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‘Reclaiming Social Policy’ is an ambitious book with a sympathetic message. In a globalizing world, social policy becomes more, not less, important. It should, hence, be put high on the political agenda. Moreover, social policy cannot be seen in isolation of, or as an add-on to, economic policy. On the contrary, the book argues, social policies can contribute significantly to the success of particular economic strategies. They can help to create conditions under which markets can function and development can take place. The separation of social and economic policy, as under the Washington Consensus, is itself a flawed political construction that privileges some policies over others.


A second valuable argument made throughout the book is that patterns of finance deserve much more attention that the generally get in debates about social policies. Taxation is an important entry point for understanding the social contract. Patterns of public spending are interesting as they reveal political priorities, much better than, for instance, policy documents.


The scope of the book is wide. Based on an enormous amount of literature it covers virtually the whole world with a wealth of examples. This broad scope is, however, also its weakness. Examples that are clustered together are sometimes incomparable and seem arbitrarily chosen. This leads to sentences like the following: ‘While Mehrotra (2000) emphasizes that sustained levels of social investments have contributed to high health and education achievements, Lofgren and Robinson (2004) found in a cross-country analysis in sub-Saharan Africa that reallocation of government sources to more productive areas, particularly agriculture, would be good for growth and poverty reduction’ (p. 71). Inevitably, many sections end with new questions or a conclusion that ‘it depends’. Firm relationships are hard to draw when one casts one’s net so wide.

The core of the book is formed by the third and the fourth chapter. The third criticizes the residual character of social policies and argues that they shape market functioning. The fourth emphasizes the path-dependent nature of social policy processes and contains an effort to distinguish different welfare regimes. These two chapters are preceded by an introduction and a chapter on the effects of globalisation; they are followed by a chapter about what happened with social policy under structural adjustment, a chapter on more recent trends (sector-wide approaches and poverty reduction strategy papers) and a concluding chapter aiming to outline ‘a framework for social policy making’.


Throughout the book, the standpoint is that of an international development practitioner/organisation. There are even sections in which social policy moves seamlessly into aid and vice versa. The history of social policy seems to be the history of international development assistance. The main audience for which the book is written is, clearly, the donor community. Nevertheless, given its width and breadth, the book is also a good buy for students and others who are interested in a quick introduction in the main debates and an extensive list of relevant readings. 

One promise the book does not live up to is an analysis of politics. Although it is mentioned throughout that social policy making is a political process, the nature of this process is nowhere analysed. Given that the book is about virtually the whole world, a political contextualisation of social policy making is, of course, difficult. But still, much more could have been done. There is a clear blind spot when it comes to the nature and role of aid agencies themselves, for instance. The book uses a lot of research reports produced by these agencies, but without even once showing an awareness that these reports are negotiated texts and that their arguments say as much about the agency itself as about the subject of the report. It would also have been interesting (and given the privileged position of the author in the DfID bureaucracy also possible) to read a political analysis of the negotiation processes between governments and donor agencies. How is international support for the social sector used on both sides as a leverage to achieve other goals? It is not that the book is uncritical about donor policy. In fact, it shows that many aid interventions have failed. But the next question – what is it that was achieved in and through these failures? – is not addressed, let alone analysed. That social policy might need to be reclaimed from the world of international assistance itself is, hence, a thought not explored in the book. 
