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In The World Bank and Social Transformation in International Politics, David Williams, a Lecturer at City University in the UK, sets out to argue that ‘the policies and practices of “good governance” are a specifically liberal project of social transformation’ (p. 6). In particular, Williams claims that the World Bank’s approach to on governance ‘replicates characteristic liberal positions on the state, the economy, civil society and the individual’ (p. 2). Williams’ analysis locates the Bank’s policies squarely within liberalism. It is argued that the tendency of many authors to consider contemporary development policies as neo-liberal seriously underestimates the similarity of these policies with the central tenets of liberal political theory. The characterisation of development policies as neo-liberal, in Williams’ view, ‘lets liberalism “off the hook” as it were, by implying there is some other kind of liberalism that does not imply or require the transformation of social institutions and practices’ (p. 6).

Williams provides the argumentation for the intimate relationship between liberalism and social transformation in a thorough analysis of the writings of classical and contemporary liberal authors on such issues as the state, the economy, civil society and the individual. The element holding together different variants of liberal thinking, according to Williams, is the desire to ‘engineer’ these various aspects of social life. The liberal ideal of the state is an institution that is strong enough to intervene in society and guarantee the primacy of the market, but, at the same time, is sufficiently constrained from adopting anti-liberal policies. The economy needs to be freed from all sorts of rent-seeking tendencies in state and society. Civil society must be sufficiently strong to check on the state, while adequately socialising individuals to market-conformity.

Three chapters serve to analyse the position of the World Bank on liberalism and good governance. Chapter 2 discusses the origins of the Bank and its relationship to notions of sovereignty and development. Williams argues that sovereignty, in the liberal view, did not just relate to notions of self-determination and non-interference, but also carried a moral significance, in that states were felt obliged to use their resources for the pursuit of development. Development became ‘an internationally sanctioned objective, something that [functional] organisations demand of states’ (p. 40). The World Bank obtained a central role in the pursuit of development.

In chapter 3, Williams focuses on the 1980s, when structural adjustment lending was the World Bank’s response to the crisis of many developing countries. He discusses the evolution of World Bank thinking from the Berg Report (1981) to the landmark report on the crisis in sub-Saharan Africa that introduced the Bank’s concern with issues of governance (1989). Williams argues that the World Bank only gradually distanced itself from the precepts of structural adjustment, as doubts on the usefulness of conditionalities mounted and the attention for the role of institutions and the non-state sector increased.

Chapter 4 documents the rise to prominence of the ‘good governance’ approach in World Bank circles during the 1990s. According to Williams, the liberal approach to social transformation became apparent in the World Bank’s approach to governance in this period. The relationship between state and economy was no longer analysed solely in terms of structural reform: ‘The good governance agenda ... requires the construction of an intricate institutional framework to govern and encourage market-based economic transactions’ (p. 87). Civil society came to be seen as a force that could hold the state accountable and pressure the state to pursue economic development. Civil society would also be a force for reconstructing the attitudes and behaviour of individuals.

In an attempt to examine how the World Bank’s approach to social transformation works out in practice, Williams analyses World Bank policies with regard to Ghana in chapter 5. Williams present evidence of various cases of World Bank interventions aimed to improve governance in the country. These cases are related to the privatisation and commercialisation of state-owned enterprises, public finance management, land administration, decentralisation and local government development, institutional development in the financial sector, development of micro and small enterprises, and civil-society building through community water and sanitation projects, rural development projects and literacy and functional skills projects. Williams’s analysis demonstrates the intrusiveness of World Bank activities, as well as their intention to construct or reconstruct the state, the economy, civil society and the behaviour of individual citizens in Ghana.

Williams’s conclusions point to the findings that the World Bank’s emphasis of good governance has led to a devaluation of the sovereignty of developing country governments. With reference to the case study of Ghana, Williams concludes that World Bank interventions have produced ‘a wholesale disregard for the idea that there is a realm of internal affairs over which the government should be considered sovereign, and over which external agents, as a matter of principle and a matter of practice, should not have any authority’ (p. 118). In his final, normative, statements, Williams argues that recent attempts to reform governance in developing countries should be criticised as they represent ‘the seemingly boundless arrogance of Western agencies who believe themselves to be in possession of truth about social life for everyone’ (p. 123).

The World Bank and Social Transformation in International Politics is a carefully constructed argument of the application of a set of policy prescriptions concerning governance in developing countries. The book contains a compelling thesis on the relationship of those precepts to widely held concerns about social transformation among liberal political theorists and policy-makers. The account of changes in World Bank policies, which constitutes roughly half of the book, is the least revealing part, as similar arguments have been made by various other scholars in the past decade. Overall, this is a book for scholars and students who are interested in critical analysis of development policies and their theoretical underpinnings, both of the World Bank and international agencies more generally.
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