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Few volumes in contemporary economics have been more lauded, and have 
summarised a zeitgeist, as much as Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo’s Poor 
Economics.1 The book has received prominent international prizes (The Financial 
Times and Goldman Sachs Business Book of the Year, for example), and been widely 
read, reviewed, and praised, including by leading economists and philanthropists.2 
It is a capstone of the authors’ work, representing their effort to project to a broad 
readership the perspective on development that they have communicated in 
influential academic papers and through their professional activities – which have 
also been lauded through extensive media attention and the award of prestigious 
prizes in the United States, France, India, and elsewhere.

It would be no exaggeration to say that the book captures an approach to 
development economics that has swept the field and, for a considerable period, 
has placed other approaches on the defensive. The approach, moreover, has been 
enormously influential within governments, international agencies, and non-
governmental organisations. The reasons for its success owe a great deal to the 
statistical arguments that have been made on behalf of the method of randomised 
trials that the authors have championed as a means of identifying “what works” in 
development. Despite their claim to have implemented a more scientific method 
for determining “what works,” the book gives much less attention to statistical 
arguments than to presenting a narrative of the authors’ own observations 
concerning the nature of poor people’s lives as well as their judgments, informed 
in some cases by randomised trials about which “interventions” can best “work” to 
improve those lives.

The authors insist that there exist solutions to the problems faced by poor people, 
and that these typically involve small modifications in the design of existing 

1 Banerjee, Abhijit, and Duflo, Esther, Poor Economics: A Radical Rethinking of the Way to Fight Global Poverty, 
Public Affairs, New York, 2011.
2 http://www.thegatesnotes.com/books/development/poor-Economics

* Department of Economics, The New School for Social Research, New York, reddys1@newschool.edu.

Review of Agrarian Studies, vol. 2, no. 2, 2013



On Poor Economics | 61

efforts as well as the eventual generalisation (or “scaling up”) of the resulting 
“interventions.” The focus of the narrative is upon individuals (or households) as 
decision-making actors whose choices in the midst of poverty can be strategically 
shaped so as to better enable them to exit poverty. While the authors accept that 
there can be poverty traps in which even the best responses of agents to their 
circumstances do not suffice to enable them to escape poverty, and may indeed 
reinforce those circumstances (extensively working a formal model familiar 
to economists involving an “S-shaped” return to effort, in which there may be a 
critical threshold before efforts are sufficient to justify the costs of undertaking 
them), they also insist that a slow climb out of poverty is sometimes possible even 
without additional resources, if individuals are helped to perceive and choose better 
options. In this they are in sympathy with behavioural economists who argue 
that the occasional “nudge” facilitates better choices on the part of individuals. 
The resulting representation of the poor inevitably highlights their failings (for 
instance, the tendency to spend rather than save, or to spend on the “wrong” things) 
even as it emphasises their everyday ingenuity and heroism. The authors suggest, 
to paraphrase a famous line, that the poor are different from you and me – they 
have less money. Like us, they make the best of their circumstances, although, in 
part as a result of those circumstances, they can make mistakes and suffer from 
insufficient motivation.

The authors propose that although we do not know  “what works,” careful observation 
of the poor to help design interventions, cemented by randomised trials to assess 
these interventions, can help us identify what does. Those who have the power to 
intervene (governments, international organisations, NGOs, philanthropists, and the 
global middle and upper classes) are assumed to be well motivated, so that once 
the deficit in their knowledge is overcome (in part through the good offices of the 
authors), they will act. This, in sum (to quote the sub-title of the book), is the authors’ 
“radical rethinking of the way to fight global poverty.”

The authors claim to offer simple solutions for seemingly difficult and even 
intractable problems associated with poverty, solutions that moreover can be “scaled 
up” (i.e. applied much more broadly) once they are found to work. Very often the 
prescriptions are presented as being non-obvious or even counterintuitive, thus 
justifying the authors’ claim that randomised studies of the kind they champion play 
a vital role in identifying and validating their favoured interventions.

The focus on the small but notionally critical intervention is supported by the claim 
to have made a decisive advance in solving the problem of  “identification,” which 
relates to the difficulty of assessing the “true” effect of a particular causal variable 
upon an outcome of interest. The massive investment in costly randomised trials 
designed to zero in upon such an effect is driven by the argument that they provide 
the best means of arriving at an inference that is not polluted by the impact of 
“confounding” variables. (We shall discuss below whether this is in fact the case.)
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In turn, the obsession in relation to identification is shaped by the internal demands 
of the “profession” of economists as experienced in the metropolis. There has been an 
increase in the premium on identification, in part because, over the last thirty years, 
cheap computing power has enabled the proliferation of data and of econometric 
analyses that present often contradictory conclusions. Although the price of supposed 
success in identification is the focus on narrow questions, the authors would eat their 
cake and have it too, claiming that their findings provide an Archimedean point 
through which one can change the world – that the little changes their method may 
recommend can cumulate to form a “quiet revolution.”

How should one assess the claims of the book?

The implicit premise of the book is that interventions that work in one place can 
be expected to work in another. This presumes not only that the results of such 
“micro” interventions are substantially independent of the “macro” context, but also 
that a focus on such interventions, as opposed to those which reshape that context, 
is sufficient to address poverty. These premises of “separability” and “sufficiency”, 
although non-trivial, go largely undiscussed by the authors. The causal relations 
at work in relation to individuals or households cannot be understood in atomic 
isolation. Rather, the effects of individuals’ choices are shaped by the “macro” settings 
in which they find themselves; their individual choices can cumulate in unexpected 
ways, and the currents that buffet individuals and determine their fortunes can at 
times overpower the effects of their individual choices.3 There are reasons why it is 
not possible to discuss individual fates without taking note of the macro economy, 
history, culture, and politics. Alas, such concepts appear to play little role in the 
world-view of the randomisers.

Not surprisingly, one consequence of the approach to development economics 
championed by the authors is that the questions asked by the discipline have become 
much smaller. The authors’ position appears to be that this is quite all right, since 
the small questions are in fact large in importance. It is not easy to accept this, 
however. The larger questions once asked within the discipline, regarding the effect 
of alternative economic institutions and policies (such as those concerning property 
arrangements, trade, agricultural, industrial and fiscal policy, and the role of social 
protection mechanisms), for instance, and the impact of political dynamics and 
processes of social change, have been pushed to the background in favour of such 
questions as whether bed-nets dipped in insecticide should be distributed free of 
charge or not, or whether two schoolteachers in the classroom are much better than 
one. Even as the authors claim to be reporting on vital and potentially transformative 

3 The entitlement framework of Amartya Sen (1981) provides a prominent example of a mainstream analysis 
in which these multiple levels of causation have a role to play. As Karl Marx famously noted in the 18th 
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, “Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please.” Not 
only are human beings’ circumstances “encountered and inherited from the past,” but they may also experience 
individually as an immovable fact what can be changed only collectively.
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breakthroughs, the result is a pianissimo of development economics that provokes in 
the reader who is at all aware of the broader canvas, an anxiety that a great many of 
the important questions are unasked. This book is reflective of the most prominent 
current of contemporary metropolitan development economics, and its prescriptions 
are both exemplar and example of the resulting limitations.

One may argue, in fact, that the style of metropolitan development economics 
celebrated in this book leads not so much to increasing rigour as to rigor mortis, by 
severely limiting the questions that can be asked and shoring up a practical philosophy 
that is quiescent in relation to many important questions that cannot readily be 
analysed using the authors’ favoured method. These include questions related to 
the structure and dynamics of markets, governmental institutions, macroeconomic 
policies, the workings of social classes, castes, and networks, and so forth. Although 
such questions can only be approached through other methods, they are not the less 
important for that.

It has been widely recognised that the only questions that are amenable to being 
answered through randomised trials are very narrow ones, having to do with 
the responses of individuals or households to a well-defined “treatment.” All the 
questions that arise in the macroeconomic context (regarding national policies, for 
example), and many, if not most, of the important questions that arise in a meso or 
microeconomic context, cannot possibly be answered in such a way.4 However, the 
authors attempt to turn their weakness into an advantage by arguing that they are 
at least providing “evidence-based” answers where possible, thus creating a scientific 
basis for policy-making that would otherwise be unavailable and promising, 
moreover, to change the world by doing so.

It may be argued that whatever the potential contribution of such micro-interventions, 
the very ability to ask the “small” questions that are amenable to randomised trials 
derives from the prior activity of those who ask the larger questions, and, in particular, 
of those who seek to solve problems, exploring possible innovations along the way. 
The low-dimensional nature of a question that may be answered by employing a 
randomised trial can be contrasted to the high-dimensional nature of economic 
and social reality. A randomised trial estimates an impact coefficient that relates a 
single policy “lever” to a measurable outcome. In contrast, those who face a complex 
reality must contend with it without the conceits of  “rigour” and  “precision.” We 
may think, for example, of the many different reasons for the failure of educational 
systems in both developing and developed countries, and the various ways in which 
one might address that failure. Placing two schoolteachers in the classroom rather 
than one, monitoring teachers’ attendance using cameras, or providing incentive 
pay for school performance are only some of the ideas that could occur to someone 
concerned with such reforms. Why focus on these ideas rather than others? The ideas 

4 On this see, for example, Rodrik (2008).
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worth testing ultimately come from real attempts to improve schools, which in turn 
emerge from the practical experience and insight of those involved with them.

Many possible innovations cannot be interpreted in a sufficiently simple way to 
make randomisation productive. Consider a hypothetical example, of a randomised 
trial aiming to throw light on whether introducing parent–teacher associations will 
aid educational outcomes. Because there are many ways in which such associations 
can function, and many reasons why they may succeed or fail, a randomised trial 
can be expected to provide very limited guidance concerning their role. Randomised 
trials cannot help greatly to illuminate the merits of broader and more complex 
proposals for institutional design arising in the crucible of real problem-solving.

The authors treat the concept of an intervention as unproblematic: it is a well-
defined and simple action that can be taken. In actual practice, measures that make 
a difference in people’s lives are often complex bundles of actions that change over 
time, and generate changing effects over time. It is often a process of social action and 
political engagement that reveals how they must evolve if they are to be effective. 
One can think here of the evolution over time of complex governmental programmes 
such as the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) in India, 
through on-the-ground experience and the determined interaction of diverse actors. 
Even as narrow and technical a measure as the administration of a vaccine can be 
undertaken effectively only through such a process, as the past and present history of 
immunisation campaigns, which encountered evolving obstacles as they proceeded, 
well demonstrates.5 Doing a randomised trial to find out what “works” can fail 
to recognise how learning happens over time in a complex, and often politicised, 
setting. Perhaps most fundamentally, however, the concept of an intervention gains 
its currency from an engineering approach, in which intervenors within a system 
are viewed as standing outside it and their possible actions are well-defined without 
reference to how the system acts upon the interventions. Normatively, this view is 
at odds with a democratic understanding of society, in which shared concerns can 
only properly be addressed through collective endeavour. Explanatorily, it is at odds 
with a non-mechanistic understanding of society, in which all actions are defined as 
well as outcomes shaped by complex and often unpredictable processes of mutual 
interaction.

As the methods championed by the authors have become not only common but 
indeed dominant (as reflected in the disproportionate number of Ph.D. students 
in development economics from leading US institutions who have been engaged 
in recent years in executing a randomised trial, and the astonishing fact that the 
“Poverty Lab” at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology alone has been or is 
presently involved with some 350 randomised trials around the world, each costing 

5 The current difficulties in administering the polio vaccine in areas of the world where there is social resistance 
to accepting it provide an interesting, if disturbing, example.
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a substantial amount of money to conduct) there has been a backlash among some 
economists. This response has perhaps had the greatest impact within the discipline 
when it has come from econometricians deeply concerned with the very problems of 
identification that the authors and their randomising allies claim to solve.6

A criticism made by many is that randomised trials may lead to results that lack 
“external” validity, whether or not they possess “internal” validity. This is to say that 
the estimate of the impact of a policy “lever” upon an outcome of interest (e.g. the 
impact of having two schoolteachers rather than one on educational performance) 
may vary from place to place for any number of reasons. The idea that there is an 
impact that can be discovered derives from a mechanistic metaphor which presumes 
that there is a (sufficiently) universal causal logic at play. This metaphor is false 
because social and environmental contexts do matter, and profoundly, in giving rise 
to causal relations. Moreover, to know how and why this is the case is essential 
to understanding many phenomena, even those that can be represented as varying 
parametrically in some way (and many cannot). A straightforward example is that 
the impact of a microfinance intervention may well depend on what other such 
initiatives are simultaneously present in a community, and to which a borrower 
or peers may have access, as this will influence the ability of borrowers to borrow 
sustainably from a single source, the outside options of individual borrowers, and 
the discipline operating on lenders. For this reason, the lessons from microfinance 
experience in a place such as Andhra Pradesh in India, where many such lenders 
have been competing, most of them motivated by profit, are rather different from 
those that derive from Bangladesh, also saturated by microfinance institutions but 
ones driven by different objectives. The key to understanding the good and the bad 
that can come of microfinance is to recognise that these two cases together illuminate 
the distinct regimes of microfinance that may be possible. A more complex example 
might involve the effects of a policy that affects farm size, tenancy relations, or access 
to fertilizer or other inputs. The impact of the policy may depend crucially on aspects 
of the agro-ecological setting, the cropping and seasonal pattern, the dependence on 
and conditions of access to common resources such as groundwater, the prevalence 
and characteristics of hired labour, the terms of availability of credit, and the level 
and form of the marketisation of outputs (through producer cooperatives or through 
sale to intermediaries). These circumstances in turn will affect risk, return, and other 
economic variables. Further, the effects of such a policy may depend on aspects of the 
socio-political environment, which will influence its effects in a manner that does not 
lend itself to ex ante specification. (We may think of how similar declared policies 
providing rights to agricultural tenants had very different effects in different parts of 
India, depending in part on the role of political actors in promoting social awareness 
and mobilisation, and the effective enforcement of those policies.) Even if one has 

6 See, for example, Barrett and Carter (2010), Deaton (2009), and, relatedly but prior to recent controversy, 
Heckman (1991, 1995).
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agreed to emphasise narrowly consequentialistic concerns, the very idea of empirical 
investigation is trivialised by the idea of finding an impact of an intervention.

This is not to say that one must throw up one’s hands. Rather, by examining the 
political economy of individual cases through deeper contextual and historical 
investigation, comparing such cases across space and time to understand possible 
variations, tracing the individual processes that are at play and recognising their 
commonalities, one can begin to understand how and why policies do or do not 
work, and go beyond the conclusion that “it is complicated.” Even those who 
are committed to a more sophisticated mode of analysis must strive to identify 
policies that do and do not work, and why, without simply reproducing ideological 
presuppositions. The large number of respects in which cases can vary and the 
small number of cases available for study, as well as the fact that non-deterministic 
factors operate in each case, imply that judgment will necessarily be involved in 
such an exercise. This is not an embarrassment but rather the very condition of 
confronting reality.

The idea that there is an impact of an intervention is questionable in another way 
too. An intervention may lack in external validity not only because its effects vary 
from context to context, but also because they vary within a given context as the 
intervention is “scaled up.” We refer here to the average effects that are the focus of 
randomised trials and not to differing effects in different segments (e.g. geographical 
or social groups) of a population, which may also be relevant for decision-making but 
which such trials in any case cannot easily identify. Such average effects themselves 
can vary as more of a population is covered by an intervention. The first fraction 
of a population covered by an intervention, even if randomly selected so as to do 
away to an extent with selection effects, may exhibit a very different impact of the 
intervention than later fractions of the same population. One of the reasons that 
this might occur is that the effects of an intervention may depend on the perception 
of “specialness” arising from receiving the intervention, or on incentive effects 
associated with doing relatively better than non-recipients of the intervention. 
Another reason is that an environment may become more “congested” as more 
people receive an intervention. We may think of the returns from microfinance-
supported petty production or trade being driven down by many people engaging 
in the same activity. The success of an intervention can also depend on network 
effects related to the fraction of the persons tied in some way to the recipient of a 
treatment who also receive the treatment (we may think, for instance, of the effects 
of any educational initiative in which either knowledge or the effects of knowledge 
are transmissible). Still another reason is that the political and social factors that 
arise against (or in favour of) an intervention, and make it relatively successful or 
unsuccessful, may depend on how widespread it is. Only an understanding of the 
substantive nature of the intervention and the causal processes likely to apply in a 
specific context can allow one to make the judgments necessary to characterise the 
findings of a randomised trial.
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Other econometric issues (also arising in the biomedical context, although arguably 
more muted there) that have been raised by critics of randomisation in economics 
include the possibility that, in practice, randomisation may not exclude the very 
selection bias – in which those who randomly receive the treatment differ in some 
unobserved respects from those who do not – that it is meant to eliminate. This can 
happen for any number of reasons, such as the possibility that those who do not receive 
the treatment may shift location or other criteria in order that they do; that those 
implementing the treatment at the local level may non-randomly select individuals 
to receive the treatment because of their special concern for specific persons, or to 
establish programme efficacy or inefficacy; that if the number of sampled units is not 
large enough, there may still be a correlation between the receipt of the treatment 
and the characteristics of the units; and that the very knowledge that one is receiving 
the treatment on a randomised basis may influence one’s response to receiving it, or 
indeed to not receiving it.

Quite apart from the issues of econometric identification arising in any real context, 
and in no way secondary to them, are the ethical requirements of conducting a 
randomised trial. Strikingly, these considerations are not discussed at all in the book. 
The elementary Kantian notion that one should treat others as ends and not only as 
means has obvious implications in regard to randomisation. The case for conducting 
a randomised trial involves the idea that the considerable resources expended on it 
may be justified by the value of the knowledge garnered from the trial in application 
there and elsewhere. This argument typically presupposes the external validity of 
the trial results and that the benefits of the knowledge garnered justify the direct 
cost. More subtly but equally importantly, where there are ex ante reasons to believe 
that a particular benefit should go to one person rather than another (for ethical 
reasons or for reasons of efficacy), to allocate the benefit randomly instead is to 
deliberately misallocate resources, at the cost of the individuals denied the treatment. 
Of course, it is also important that the randomly administered treatment should 
provide a benefit rather than create a harm, either to those receiving the treatment 
or to others, if it is not to raise ethical concerns. It is not evident whether this test 
has been met in a number of instances where randomised trials have been applied 
in development economics. The case of random provision to applicants for drivers’ 
licenses of financial inducements to get licenses quickly (presumably by paying 
bribes) – which forseeably imposed potential harm on unqualified drivers and third 
parties – is illustrative.7 That there exist institutional failures in the provision of 
drivers’ licences cannot be a sufficient defence of active involvement in the creation 
of potential harm. Ethical issues of this kind have been discussed extensively in 
the biomedical literature on randomisation, and attention to them is a part of the 

7 It is beside the point that the study authors (Bertrand et al. 2007) find ultimately that actual driving ability 
matters little in the provision of licences in Delhi. Barrett and Carter (2010), perhaps uniquely, recognised 
this study as raising ethical questions. It is mentioned as an informative study by Banerjee and Duflo  
(p. 242) without any such comment. The study was moreover sanctified by publication in one of the discipline’s 
preeminent journals.
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recognised obligation of medical researchers. In contrast, with very rare exceptions, 
they scarcely find a mention in the economics literature.

Although there is some history of social experiments involving randomised trials in 
the development of government policy-making in developed countries, it is notable 
that these have been most often experiments aiming to compare the responses of 
the poor to alternate policy interventions (see Bhatt 2011 and O’Connor 2002). 
The current boom in randomised trials in development economics, in contrast, has 
almost entirely involved experimentation on poor persons in poor countries. Sadly, 
there may be reasons for this that are less savoury than the putative philanthropic 
objectives of the experimenters. It is not implausible to argue that among these 
reasons is the relative disorganisation of poor people and poor communities, which 
makes it possible to experiment upon them without facing much resistance. The 
relative pliability of governmental authorities in providing consent on their behalf, in 
lieu of the informed consent of individuals, also facilitates such experimentation. To 
illustrate, in many of the well-known randomised trials that have been undertaken 
in development economics, higher-level government officials concerned with a 
programme have agreed to randomisation over geographical units in which groups of 
persons live, arguing that a programme must in any case be “rolled out” slowly, with 
only certain areas benefiting at first. It would very likely be politically unpalatable to 
provide a recognisable benefit randomly to middle-class or upper-class individuals 
or communities, and, at a minimum, to do so would involve complex political 
negotiation. It is hardly a surprise that a case of randomisation of benefits among 
middle- or upper-class recipients is hard to identify.

The implicit philosophy of the authors of the book, and the broader constellation 
of like-minded economists, is based on the following premises. First, “what works” 
is simple, even deceptively simple. Hence, in common with the freakonomists, the 
randomistas reveal that there are counterintuitively straightforward answers to 
seemingly difficult problems arising in a complex world.8 Secondly, “what works” in 
one place will work in another place. This is presumably (as it is not made explicit) 
because of the existence of  “deep structural” causal underpinnings that are uniformly 
present. It is not surprising that the authors use concepts such as that of the policy 
“lever”: their epistemic framework is modular, reductive, and mechanical. Thirdly, 
individuals can pull themselves up by their bootstraps if only they are given boots, 
i.e. the resources necessary to reach a critical threshold or other critical individual-
level supports. Fourthly, individuals respond reliably to economic incentives in the 
form of carrots and sticks. However, it is important to understand the specificities 
of poor persons’ situations in order to see why they respond as they do. This will 
sometimes involve recognising such phenomena as weakness of the will, behavioural 
mistakes, and low motivation (which, the authors claim, can be a consequence of 
poverty because escape from it can seem a distant prospect). This premise is revealed 

8 On the former, see Spiegler (2012).
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in many of the authors’ examples and studies. For instance, their approach to dealing 
with teacher absenteeism is to place a camera in the classroom to register teacher 
attendance, and to put in place penalties for being absent so as to create incentives 
for compliance. They do not aim to change underlying attitudes. The prescription is 
driven by the presumed motivational structure of the actors as well as by a narrow 
way of posing the problem.

The central role of intrinsic motivations in shaping attitudes to work and other 
choices has long been recognised (see Kreps 1997 and, more foundationally, Weber 
2003). Some may suggest that the authors of the book have a richer view of human 
motivation than many economists, who are still narrower. Still, their understanding 
of human psychology is simplistic. Although the authors draw on their field visits 
to motivate their informal narratives concerning individual responses to poverty, 
much of their description of individual motivations involves a priori assumptions 
invoking presumed economic calculations needed to rationalise observed behaviour. 
Despite the fact that numerous anecdotes underline the ostensible familiarity of the 
authors with the poor and their experiences, and offer an implicit admission that 
ethnographic reportage has something to offer (if only as a supplement to the real 
work done by the scientific but open-minded randomising economist), the authors 
do little to validate a systematic role for other ways of knowing about the world (e.g. 
the ethnographic), ways that would give a window on the motivations of actors and 
their social interdependencies. The authors’ attitude to interpersonal and societal 
differences reflects what is often called “economic imperialism.” They recognise that 
motivations may have local specificities (for example, because some persons and 
societies deem it important that weddings must be celebrated grandly and save 
accordingly), but ultimately assume that we are all reliably to be treated as homines 
economici.

Tellingly, the book makes almost no reference to any economics literature other than 
the very recent and other than what has emanated from the charmed metropolitan 
circle (as represented by a small number of “leading” economics journals). Still 
less does it refer to contributions of the other social sciences, whether recent or 
historical. Although the authors underline the ostensibly rigorous empiricism of 
their approach by way of contrast to the unrigorous empiricism of non-randomising 
econometricians and the non-empirical conceits of once-prestigious economic 
theorists, they show little interest in the diverse sources of empirical knowledge, 
actual as well as potential.

The point is not that they have failed to offer symbolic recognition to such alternatives, 
but that the limitations of their world-view would be exposed if one were to verge 
beyond the few references in their field of vision. What is the cost of such ignorance? 
At a bare minimum, it is to imagine too few ways to change the world. Moreover, 
as increasingly recognised even by those who accord a role to randomised trials, it 
is important to understand the causal processes that are involved when something 
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“works” in order to determine what exactly has been identified to work (e.g. a 
principle undergirding an intervention as opposed to the specific intervention), and 
whether and how to implement it more generally. Drawing on an understanding of 
economic and social reality using other resources is unavoidable (see Barrett and 
Carter 2010; Cartwright 2010). At a less refined level, does any serious student of 
development (even one who has not ever heard of a randomised trial) gain much 
from denials that “microfinance is a cure-all, that schooling equals learning, that 
poverty at the level of 99 cents a day is just a more extreme version of the experience 
any of us have when our income falls uncomfortably low”?9 As can be demonstrated 
in each of these cases, and others, the authors’ casual observations and randomised 
trials may not deliver much at this level of generality that thoughtful field observers, 
and indeed the existing literature, have not recognised.

There are discursive considerations that must be introduced in order to understand 
the inordinate success of the book, as well as the perspective that it offers to 
academic power brokers and opinion makers, policy entrepreneurs and public 
officials, and the metropolitan public generally. A “reception-theoretic” analysis of 
the enormous success of the book, and more generally of the approach it exemplifies, 
can identify at least three discursive factors – beyond the ostensible econometric 
benefits of randomised trials in dealing with selection bias – that have played a role 
in generating an environment conducive to its success.

The first discursive factor underlying the influence of the authors’ perspective is the 
widespread appeal of an ambient doctrine that we could call “Washington Consensus 
plus.” This is the idea that although the private property-entrenching, market-
oriented reforms of the Washington Consensus, or something akin to them, are 
necessary for poverty reduction, they may not suffice. Additional steps are needed 
at the level of individuals and nations – in particular, prior interventions to alleviate 
poverty traps or other obstacles to taking advantage of market opportunities. This 
position (forcefully articulated by, for instance, Sachs 2005) criticises the Washington 
Consensus only for its insufficiency, and calls for a focus on what is necessary to 
alleviate obstacles to spontaneous and self-sustaining growth and development 
based on the grasping of market opportunity.

To be clear, the authors do not explicitly state their own position on larger questions, 
leaving open their views on macroeconomic policies, alternative institutional modes 
of organisation of an economy, and so forth. Indeed, they often seem to emphasise 
the micro-interventions which they believe can alleviate poverty, preferring little 
fixes to large ones, precisely because they are sceptical of coming to conclusions with 
regard to “what works” more generally.

9 See http://www.publicaffairsbooks.com/publicaffairsbooks-cgi-bin/display?book=9781586487980.
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The book is concerned with the amelioration of individual distress, but pays little 
attention to the conditions of sustained and socially inclusive structural transformation 
of national economies except in so far as it views individual life improvement as 
bringing such change in train. In this sense, the authors are concerned with poverty 
but not with development. To the extent that they take a view of contextual and 
structural concerns, it is in the form of an implicit attitude toward contemporary 
market capitalism that is conformist rather than critical, and indeed does not dwell 
long on uncomfortable or difficult questions concerning the institutional setting of 
the intervention. It is reflective of this that they take a largely celebratory view of 
microfinance (of course, seeing it as “only one of the possible arrows in the fight 
against poverty,” and recognising such qualifications as that not everyone is an 
entrepreneur). They do not appear to make a fundamental distinction between the 
for-profit microfinance firms that they profile (some of which have been involved in 
rather substantial controversies concerning loan-pushing in Andhra Pradesh, India) 
and not-for-profit microfinance organisations. From a perspective that prioritises 
narrow interventions there may be no crucial distinction here, since the authors’ 
focus is a common intervention ostensibly being delivered to individuals by both. 
Their focus is on finding the elixir of individual success, and not on understanding or 
reshaping the economic environment within which individuals are asked to succeed. 
Those individuals who turn a small amount of seed capital into prosperity through 
their thrifty habits and entrepreneurial ways are the heroes of the book.

The second discursive factor underpinning the influence of the authors’ perspective 
is the appeal of the technocratic orientation to development, in which change 
is conceived of as being brought about by technical intervention from above (a 
“technofix”) and relies upon the knowledge of experts as to “what works.” Such 
knowledge, once arrived at, can be applied in a modular form, making it possible 
to replicate elsewhere because of a mechanical understanding of causal relations. 
The presumption that there are near-universal and observable empirical regularities 
underlying the connection between inputs and outputs corresponds to a narrow 
engineering approach to causation in social affairs. There is little room to take note 
of contextually variable social relations, let alone the role of political factors that 
undermine such a mechanistic image of society. Although the energies of ordinary 
people may be ultimately involved in bringing about change, the experts act as 
midwives who recommend expertise-grounded interventions necessary to unleash 
these energies, and the interventions are presumed to be tested and faithfully 
implemented by benevolent political actors. The perspective of the authors leaves 
little room for politics of any kind, not to mention the demands of open-ended 
democratic self-government.

The third discursive factor is the appeal of the “soundbite” – the simple and typically 
simplistic description or explanation that travels easily and can thus smoothly 
gain currency among policy entrepreneurs, power brokers, and well-meaning 
and interested laypersons. The breezy style of the book, peppered with anecdotal 
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observations, combines with the authors’ self-presentation as technical experts (who, 
ironically, favour randomised trials as a method that ostensibly improves upon 
anecdotes) to provide the legitimation necessary for such soundbites to garner ready 
acceptance.

It is, perhaps, not too difficult to understand why the prescription of Poor Economics 
has enjoyed as much circulation as it has, in particular among metropolitan 
development policy-making elites, although increasingly also elsewhere.10 It appeals 
to powerful but flawed metropolitan predispositions: a desire to “fix” things with 
simpleminded mono-causal reasoning, allied with the conviction that technology, 
through the analysis of data using randomised trials, makes it possible to do so. Its 
technocratic premises, its naïve view of politics and society, and its unselfconscious 
do-goodism make for a self-affirming picture of the world.11 It is unfortunate that it 
does so little to explain it.

Keywords: Poor Economics, Randomized controlled trials (RCTs), MIT Poverty Lab, 
Abhijit Banerjee, Esther Duflo, randomistas, Washington consensus, econometric 
identification, technofix.
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