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In principle, democratization, the extension of citizenship rights, and the alleviation of poverty are mutually supportive processes. Democratization entails, at a minimum, the recognition of certain fundamental civil and political rights – freedoms of association, movement, assembly, speech, and participation in the periodic selection of governors. Rights are enforceable claims, upon the authorities and upon others in society. When autocrats act benevolently to treat their subjects respectfully and equitably, this benevolence is not a set of rights, but a revocable gift. Rights are rarely given freely by the powerful and privileged; they must be seized by those who benefit from their protection. Democracy, therefore, implies certain basic civil and political rights, and the exercise of these rights should, in turn, empower deprived groups to demand further rights – social, economic, and cultural. Where the poor and the socially excluded represent a majority of the population, these demands should sway popularly elected governments.
 Hence, democracy, in theory, facilitates the alleviation of poverty and social exclusion through the enshrinement of social and economic rights. And the reduction of poverty, in turn, reinforces democracy by reducing social tensions, building legitimacy, and forging literate citizens.

So we are not surprised that a “third wave” of democratization recently surging across the world has aroused such high expectations of freedom and prosperity. Surely, newly enfranchised citizens might reasonably hope that this wave would usher in a virtuous and self-reinforcing circle of deepening democracy, human-rights observance, and poverty alleviation. 

Yet, in practice, these expectations have rarely been fulfilled. Rather, disillusionment and even cynicism have replaced citizens’ enthusiasm in most democratic experiments. As IDEA’s South Asia workshop observed: “The trappings of democracy have allowed unrepresentative elites to hijack power, promote their own interests, and bypass the poor.  . . . For most people elections have become irrelevant.” Participants in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) workshop characterized democracy as “a façade that imitates democracy” and “a show of elections.” Delegates at the Quito workshop offered conflicting assessments of Latin American democracies. Some were pessimistic, believing that these democracies were approaching a “negative cycle”, evidenced by fraudulent elections and even “covert coups”. However, other delegates expressed hope, pointing to a decline in human-rights violations, the rising influence of independent mass media, and a politically active citizenry. The Addis Ababa meeting, wary of feeding the widespread “Afro-pessimism”, adopted a generally up-beat tone. However, the report briefly notes the limitations of Africa’s democracies in the workshop’s opening ceremony.

Democratization, which should have empowered the people to demand their rights, has usually failed to do so. To provide the “missing link” between democracy and the alleviation of poverty, the poor and the excluded must empower themselves.
Why has democracy not empowered ordinary citizens? Certain onerous constraints typically undercut their political clout: illiteracy, poor health, the daily burden of eking out a livelihood, the dominance of local elites, a limited public awareness of citizens’ rights, and the control of the mass media by government or wealthy private interests. In addition, one or more of the following practices and strategies negates the political significance of the poor and dispossessed. 

· The undermining of political institutions. As the powerful and privileged seek to entrench their position, they gut political institutions of any real power. Opposition parties may survive, but they are hemmed in by a vigilant and partisan security apparatus and by periodic abuses of civil liberties. Between periodic and partially free elections, the government rules virtually as it pleases. This is the phenomenon of “illiberal” or pseudo-democracy.

· Divide-and-rule tactics. The governing party successfully builds a constituency by appealing to ethnic, regional, caste or religious identities, and/or by relying on mercenary pay-offs to supporters by employing public resources to construct a vast patron-client network. These stratagems divide the poor and perpetuate poverty and social exclusion.

· The constitutional protection of privilege.  Class power is institutionalized in the rules and procedures of the new democracy. For example, the Chilean constitution engineered under General Pinochet systematically skewed the electoral system, representative institutions, legal system, and rules governing constitutional amendments to favour conservative, privileged interests.

· The adoption of structural adjustment programmes. Market-oriented reform programmes, pressed on highly-indebted countries by the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, have left many new democracies with little room for manoeuvre on macroeconomic and social policy. These programmes rule out most subsidies to the poor, direct transfers, or asset redistribution, and compress public educational and health budgets under the pressure of fiscal rectitude. Lacking any important social issues to debate, new democracies undergoing structural adjustment have naturally disappointed their poor citizens.

Consequently, the political and economic elites have blocked significant social reform. We witness, in practice, some limited recognition of civil and political liberties, but no embrace of social and economic rights. The South Asian workshop declares bluntly that no rights are recognized in that region, except the right to vote periodically. The report of the CIS workshop observes that human rights have deteriorated since the break-up of the Soviet Union. Equal rights before the law is a chimera; the quality of public education and health care has fallen; no legal right to a job or basic sustenance survives; religious intolerance grows; and political rights are merely formal. 

To clarify the challenge to democracy, we need to define precisely the basic human rights that all citizens, regardless of a country’s economic level, need to enjoy. Certainly, civil and political liberties are fundamental; there cannot be genuine democracy in their absence. But are social and economic rights also essential?  Must we conclude that all citizens have a right to minimum levels of education, health care, and subsistence? If so, then – resources permitting – a society is well on its way to abolishing social exclusion and reducing poverty.

Professor Henry Shue’s notion of “basic rights” as “the morality of the depths” persuasively implies that minimum social and economic rights are, indeed, as essential as political rights in all societies.
 Basic rights, for Shue, “specify the line beneath which no one is to be allowed to sink.” These rights are basic in the sense that no other rights can be enjoyed unless these rights are guaranteed. Physical security is the first of such basic rights, on the firm grounds that

[n]o one can fully enjoy any right that is supposedly protected by society if some can credibly threaten him or her with murder, rape, beating, etc., when he or she tries to enjoy the alleged right. Such threats to physical security are among the most serious and . . . the most widespread hindrances to the enjoyment of any right. If any right is to be exercised except at great risks, physical security must be protected.

A second, and more controversial, basic right is that of subsistence. This minimal economic security includes, for Shue, adequate food, clothing, shelter and minimal preventive health care. He argues that

[n]o one can fully, if at all, enjoy any right that is supposedly protected by society if he or she lacks the essentials for a reasonably healthy and active life. Deficiencies in the means of subsistence can be just as fatal, incapacitating, or painful as violating of physical security. The resulting damage or death can at least as decisively prevent the enjoyment of any right as can the effects of security violations.
 

Obviously, people who lack social guarantees of their subsistence are as vulnerable to intimidation as those who fear for their physical security. But on whom does the obligation to guarantee subsistence fall? Shue considers that the national state has the obligation to provide minimal economic security, on the grounds that deprivation results from faulty economic and social policies. These policies, he concludes, could and should be changed to prevent the poor and vulnerable from being deprived of basic human needs. 

Some will contend that this standard is unreasonable on the grounds that certain low-income developing countries lack the resources to guarantee universal minimum economic security. On the other hand, underdeveloped countries such as Tanzania and Sri Lanka and an Indian State such as Kerala have provided remarkably well for the subsistence of their citizens in the past. And, in what is increasingly a global village, we should not assume that the obligation to guarantee subsistence rights is restricted within national boundaries.


Political liberties constitute the third set of basic rights. For Shue the key liberties include freedom of movement and participation in influencing the decisions that directly affect one’s life. Whereas the former is self-evident, the latter requires some elaboration. Participation is necessary to the enjoyment of other basic rights, he claims, because participatory institutions permit “the forceful raising of protest against the depredations of the authorities and allow for the at least sometimes successful requesting of assistance in resisting the authorities.” In the absence of such institutions, “the authorities become the authoritative judge of what rights there are and what it means to fulfill them, which is to say that there are no rights to anything, only benevolent or malevolent discretion.”
 

The realization of these mutually supportive basic rights (in other words, what we initially called a “virtuous circle”) entails a radical agenda. Basic rights are unlikely to be honoured without the empowerment of the poor. These rights, after all, threaten the power and privilege of the elites in highly stratified pseudo-democracies, as well as their external allies. The reports of both the CIS and South Asian workshops voice this need to empower the poor, so that they can actively demand their rights. As Simi Kamal vividly explains, “the poor will acquire strength only when they are aware of and able to demand their rights as well as to exercise power.  . . . Genuine grassroots institutions can give the poor a stronger voice.”
 

If economic growth alone were sufficient to lift people out of poverty, we would perhaps not need to consider direct social and political action to achieve this goal. In Chile, for example, under the Concertación since 1990, those classified as poor and indigent have dropped from 40 percent of the population to about 25 percent (1997) in an economy that expanded at 7 percent per annum. But Chile is an exceptional case. Few other countries can aspire to this rate of growth. And even if countries can sustain such a rate, the worsening income distribution so often associated with free-market policies diminishes growth’s poverty-reducing impact. Chile, too, could have further reduced poverty, if its privileged elite had accepted social and economic rights, in addition to circumscribed civil and political rights. Conventional wisdom used to hold that there was a trade-off between growth and equity. It held that developing countries - to achieve high savings, investment and growth - must permit high income and asset inequality. But, with the dramatic combination of growth with equity in the East Asian development “miracles”, we now realize that no economic justification exists for high inequality. Societies can have both high growth and equity, thus swiftly lowering the incidence of poverty.

However, the challenge is not only to empower the poor; it also involves achieving self-discipline in a government that is newly responsive to the poor and dispossessed. Such a government will need to satisfy the demand for social justice and guarantee subsistence rights without relapsing into what economists call “macroeconomic populism.”
 Macroeconomic populism refers to short-term redistributive policies – subsidies to mass consumption goods, price controls, high minimum wages, etc. – that have the long-term effects of increasing inflation, encouraging capital flight, and hence lowering overall living standards. Within our increasingly integrated global market economy, the dangers of abandoning conservative fiscal, monetary, and social policies are real. Hence, an effective assault on poverty demands a disciplined approach, one that emphasizes production and macroeconomic stability as well as redistribution.

To both empower the poor and maintain a balanced anti-poverty approach constitutes a formidable agenda. The regional workshops agreed that democracy, despite its failings, should not be abandoned but improved. Strategies that will buttress both democracy and basic rights by empowering citizens are outlined below, moving from the least to the most controversial. 

Strategy I: Develop human capital.  Everyone agrees that people who lack education, are hungry and suffer ill health, have neither the knowledge nor the energy to work productively and to act as engaged citizens. People, therefore, must be guaranteed minimum levels of education, nutrition, and preventive health facilities. These guarantees represent necessary, though far from sufficient, conditions for both a healthy democracy and an assault on poverty. Yet such essential needs remain unmet in many countries. Internal wars, high military expenditures, excessive debt burdens, and self-serving elites are the reason. All of these constraints, except perhaps the first, can be lifted. But our world of skewed but growing affluence lacks the will. Where the official will is lacking, adult literacy campaigns organized along the lines of Paulo Freire’s Pegagogy of the Oppressed will augment both literacy and empowerment.

Strategy II: Promote human-rights education. If people are unaware of their basic rights, they cannot claim and defend them. Hence, delegates at the Addis Ababa workshop proposed that civil associations must spread an understanding of these rights, both among the citizenry and the politicians. In my own study of indigenous non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in eight African countries, I discovered that one of their most important roles was to bring this knowledge to villagers, women, and the urban poor.
 Knowledge in this case is empowering. This proposition was certainly true in the case of rural women, many of whom did not know that their husbands had no right to beat them or that they possessed inheritance rights under revised family laws. Modest subsidies provided by external development agencies and NGOs can assist these empowering activities by indigenous NGOs.

Strategy III: Foster grassroots self-help associations.  Even ostensibly apolitical production or credit-oriented associations can empower their members by building their financial assets, their organizational skills, and their sense of solidarity and self-confidence. This message is echoed in innumerable studies of, for example, women’s co-operatives dedicated to small-scale craft production, mutual support, or revolving credit schemes. Involvement in such associations can shift the perspective of illiterate women, opening the possibility of renegotiating gender relations within the household. Self-help associations represent small steps along the lengthy road of self-empowerment for the poor and dispossessed. Again, modest, repayable grants from external agencies can foster such important initiatives.
Strategy IV: Rehabilitate the legal system. Within democracies and semi-democracies, basic rights are ultimately enforced through the courts. But such enforcement is farcical where judges are corrupt or partisan, the judicial system is overburdened, many legal decisions remain unrecorded, and security personnel are undisciplined or responsive to elite interests. Unfortunately, many of the new democracies, and some of the old democracies, suffer from one or more of these legal impediments.  Since citizenship implies that all nationals possess equal rights before the law, these impediments must be lifted. These judicial reforms cannot be realized overnight. But, again, modest investments by external agencies can improve the situation by updating legal codes, retraining judges and court personnel, providing basic equipment, and buttressing pressure groups for judicial reform, usually law societies, human-rights organizations, and the independent mass media.
Strategy V: Decentralize power.  Many organizations and scholars have recently advocated decentralization as a means of fostering inclusiveness by bringing decision-making structures closer to the people.
 Some experts argue that this process may reduce poverty because local governments are more likely to respond to the needs of their poor constituents than distant central governments. Decentralization has certainly benefited democracy and the poor – West Bengal and Kerala in India are strikingly successful cases in point. But enhanced local government does not necessarily empower the local people or stimulate pro-poor policies. Local elites will often dominate local governments and capture benefits for themselves, unless (as in the two Indian States just mentioned) a cohesive, left-of-centre party with an extensive political base in the rural and/or urban poor holds power.
 Additionally, central governments often devolve power responsibilities to local governments without providing them with adequate financial and administrative resources to undertake ambitious programmes. Thus, democrats and advocates for the poor need to support decentralization with a full awareness of why many such experiments have failed.

Strategy VI: Build effective people’s organizations. These organizations – peasants leagues, trade unions, students’ association, women’s organizations, neighbourhood associations, and so on – represent the interests of groups who are often poor, socially excluded, or both. Where autonomous people’s organizations do not exist or have been repressed, their formation will threaten the power structure. Yet, if rights are rarely given, but usually seized, it is people’s organizations that are in the vanguard of making those demands. When people’s organizations form regional and national coalitions, they become formidable political champions. Such coalitions reflect a polarization of political society that may pave the way for social reform – or, alternatively, for a repressive, authoritarian reaction, as in General Pinochet’s Chile. Few external agencies will feel comfortable in expanding the influence of people’s organizations, though in some countries this mobilization is the only means of empowering people for democracy and poverty alleviation.

Our historical record offers many clues of how to promote people’s empowerment as the “missing link” between democracy and the alleviation of poverty. Although there are no panaceas, guidelines abound. 

� If those excluded from equal participation in public life and lucrative livelihoods include women as well as certain minorities or castes, then the poor and the excluded – the “wretched of the earth” in Frantz Fanon’s terms - encompass the vast majority.


� A point that Patrick Molutsi makes in his background paper, “Democracy, Poverty and Social Exclusion: Is There a Link?”, November 1999. The preparatory workshops devoted little attention to gender rights, the exception being Melaku Tegene’s sympathetic treatment of this subject in his paper at the Addis Ababa workshop.


� Shue, Basic Rights: Subsistence, Affluence, and United States Foreign Policy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980),  p. 18.


� Ibid., p.21.


� Ibid., p.24.


� Ibid., p.78.


� Simi Kamal, “Democratization and Poverty Alleviation in South Asia,” Paper presented to Democracy Forum 2000: “Democracy and Poverty: A Missing Link?”, South Asian Preparatory Workshop, Kathmandu, Nepal, April 10-11, 2000.


� R. Dornbusch &  S. Edwards,  “Macroeconomic Populism,” Journal of Development Economics 32 (1990), pp. 247-77.


� Richard Sandbrook & Mohamed Halfani, eds., Empowering People: Building Community, Legality, and Civil Associations in Africa (Toronto: Centre of Community and Urban Studies, 1993).


� See, e.g., Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development, Development Assistance Committee, Expert Committee on Aid Evaluation, Evaluation of Programs Promoting Participatory Development and Good Governance: Synthesis Report (Paris: OECD, 1997).


� See Atul Kohli, The State and Poverty in India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).
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