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 The aim of this presentation is to introduce part of the reflexions I have been doing 

over the last years on the effects, over Brazilian social policies, of the new development 

orientation formulated in the years 1990s, such as the poverty reduction agenda. 

Nowadays, such orientation is well stablished and it is actually very common to observe 

a convergence between international organizations that once belonged to opposite sides 

of the political spectrum: the World Bank and the IMF, on one side, and UN´s agencies 

and civil society´s organizations, on the other. But we must question this history. What is 

of interest here are the processes which have created the political conditions of such 

arrangement. On one hand, critical revisions internal to neoliberal reforms and structural 

adjustments reverberated in modulations of the World Bank´s orientations towards 

development. On the other hand, the United Nations have redefined development as a 

process of expansion of opportunities instead of a process of wealth accumulation. Both 

processes have converged in a new development strategy, which puts emphasis on people 

instead of on nations. The hypothesis here defended is that Nobel prize economist 

Amartya Sen´s capability approach is the center of this convergence, and that such 

convergence indicates a development strategy which starts to morally mobilize everyone 

(nations, companies, international organizations, national, regional and local civil society 

organizations, people in general) towards poverty combating (Lautier, 2001). The aim is 

to demonstrate how the redefinition made on World Bank´s reform agenda, which stated 
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the importance of the social tissue on securing the political stability necessary to the 

fulfillment of austerity measures, converged with the new understanding elaborated 

within UN´s and UNDP´s development programs. 

 

1. Modulations of the adjustment agenda: towards the capability approach 

The World Bank´s reform agenda, which prescribed economic liberalization in the 

1980s, suffered some modulations since its conception, modulations which have directed 

the prescriptions of structural adjustment programs to a point of convergence with UN´s 

formulations, which were critical of the negative social effects of this very reforms. In the 

beginning of the 1990s, the economicist agenda of the World Bank, which focused on 

currency measures, on de-regulation aiming on the intensification of international 

competition, and on fiscalist economic reforms, was modulated towards the good 

governance doctrine as an orientation for the loans then granted. What has been known 

as second generation reforms (social and institutional reforms) involved a critical 

evaluation, among the Bank´s staff, of the role of institutions in the achievement of this 

process. The modulations are a result of a controversy on the best ways of implementing 

the structural adjustment, which opposed, on one side, the conviction on a strict economic 

and fiscal approach, and, on the other side, the emphasis on the importance of institutions 

for maximizing the efficacy of market liberalization procedures. The result of such 

controversy was the new doctrine of good governance, which expressed concerns over 

the political dimensions of the reforms, and converged on the greater social capillarity of 

the consensus on its inevitability. 

The origin of this new orientation towards structural adjustment can be localized on 

evaluations of political conditions for the implementation of the reforms, which took 

place in seminaries and in documents during the end of the 1980s and the beginning of 

the 1990s3. The report Sub-saharan Africa: from crisis to sustainable growth, published 

by the World Bank´s African Office in 1989, is the first stance in which the notion of 

governance is dealt with. The report indicated that a “crisis of governance” would be the 

                                                           
3 In Maranhão (2009), we discuss academic influences –congresses dedicated to evaluation adjustment 
programs and neo-institutionalist corrective critiques on the role of State on reforms – and external 
influences – changes in the Bank´s staff, with employees who professed a less economicist perspective on 
reforms. Cf. José Luiz Fiori, Os moedeiros falsos, Petropólis/RJ: Vozes, 1997 e Sebastião Velasco e Cruz, 
Trajetórias: capitalismo neoliberal e reformas econômicas nos países da periferia, São Paulo: Unesp, 2007. 
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key for explaining the problems faced during the implementation of economic reforms in 

African countries in the decade that then ended. Defined as the governments´ ability on 

aligning structural reforms with institutional conditions capable of stabilizing economic 

agents, leading to the reforms fulfillment, the new doctrine put emphasis on the need for 

the building of a political consensus, inside the countries, on the importance of the good 

governance for agenda´s fulfillment. That is: the idea of a good governance meant the 

creation of political support strategies for the adjustment´s reforms, which meant 

mobilizing the social tissue as a determiner of the process (WB, 1989). 

The new perspective distanced itself from the old economicist orientation present in the 

World Bank´s staff, which had focused on prescribing reforms envolving tax cuts, 

privatization, and liberalization. The newness was on the emphasis, in the beginning of 

the decade, on the importance of the States´ governmental ability in assuring the reform´s 

success – in this first stage, the leading reforms were those of the State governmental 

machine. The reform agenda´s developments during the decade modulated the shift of 

emphasis, from the construction of a political-electoral consensus on the importance of 

this new kind of State, to the interference on the subjective building of social bonds which 

would assure the deepening of the reform´s inevitability. 

 The good governance doctrine is composed of three great inter-related strategies: 

institutional building, good governance, and poverty reduction. The history of the 

displacement of a stricter fiscal vision (which guided the first structural adjustment 

reforms in the 1980s) by a concern over the political aspects of the agenda is the history 

of the building of a new world consensus on a more humane and social development, 

which, by means of this new orientation, has been able to extend the mercantile nexus to 

life spheres up to then external to the market. 

 Already in the documents of the Bank´s African Office one can see the beginnings 

of the Bank´s concerns on the best way of institutionalizing the reforms, which present 

themselves through the idea of good governance (BM, 1989). The documents also 

mention the transformation of communitarian social bonds into the direction of a pro-

reforms political consensus. According to the World Bank, the modernization of African 

societies was the condition to the reforms´ fulfillment, an idea which implied the 

achievement of a wide public sector reform, together with reforms that would embed 

economic changes into the values of those countries. Those embedding reforms stood 

upon the perception that it was necessary to alter traditional communal practices of 
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African societies, such as social loyalties or the symbiosis between public and private 

spheres – even though it claimed to attend to local traditions and believes. It is in this 

context that “social strengthening reforms” are elaborated, whose real aim was not the 

strengthening of already existent ethnic, communitarian, and affective bonds, but its 

transformation through the creation of professionalized groups, connected through 

contractual bonds, which should stablish themselves through the convergence of interests 

and values, and no longer through the traditional communal bond4. It is through such 

understanding of the bonds that unite social subjects, an understanding more attuned with 

management techniques, that the World Bank stimulated the creation of “modern” civil 

society organizations as a necessary counterpart to funding or granting technical 

assistance in its development programs. 

 Such capillary incidence of the programs of intervention has its origin in the 

modulation towards the good governance doctrine, but acquires its centrality only in the 

mid-1990s, under James Wolfenson and Joseph Stiglitz administration, with its Poverty 

Reduction Agenda, which attains official expression, in the end of that decade, in the 

report Attacking Poverty (BM, 2001). Wolfenson assumes the World Bank´s presidency 

claiming the legacy of American ex-president Robert McNamara (1968-1981), which had 

consolidated the poverty agenda in the organization in the 1970s, in the context of Cold 

War escalation (for example, political revolts, nationalist and socialist revolutions, and 

pressions, from non-aligned countries, for multilateral banking support of social reforms). 

Since the moment of consolidation of World Bank loans for peripheric countries, in the 

1960s, it is already possible to observe, in its documents, concerns with the social 

dimension of interventions made in name of development. But the specific orientation 

towards the problem of poverty stands out only with the McNamara administration and 

its realization that the stabilization of the world´s periphery required the acknowledgment 

and control of population´s social demands. The direction McNamara gave to its 

administration was the one of a political strategist, for it “aimed to achieve in peace what 

cannot be achieved in war: to acknowledge peoples´ political claims and to control them, 

in a time of world crisis of industrial capitalism and north-American hegemony” 

(Lichtensztejn e Baer, 1987 apud Maranhão, 2009, p.34). It is in this context that are 

created programs specifically targeting poor individuals, the so called pro poor programs, 

                                                           
4 Check Craig & Porter (2006) and Williams & Young (1994) for a deep discussion on governance agenda 
and on the mobilization of social bonds as a political strategy. 
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part of what has become known as the basic needs agenda. McNamara, ex-secretary of 

Defense in Lindon Johnson´s administration (1963-1969), transfers techniques elaborated 

to calculate the efficiency of Vietnam War´s military attacks to cost-benefit social 

analysis made on World Bank´s social programs5. 

 In a context of political and economic agitation in Latin America, with the Zapatist 

insurrection of January 1st 1995, and the Mexican crisis, the mention made, in December 

of that same year, by Wolfenson, to McNamara, indicated the reestablishment of the 

association between poverty and security, which had marked the World Bank´s 

administration during the McNamara period. The most unexpected social uprising since 

the Mexican Revolution of 1910 and the economic crisis of the country demonstrated, in 

political terms, the possible consequences that the increase of poverty and social 

inequality could have – and so they had to be contained. From there springs the need for 

the specific attention gave by the World Bank to this social and political dimension. 

 The guideline that had marked the programs of health, education, demographic 

control, sanitation, and nutrition, as part of the pro poor agenda of the 1970s, centered on 

the increase of work-force productivity, and was justified by human capital theory, which 

understood human “abilities and dexterities” as a form of capital6 and, therefore, as 

capable of investment. Such guidelines return to the World Bank in the 1990 World 

Report Poverty (WB, 1990) 7, after the structural adjustment´s harsher years, in which 

attention to social aspects and to poverty were not object of importance in granting loans8. 

However, despite the heritage attributed to pro poor programs by Wolfenson, there is an 

                                                           
5 The documentary The fog of the war – eleven lessons on McNamara´s life, 2003, shows that the transfer 
of Vietnam War´s experiences to the World Bank´s presidency has been made purposefully. 

6 Theodor Schultz, Investment in human capital in poor countries, 1962 and Garry Becker, Investment in 
human capital: a theorical analysis, 1962 are the main references to this 1960s´ theory, which aimed at new 
analytical tools for explaining north-american society economic prosperity, since the numbers showed 
growth were bigger than the sum of classical production factors (land and capital). These economists 
proposed that work should also be thought a product of investment, able thus to produce income like other 
forms of capital (productive and financial) – whence the notion of human capital.    

7 This Report can be understoo as a response to critiques made by UN agencies on the negative social effects 
of the adjustment – in 1987, UNICEF publishes the report  Adjustment with Human Face and in 1993, BID 
and UNDP organize a Conference and publish a document entitled Social Reform and Poverty. 

8 To defenders of structural adjustment, monetary appreciation, deregulation needed for intensifying 
international competition, and fiscal economic reforms would lead to an increase in economic efficiency, 
and therefore to economic growth, indirectly producing affluence and better social integration. Therefore, 
poverty and the social, in general terms, were not privileged objects of attention for what has become 
known as the first generation of structural adjustment reforms. But the second generation was influenced 
by the centrality of the problem of poverty, formulated in the terms here discussed. 
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important change regarding the way social aspects are considered by the Bank in the 

1970s, which reappear in the 1990´s report, and the way they will be considered from the 

middle of the 1990s on. Such difference is related to an apparently subtle displacement 

between the theory of human capital and the notion of human development, created by 

Amartya Sen (2000 and 1993) in his capability approach. 

 

2. The convergence between UN/UNDP´s agenda and the World Bank´s one: a 

change of the level in development interventions 

 

The aim of this part is to introduce some aspects of Amartya Sen´s capability 

approach, that is, those aspects related to the understanding of the convergence between 

the development agendas of UNDP/UN and of the World Bank. The political concern 

with the embeddedness of structural adjustment´s economic reforms, already present in 

the World Bank´s documents of the beginnings of the 1990s9, will gain a new strength 

with the development approach claimed by Joseph Stiglitz, economic director of the 

organization during the end of the 1990s. Such approach will converge with Amartya 

Sen´s approach. 

Despite the merit in putting man in the center of the development process, for Amartya 

Sen, the retaking of human capital theory by the agenda of development programs during 

the 1990s still had the flaw of restricting itself to a productivist approach. According to 

him, it was such productivist capability approach that had guided the capacity building 

reforms present in the international organizations´ agenda up to that point. Man´s 

dimension as a form of capital, according to Sen, would not be enough to sustain the task 

of development, for, according to him, it restricted the very meaning of development. 

The economist constructs its perspective of what development is by questioning the 

emphasis on the production increase – a quantitative perspective – as the core idea of 

what capabilities are. Opposing such view, he understands capability through the means 

                                                           
9 As observed in the first part of this presentation, the notion of governance is first formulated in the 
document of the African branch of the World Bank entitled Sub-saharan Africa: from crisis to sustainable 
growth, published in 1989. The following documents, in which the doctrine is developed, are:  the 
Discussion Paper of august 1991, “Managing development: The governance dimension”; the Report 
Governance and development, from 1992, and the Policy Paper of 1993: “Governance: the World Bank 
Experience”.   
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of his idea of development as a process of expansion of freedom. For Sen, human 

capability is the expression of freedom, meaning that people have potential for deciding 

about their own lives: “people´s potential for having lives worth living and for improving 

the real choices they have” (Sen, 2000, p. 332). Although attributing to the human capital 

theory the merit of dealing with “human beings´ productive quality”, Sen affirms that its 

underlying perspective defines man only through such qualities that can be used as 

capital. As such, it is for him a perspective that accounts only indirectly for the human 

being´s potential for doing (or being) what he wants. Amartya Sen claims that his own 

approach, in contradistinction, is a more enveloping approach of man, for it accounts for 

the qualities that concern increase in production, as well as for the qualities responsible 

for “directly enriching life, making, for instance, a person well-fed or healthy”( p. 332). 

Such approach will have a decisive impact on the following conceptualizations of the 

subject. 

It is this approach of human capabilities that stands out during the long unfoldings of 

the doctrine of governance, throughout the 1990s, and which give the normative standards 

of the notion of human development propagated by the UN in its Human Development 

Reports, published annually since 199010. Unlike other development theories, which 

focused on the aggionarmento of periferic nations to the level of development attained 

by advanced societies (by means of reflecting upon the path these societies took for their 

development), Sen proposes a development perspective which examines the conditions 

of life of population groups independently of their income level. Life is defined as a set 

of activities and ways of being (which he calls “functionings”). The purpose of human 

life, more than acquiring material wealth, is the possibility of choosing what to do and 

what to be. Such possibility is, on its turn, restricted by the capabilities possessed by each 

person. Capabilities are, in this approach, a kind of freedom: “the substantive freedom of 

making alternative combinations of functionings (or, expressed in a less formal way, the 

freedom to have different lifestyles” (Sen, 2000, p. 95). 

Freedom is a direct function of capabilities; therefore, an expansion of capabilities 

implies an expansion of freedom. From this follows that Amartya Sen´s central argument 

                                                           
10 According to Fukuda-Parr (director of the Office responsible for the Human Development Reports 
between 1994 and 2006, “it was the work of Amartya Sen on capabilities and functionings that generated 
the strong conceptual groundings of the new paradigm. Human development has been defined as a process 
of individual choices expansion – in other words, functionings and capabilities to put into place all a person 
can do and be in his life” (Fukuda-Parr, 2002 apud Maranhão, 2016, p. 19)  
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is elaborated around the idea of development as freedom. The limits for expanding 

freedom, or capabilities, are thought as an individual disadvantage, derived from 

limitations on the capabilities possessed by a person. The framing of the theme of poverty 

is given, following his terms, in the lack of individual capabilities, and not as insufficient 

income, what would allow for intervention in the ways of social reproduction of wealth 

and poverty. 

According to this approach, development policies should account for other variables 

which impact on capabilities deprivation, and not just on variable income. Deprivations 

can be affected by what Sen calls “variations over the person”, which happen in response 

to limitations on individual choices. He ranks the limits to choices according to variables 

used in classifying population segments, such as age, gender, or environmental 

predispositions present in the site of dwelling (for example, epidemiologic conditions). 

The combat on poverty, therefore, must intervene in the variables present in the 

environment that limit people´s freedom of choice (or that deprive people from accessing 

capabilities). Those limits are defined by him in two ways: as “a restriction on the range 

of possessions that can be chosen by an individual”, and as a limitation given by “the set 

of the diverse ways an individual can use his possessions” (Machado & Pamplona, 2012, 

p. 71). Intervention must therefore operate on the level of possessions and on the level of 

the use made of them. In other words, it means intervening targeting the increase on 

opportunities for acquiring or using new capabilities. 

From the United Nations´ standpoint, the task in the core of the notion of human 

development is the creation of an environment of opportunities, so that people can choose 

the life they value. Itself an effect of international controversies on the reformulation of 

the concept of development that go back to the 1960s, the notion of human development11 

has incorporated social and human dimensions to the concept, implying the addition of 

human rights as a central component of its policies. According to its formulators, the 

difference between the earlier conceptions of development and the concept of human 

development lies in the displacement of its focus of incidence. Such displacement implies 

the mobilization of people, so that they become active in the process of development, in 

                                                           
11 The four essential traits of human development approach are the guarantee of equal access to 
opportunities by individuals (equality), the transmission of the horizon of opportunity to future generations 
(sustainability), the investment on people (human capital) and on the guarantee of an stable macroeconomic 
environment, so that people are able to attain their maximum potential (productivity), and, finally, people´s 
engagement in the processes that will determine their lives (empowerment) Maranhão, 2016). 
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opposition to the supposed focus of earlier approaches, which took people as mere passive 

beneficiaries. 

The idea of a development in whose core lies man has been handled as a referential 

that is critical of structural adjustment´s effects, and also as a development alternative that 

was, in the beginning of the 1990s, wider than the World Bank´s approach, which focused 

exclusively on material expansion. Already in the first UNDP report (UNDP,  1990), the 

focus of development is turned prioritarily to the poor – be it in the poorer countries or 

the poorer population segments within a country, the strategy is the same. The market is 

considered the place of excellence for the efficient allocation of resources, although it is 

not, as it is for classical liberalism, the mechanism for assuring distributive justice. 

Policies are necessary for the transfer of income and of “economic opportunities” to the 

poorer people. As a strategy for policy focalization on the poorer of the poor, the Report 

prescribes the priority, on national budgets, of activities that contribute to the progress of 

human development, avoiding the “misuse” of expenditures. In it one can see, precisely, 

the targets of budgetary restructuration present in the State reform prescribed by the 

World Bank in the 1990s, in spite of UNDP (among other UN agencies) criticism. 

Still according to the 1990 report, the success of countries in taking care of poorer 

people is related to the systematic monitoring of economic and human variables. 

Economic growth is fundamental for the expansion of income, employment, and 

government expenditures, but only if well managed. In that document, “good 

administration” is defined by UNDP as the end of budgetary deficits, a condition 

fundamental to advances in human development. An efficient political administration 

would be the condition for economic growth to bring human development benefits. It is 

also possible to see, in this document, points of convergence with the programs of public 

sector restructuring prescribed during the 1990s. 

Amartya Sen advocates for a “multiple approach” of development, which means a 

balanced acting of several institutions: governments, market mechanisms, and other 

political and social institutions. The contribution of this new “multiple” institutional 

arrangement was the “re-balancing of the role of government and market”. According to 

the author, the issue consisted of correcting the option for a “single development strategy” 

and bet on an “integrated and multifaceted” approach of the process, through “a 

simultaneous progress in different fronts, including diverse self-reassuring institutions” 

(Sen, 2000, p. 151-152). 
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Under the argument that it is necessary to supplement market behavior, especially in 

places where freedom of exchange is absent, Amartya Sen defends the role played by 

institutions external to markets. This argument is also found in World Bank´s documents 

from the end of the 1990s forward, in the context of good governance doctrine. Since 

market-related problems come from external sources, those are the places that need 

adjustment. These adjustments are implemented by policies which assure the sharing of 

market benefits, policies that guarantee the population access to the economic expansion 

process. This access, on its turn, will be granted by the creation of “social opportunities”: 

basic education, basic health care, or provisioning of key economic resources, such as 

land. 

The definition present in the Human Development Reports (HDRs) is very similar to 

nobel prize economist Joseph Stigliz´s definition of new development paradigm (1998), 

elaborated while occupying the position of World Bank´s chief-economist and vice-

president. It is in this place that one can verify the convergence between United Nations 

and World Bank, for the capability approach there stands as the central element. Stigliz´s 

formulation is formally presented as the Bank´s new framing in 1999 (Wide development 

framework12), and it articulates the Poverty Reduction Strategy presented in the World 

Bank Report of 2000/01 entitled Attacking the Poverty (WB, 2001). 

The core of the convergence between Stigliz´s paradigm and the framework proposed 

by Amartya Sen´s approach in the UNDP´s reports is located in the displacement of what 

is understood by development: it changes from a process of wealth accumulation to one 

of ensuring an “environment of opportunities” for man to enjoy the benefits of 

globalization through the expansion and exercise of his capabilities. The focus is clearly 

shifted to the poor, which become the prioritary target of development strategies, figuring 

as the point of determination of a healthy market economy´s balance. 

The possibility of imminent explosion of social and political conflicts, since the 

1960s, has been associated with the poorer regions of the planet; therefore the centrality 

that the social control of peripheries has always occupied in World Bank´s development 

policies. However, up to then social interventions were conceived as compensatory and 

                                                           
12 The terms of this framework have been formulated by Stigliz in 1998, but oficially presented by World 

Bank´s president James Wolfenson, in G8´s 1999 yearly meeting, in Koln (Germany), and acclaimed in 
2001, in the Geneva meeting, two years after Stigliz left the position of chief-economist. 
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damage-reducing instruments applied to the development pattern adopted, in so far as 

they were intended to remedy the effects of a growth pattern which has always excluded 

a good part of the population. Exclusion that took place in the diffusion of an agricultural 

production model that valued land concentration and use of chemical fertilizers, as well 

as in the adoption of an industrialization model based on external debt and salary 

stagnation, and in the more recent stimulus towards privatization of big state companies, 

especially in strategic sectors. However, there is something new when UNDP´s and 

World Bank´s formulations converge towards Amartya Sen´s approach. The novity is that 

social interventions – already under the motto of poverty reduction – gain autonomy from 

the pattern adopted and become a specific area of intervention, localized in a more 

capillary level of society, for it starts to aim, prioritarily, poor individuals. 

In these “poverty areas” that peripheries have become, in the saying of Chesnais (1996 

apud Maranhão, 2009), this intervention among the poor (be they poor population, 

regions, or even whole countries) is formulated as a strategy that takes them as “partners” 

in the pursuance of liberalizing reforms. That is the great novelty that gives political 

meaning to the convergence here discussed. What is at stake is the focus on assuring 

opportunities for the enjoyment of globalization benefits, through the defense of human 

liberties. The consequence of the autonomization of poverty as an area of specific 

intervention by development policies is to transform the poor in partners of such strategy. 

By so doing, as an effect, the social is put in the center of economic reforms. One of the 

aspects of the building of a political consensus inside countries, as a way of supporting 

liberalizing reforms, is the mobilization of poor people as engaged actors. 

The engagement inside countries in liberal reforms is justified by the change in the 

development paradigm operated by Stiglitz (1998). He bases his approach on a 

propositive critique of Washington Consensus reforms. Such attitude conformed the 

debate inside the World Bank since the first year of the 1990s, as already explained, but 

only with Stiglitz will it acquire the strength of a wide strategy directly focusing the poor. 

The paradigm formulation is made through the displacement of old conceptions of 

development, understood as plans and projects, by an approach that would prescribe “a 

wide process of society transformation”, by means of strategies instead of the grand plans 

of before. Stiglitz suggests development should intervene in the level of quality of life 

indicators, in opposition to a kind of intervention which intends to be universal because 

working on the macroeconomic level. The participatory approach is the main instrument 
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claimed by Stiglitz in the attunement of development strategy and the real problems of 

each locality. It is also the assuring instrument in the building of the internal political 

consensus necessary to the give credibility to liberalizing economic reforms. 

Stiglitz starts from a premise already present in the beginning of the turn towards good 

governance doctrine: that development consists of a process of transformation of 

traditional social relations into “modern” social relations. This question is mobilized as 

an important element in the Bank Report of 2000/2001. It is a question of “modernizing” 

social relations within the prescribed limits of an efficient economy, as understood by the 

World Bank. Traditional societies – less developed economies – would be less 

predisposed to changes, and such predisposition constitutes, for Stiglitz, the levers of 

development. However, changes should not be thought of as an end in themselves. For 

him, they should make individuals (and societies) more responsible for their own 

destinies, and should operate their integration into the globalized world. 

Amartya Sen´s formulation of development as an expansion of freedom is very close 

to this definition. Both bet on the changes operated by their conceptions of development 

turning into improvements in individuals´ quality of life (health levels, reading and 

writing, and reduction at least of absolute poverty levels) and also into a raise in the 

probability of economic policies being sustainable and resistant to democratic processes 

contingencies. 

Differently from the IMF´s imposition of conditionalities in the 1980s, Stiglitz´s 

approach is based on the idea that changes brought by development must come from 

inside each locality. His argument is that development is a process of mental change, 

therefore it cannot be imposed, but should be built with the concurrence of “partners” (the 

poor, needy communities, countries) in the development strategy, through wide debate 

processes. That is the meaning of the main ingredients in this development strategy: 

ownership and participation. For a change not to be superficial, individuals must feel 

responsible for it, and ways of participation are the means for creating this assuming of 

change by the “partners”. Civil society groups play a central role as a space in which the 

excluded “have their voice” (Craig and Porter, 2006). 

The newness of Stiglitz´s paradigm is associated to the means by which market-

liberalizing economic reforms (now institutional and social ones) are deepened. Such 

means aim to prove that those are the best ways of ensuring improvements in these 
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populations´ quality of life, with a special focus on the poorer among the poor. The 

construction of this evidence is given by the ascribing of responsibility to political 

authorities in the implementation of reforms and its elaboration in partnership with 

different social actors. 

In the year 1998, in which Stiglitz announced the features of its new development 

perspective to the World Bank, the Asian financial crisis (1997-1998) appeared as the 

paradigmatic signal of the failure of Washington Consensus´ prescriptions. The tendency, 

present since the beginning of the 1990s, of revising those prescriptions, a tendency 

which, in the framework of good governance doctrine, emphasized the importance of 

institutions and the need of a political consensus that would support the liberalizing 

reforms, acquired then a decisive impulse. It is in this context that the new World Bank 

articulation, the “participatory” development approach, takes root – an articulation such 

as the one claimed by Amartya Sen in his defense of a “multiple approach” towards 

development. 

Poverty appeared formulated in the World Bank Development Report of 2000/2001 

in terms of the capability approach. This Report articulates the Bank´s new challenge in 

three pillars: Opportunity, Empowerment, and Security, whose strategies of 

implementation should fall upon a more efficient management of the risks affecting poor 

people, thus reducing its incidence and minimizing its damages.  

The main instrument of this new focus of action were the “Poverty Reduction Strategy 

Reports”, which have worked as an instrument of political consensus formation inside 

developing countries, in so far as its elaboration expected the gathering of local actors for 

the evaluation of the state of poverty within each nation – actors such as national 

governments, mid-level managers, high technocrats, private actors, and “civil society” 

actors with local and global penetration. It is worth remembering that, according to World 

Bank´s documents, this political consensus was necessary for the local acceptance of 

liberalizing reforms as the most efficient way of solving development problems. The 

gathering of local actors assured the attribution of responsibility for poverty reduction 

reforms to the countries – in the process, treating liberalizing reforms as poverty reduction 

reforms. The techniques used in the elaboration of reports also construct the plausibility 

of ascribing responsibility to the poor population for their own poverty. 
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The central element of this “poverty reduction engineering” as a way of stabilizing 

liberalizing reforms was the inscription, in local space, of poverty and poverty combat. 

The dislocation of state intervention to better defined targets was only possible by the 

production of information which contributed to the construction of these targets. 

The social effects of structural adjustment are presented in these Poverty Reduction 

Reports as effects of bad management. They appear as local problems which reflect 

governance deficits. In these reports, the good governance doctrine gives the analytical 

framing for the creation of a set of local governments´ performance monitoring 

instruments. These instruments will be sanctioned by the preference given to those with 

good monitoring results in accessing loans. This policy aspect of poverty problems 

localization was central to the building of the idea of ownership, for it has placed in local 

governments´ hands the direction of agreements, because rewards are granted based on 

the results of performance monitoring. That is: since access to credit is conditioned by 

governments performance in attaining good governance reforms, those governments 

became responsible for it. 

The poverty reduction strategy started to be formulated by a wide coalition, which 

united entities ranging from the World Bank and the IMF to financing agencies, which 

had hitherto been in opposite sides. It has therefore created the institutional support 

needed to the articulation between liberalizing reforms and local participatory strategies 

intended on “giving voice” to communities. 

 

3. Final Considerations 

The aim of this presentation has been to argument that Amartya Sen´s capability 

approach acted as the core of a political convergence, which took place during the 1990s, 

between World Bank´s and United Nations´ development agendas. The determiner of this 

convergence was a level change in interventions prescribed by those agencies. Their focus 

has been displaced from nations to people’s lives, visible in the redefinition of World 

Bank´s once strict fiscal agenda as well as in UN´s/UNDP´s conception of development 

as an environment of opportunities. 

As far as the notion of poverty has begun to be defined by this consensus as a moral 

deprivation of capabilities, in contradistinction to a mere lack of income, interventions 
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started to have to deal with the multiple dimensions of such deprivation. The central 

question faced by the formulators of programs oriented by this consensus becomes how 

to define which are the dimensions of deprivation, now understood as aspects of peoples 

lives totally disconnected from structural aspects. It is maybe possible to affirm that one 

of the meanings of this moral consensus on poverty combat is the subjective engagement 

in the building of such several aspects of poverty, and that those poverty aspects had an 

impact on social programs aimed at dealing with poverty. 
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