate action seems unpredictable and unconnected to other actions” (199). Despite its moral responsibility as the world’s most powerful nation, the United States consistently commits funds to military spending while contributing almost nothing to foreign aid. “By the end of the 1990s, the United States gave less than 0.1, by far the lowest proportion of any industrial country” (219). Anyone reading this portion of Isbister’s text will be properly enraged.  However, I was disappointed by how little attention he gave to other rich nations. Are they contributing enough? Is there even such thing? It seems as if an industrialized nation that is not willing to significantly lower its own quality of life in order to improve life in the third world is not doing enough. Giving the United States all the blame, as Isbister does, is also giving it all the responsibility, thereby letting other powerful nations off the hook. 

Overall, Isbister provides his readers with a concise and informative, albeit slightly slanted introduction to international development and environmental studies. Particularly worth reviewing is his treatment of the debt crises, the oil crises, the north-south dialogue, and the role of the World Bank and the United Nations in global development.  Promises Not Kept is a fascinating and challenging read for any beginner, and perhaps the feeling of being attacked that we experience at times throughout the text should make us ask ourselves if it is really possible to separate information and ideology when it comes to textbooks and their role in the learning and teaching processes.

