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Book Review 

The Economics of the Developing Countries by Hla Myint; Hutchinson, 1964; pages 192, price 30 s. 

Hla Myint is determined to get away from the popular model of development economists: the over-populated coun
try at a relatively advanced stage of development. 

He provides an alternative model of a country at an earlier stage of development, not yet suffering from popula
tion pressure, 

In aspect after aspect, as we pursue the successive theories, this alternative model broadly of the African 
countries in contrast to the Asian—provides illumination. 

BY the end of World War II the 
UN in general, and several of the 

advanced countries in particular, had 
woken up to the miserable poverty of 
the "underdeveloped" countries, and 
had become very anxious to help them. 
The war had seen tremendous advan
ces both in technology and in tropical 
medicine; these held out promise of 
more effective assistance than could 
have been given previously. The tra
gedy was that neither the underdeve
loped countries themselves, nor their 
would-be helpers, had at that time a 
clue how to proceed. The result of 
this ignorance has been a long pro
cession of theories of development, 
substantially different from each other 
and not infrequently conflicting, but 
each in turn put: forward wi th great 
enthusiasm as the essential remedy, 
and each in turn seized upon by the 
developing countries as drowning men 
are said to clutch at straws. 

Easy-to-Read Guide 

After nearly 20 years the accumula
t ion of advice has become so moun
tainous that a short dispassionate and 
easy to read guide through the jungle 
had become indispensible. This has 
now been admirably supplied by 
Myin t , at present Senior Lecturer in 
the Economics of Underdeveloped 
Countries in Oxford, Hla Myin t has 
had wide contacts w i th the developing 
countries over many years, arising 
both from his teaching at Oxford and 
from service on many UN and other 
Missions, especially in the ECAFE re
gion, but the skil l and clarity w i t h 
which "The Economics of the Deve
loping Countries" is wri t ten, trans-
scends anything M y i n t has accomplish
ed before. It is scarcely too much to 
say that he makes a h i t on every 
page. 

The objective of the book is set out 
(perhaps a l i t t le oddly) at the begin

ning of the last chapter: ' T o provide 
a balanced picture of the different: 
types of an underdeveloped country at 
different stages of development, and 
a systematic examination of the argu
ments behind the leading economic 
development policies of the post-war 
period"; for instance, the need for in
dustrialisation and since this called 
for massive investment, the need for 
large capital transfers from the ad
vanced countries, and since this was 
clearly not likely to be realised, the 
seductive use of inflation as a substi
tute. From the review of such theories 
we pass to those of Balanced Growth 
and its counterpart Unbalanced 
Growth, the Big Push and the Critical 
Min imum, finally arriving at the latest 
enthusiasm of the Development Econo
mists : the need for rapid educational 
expansion. Most of these theories are 
old friends and most have proved less 
helpful in practice than they promise 
to be on first acquaintance. My in t 
shows that this is largely because of 
the failure of their sponsors to make 
clear the special assumptions under 
which they were working. Had this 
been done, the inapplicability of the 
theories to other circumstances would 
have been apparent much earlier. 

Alternative Model 

Myint is determined to get away 
from the popular model of develop
ment economists: the over-populated 
country at a relatively advanced stage 
of development. Consequently he pro
vides an alternative model of a coun
try at an earlier stage of development, 
not yet suffering from population pres
sure. In aspect after aspect, as we pur
sue the successive theories, this alter
native model—broadly of the African 
countries in contrast to the Asian-
provides i l lumination. Obviously space 
does not allow of discussion of more 
than a few points. 

To start; wi th it is shown that the 
first argument for industrialisation was 
the crude observation that by and large 
the industrialised countries are the 
wealthy ones. Hence to become a weal
thy country it is necessary to indus
trialise. The proper sequence is of 
course that countries which have be
come wealthy usually tend sooner or 
later to become industrialised, but this 
is not a sine qua non of wealth. Re
jecting this purely post hoc argument, 
Myin t proceeds to analyse the more 
sophisticated contention that industria
lisation is essential to absorb surplus 
labour in agriculture (disguised or 
under-employed). The extent to which 
workers are actually surplus at existing 
techniques turns largely on what can 
currently be wrung from the existing 
supply of land, and usable land is not 
a stable factor. On account of misuse 
it tends gradually to diminish; this has 
a high relevance to India (incidentally 
this fact cuts at the root of theories 
based on a stable capital /out put ratio 
since one basic factor is not itself sta
ble). In the over-populated countries, 
without the possibility of increasing 
the supply of land by irrigation (which 
is greater for instance in Egypt than 
it is in India), the existing work hours 
are essential to the land if output is 
not to decline. That is to say there is 
virtually no usable surplus of labour. 
The tragedy of the over-populated 
countries is the "misconception that 
compared to the under-populated coun
tries (they) have a greater concealed 
saving potential in the form of their 
disguised unemployment". 

In the under-populated countries, so 
long as incentives can be provided, 
surplus output can fairly readily be 
obtained—for instance by taking addi
tional land into cultivation. This pos
sibility has enabled peasant cultiva
tors in both West and East Africa to 
expand their cash crops at virtually no 
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risk, since their livelihood was already 
assured on the subsistence output side 
of their labour. Moreover, these pea
sant crops have good export potential 
(in 1953 Ghana's cocoa and Nigeria's 
palm products were respectively res
ponsible for 70 per cent of their coun
tries' export). 

Implications of the Difference 

The implications of this difference, 
so far as India is concerned, are, first 
that improved techniques of peasant 
farming are absolutely vital, even to 
maintain current output. When im
provement has taken place it should 
be possible to produce urgently need
ed additional food, but the contribu
tion of peasant crops to export would 
probably st i l l be minimal unless very 
special and discriminatory steps were 
taken to encourage export crops, such 
as ground nuts. In the under-populat
ed countries, it is also necessary to 
improve peasant farming techniques in 
order to maintain exports and at the 
same time free labour to man the 
factories, but this is less vital to the 
economy than in the Indian case. Sec
ondly, the small possibility of peasant 
farming exports in India places an ex
tra burden on other types of exports; 

mineral, plantation and industrial. If 
these forms of exports cannot be sub
stantially increased, it wi l l not be pos
sible to service much further foreign 
borrowing. In these circumstances 
there wi l l inevitably be a tendency to 
rely too heavily on A i d for develop
ment finance, notwithstanding its un
certainties and uncontrollability. This 
greatly limits the possibility of quick 
returns from a Big Push policy, since 
it implies too great a risk of either un
manageable balance of payments crises 
or a stultifying extension of protection. 

Thus, in several respects, the cards 
are stacked against the over-populated 
countries and in some ways especially 
against India with her poor "land" and 
limited opportunities for primary pro
duct exports which are often so much 
easier to manage than industrial ex
ports. On the other hand, India has 
advantages denied to most other deve
loping countries. First, her popula
tion problem really only got out of 
hand about 1952 when the impact of 
medical improvements brought the rate 
of increase up to 2 per cent. If all the 
States would follow the example of 
the policy recently announced in 
Madras, (of sterilisation and other me
thods of family planning), the popu

lation could s t i l l be got in hand in an 
orderly manner. Secondly, agricultural 
productivity is rising well in certain 
areas. Although "the return of the 
Zamindars" is viewed w i t h concern by 
some people, in its new form it may 
actually be an advantage since (as My-
int argues) the new amassers of land 
arc not - for instance in the Punjab— 
absentee landlords, but working farm
ers who are prepared to put in capital 
and improve techniques. 

Perhaps most important of all, wi th 
her large potential internal market, 
India wi l l have the opportunity of 
reaching the full heights of develop
ment, which wi l l be denied to most of 
the underdeveloped countries because 
their economies are too small ever to 
support the minimum economic size 
of the industries making machinery and 
other capital goods. But the process of 
reaching these heights wi l l be a long 
and difficult one. Meanwhile (and it 
has never been demonstrated more 
clearly than in Myint 's book) India's 
three top priorities must continue to 
be the raising of productivity of pea
sant farming by improved techniques, 
the control of population growth and 
the expansion of exports on all fronts. 
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