In Search of the Holy Grail
William Easterly on the elusive quest
for growth and development
An interview with introduction by Brian Snowdon

The world is divided roughly into three kinds of nations: those that spend lots
of money to keep their weight down; those whose people eat to live; and those
whose people don’t know where the next meal is coming from.
David Landes (1998)
When those of us from rich countries look at poor countries today, we see our
own past poverty. We are all the descendants of poverty.
William Easterly (2001a)

Introduction
William Easterly is a leading economist in the field of economic growth
and development. After completing his PhD in economics at MIT in 1985
he joined the World Bank where he remained for sixteen years, becoming
a Senior Advisor in the Research Department of the Macroeconomics and
Growth Division in 1989. Since leaving the World Bank in 2001 Professor
Easterly has worked and carried out research at the Institute for
International Economics (IIE) and Center for Global Development
(CGD) in Washington DC. The Center for Global Development is an
“independent, non-partisan, non-profit think-tank dedicated to reducing
global poverty and inequality through policy oriented research and active
engagement on development issues with the policy community and the
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public”. By promoting public education on economic development the
CGD, allied to the IIE, intends to widen discussion on issues relating to
overseas development assistance, debt policy, international inequality, policy alternatives, and the specific development challenges facing subSaharan Africa.1 In particular the CGD is most concerned with analysing
the impact on developing countries’ prospects of policy recommendations
emanating from the United States and other leading industrial economies.
Having conducted extensive research in the field of economic growth
and development Professor Easterly has broad knowledge and expertise
on the problems facing developing countries. While working at the World
Bank he travelled extensively in Africa, Latin America and Asia and is
therefore well placed to comment on the key issues and debates surrounding the question of how best to promote increased well-being in the
poor countries of the world. In almost two decades of research, Professor
Easterly has published numerous scholarly articles in the leading economics journals and his recent book, The Elusive Quest for Growth:
Economists’ Adventures and Misadventures in the Tropics (2001a), has received
widespread critical acclaim.2
Before discussing several important development issues with Professor
Easterly, I provide a brief survey of the evolution of development economics as background to the interview.

The birth of development economics
The ‘old’ development economics is associated with the classical economists, who, from Adam Smith (1776) to John Stuart Mill (1847), were primarily concerned with the long-run issues of growth and development.
However, following the ‘marginalist revolution’ of the 1870s and the birth
of neoclassical economics, the attention of the majority of economists was
diverted towards the analysis of the static problems associated with efficient resource allocation.3 During the inter-war period the attention of
economists, notably John Maynard Keynes, became focused on the
1

The interested reader should consult the homepages of the CGD and IIE at, www.cgdev.org, and www.iie.com
respectively.
2
See, for example, Wacziarg, 2002.
3
It is generally agreed that the publication in 1890 of Alfred Marshall’s Principles of Economics marks the
beginning of neoclassical economics.
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