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out of a combination of factors that range from the marginalization of human rights 
thinking generally, and of rights-based approaches to development specifically, to 
the practical difficulties of implementing “in the field” what little commitment there 
is to human rights protection. Underlying the spectrum of attitudes exhibited by 
the Bank is the perception that beyond a coincidence of the objectives of human 
rights and certain development initiatives, such as building social welfare capacity 
and supporting good governance and the rule of law, human rights matters are 
irrelevant to the Bank’s policy endeavors.

What is patently lacking at present is a World Bank Group-wide integrated 
understanding of the essentially plural nature of human rights and how that relates 
to the work of the World Bank. Official pronouncements of the Bank on the ques-
tion of human rights often attest to a half-hearted or superficial engagement with 
the nature, functions, and operations of human rights law. It has been this lack of 
sufficient comprehension, above all, that has led directly to the rejection of the 
Bank that it has any obligation (most certainly, any legal kind of obligation) to 
protect and promote human rights. 

The argument for a deeper engagement with human rights within both the policy-
making and operational nerve centers of the Bank focuses on an engagement that 
opens up international human rights law and shows what choices are being and can 
be made about human rights, as well as within human rights. The nature of these 
choices is fundamentally politicized. While it is acknowledged that such a perspective 
could leave human rights language open to possible abuse, it is more likely—and 
certainly hoped—that it will better equip the Bank to recognize the relevance and, 
indeed, utility of human rights to the Bank at all levels of its functioning.

There are five parts to this article: the first part considers the relationship between 
development and human rights generally. The second looks at the changing nature 
of international law and its implications for the role that the World Bank might 
play in human rights. The third part examines the particular relationship between 
the World Bank and human rights. The fourth part reflects on the plural and, to 
an extent, pragmatic nature of human rights law; and the final part considers the 
practical problems of implementing human rights within development programs 
and how a better understanding and acceptance of the wider political dimensions 
of human rights may assist in overcoming such obstacles.

Development and Human Rights

The architectural debate about the place of human rights within aid and development 
discourses is of obvious importance, not least because the World Bank is so often 




