INSTITUTE OF CURRENT WORLD AFFAIRS

522 Fifth Avenue New York 18, N.Y,

Walter S. Rogers , Executive Director

                                                  Chengtu, China                                                                         
                                                18 September, 1949                                                                       

Dear Mr. Rogers:

During recent months leaders concerned with rura1 and industrial development in South and West China frequently have asked about President Truman's Point Four Program to provide technical and other assistance for backward areas of the world. They recognized that China might not benefit directly under the program. But they felt that many of the lessons learned in this country, particularly since the end of the war with Japan, would be valuable in planning and executing fundamental programs in other under‑developed areas.

Almost everyone with whom I talked agreed that regardless of how much money is appropriated for such a program, achievement will be determined largely by the quality of the men "who must do the building." In this report I will limit myself to the considerations they found important for selecting personnel to do industrial, small‑scale technical and agricultural work in rural areas and inland towns away from the large coastal cities.

Since V.J. Day the United States Government has participated in or sponsored a number of programs in China that aimed at reconstructing the economy and helping the Chinese use their resources. The programs included UNRRA and its Chinese counterpart, CNRRA, the China Relief Mission, the China Mission of ECA and the present Chinese and American Joint Commission on Rural Reconstruction. Many factors including the need for speed and civil war handicapped these efforts. The earlier programs, particularly, were also hampered by the caliber of much of their personnel.

The evidence available in China suggests the U.S. Government has not yet arrived at methods for attracting, selecting and developing a sufficient number of men for work in its special missions abroad who could insure the highest possible level of performance. The greatest need is for the right kind of technical men. To date individuals who have made outstanding contributions here appear to have been exceptions rather than the products of a method of selection.

A foreigner working in the hinterland becomes almost inevitably the personification of his country and culture in the minds of the Chinese he meets. If he does not adjust successfully, more is lost than his failure to perform his technical job. I have encountered several cases where an American misfit so thoroughly alienated his Chinese co‑workers that many months of work by his successor were needed to re‑establish harmonious productive relationships.

Americans who come abroad frequently do so under contract. If they prove unfitted for the job it is difficult, expensive and embarrassing to replace them. Sometimes, because of the red tape involved, they are kept on for the remainder of their term and shunted into positions to keep them "busy and out of trouble." During the past year several men who completed their term of service for the U.S. Government in China and obviously failed to measure up to the job were reported to have been given new assignments in Europe after they returned to Washington, D.C. The present method of judging and recording a government servant's performance abroad depends largely upon the personal bias of his immediate superiors.

FOREIGN ASSISTANCE IN CHINA

Engineers, technical missionaries and U.S. Government specialists who have had the longest and most successful records of accomplishment here feel there are no easily‑defined qualifications that will insure selection of the best men. But, through long experience, they have learned certain principles and "rules of thumb" that guide them in considering an individual’s probable usefulness.

They feel a man with a good record in his own country stands a better chance of performing well abroad, but it does not necessarily follow that he will. Once a man is “on his own" in a foreign culture many of the social props that make him "toe the line" at home are removed. His worth then depends upon his essential personality wherein character, family pressures and individual "goals" are so important.

UNRRA and its successor, the Board of Trustees for Rehabilitation Affairs, spent the equivalent of about US $3,000,000 to establish and operate an Agricultural Industries Services with its main center at Shaoyang in Hunan Province. The Center, complete with machine shops, laboratories and other facilities, worked to develop improved tools, insecticides and simple machines to assist Chinese farmers. A total of 44 foreign specialists were assigned to work with the AIS. The foreign head of the Center estimated that of these men "about six panned out as being worthwhile." One man who proved fairly useful had served a penitentiary term.

Many of the AIS failures came to China to escape from wives, low salaries or unattractive home environments. Several highly ​trained engineers became convinced the Chinese situation was "hopeless" and left. They lacked the patience to get down and work on the level where their efforts could have meaning for the rural areas of China. Chinese at Shaoyang who had lived most of their lives in Shanghai and Hongkong suffered from the same handicap.

Like many other senior specialists in this country, the foreign director of the AIS Center insists that in selecting a man for work in China it is almost as important to interview the wife as the man himself. Technicians who brought their wives usually proved to be more stable than men without families. But for work in the interior it was almost essential that the wives be mentally and emotionally prepared to accept rugged living conditions with a minimum of modern facilities and sanitation. The Protestant missions have found that a wife "stands the strain better" if she also participates in some constructive work. Several experienced men suggested that wives who do not accompany their husbands abroad must be absorbed in jobs of their own at home.

Among both men and women certain personality traits usually proved to be liabilities. Individuals who were highly extrovert often failed to adjust easily to conditions in rural areas of China where the opportunities for familiar forms of recreation and association are meager. The person who was something of an introvert usually retained a better balance. He was often content to give his spare time to study of the people and places around him.

An American agricultural scientist who has worked for 35 years in China told me he would never employ for work in developing backward areas a man who did not "have a fundamental appreciation of the other person's point of view." He is convinced foreigners can only teach better methods to Chinese if they approach their co‑workers sympathetically and with a measure of humility. This requires some knowledge of the past traditions and culture of the people among whom the foreigner is working.

A number of Chinese who have had long association with foreigners coming to work in this country suggested the questionable value of volunteers willing to give their time without pay. They have found that some of these men and women were unstable personalities who “blew up" when their efforts failed to produce 
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overnight results. There is also the problem of discipline ‑‑ how to control a man who is "just here to help." This criticism is not applied to most Christian missionaries who have long traditions of service. The missions over the years have developed their own methods for recruiting and training personnel. For example, the United Church of Canada requires every prospective missionary to pass a psychiatric examination.

These Chinese also mentioned that foreigners who came here only because they could earn more money usually failed to make a significant contribution. In several important cases Americans of this type came out on official jobs and devoted most of their energies to laying the ground work for a successful business career which they engaged in after resigning from government service. There are fewer checks than at home to curb the activities of such a foreigner and the damage he does is therefore greater.

Postwar experience in China indicates that specialists sent abroad need to "know their jobs” in the best sense of the standards used for evaluating a man's technical qualifications at home. But in order to be most effective under these conditions they also need some "special equipment."

The problem is illustrated by the type of technical books that proved most useful here in the interior of China. Men trying to start the process of industrialization in backward areas found that publications describing present American developments frequently were useless ‑‑ they were too far removed from anything the students could understand or use. As one engineer expressed it; "What we want are the engineering text books used in your country fifty years ago."

The most successful men who worked in the interior combined with a first class technical knowledge an ability to see how practices common in an industrialized society could be fitted into this economy. They did not try to reproduce American industry in China. But they were able to think creatively in terms of a more efficient, durable water wheel and a better hand loom. Some of the more useful postwar technical achievements in China was the development of a hand spinner that can increase by about thirty times a man's daily production of yarn.

This knack of seeing industrial developments “in time" appears to come more easily to those engineers, chemists and agricultural scientists here whose personal equipment includes considerable social understanding along with their technical ability. The introduction of simple machines has profound effects upon the rural society and economy. Unless a technical man can see his work in terms of its consequences for the overall scene his contribution is limited and his efforts in some cases may be destructive.

I asked an American engineer who directed a number of major programs in China over the last 33 years what type of men he felt were the most worthwhile to bring out for the first time. "They should have a good grounding in their profession," he said, "but should be young enough not to have become fixed and rigid in organizational routine." He was convinced that men in their middle 30's were most likely to have the necessary combination of experience and flexibility to work under conditions where they must depend largely upon their own knowledge.  This engineer, like others with whom I talked, felt that if the U.S. Government intends to follow through with a realistic program of assisting development of backward areas, it may be necessary to create a "foreign service of engineers, educators and agricultural specialists." Many of the personnel troubles that plagued postwar reconstruction programs in China were the almost inevitable result of short‑term projects. They could offer worth​while men very little security of tenure and only a limited opportunity to measure the results of their work. Although higher salaries 
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than are paid at home may be a necessary lure to bring abroad men in the lower brackets, it appears that big and expensive reputations built up in the United States are not always an asset here. The Chinese are particularly skeptica1 of high‑powered Americans who come and explain how people here should improve themselves.

The organization of such a service would require time and some of the best talents available in the United States. But in the opinion of a number of men with whom I have talked it would offer the best means whereby the Government could attract, develop and use worthwhile men for special work abroad. Some of these men are already available in branches of the government and private organizations. Several "veterans of work in China" are convinced, however, that a new type of person needs to be trained. They said that American and other foreign study of China and most other areas of Asia was still largely on the "academic level." It produced men who "understood" these countries but very few individuals qualified to work here creatively.

Some of the most thoughtful views I heard on this problem of helping backward areas were expressed by an old Christian missionary doctor who had worked for most of his mature life in China. He said: "You Americans want to help these under‑developed areas ‑‑ partly for their benefit and partly for your own. But do you realize that everything you attempt to do will have to be done through and by the people in those areas and do you have the men who can bring that about?" He also added that he thought if the United States embarked upon such a program the test of its success would be not so much in the dams and hospitals erected as in the people developed to use them.

                                                                                                     Sincerely,


                                                                                                                       Albert Ravenholt

Received New York 10/14/49.
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