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From the global politics of poverty alleviation to the global
politics of welfare state rebuilding // Bob Deacon
The essential argument of this CROP Poverty Brief is that for the past thirty years the
dominant discourse in international development has been the global politics of poverty
alleviation which focuses on the poor and seeks policies to lift them out of poverty, protect
them from it or compensate them for it. I argue that this discourse needs to give way to the
global politics of welfare state rebuilding focused on the alliances that need to be constructed between the poor and the non poor (especially the middle class) to rebuild bonds
of solidarity nationally and internationally.
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We must break from the “global
politics of poverty alleviation”
paradigm and (re)build developmental welfare states and
a universal approach to social
policy within which the interests
of middle class state builders
are central.
Effective functioning states
which meet the welfare needs
of their citizens and residents
do so because they also meet
the welfare needs of their state
builders.
A focus on the poor distracts
from cross class solidarity
building.
A focus on the poor undermines
the middle class commitment
to pay taxes.
Countries need higher education as well as primary, city
hospitals as well as rural clinics,
wage related pensions as well
as social pensions and cash
transfers to poor.
We need to pay civil servants,
judges, tax collectors more
money to avoid endemic
corruption.
The recurrent budget of the
state needs to be in aid
budgets.

During the thirty lost years of global neo-liberalism social policy in the
context of development became relegated to a residual safety net approach (Deacon et al 1997, 2007, Mkandawire 2004, de Haan 2007). The
dominant focus of the World Bank, IMF and much of the aid industry, supported by the MDG approach of the UN was focused only on the poorest
of the poor working with the erroneous assumption that the question of
poverty could be solved without addressing issue of equity, social inclusion and the role of the state in fostering a developmental project for the
benefit of all social groups. In the context of the global economic crisis,
it has become imperative to break from this “global politics of poverty
alleviation” paradigm and (re)build developmental welfare states and a
universal approach to social policy.
The destruction of partial welfare states
Historically in Europe welfare states were built not primarily for the
poor but for the workers (to prevent social unrest) and the best ones
accommodated too the welfare needs of the middle class by providing
good quality services for which they would be willing to pay taxes. In
Latin America, in the context of import substitution policies, and in Africa
and parts of South Asia in the context of state lead socialist post colonial
development embryonic partial welfare states were built to serve the
needs of the state builders. As is now well understood these state lead
development strategies in Africa and Latin America were challenged
and largely destroyed during the structural adjustment period of the
1980s and 1990s. In a different context the welfare achievements of state
socialist Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union were similarly challenged
in the 1990s. The World Bank played a key role in damaging national
social policy in a development and transition context. Its insistence on
user charges prevented access to education and health. Its beneficiary
index demonstrating that public spending often benefited those other
than the poor was used in effect to undermine the embryonic welfare
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