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Sixty years afier their creation, the IMF and World Bank play roles quite dif-
ferent from those their original founders had envisaged. The founders would
undoubtedly be astounded to learn that these international financial institu-
tions (IFIs) have emerged as, above all else, significant financiers, analysts and
advisors for the developing (and, more recently, transition) countries. As pur-
veyors of current ‘knowledge’ about stabilization and development issues, and
gatekeepers to external sources of finance, the IFIs are dominant influences
in macroeconomic and development policy formation in much of the devel-
oping (and transition) world, particularly in the economically most vulnerable
parts of it. The policies and practices of the Fund and Bank are far more
important to these countries than they are to the developed countries that
created them and whose interests they were presumably created primarily to
serve. Yet the influence of the developing countries’ governments and citizenry
upon the functioning of these institutions and the policies they prescribe
remains very small.

Thousands of economists toil in the IFIs. Many come from developing
countries (though almost all were trained in North America and Europe).
Despite their various origins and economists’ notoriously divergent views on
both theoretical and policy matters, the views expressed in their public writings
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keep IMF economists from ever stepping very far out of line. At the World
Bank, there is greater room for internal debate and freedom of expression,
both inside and externally; but even in the Bank there are decided limits to
the degree of unorthodoxy that can be tolerated, at least in public expression,
by its principal owners and managers. Not only are IFI analyses and policy
approaches typically constrained by the ‘group-think’ atmosphere within
which they are formulated, but these analyses and approaches also enjoy
ready access, through well-oiled channels of communication, to the most
influential media and to key decision-makers, both at the global level and
within individual countries. When critical views of the IFIs do circulate in the
global financial community, they usually originate in the academic, govern-
mental and business sectors of the industrial countries; and most frequently
build on conservative principles rather than, except in the case of recent
NGO assaults, on the more appropriate pre-eminence of developmental
objectives. Critiques emanating from the developing countries, most often
registered at the level of individual borrowing countries, rarely percolate up
to the global financial community or media, and if they do, they are assigned
very little relative weight by key IFI or other decisionmakers. Yet developing
(and transition) economies are where the IFIs now do the bulk of their work
and carry the greatest influence.

Clearly, the developing world has not been well served by such heavy
concentration of influence and power (and economists) in the two Bretton
Woods financial institutions, the management of which remains, despite ris-
ing clamour for reform, firmly under the control of the major industrial pow-
ers. In the spheres in which the IFIs operate, alternative professional analyses
and, in particular, professional voices from the developing countries have not
as yet been sufficiently heard or, if' heard, sufficiently seriously considered.
Both at the global and at national levels, professional ‘second opinions’
(indeed, third and fourth ones) in the spheres of developing country finance
and overall development policies and, in particular, professional voices from
the developing countries, must be encouraged and provided with more oppor-
tunities not only to be heard but also to be listened to. Agencies of the United
Nations, e.g.,, UNCTAD, UNDP, UNICEF — more responsive to developing
countries’ concerns — have played significant roles in this respect over the past
30 years or so. In recent years, some NGOs, primarily based in the North,
have also been able to provide some alternative, and increasingly professional,



