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GENERAL INFORMATION

  Ethics, Economics and Common Goods Journal aims to be a space for debate and 
discussion on issues of social and economic ethics. Topics and issues range from theory 
to practical ethical questions affecting our contemporary societies. The journal is 
especially, but not exclusively, concerned with the relationship between ethics, 
economics and the different aspects of the common good perspective in social ethics.

  Social and economic ethics is a rapidly changing field. The systems of thought and 
ideologies inherited from the 20th century seem to be exhausted and prove incapable of 
responding to the challenges posed by, among others, artificial intelligence, the 
transformation of labor and capital, the financialization of the economy, the stagnation of 
middle-class wages, and the growing ideological polarization of our societies.

  The journal Ethics, Economics and the Common Goods promotes contributions to 
scientific debates that combine high academic rigor with originality of thought. In the 
face of the return of ideologies and the rise of moral neopharisaisms in the Anglo-Saxon 
world, the journal aims to be a space for rational, free, serious and open dialogue. All 
articles in the journal undergo a process of double anonymous peer review. In addition, it 
guarantees authors a rapid review of the articles submitted to it. It is an electronic journal 
that publishes its articles under a creative commons license and is therefore open access.

NATURE OF CONTRIBUTIONS

   Research articles, research reports, essays and responses are double-blind refereed. To 
be published, articles, reports, essays must obtain favorable opinions. Responses, 
however, may be accepted with a single positive opinion and rejected with a single 
negative opinion. The journal is biannual and publishes two issues per year, in June and 
December. At least one of these two issues is thematic. The journal is pleased to publish 
articles in French, English and Spanish.

Further details regarding this paragraph are given in the Editorial Notes.
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this article
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Keywords: Development Ethics, Multidimensional poverty, Community based development programs,
Common good approach to development. 

Mots clés: Ethique du développement, Pauvreté multidimensionnelle, Programme de développement basés sur
la communauté, Bien commun

UNE APPROCHE PAR LE BIEN COMMUN DES FORMES DE PAUVRETÉ
STRUCTURELLES

RÉSUMÉ ABSTRACT 

Cet article soutient que la pauvreté
structurelle se comprend mieux si on ne
l’aborde pas à partir de statistiques
individuelles mais à partir de l’absence
d'un ensemble spécifique de biens
communs. Si tel est le cas, alors le sens
et la valeur donnés par une société à cet
ensemble de bien communs devient
crucial et pointe vers les éléments
culturels et éthiques de la pauvreté. Je
soutiendrai en outre que cette approche
peut aider à identifier certain des
éléments caractéristiques qui contrôlent
la dynamique négative de sous-systèmes
sociaux malfaisants. 

This article claims that structural forms
of poverty are better understood not
from the perspective of individual based
statistics but from a lack of a specific set
of common goods. The meaning and
value given by a society to this set is
therefore crucial and points toward the
cultural and ethical elements of poverty.
I will further argue that this approach
may help identify the key elements of
structural forms of poverty, that is, the
features controlling the negative
dynamic of wicked social subsystems.
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Whereas extreme poverty is receding in most developing countries, overall structural
forms of poverty are often stubbornly resistant to decades of efforts to bring them down.
Embedded into the institutional framework organizing social life, essentially
multidimensional, these systemic forms of poverty are dynamic, which is to say they can
adapt quickly and resist change.

   The sheer complexity of these structural forms of poverty is such that no single social
policy can address them on their own (OCDE, 2017). It is however still widely assumed
that addressing the different issues at hand – housing, education, income, health –, one at
a time, will somehow bring them down. This is however rather naïve since a social
system is more than the sum of its individual parts (Le Blanc, 2015). Indeed, Objective
17 of the SDGs recognises the need for social policy integration but does not really say
how to solve the issue (Boas, 2016). 

  Do we really have to surrender to complexity? Can’t we address structural forms of
poverty but through their different single effects? It might be that structural forms of
poverty only appear complex because of the perspective from which we look at them. I
will suggest here that structural forms of poverty partly escape what individual based
data can teach us about them. I will further argue that a common good approach to
society may help identify some key elements of structural forms of poverty, that is, the
features controlling the negative dynamic of social subsystems.

   The first part of this article investigates Mexico’s endemic forms of poverty as they are
documented and measured by the Consejo Nacional de Evaluación de la Política de
Desarrollo Social (CONEVAL). The second part will review the success and failure of
the World Bank’s Community Based Development Programs. The third proposes a
common good approach to structural forms of poverty. We conclude that such
perspective may reduce their apparent complexity and give new insights on how to
disrupt their social replication.

1

2

3

4

Cf. https://ourworldindata.org/extreme-poverty
“Social structure, describe in sociology, the distinctive, stable arrangement of institutions whereby human beings
in a society interact and live together”. Encyclopedia Britannica: https://www.britannica.com/topic/social-
structure. I mostly follow regarding social structures the work of sociologists Ross and Nissbet (2011). 
For the concept of structural poverty, please consult my previous work in Deneulin, Nebel & Sagovski (2006, 1-
16). Structural forms of poverty (Calnitsky 2018) refer to specific social situation where poverty relates not
primarily to individual features but is linked to the way a society is structured. In that perspective, poverty is not to
be understood as the mere mis-functioning of social institutions but rather their normal outcome. This article seeks
to understand this “normality of poverty”.
Goal 17. “Partnership for the goals: Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership
for sustainable development” Cf. https://www.globalgoals.org/17-partnerships-for-the-goals

1
2

3
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ENDEMIC FORMS OF POVERTY IN MEXICO

Since the creation of the Human Development Index, poverty is ever more recognised as
being multidimensional. Among many others countries, the Mexican government created
in 2005 an agency named CONEVAL to address the challenge of massive poverty,
beginning with the way it is measured. The CONEVAL is an autonomous but state
funded institute dedicated to document and measure poverty and to assess public policies
aimed at reducing it. Its approach to poverty is multidimensional. Poverty is seen as the
result of a set of deprivations. Lack of income is obviously identified as an important
dimension of poverty. It is approached through two poverty lines. The first describes a
monetary well-being threshold (LBE) while the second draws a survival line
contemplating the price of essential goods (LBM). Other six social deprivations are
further analysed as: ‘Educational lag’, ‘Lack of access to health services’, ‘Lack of
access to social security’, ‘Inadequate housing’, ‘Inadequate housing services’, ‘Food
deprivation’. A last dimension was incorporated in 2014: the ‘Degree of social cohesion’.

   Along this line, CONEVAL intersects economic conditions and social deprivations to
map out the complexity of poverty in Mexico. The following graph represents this cross
section. Extreme poverty flags out at the bottom of the two axes, with individuals
presenting an income lower than the LBM and more than two social deprivations.
Moderate poverty captures individuals that do not reach the LBE and suffer from at least
one social deprivation. The graph also highlights the part of the population that cannot be
classified as poor but is vulnerable either because of income or other social deprivations.
In 2018, 42% of the population was poor, 36% was identified as vulnerable while the
non-poor and non-vulnerable only amounted to 22%. 

5

 However, the measurement of this dimension and its coherence with the previous framework is still quite shabby
and will have, in the words of CONEVAL itself, “to be further researched”.
Cf. https://www.coneval.org.mx/Medicion/MP/Documents/Pobreza_18/Pobreza_2018_CONEVAL.pdf (accessed
november 2019). 

5

6

6

Nebel, Mathias. 2021. “A Common Good Approach to Structural Forms of Poverty”.
Ethics, Economics and Common Good 18 (2): 169-87. http:/ethics-and-economics.com
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  While the two well-being thresholds are quite classic, to measure social deprivation
CONEVAL takes social rights as the basis for identifying structural forms of
deprivation, following the ‘International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural
Rights’ (1966). It then proposes that these social rights be understood as public goods,
which must be efficiently provided by the state and fairly distributed among the
population (fair provision, equality of access, equality of opportunity). CONEVAL has
given advice to all the different Mexican administrations for the past 15 years. Over the
same period, it also assessed the quality and impact of all the social policies set by state.
It is therefore useful to revise the results of such multidimensional approach to poverty.
Has it drastically reduced poverty levels? Has it been able to address the endemic forms
of poverty in Mexico? Unfortunately, not.

  A study carried out by the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung and the Universidad
Iberoamericana in 2017, shows the mismatch between the intention of this approach and
its results (Teruel & Lopez, 2017). Flagship social programs were launched under this
new approach to poverty called, first Oportunidades and then Prospera. They tried to
address the poverty gap in education, health and diet by increasing the opportunity set for
the poor. The program grew from 5 million beneficiaries in 1997 to 25 million in 2014
(1/5 of the population). Billions of dollars were invested and new ad-hoc institutions
were created (Barajas-Martínez, 2016). The results however are ambiguous. On the
positive side, extreme poverty receded over the last 15 years (Niño-Zarazúa, 2017),
especially regarding access to medical care (from 42% deprived in 2000 to 16% in 2018).
However, the total amount of poor people is stable since 1992, especially due to the
resilience of income deprivation (LBE & LBM). A closer look shows a darker picture
(De la Fuente & Alii, 2018). First Prospera – when successful – has mainly lifted poor
just above the thresholds, increasing the number of the ‘vulnerable population’. These
groups of people might ‘fall back’ quickly if the social gains are not sustained and their
benefits not transmitted to the next generation. Secondly, the focus on increasing access
to food, health and education certainly had an impact, but did not ‘sum up’ and created a
positive social dynamic that would have allowed these persons to overcome the other
dimensions of poverty.

   All in all, we can say that besides our best efforts having invested billions of dollars
into social programs over 20 years, Mexico has not been able to overcome the structural
level of poverty affecting the country. We must be doing something wrong, either in the
way we understand poverty or in the way we draft social policies. What are we doing
wrong? Hereafter are three blind spots of the CONEVAL approach to poverty.

E T H I C S , E C O N O M I C S A N D C O M M O N G O O DS

7

 Cf. https://www.gob.mx/prospera/documentos/que-es-prospera (Accessed May 2019). The program was widely
acclaimed and reproduced in more than 52 countries. 
CEEY, Informe de movilidad social en México 2019. Cf.  https://ceey.org.mx/informe-de-movilidad-social-mexico-
2019/ 

7

8

8
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   First, most if not all of the data on income and social deprivation is based on
information from individuals or households. The information is then aggregated in
different forms to reach the final data. This is standard procedure. Is there anything
wrong with it? As it happens with numbers, their apparent objectivity obscures the
assumptions made previously to the calculations. A clever aggregation of individual
realities still doesn’t account for the social dynamics generating poverty. The moment we
add the capability space of individual (A) to that of individual (B), we totally oversee
how this aggregation process takes actually place in a society and altogether postulate
that it is, in fact, a sum. The science of complex living systems proves that this is a weak
assumption (Luhmann, 1984; Sawyer, 2005). Social systems are more than the sum of
their parts; their logic can’t be reduced to an aggregation of individual behaviours. Take,
for example, a group of children playing in a courtyard. You will gather from each
individual behaviour something about their personal ability, but in order to understand
their game you must study their interactions as a group. Because the play is more than
the personal abilities of each one. It stems from us, as a group, playing together a game.
The play’s rationality belongs to the group and can’t be reduced to the reasonings of each
individual in the game.

  This is quite important with regards to poverty measurement. If poverty in developing
countries is systemic, i.e. is the result of the normal functioning of a social system, then
measuring it from the perspective of individual deprivations is to be blind to the logic of
the system creating this poverty. In other words, if the social system does not change,
neither will structural forms of poverty. 

  Therefore, the very statistics CONEVAL generates - however useful and needed - also
create a blind spot: they do not give us meaningful information on why people are stuck
in poverty and more crucially on how we may overcome these structural forms of
poverty. Worse still: social policies, because of their statistical assessment in terms of
individual functionings, will almost naturally focus on how to ‘lift individuals out of
poverty’. One outcome of these policies being the increase of vulnerable people, that is
people living just out of the poverty zone and thus not appearing any more as ‘poor’ on
national statistics (Khalid, 2014, 55-76). 

   A second blind spot is linked to the assumption made by CONEVAL that social rights -
rights to education, to health care, social security, food and adequate housing - are
matched by the fair provision and distribution of public goods by the State. Can we
equate social rights and public goods? Does the fair provision and distribution of
education, health, food or housing account for what is meant by a social right? 

  Social rights are collective rights and refer to social norms that can’t be renounced
without hurting justice and the very dignity of every human beings. Social rights refer to
what Rawls calls the basic institutions providing a community with the public goods that 

Nebel, Mathias. 2021. “A Common Good Approach to Structural Forms of Poverty”.
Ethics, Economics and Common Good 18 (2): 169-87. http:/ethics-and-economics.com

173



E
CB

E

ÉTICA, ECONOMÍA & BIEN COMÚN

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

benefit everyone (a just society). However, as Ostrom shows (1990, 1-23), the
assumptions made by Samuelson (1954) over public goods are too narrow. They do not
account for non-state/non-market mechanisms allowing common-pool-resources to exist,
be governed and sustained over very long periods of time.The dichotomy between public
good and private good must be enlarged, argues Ostrom, to include ‘impure public
goods’, especially what she calls ‘common-pool resources’ (1990, 30-32). But Ostrom’s
work goes far beyond adding a new category to Samuelson’s distinction. She brings
attention to an aspect that was overlooked in the literature on public goods. The process
by which commons are created and sustained is deeply political. It depends on the
political will of a community and the meaning given by that community to the social
good (Williams, 2004). The value given to a common by a community is key to set how
it must be produced and distributed. In the case of CONEVAL, does the Mexican people
really value “health care” as a common? The public hospital systems (IMSS, ISSTE) are
shun by the topier of the society who prefer to pay for private health care insurance,
while the people working in the informal sector (over 65% of the economy) prefer not to
report their business, partly to avoid paying the share legally due to fund the IMSS or
ISSTE. This is not only a question of incentives, but rather a question of the social value
given to health care and if we want it to be universally available.

  And this precisely comes as the third blind spot of CONEVAL’s statistics on poverty.
The way we look and understand structural poverty through their data is driven by the
absence of some individual utility function - be it education, health, housing or income.
Neither does it consider the meaning given to that good by the community nor the
political will required to achieve it. In other words, we see the absence of a social good
through the narrowing lens of its distribution to individuals, not as the outcome of a
social process. 

   What is left out of the picture? The key role of the local community itself! Does this
community want a school to be built? Does it value the provision of clean water or
electricity? Most people - most development scholars - just assume that people must want
these basic social goods. Who does not want to have access to education? Who does not
want to be provided with clean water or electricity? But the question is: does the 
 community want this at any cost? Does it value education, electricity and clean water
above everything else? Is an indigenous community, for example, willing to lose its own
identity and language in order to be connected to the modern world? Moreover, does the

E T H I C S , E C O N O M I C S A N D C O M M O N G O O DS

9

 This is in stark contrast with Samuelson assumption that the production and distribution of goods depends on their
intrinsic qualities, namely rivalry in consumption and excludability. If we assume that the meaning and value given
by a community to a good is the main factor to decide how it should be produced, managed and distributed, we
must admit that the ethical value give to the good is ultimately what control’s the substitution rate of goods.
Indeed, the limits of Samuelson’s distinction relies on the social utility function he posits. Human rights
normativity can’t be reduced to a social utility function as their claim is universal and unconditional. This ethical
dimension will be further addressed in the last section of this article. 
CEEY, Informe de movilidad social en México 2019. Cf. https://ceey.org.mx/informe-de-movilidad-social-mexico-
2019/ 

9

10

This point is clearly made in CEEY, Propuesta para transformer el Sistema Nacional de Salut, 2013.
https://ceey.org.mx/el-mexico-del-2013-propuesta-para-transformar-el-sistema-nacional-de-salud/ 

10
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elite of a community which already enjoys clean water, electricity and schools agrees
that these benefits should be expanded to all members of the community?

  These questions are not rhetorical. They illustrate that most of the time development
planners just assume that basic goods must have some sort of ‘universal value’ while at
the same time positing that the values of existing social goods are compatible with them.
It is the universal claim that allows them to dismiss the need for the local community to
decide on the opportunity to get these basic goods. We do not need to worry about how
electricity, clean water, roads or education fit into an existing society because these are
basic goods! Now, the point is that even basic goods can’t be detangled from all the other
social goods already existing in the community.

   What is left out of the picture is the free collective agency - the political will - of this
community. As long as we understand the participation of local communities as a means
to achieve an end - to build schools and roads, to provide water and electricity - we will
fail in our development practices (Mansuri & Rao, 2013). While we see the
empowerment of local communities only as instruments for achieving a specific social
good, then the well-being of local communities is little more than a dispensable
abstraction. Development practices will never be sustainable as long as the will that
drives them is that of development planners and not that of the local community. 

  An institution as CONEVAL is certainly not redundant and gives a much-needed
picture of the multidimensionality of poverty in Mexico. Its existence is, in itself, and
achievement. However, its reports on poverty and its impact assessment of public
policies, are essentially directed at the State, which is responsible to guarantee basic
human rights. The provision of these basic human rights in turn implies that these aspects
of poverty must be resolved by the State, essentially through the public goods. Policies
recommendation based on such an approach are doomed to be top down and blind to the
three difficulties mentioned in the previous points, which may also explain why they so
often fail to achieve their objective. 

  How can we include local participation and collective agency to our understanding of
poverty? The next paragraph explores how the ideas of Ostrom inspired community
based development programs, as well as their shortcomings.

COMMUNITY BASED DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS

The recognition of the importance of the political will of local communities is nowadays
widely admitted by development economics. It is less certain however that we know how
to deal with it in practice. Much has been written on empowerment and social capital in
development projects but results are often ambiguous and experience shows that ‘doing

Nebel, Mathias. 2021. “A Common Good Approach to Structural Forms of Poverty”.
Ethics, Economics and Common Good 18 (2): 169-87. http:/ethics-and-economics.com
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Adopting processes that strengthen the capacity of a community to organize and
sustain development.
Supporting community empowerment through user participation in decision-making. 
Reversing control and accountability from central authorities to community
organization.

 participation’ is harder than we assume in theory (Clark, Biggeri et Frediani, 2019). This
second part of the article follows the World Bank’s set of programs known as
‘Community Based Development Programs’. They were meant to embody a participatory
approach to development. Almost 25 years later, their assessment is ambiguous and point
to some shortcomings of the participatory approach.

  In her landmark book on the governance of commons (1990), Ostrom proposes a set of
guidelines needed for commons to exist and be sustained. Her writings, part of a wider
interest for participation and social capital, were swiftly picked up by the World Bank
which launched Community Based or Driven Development project (CBDs). The
importance of the right political will needed for projects to achieve their results was rife
at the time, with other initiatives like the WB Governance Index being launched at the
same time. Equally important and related was the need to embed development practice in
local communities whenever possible. These CBDs programs became a growing trend in
the following years, quickly attracting huge investments by international aid agencies
(Narayan, 1995, Mansury & Rao, 2004, 2013).

   Why? CBDs programs stem from a wide recognition of the failure of a top down,
provider approach to development. As stated in 1995 by Narayan: “From time
immemorial, societies have organized themselves to take care of collective and
individual needs. Why then have so many attempts at getting people to participate and
take responsibility for community based development failed in the last fifty years? One
reason is that never before in the history of humankind has there been such a massive
experiment to include change through the infusion of external ideas, management, funds
and technology, all controlled from places far distant from the site of development.”
(1995, 1-2). To be sustainable and meaningful, the development program needs to be
locally embedded. This evidence called for a participatory approach to development.
CBDs answer that call to embed development practices. They emphasize community
control over planning, decision and investment resources. Three points are central to
these programs (Narayan 1995, 5): 

1.

2.
3.

   It was thought that this sort of radical turn would bring about an increase in efficiency,
cost effectiveness and sustainability of development projects, while at the same time
increasing the empowerment of the local population and bring forth a change in the
behavioural patterns. The three points mentioned above were intuitively tied together:
you can’t achieve results if you don’t get the population to participate in the project and
the project doesn’t last long if coherent patterns of behaviour do not sustain the result.

11

 See for example the publication at the time of the World Bank Participation Sourcebook (WB, 1996).11
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This is basically Ostrom’s point: the building of a local irrigation system does not last
long if the local population is not involved in its governance and does not behave
according to rules that are consistent with the preservation of the irrigation system (1990,
157ff). 

   Now, after 25 years of practice and billions of dollars invested in CBDs, we can assess
the effectiveness of these claims. Results have varied (Mansuri & Rao, 2004, 2013). A
growing debate presses the need for a further clarification on the theories of social
change implicitly assumed by these sorts of programs. Authors such as Wong (2012),
Mansuri & Rao (2004, 2013), King (2013), Bennet and d’Onofrio (2015) see both the
potential of these programs and the need to rethink their theoretical frameworks and
purpose.

   First, the positive: The WB assessment by Susan Wong (2012) of their own CBDs
programs shows they have a positive impact on the provision and access to services and
goods. Compared to other modes of service delivery, they achieve a higher cost
effectiveness and rate of return. On the negative side, they have limited or no impact on
social capital and behaviours. A wider study by Mansuri & Rao (2013) on the impact of
participatory programs is harsher. It analyses the results of over 500 studies covering
decades of development projects. Empirical results do not sustain the two main
assumptions widely held as true: (1) involving communities in the design and
implementation of development will automatically increase the adequate delivery of
service and goods; (2) participatory practice delivers higher level of local cooperation
and governance and builds up social capital (2013, 7-8). Mansuri & Rao successfully
argue that civil society failure occurs just as frequently as government and market failure
do (2013, 59-79). Does participation improve development outcomes? Modestly and then
usually to the advantage of the higher tiers of the population (6-9, 221-224). Does
participation strengthen civil society? Not really, at least not in the long term (9-11, 275-
277).

 Other two key findings of the report are noteworthy. First that participatory
interventions work better and last longer when they are embedded in the wider social
system and supported by the State (11-12, 288ff). This relationship to the context is of
such importance that projects should have built-in mechanisms of learning and
adaptability. Secondly, the authors note the difference between building bridges and
roads and seeking social change. The former may be planned and the results assessed in
terms of production costs and access to service but the latter is complex and must
contemplate the long term. “Repairing civil society and political failure requires a shift in
the social equilibrium that derives from a change in the nature of social interactions and
from modifying norms and local culture. These much more difficult tasks require a

Participation is no magic bullet and collective agency processes are highly complex and context dependent. The
political debate triggered by participation mechanisms reintroduce divergences of opinions and conflicts into
development processes (William, 2004). This is one of the reasons why an insistence on collective agency alone
frequently leads to failure. Our approach argues that collective agency freedom must be kept in check by other
mechanisms, namely a wise governance of participation, a just distribution of power and a stability of the
participation mechanisms. See below part III. 

12

12
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fundamentally different approach to development - one that is flexible, long term, self-
critical and strongly infused with the spirit of learning by doing”. (12-13, our emphasis).
Mansury & Rao don’t reject participatory approach but denounce some simplistic
assumptions made by development planner and the need to rethink theoretical tenets of
CBDs (291-294). Among the latter Bennet and d’Onofrio (2015) highlight two questions:
(a) What do we really aim at when we seek participatory development? (b): How do we
conceptualize social change interventions?

  What have we achieved this far? The first part revised the assessment of structural
forms of poverty by CONEVAL. It concluded that local political will and participation
where key to address structural forms of poverty. The second section reviewed the
practice of participatory development and its results, that is programs that took aim at the
importance of political will and local involvement in fighting poverty. Key findings were
that participation is no magic bullet. Transforming structural forms of poverty require
participation, but participation alone is not enough. On top of collective local agency,
you also need a normative anchor about the telos of development. You need to know why
you want social change (Bennet & d’Onofrio, 2015). Whenever development is not about
bridges, roads or schools but aims at transforming a society’s values and behaviours, the
‘why’ question becomes unavoidable. What are we aiming at when we seek social
change? What do we want to achieve through development? The last section of this
article addresses this question.

A COMMON GOOD APPROACH TO DEVELOPMENT

What is a common good approach to development? For most, the notion of the common
good is ill-defined and above all non-operational. This statement, while largely shared, is
mostly uninformed. A small but consistent group of scholars has lately taken a renewed
interest on the topic and show that the notion is neither vague nor vacuous (See among
many others Sandell, 2020; Reich, 2018; Nebel & Collaud, 2018; Parilla-Martinez, 2017;
Blum, 2015; Gorringe, 2014; Sluga 2014; Riordan, 2008, 2014; Zamagni, 2007; McCann
& Miller, 2005; Münckler & Bluhm 2001-2004; Hollenbach, 2002). 

 A common good approach to development starts with Taylor’s statement that beyond
public goods or private goods, we must recognize the existence of intrinsically social
good (Taylor, 1995, Chap VII). These are relational goods, inherent to the relationships
existing between members of a society. Narrowing these goods to a sum of individual
interests misjudges their real nature and gives a false picture of their inner logic
(Deneulin, 2013). For example, you can consider our dignity as an individual feature or
consider dignity as our common, shared dignity. Dignity is actually always a shared
reality. I am human with and among other human being. It is not an I versus a We; an
individual actor against a collective actor. It is rather a relationship mediated by an
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interaction (Nebel, 2018b). It is a good generated and shared by free persons; a good
which is ours before being mine, and ever only mine because it was previously ours. A
society, under this perspective, may be described through the relational goods shaping
our coexistence; i.e. the common goods driving us together in an organized way and as a
human society (Nebel, 2018a).

 To look at a society from this perspective implies a shift of paradigm that goes beyond
the classical distinctions of liberals versus communitarians. Zamagni (2017) highlights
the difference in logic with the following metaphor: Most social contract theories
understand societies as an aggregation of individual elements. In that scenario, if A, B
and C are individuals - and given the case that A is zero - their sum A+B+C is still equal
to B+C. In a common good approach to society, says Zamagni, the logic is not that of a
sum but a multiplication. If A is null and B and C natural numbers, then the product of
factors will nonetheless be zero

(AxBxC=0). Zamagni’s point is that you can't take out one member of society from the
equation without affecting all the relationships that exist in that society. Individuals are
not secluded from the rest of society; they are part of it. Each personal loss or gain is
somehow affecting the whole. In this logic, there is no dispensable member of society.
We are collectively less human if one of us is humiliated or sees its dignity denied. This
is the logic of the common good, a perspective not only relevant argues Zamagni, but
required to overcome the aporia of economic and political liberalism.

  What is a common good approach to society? One that understands a society as a
complex and dynamic equilibrium of common goods (Nebel, 2018a, 2020, 2022). Then
the key political questions become: is this system of common goods conducive to a
shared humanity? Can we live together as human beings in this system? Moreover: how
do the common goods of a society relate to each other? How are they organized? What
sort of hierarchies exist among them? Are they efficiently produced and governed? Are
they fairly shared among the population?  

13

 Other authors have developed the same idea. See for example Tudela-Fournet, 2017; Riordan, 2014, Sluga, 2014
or Hollenbach, 2002.

13
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  In figure 3, each bubble represents a specific common good, the links between them
represent the nexus between common goods. The first visual evidence is that there are
many common goods in a society and that they do not fully overlap. The second is that
none involves the whole population.

  The third is that the tensions between them must be many. The last is that the
governance of this nexus may actually be the core task of politics. Let’s retake these
points.

   Every society is built on a very broad set of common goods that only partially overlap.
Moreover, they are related to each other. Most of them are complementary, overlapping
and mutually reinforcing while others will be at odd or mutually exclusive. I use the
expression ‘nexus of common goods’ to express the real relationships existing between
these various specific common goods in a given society.

  The nexus does not appear of its own accord, as a kind of spontaneous self-organisation
of society (Luhmann, 1984, 15ff). On the one hand it is the result of a shared history –
centuries of shared experience that have gradually brought various common goods
together and organised them as a system– and on the other the constant efforts of the
present generation to reframe and to some extent reinvent it. This is a shared
responsibility; the political task par excellence. A nexus of common goods results from
the use of our political responsibility. That is why it may differ considerably from one
country to another. Its quality depends on past and the present generation’s commitment
to this political responsibility.

14

 Rather than the terms ‘web’ I prefer the Latin term ‘nexus’, which means ‘relationship, intertwining or linkage of
causes’, a term linked in Roman law to that of responsibility.

14
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   This commitment takes usually the form of a specific interaction seen as a particularly
important social good: the one providing political governance to the nexus. It is political
power itself that is here valued and constructed as a specific common, though one which
is of crucial importance to any society. Indeed, the task of these governing bodies is to
pursue an ever richer, deeper and more human integration of the nexus.
 
   A frequent error is to believe that the humanity of the nexus of the common good is a
given. On the contrary our humanity is a frail and dynamics equilibrium resulting from
an age-old wisdom about which social practices are more and which are less human. This
is not to say that collective blindness to structural injustices do not exist in a nexus.
Indeed, as a human artefact, perhaps the most elaborate human artefact, the nexus is the
result of past political choices. It embodies the will and wisdom of previous generations.
In turn, the humanity of this nexus depends on today’s political choices. Political
governance requires assessing the human value and coherence of the present nexus of
common goods. It compels politician, in other terms, to endeavour a moral judgement on
the human quality of the nexus.

   Can we say something about the ethical quality of a nexus? To answer this question,
you may go either for a thin or a thick conception of ethics. On the thin side you may
focus on a threshold of key elements – basic common goods – allowing people to live
together as human being in a society. But since the nexus is a process, and since that
process is intrinsically linked to our political freedom, the core norm will be about the
end goal of this process, i.e. what Ricoeur would name the normative horizon of all
nexus (Ricoeur, 1956). Following Fessard’s (1944), the normative horizon of any nexus
can be understood as the universal common good, by which he means the unity and
solidarity of all human beings or in other words our own and shared humanity. Seeking
the universal common good is for Fessard a dialectic process, not a linear one with
apparent setbacks and moment of destruction and transformation needed to reach a
deeper and broader humanity of the nexus (a more universal, a more human form of the
nexus).

  This movement toward the universal common good is of crucial importance (Nebel,
2018b). It means that the search for the common good is a never ending task. A task that
must be retaken anew by each generation. Any historical nexus is transient, a mere
prefiguration of something that is always beyond and further ahead. The dialectic
dimension of the dynamic also hints at the conflictive nature of this task. As the nexus
deepens and expands the population it involves change. This transformation sparks
power-plays within the nexus that will have to be resolved. But to acknowledge this
conflictive nature of the search for the common good does not mean that we settle for
conflicts. It means that the conflicts will have to be resolved in the light of the universal
common good. It is in this hope and desire for peace that we face and can resolve
conflicts.
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CONCLUSION: A COMMON GOOD APPROACH TO
STRUCTURAL FORMS OF POVERTY. 

What does a common good approach add to our understanding of structural forms of
poverty? First it strongly contends the idea that poverty can ever be reduced to an
individual phenomenon. Whereas poverty is always suffered by a specific person and
linked to his specific capabilities, most deprivations are also linked to the way a society
organise itself, that is, to the institutions structuring our social life. The quality and
functioning of this institutional framework is key to address long term poverty challenges
in developing countries. To be sustainable, the fight against poverty must tackle the
embedded social structures that preserve and reproduce poverty pattern. 

    Secondly, the previous section of this paper has argued that a participatory approach to
development projects only had a limited impact on structural forms of poverty. The
concepts of participation and social change implicit to these programs were too narrow to
create the social momentum needed to overcome structural forms of poverty. Three
elements were found to be of crucial importance for the success of participatory
development programs. The first is a revised attention given to interaction and social
change models; the second is the necessary inclusion of development programs in the
wider social, cultural and political context; the third was the clarification of their
objectives (what do we seek to achieve) and the normative claim involved in them. A
common good approach to development helps address these three elements. How so? 

    First, it frames development practices as part of a wider effort to trigger common good
dynamics in a society; as part of an effort to create a more human coexistence in that
society. Development is either human or is not development at all. Setting a development
program as an intervention occurring in a nexus of the common good specifies what we
understand as the wider social, cultural and political context. It forces programs
developers to think and embed their intervention in an existing nexus. It crucially
changes the way we think about the goal of these projects. Interventions should not be
about social change, but actually a contribution to an existing nexus of common goods.
Intervention should aim at triggering new social processes that add momentum to the
overall dynamic of the common good.

  Secondly, a common good approach to development changes the way we look at
structural forms of poverty. It does not focus on individual deprivations but rather on the
absence or perversion of a common good. To fight structural poverty is to concentrate on
the social processes providing and distributing a common. A process that begins with the
social value and meaning given to this good by a society and the common political will
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Do not start with the individual deprivations of structural forms of poverty but the
community and how together they could address the structural forms of poverty.
Help the community identify the common goods that are absent or corrupted: see
how they are valued and what they mean for the local community.   
Focus on the community and its agency, on the will to achieve a common good. 
Create open ended processes, do not seek nor set immediate outcomes.
Create local governance.
Set the rule for a just distribution of the shared benefit; look for a local supervision
of these rules and the existence of conflict resolution processes. 
Look for the stability of the process.
Judge the outcome of the process at the light of its impact on our common/shared
humanity (on the shared practices that embed our humanity hic et nunc).

needed to achieve it.
 
  Thirdly, a common good approach to development shifts priorities. The following list
summarizes some of these shifts: 

1.

2.

3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.

  Does this approach give us a better chance at tackling structural forms of poverty? I do
think so. It gives us at least a chance to do so. By shifting the main concern from lifting
individuals out of poverty to the generation of common goods needed to overcome
structural forms of poverty, we do put at the centre of development practice, the political
definition of commons and their social meaning. Hence the main concern comes to be the
present architecture of the nexus and the systemic logic by which so many people are
excluded or deprived of a specific set of common goods. 

15

16

The list is based on the results of two applications of our metric of common good dynamics in Mexico. Cf.
Garza-Vázquez, Aranda-Vargas & Herd-Nuñez, 2020; Nebel & Arbesu-Verduzco, 2020; Ramirez & Garza-
VÁzquez, 2020. 
Such a list is obviously a shortcut and has to be taken with a pinch of salt. But nonetheless it highlights the
different modalities and priorities set forth by a common good approach to development.

15

16

Dr. Mathias Nebel*

Nebel, Mathias. 2021. “A Common Good Approach to Structural Forms of Poverty”.
Ethics, Economics and Common Good 18 (2): 169-87. http:/ethics-and-economics.com

183



E
CB

E

ÉTICA, ECONOMÍA & BIEN COMÚN

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

E T H I C S , E C O N O M I C S A N D C O M M O N G O O DS

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

(2013). “Recovering Nussbaum's Aristotelian roots”, International Journal of Social
Economics 40/7, 624-632.

    Baldwin, K., Karlan, D., Uldry, C., Appiah, E. (2016), "Does Community-Based Development
Empower Citizens?", Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab: MIT, 1-40. available at
http://www.econ.yale.edu/~cru2/pdf/baldwinkarlanudryappiah_thppaper_1.pdf (accessed may
2020).

   Barajas Martínez, G. (2016). “Prospera, programa de inclusión social: ¿Una nueva estrategia
de atención a la pobreza en México?”, in Gestión y Estrategia 50, 103-119.

   Bennett, S. & D’Onofrio, A. (2015). “Community-Driven? Concepts, Clarity and Choices for
CDD in Conflict-Affected Contexts”. New York: International Rescue Committee. Available at
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/ORIE/61244-CommunityDriven-Concepts-Clarity-and-
Choices-inCDD.pdf

 Blum, Ch. (2015), Die Bestimmung des Gemeinwohls, Berlín: De Gruyter.

   Boas, I., et Alii. (2016). “Cross-sectoral strategies in global sustainability governance: towards
a nexus approach.” In International Environmental Agreements : Politics, Law and Economics
16/3, 449-464.

  Calnitsky, D. (2018), “Structural and individualistic theories of poverty”, in Sociology
Compass 12/12, 1-14.

  Clark D., Biggeri M., & Frediani A. (2019), The capability approach, empowerment and
participation, New York/London: Palgrave. 

  De la Fuente, A., Ortiz-Juárez, E., Rodríguez-Castelán, C. (2018), “Living on the Edge:
Vulnerability to Poverty and Public Transfer in Mexico”, Policy Research working paper WPS
7165. Washington, DC: World Bank Group.

  Deneulin, S., Nebel, M., SAgovsky, N. (2006), Transforming Unjust Structures, Dortrecht:
Springer.  

   Deneulin S., Townsend N., (2007) "Public goods, global public goods and the common good",
International Journal of Social Economics 34/1, pp.19-36.

 Fessard, G. (1944), Autorité et bien commun, París: Aubier.

184

http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/ORIE/61244-CommunityDriven-Concepts-Clarity-and-Choices-inCDD.pdf


E
CB

E

ÉTICA, ECONOMÍA & BIEN COMÚN

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

  Garmer, L., Ed. (2017). SDG accelerator and bottleneck assessment. New York: UNDP.
Available at https://www.undp.org/publications/sdg-accelerator-and-bottleneck-assessment
(accessed May 2019)

  Garza-Vásquez O., Nuñez R. & Aranda-Vargas J.P., (2020), “The common good in San Andrés
Cholula, Puebla. Application of the metric of the common good dynamics in a peri-urban
municipality”, Research in Social Sciences 2020/4, 455-490.

   Giddens, A. (1979), Central problems in social theory: action, structure and contradiction in
social analysis, Berkeley: University of California Press. 

 Gorringe, T. (2014), The Common Good and Global Emergency, Cambridge: CUP. 

 Hollenbach, D. (2002), The common good, Cambridge: CUP.

   Kempshall, M. (1999), El bien común en el pensamiento medieval tardío, Oxford: Clarendon
Press. 

  Khalid, M Ed. (2014). Sustaining Human Progress. Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building
Resilience. UNDP Human Development Report 2014.
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/hdr14-report-en-1.pdf (accessed May 2019)

  King, E. (2013). “A Critical Review of community-driven development programmes in conflict
affected contexts”. New York: The International Rescue Committee. Available at
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/Project/61046/Default.aspx (Consulted May 2019)

   Le Blanc, D. (2015). “Towards Integration at Last? The Sustainable Development Goals as a
Network of Targets.” DESA Working Paper 141, 1-19. Available at
https://www.un.org/esa/desa/papers/2015/wp141_2015.pdf (accessed June 2019)

   Lecuppre-Desjardin E., y Van Bruaene A. L. Eds. (2010), The Discourse and Practice of the
Common Good in the European City, Turnhout: Brepols.

 Luhmann, N. (1984), Soziale Systeme. Grundriß einer allgemeinen Theorie, Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp.

 Mansuri, G. & Rao, V. (2013). "Localizing development: does participation work?"
Washington, D.C: The World Bank.

 Mc Cann, D., Miller, P. (2005), In search of the common good, Nueva York: Clark
International. 

  Mansuri, G. Rao, V. (2004). “Community-Based and Driven Development: A Critical Review”.
World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 3209.

Nebel, Mathias. 2021. “A Common Good Approach to Structural Forms of Poverty”.
Ethics, Economics and Common Good 18 (2): 169-87. http:/ethics-and-economics.com

185

https://www.undp.org/publications/sdg-accelerator-and-bottleneck-assessment
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/hdr14-report-en-1.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/Project/61046/Default.aspx


E
CB

E

ÉTICA, ECONOMÍA & BIEN COMÚN

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

(2018b), “Searching for the common good”, in Mathias Nebel, Thierry Collaud, Searching
for the common good. Philosophical, Theological and Economic Approaches, Baden-Baden,
Nomos Verlag, 2018, pp. 111-148.
(2020), con ARBESU-VERDUZCO I., “A metric of common good dynamics”, Research in
Social Sciences 2020/4, 383-406.

   Mansuri, G., Rao, V. (2013). Localizing Development. Does Participation Work? A World
Bank Policy Research Report, Washington: World Bank.
https://www.worldbank.org/en/research/publication/localizing-development-does-participation-
work (Consulted octobre 2019)

   Münckler, H., Bluhm H. Dirs. (2001-2004), Gemeinwohl und Gemeinsinn, Vols. 1-4, Berlín:
Akademie Verlag.

   Narayan, D. (1995). “Designing community based development”. In Toward environmentally
and socially sustainable development 17, 1-5.

  Nebel, M., Collaud, T., Eds. (2018), Searching for the Common Good. Philosophical,
Theological and Economic Approaches, Baden: Normos Verlag.

  Nebel, M., Garza-Vázquez O. & Sedmak, C., Eds (2020), A Common Good Approach to
Development: Collective Dynamics of Development Processes, Cambridge: Open Books
Publishers. 

  Nebel, M. (2018a), “Operacionalizar el bien común. Teoría, vocabulario y medición”, in
Metafísica y Persona 10/20 (2018), 27-66.

   Niño-Zarazúa, M. (2017). “Mexico's Progresa-Oportunidades-Prospera and the raise of social
assistance in Latin America”, 1-31. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320416721
(Consulted May 2019).

    OCDE (2017). Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development 2017: Eradicating Poverty and
Promoting Prosperity. Paris: OECD Press. Available at https://www.oecd-
ilibrary.org/sites/9789264272576-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/9789264272576-en
(Accessed may 2019)

 Ostrom, E. (1990), Governing the Commons, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 Parrilla Martínez, D. (2017), Bien común, Madrid: Dykinson.

  Ramirez V. & Garza-Vasquez O. (2020), “The dynamics of common good in the rural 
 municipality of Atlixco”, Puebla, Research in Social Sciences 2020/4, 491-518.

 Reich, B.R. (2018)., The common good, New York: Penguin-Vintage Book.

   Ricoeur, P. (1991) «Ethique et morale», in Lectures 1. Autour du politique, Paris : Seuil, 258-
270.

E T H I C S , E C O N O M I C S A N D C O M M O N G O O DS

186

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320416721
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/9789264272576-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/9789264272576-en


E
CB

E

ÉTICA, ECONOMÍA & BIEN COMÚN

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

ETHICS, ECONOMICS & COMMON GOOD

(2008), A grammar of the common good, London: Bloomsbury Academic.
(2014), Global Ethics and Global Common Goods, London: Bloomsbury Academic.

(2017), “The Common Good as a Central Category in Economics”, in The Japan Mission
Journal 71/3, 167-182.

   Riordan, P. (1996), A politics of the common good, Dublin: Institute for Public Administration
Press.

   Sandel, J. M., (2020), The tyranny of Merit. What’s Become of the Common Good?, New
York: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux. 

   Samuelson, P. A. (1954). "The Pure Theory of Public Expenditure". Review of Economics and
Statistics 36/4: 387–89.

 Sawyer, K. (2005). Social Emergence. Societies as Complex Systems, Cambridge: CUP.

 Sluga, H. (2014), Searching for the common good, Cambridge: CUP. 

 Taylor, Ch., (1995), Philosophical arguments, Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

  Teruel, G., López M. Dir. (2017). “México: País de pobres y no de clases medias”.
https://www.kas.de/documents/252038/253252/7_dokument_dok_pdf_49928_1.pdf/7db63b52-
840e-f45c-814d-3b1d6027d065?version=1.0&t=1539648677265 (Accessed May 2019)

   Tudela-Fournet, M. (2017), La primacía del bien común: una interpretación de la tradición
republicana, Madrid: Centro de Estudios Políticos y Constitucionales.

 Williams, G. (2004). “Evaluating participatory development: tyranny, power and (re)
politicization”, Third world quarterly, 25(3), 557-578.

   Wong, S. (2013) “What Have Been the Impacts of World Bank CDD Programs? Operational
and Research Implications”. World Bank Social Development Notes 137, 1-16.

 Zamagni, S. (2007), L’economia del bene comune, Milano: Cità Nuova.

Nebel, Mathias. 2021. “A Common Good Approach to Structural Forms of Poverty”.
Ethics, Economics and Common Good 18 (2): 169-87. http:/ethics-and-economics.com

187

https://www.kas.de/documents/252038/253252/7_dokument_dok_pdf_49928_1.pdf/7db63b52-840e-f45c-814d-3b1d6027d065?version=1.0&t=1539648677265

