
 
1 

A Translation of the Pages from (52-103) 

of the Book Entitled (From Poverty to Power) 

By: Duncan Green 

 



 
 أ‌

ُْ} قال تعالي:  ُْنَب نَّمَبنُُا أَعْجَمًِّٕب لُسْآوًب جَعَهْىَبيُ ََنَ ًُ فُصِّهَثْ نَ  آَٔبجُ

ٌّ ٌّ أَأَعْجَمِ َُ لُمْ ََعَسَبِ  ُٔؤْمِىُُنَ نَب ََانَّرِٔهَ ََشِفَبء ٌُدًِ آمَىُُا نِهَّرِٔهَ ٌُ

ٍِمْ فِٓ َُ ََلْسٌ آذَاوِ ٌُ ٍِمْ ََ ْٕ َْنَئِكَ عَمًّ عَهَ َْنَ أُ  { بَعِٕدٍ مَّكَبنٍ مِه ُٔىَبدَ

 صدق الله انعظٕم. 

 {44أٖة فصهث.  {

The verse  

“And if we had made it a Quran in foreign tongue, they 

would certainly have said: why have not its 

communications been made clear? What, A foreign 

(tongue) and a Arabic, Say: it is to those who believe a 

guidance and a healing, and (as for) those who do not 

believe, there is heaviness in their ears and it is obscure 

to them, these shall be called to from  

a far-off place”  

(Fusilat. Verse 44) 

Source/ Corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter= 41&verse=44 
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EDUCATION 

Education is crucial in breaking the cycle of poverty. It is a right in 

itself, and it equips individuals to lead full lives, understand the world, 

and ultimately gain the self-confidence to make themselves heard. Good-

quality education is emancipatory, a path to greater freedom and choice, 

and opens the door to improved health, earning opportunities, and 

material well-being. On average, each additional year of formal schooling 

increases a worker‟s wages by 5–10 per cent, and the skills gained can 

transform the quality of life for generations to come.  

Over the past ten years, Brazil has managed to reduce its 

historically extreme inequality to its lowest level in 40 years, in large part 

by providing education to poor people, along with social protection 

schemes.31 Schooling is the single most powerful way to break the 

transmission of deprivation from one generation to the next. When such 

services are paid for by progressive taxation, the impact in reducing 

inequality is all the greater. 

 Conversely, the absence of education perpetuates inequalities. 

Children are less likely to receive an education if they are girls, live in 

rural areas, or are poor. When all three sources of exclusion coincide, the 

results can be startling. Poor girls living in rural areas are sixteen times 

less likely to be in school than boys from the wealthiest households living 

in rural areas. In Guinea, a boy living in an urban area, with an educated 

mother and belonging to the wealthiest quintile is 126 times more likely 

to attend school than a rural girl from the poorest quintile with an 

uneducated mother. 

 Educating women and girls is particularly important because it 

enables them to challenge inequality with men, within the family and in 

wider society. Educated women tend to have healthier children and 

smaller families, suggesting that education is linked to greater bargaining 
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power in marriage. Education makes it more likely that a woman can earn 

money of her own, and therefore more likely to be able to remain single if 

she chooses, or to leave an abusive or unhappy relationship. Education 

can also break down the stereotypes of women‟s and men‟s roles in 

society which restrict the horizons of both girls and boys, and girls in 

particular can gain the self-confidence to challenge discrimination.  

Despite progress in reducing the number of children of primary-

school age who are not enrolled in school, the world is not on track to 

meet the Education for All (EFA) goals set for 2015. Between 1999 and 

2008, an additional 52 million children enrolled in primary education. But 

the number of out-of-school children is falling too slowly. In 2008, there 

were 67 million children out of school. Alarmingly, progress towards 

universal enrolment has slowed in the second half of the past decade: out-

of-school children numbers fell at half the rate achieved in the first half of 

the decade. At the same time, many children drop out of school before 

completing a full primary cycle. In sub-Saharan Africa alone, if this trend 

continues, there could be more children out of school in 2015 than there 

are today. 

 Literacy opens doors to improved health, earning opportunities 

and wellbeing, yet progress towards the goal of halving adult illiteracy 

rates by 2015 has been disappointing and the target will be missed by a 

wide margin. Literacy has been neglected in education policy – some 796 

million adults (17 per cent of the world‟s adults) still lack basic literacy, 

nearly two-thirds of them women.36 The Millennium Development Goal 

(MDG) of achieving gender parity in primary enrolment by 2005 (the 

only MDG to specifically target inequality) was missed by a wide margin. 

 The glass is half full in other areas: enrolment in secondary school 

is increasing rapidly, although there is still a long way to go, especially in 

sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. Tertiary education has been 
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expanding worldwide, marked by large global inequalities. In 2008, some 

65 million more students enrolled compared to 1999, much of the growth 

occurring in East Asia and the Pacific. China alone increased the number 

of tertiary places by more than 20 million. In poorer countries, progress 

has been more modest. Over the last decade, neither sub-Saharan Africa 

nor South or West Asia registered significant increases in gross enrolment 

rates. Uneven access to tertiary education is likely to have major 

implications for future patterns of economic growth and globalisation.  

Key reasons behind the increases in school enrolment achieved 

over the past decade, particularly for girls, include the removal of school 

fees, economic growth, and urbanisation (which reduces the cost to the 

state of providing schools). Public pressure has also played a role: 

national grassroots campaigns in 120 countries, co-ordinated by the 

Global Campaign for Education, obliged governments to spend 

significantly more on primary education. Education budgets increased in 

two-thirds of countries for which data are available. In Kenya the national 

coalition of education groups, Elimu Yetu (Our Education) played a 

pivotal role in making free primary education a central election issue, 

ensuring it was introduced in 2002; the result was that 1.2 million 

children went to school for the first time. 

 Quality is also crucial. Class size, the quality and availability of 

textbooks, curriculum content, and teacher training all determine whether 

and what a child learns in school. There is a world of difference between 

a dispiriting „chalk and talk‟ session with an underpaid, demotivated, and 

poorly trained teacher in an overcrowded classroom and an exciting, 

empowering class geared to the culture, experiences, and interests of the 

children involved. A quality education is a transformative process that 

respects children‟s rights, encourages active citizenship, and contributes 

to building a just and democratic society.  
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Studies show that employing and training more teachers is the 

critical issue in delivering quality education. Smaller class sizes and the 

quality and morale of the teacher are critical elements in improving 

educational outcomes. A classroom without a teacher is useless, but a 

teacher without a classroom can start to educate children. Uganda‟s near-

doubling of net enrolments, from 54 per cent to over 90 per cent by 2000, 

was preceded by an increase in teachers‟ salaries from $8 to $72 per 

month from 1997. Governments also ensured that rural facilities were 

well staffed, often by requiring publicly trained workers to work in rural 

areas. 

 In Sri Lanka, all teachers are expected to work for three to four 

years in „difficult schools‟. In the Gambia the government is building new 

housing in remote areas and establishing a „teacher housing loan scheme‟ 

to help female teachers with the costs of decent accommodation. In 

Nicaragua, thousands of volunteers helped in a hugely successful national 

literacy campaign. 
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WATER AND SANITATION 

Of course I wish I was in school. I want to learn to read and 

write… But how can I? My mother needs me to get water.  

(Yeni Bazan, age 10, El Alto, Bolivia)  

„By means of water‟, says the Koran, „we give life to everything.‟ 

Access to clean water and sanitation is a basic right, and is essential in 

allowing people to live decent, dignified lives.  

The proportion of people using drinking water from improved 

sources has risen in the developing world, reaching 84 per cent in 2008, 

up from 71 per cent in 1990, while 1.2 billion more people gained access 

to sanitation.40 But this still leaves many people paying a terrible toll. 

Nearly 4,000 children die every day due to dirty water41 and preventable 

diarrhoea is now the biggest killer of children in sub-Saharan Africa; 884 

million people still have inadequate access to water, and 2.6 billion lack 

basic sanitation. 

 Women and girls bear a far greater share of the burden of poor or 

scarce water and sanitation. Beyond the obvious direct link to health, 

access to clean drinking water can save hours of backbreaking toil for 

women, particularly in rural areas. These are hours that could be spent 

learning a skill, earning money, enjoying the company of friends or 

family, or simply sleeping at the end of an exhausting day. Similarly, a 

lack of sanitation facilities exposes women to risks of violence and sexual 

assault. More girls drop out of schools that don‟t have separate toilet 

facilities for boys and girls. Until they escape the drudgery of water 

collection and the indignity of poor sanitation, women cannot hope to live 

better lives than their mothers, or to save their own daughters from the 

same fate. 

 Inequality in access to water and sanitation is extreme. Most of the 

1.1 billion people lacking access to clean water use much less than the 
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minimum threshold of 20 litres a day, often as little as five litres, while in 

high-income areas of cities in Asia, Latin America, and Africa, people 

use several hundred litres a day. Paradoxically, piped water supplied to 

middle- or high-income households is often cheaper than water bought by 

the bucket from private tankers. People living in the slums of Jakarta, 

Manila, and Nairobi pay five to ten times more per unit than those in 

high-income areas in their own cities – and more than consumers pay in 

London or New York. Other inequalities compound the problem of 

unequal access: women tend to attach more importance to sanitation than 

do men, but female priorities carry less weight in household budgeting.  

The case for action on water and sanitation is undeniable. 

Economically, every $1 spent in the sector generates another $8 in costs 

averted and productivity gained. A major UN study put the economic 

losses in sub-Saharan Africa at about 5 per cent of GDP ($28bn a year) 

and concluded: „No act of terrorism generates economic devastation on 

the scale of the crisis in water and sanitation.‟46 In human terms, access 

to safe water and flush toilets significantly reduces child death rates. Yet 

as with other public services, action has been held back by bad advice, 

Northern arm-twisting and self-interest, and in some cases by public 

attitudes and beliefs. 
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CONTROL OVER FERTILITY 

One essential service is rarely considered vital by government 

planners or economists, and is therefore most often overlooked: 

reproductive and sexual health care. If women are to realize their full 

human rights, and nations are to ensure broader health and well-being, 

women must be able to decide what happens to their own bodies in terms 

of sexuality and childbearing. Failure to provide reproductive and sexual 

health care, and to uphold women‟s access to these services, accounts for 

nearly one-fifth of illness and premature death, and one-third of the 

illness and death of women of reproductive age. Control over fertility, 

along with economic opportunity, women‟s education, and changes in 

attitudes and beliefs, is central to ending discrimination against women. 

 By 2008 public and private spending in the developing world was 

meeting the needs of 603 million women for a modern contraceptive 

method. These family planning services and supplies prevent 188 million 

unintended pregnancies each year, avoiding 54 million unplanned births 

and 112 million abortions. This has measurable health benefits, including 

1.2 million fewer infant deaths and 230,000 fewer pregnancy-related 

deaths than without modern contraception, and has contributed to 

reducing the maternal mortality rate in developing countries by a third 

since 1990.  

Beyond their medical impact, family planning programmes also 

have farreaching social, economic, and psychological benefits for women. 

Being able to control fertility enables poor women to make life choices 

that are simply unavailable if they have to undergo frequent, unplanned 

pregnancies and then provide and care for children. If a woman can 

control the number of children she has, and the timing of their births, she 

can make choices to balance her role as a mother with other roles, 
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spending time in paid work or community life, rather than relying on men 

to earn money and represent her.  

Before modern contraceptive methods became available, women in 

many societies found ways to space births, such as taboos on sex while 

breastfeeding. However, even such „weapons of the weak‟ depend on 

women‟s relative power. Based on research in India and China, Amartya 

Sen established a link between women‟s power and control over fertility. 

In India, women‟s education and economic independence turn out to be 

the „best contraceptive‟, leading to smaller family sizes, while real 

income per capita shows almost no impact on family size. Comparing 

India‟s record with China‟s notorious „one child‟ policy, Sen finds that 

„coercion of the type used in China has not been used either in Tamil 

Nadu or Kerala and both have achieved much faster declines in fertility 

than China… The solution of the population problem calls for more 

freedom, not less.‟ 
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STATE VERSUS PRIVATE 

In guaranteeing access to decent health care, education, drinking 

water, and sanitation, there is no substitute for the state. This has been as 

true historically as it is today. In the late nineteenth century, London was 

awash with infectious diseases, including dysentery and typhoid. Child 

death rates were as high then as they are now in much of sub-Saharan 

Africa. Faced with the inefficiencies, costs, and corruption of private 

sector water provision, the British state stepped in to create public water 

and sanitation systems. In the nineteenth century in Germany the national 

health system unified multiple insurance schemes under one equitable 

system. Compulsory public education was extended across Europe, North 

America, and Japan in the early part of the twentieth century, and these 

welfare states expanded further after World War II.  

The state does not have to be the end provider of every school, 

clinic, or water pipe. In practice, these are often delivered by NGOs, 

religious groups, and private companies. Community-based workers, both 

paid and voluntary, in areas such as health and veterinary services have 

proved an effective way to rapidly improve coverage in Lesotho and 

South Africa. But the state must ensure that civil society providers are 

part of a single coherent system. Governments sometimes achieve this by 

funding the running costs and regularly monitoring them to maintain 

standards. Successful examples have combined regulation and 

incorporation of other providers with a significant scaling up of state 

provision. 

In Armenia, NGOs stepped into the breach when the state health 

system effectively collapsed after the fall of the communist government 

in 1991. Support to Communities (STC), a local NGO, set up a simple 

health financing scheme, asking people to contribute small amounts to 

fund local clinics, a nurse, and a functioning water system. The intention 
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was to create a model that the state could eventually take up and replicate. 

STC rapidly won the trust of communities and spread the scheme across 

dozens of villages in remote areas before moving on to lobby the 

Armenian government to expand it across the country. 

 In contrast, when China phased out free public health care in 

favour of profit-making hospitals and health insurance schemes, 

household health costs rose forty-fold and progress on tackling infant 

mortality slowed. Services that were once free are now paid for through 

health insurance, which covers only one in five people in rural China. 

The good news is that advances both in technology and in our 

understanding of how to provide services mean that success is now within 

reach of even the poorest countries. Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and Kerala and 

(more recently) Tamil Nadu states in India, for example, have within a 

generation made advances in health and education that took industrialised 

countries 200 years to achieve.  
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POLICIES THAT WORK 

 Sri Lanka is classed as a „lower-middle-income country‟, yet its 

maternal mortality rates are among the lowest in the world. When a Sri 

Lankan woman gives birth, there is a 96 per cent chance that she will be 

attended by a qualified midwife. If she or her family need medical 

treatment, it is available free of charge from a public clinic within 

walking distance of her home, staffed by a qualified nurse. Her children 

can go to primary school free, and education for girls is free up to 

university level.  

Compare that with oil-rich Kazakhstan, where investment in public 

services has lagged far behind increases in per capita income. Even 

though Sri Lanka has 60 per cent less income per capita, a child in 

Kazakhstan is nearly five times more likely to die in its first five years 

and is far less likely to go to school, drink clean water, or have the use of 

a latrine.  

Oxfam‟s experience around the world suggests that successful 

governments get results by ensuring that essential services work for 

women and girls, abolishing user fees for primary health care and 

education, and subsidising water and sanitation services. Other policies 

that have been shown to work include building long-term public capacity 

to deliver services, expanding services into rural areas, investing in 

teachers and nurses, and strengthening the social status and autonomy of 

women as users and providers of services. Any type of fee charged at a 

primary health care or education facility has such an injurious impact on 

poor people that such fees should be abolished. The World Bank, which 

advocated the imposition of user fees in the 1980s and early 1990s, has 

since revised its position, at least in terms of its public messaging. It no 

longer supports user fees in education, although its position on user fees 

in health is more ambiguous. A growing number of governments 
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receiving debt relief are using the proceeds to abolish fees, such as 

Zambia, which announced the end of user fees for its rural population in 

2006. 

 In water services, user fees can encourage sustainable use of a 

finite resource. It is crucial, however, that the structure and affordability 

of water tariffs are managed in order to achieve equitable access for poor 

people. In Porto Alegre, Brazil, water consumption is subsidised, with the 

first 10,000 litres discounted to the price of 4,000 litres. In Uganda, the 

water utility NWSC provides community water points that are managed 

by private individuals, where the price of water is publicised at the tap 

and is much lower than that of water provided by private vendors.  

Too often, economists focus on the efficiencies of production and 

allocation under existing structures and constraints, and ignore deeply 

embedded discrimination against poor people, and poor women in 

particular. Overcoming the exclusion of women first of all requires the 

acknowledgement of their rights. Measures such as promoting women as 

health and education workers, at the front-line of delivering services, will 

also encourage other women and girls to use those services. In Mali, 

animatrices, local women who work with parents to convince them of the 

importance of sending girls to school, have achieved some notable 

successes. In Palestine, where the vast majority of teachers are women, 

net primary enrolment rates are among the highest in the Middle East and 

97 per cent of girls go on to secondary school.  

Women‟s access to services can also be boosted by ensuring that 

social protection payments put cash in their hands (see Part 4). Mexico‟s 

PROGRESA programme reaches over 2.6 million rural households and 

links cash benefits and nutritional supplements to mandatory participation 

in health and education programmes. Several design features directly 

target women. Mothers are designated as beneficiaries and receive the 
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cash transfers. The entire family – primarily pregnant and lactating 

mothers and children under five years – is required to follow a schedule 

of clinic visits, and women attend monthly health education lectures. 

Children must achieve an 80 per cent rate of school attendance, and 

financial incentives are slightly higher for girls‟ attendance. PROGRESA 

has had a positive impact on child and adult health, has increased 

household food expenditure, and has increased women‟s control over 

their additional income.  

There are several reasons for optimism that the kinds of investment 

and changes in policy needed to provide all citizens with the building 

blocks for a decent life will be forthcoming. In virtually every country 

where Oxfam works, it has seen a seemingly irreversible spread of 

literacy, activism, and elected government, and with them a growing 

voice from citizens pressing for improved essential services. Urbanisation 

may generate environmental and social problems such as overcrowding, 

but it makes providing toilets and taps, clinics and classrooms much 

easier. Surveys show that elites in developing countries grasp the role of 

decent education systems in creating the basis for national development, 

although, interestingly, they do not appear to draw the same conclusions 

with regard to health. 
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I SURF, THEREFORE I AM 

Knowledge is power.  

(Francis Bacon) 

For two decades the people of Sunder Nagri, a slum on the 

northeastern edge of the Indian capital, Delhi, had to make do without 

sewers, as local officials kept promising to clean things up. In 2005, 

making use of the country‟s new Right to Information law, local 

businessman Noshe Ali was able to discover what everyone in Sunder 

Nagri had already guessed – that there were no plans to dig any sewers. 

Armed with that knowledge, Ali convinced the city‟s chief minister to 

authorise a budget. Work started within a year.  

Not long after, a local woman followed Ali‟s example. Asked to 

hand over 800 rupees ($20) for birth certificates for her two daughters, 

she refused, and instead used the Right to Information law to find out 

what was delaying her application, and which official was responsible. 

Rather than face public shaming, the local government quickly gave her 

the birth certificates.  

ACCESS TO KNOWLEDGE AND INFORMATION 

Access to information is no abstract debate; it is an essential tool of 

citizenship. Knowledge expands horizons, allows people to make 

informed choices, and strengthens their ability to demand their rights. 

Ensuring access to knowledge and information is integral to enabling 

poor people to tackle the deep inequalities of power and voice that 

entrench inequality across the world. At a national level, the ability to 

absorb, adapt, and generate knowledge and turn it into technology 

increasingly determines an economy‟s prospects. 

 Poor people‟s access to information has increased greatly in recent 

decades, driven by rising literacy levels and the spread of radio, TV, 
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mobile telephony, and the internet. By 2011, there were three times as 

many mobile phone subscribers in developing countries as in 

industrialised countries, and subscriber growth rates in Africa were 

running at 20 per cent per year. Mobile phones have transformed poor 

people‟s access to finance, market information, and each other. 

 To some extent, legislation has also progressed: just over a decade 

ago, freedom of information was guaranteed in only a handful of 

countries. Now more than 50 countries have freedom of information laws, 

and 15–20 more are considering them. In the words of internet pioneer 

Stewart Brand, it appears that „information wants to be free‟. 

Mobile phones, email, and the internet have also transformed the 

way that civil society organisations and NGOs operate, especially at an 

international level. Global networks can spring up almost overnight, 

sharing information on particular issues, while blogs and websites can 

reach new audiences without passing through the filter of traditional 

media. This massive increase in connectivity has drastically reduced the 

costs of networking and coalition building (albeit at the cost of over-

stuffed inboxes).  

Free and responsive media can raise public awareness on issues of 

rights, but can also provoke reprisals. Pakistan, Iraq, Libya, and Mexico 

are currently (in 2011) the most deadly countries for journalists. In many 

African countries the media have effectively tackled stigma and 

discrimination on HIV and AIDS, through popular drama series such as 

South Africa‟s Soul City, and promoted debate on social issues, such as 

rape and domestic violence. In Armenia, My Rights, a TV series that uses 

mock trials to depict real-life disputes in the courts, became a surprise 

number-one show, increasing public awareness and scrutiny of the legal 

system. When the electricity went off in one village a few minutes before 

My Rights was due on air, townspeople marched on the mayor‟s office 
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and accused local officials of trying to keep them (literally and 

figuratively) in the dark. 

 Despite the hype surrounding the internet, as of early 2011 Africa 

still had only 11 internet users per 100 people.66 Beyond personal face-

to-face and telephonic communication, poor people remain largely reliant 

on government- or corporate-dominated broadcast media for access to 

information. Only 15 per cent of the global population – one in six people 

– live in countries where coverage of political news is robust, the safety 

of journalists is guaranteed, state intrusion in media affairs is minimal, 

and the press is not subject to onerous legal or economic pressures.   

Governments use bribery to control the media. One revealing study 

found that Peru‟s notorious Fujimori government in the 1990s paid 

television channel owners bribes about 100 times larger than those it paid 

to judges and politicians. The strongest potential check on the 

government‟s power, warranting the largest bribes, was the news media. 

 In radio, often the main source of information for poor people, the 

low cost of entry for new stations has diluted state or corporate control. 

Community broadcasters are now well established across most of Latin 

America, reaching otherwise excluded groups, and are spreading rapidly 

across Africa. Radio provides one of the few sources of information in 

unofficial languages – a major issue when it comes to empowering poor 

communities, given that most people living on $1.25 a day do not speak 

their country‟s official language. 

Quechua, a language spoken by some 10 million people in Bolivia, 

Ecuador, and Peru, is rarely heard on television and is completely absent 

from the internet. By contrast, 180 radio stations offer programmes in 

Quechua. 

 The forces driving greater access to information are strong, thanks 

to a combination of demand (improved literacy, more assertive citizens, 
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the spread of elected government) and supply (technologies that make 

knowledge more widely and cheaply available). Despite the concentration 

of media ownership in the hands of a few global titans, the coming years 

should see poor people gain greater access to knowledge and information, 

through an increasingly diverse set of traditional and new channels. 

 Access to information can help poor people influence decisions 

that affect their lives. In the Pacific, the Solomon Islands Natural 

Resources and Rights Coalition helps local communities gain access to 

logging agreements and other government documents so that they can 

fight for their rights over forests. Public access to information can also 

prompt the state to become more effective, as evidenced in the Indian 

example cited above. 

THE PROMISE OF TECHNOLOGY 

When oral rehydration therapy (ORT) was developed at 

Bangladesh‟s International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease Research in the 

late 1960s, the Lancet, a leading medical journal, hailed it as possibly the 

most important medical discovery of the twentieth century. Until then the 

only effective remedy for dehydration caused by diarrhoea was providing 

sterilised liquid through an intravenous drip, which cost about $50 per 

child, far beyond the budgets and facilities of most developing country 

health centres. By comparison, ORT sachets sell at less than 10 cents 

apiece. Scientists found that ORT led to a 25-fold increase in a child‟s 

ability to absorb the solution, compared with water alone, saving 

hundreds of thousands of lives. 

Technology is knowledge embodied in machines or processes, and 

holds out the allure of a fast and apparently painless track to 

development. The capacity of countries to create knowledge and turn it 

into technology increasingly determines their economic prospects. 

However, despite the gee-whizz enthusiasm of optimists, technology is 
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dogged by issues of power and politics that severely hamper its ability to 

help poor people build their capabilities. Nor is technology always 

benign. After working on the Manhattan Project to develop nuclear 

weapons during World War II, Albert Einstein observed, „Technological 

progress is like an axe in the hands of a pathological criminal.‟ 

 Technological progress often exacerbates inequality. At least 

initially, those with power and a voice are often better placed to acquire 

and adapt new technologies, which helps skew global research and 

development (R&D) priorities towards the needs of the wealthy, both in 

terms of issues and funding. Only 1 per cent of the new medicines 

brought to market between 1975 and 1996 were for the treatment of 

tropical diseases. Ten years later, and despite some philanthropic efforts, 

that disparity remains: only 10 per cent of the overall world health 

research budget of $50bn–60bn was spent on the diseases that affect 90 

per cent of the world‟s population. 

The failure to develop an effective microbicide against HIV is one 

example of the distortion in global research priorities. In part because 

pharmaceutical companies cater to rich country markets, where for many 

years the pandemic affected primarily male homosexuals, their research 

efforts have centred on male-controlled prevention methods. In sub-

Saharan Africa, where the target population is primarily heterosexual and 

women‟s bargaining power over sex is limited, a prevention method that 

could be controlled by women and would not block procreation is an 

urgent need. Recent initiatives have sought to fill the gap, but a 

breakthrough is still years away. Likewise, an affordable female condom 

that could protect millions of women from HIV infection has still not 

been developed. 

 The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, among others, hopes to 

help correct this bias by offering grants to fund R&D for neglected 
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diseases. The UK, Canada, and other governments are offering what they 

call „advance market commitments‟: a guarantee to buy bulk supplies of 

new vaccines in order to encourage research. The basic idea is not new. In 

1714 the British government offered £20,000 – a fortune at the time – to 

whoever could invent a way of measuring longitude at sea. The offer 

worked: by 1735 the clockmaker and inventor John Harrison had 

produced an accurate maritime chronometer. 

Research is increasingly dominated by the private sector. In 

agriculture, five large multinational companies – Bayer, Dow Agro, 

DuPont, Monsanto, and Syngenta – spend $7.3bn per year on agricultural 

research. This is more than 18 times the budget of the publicly funded 

Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research. Left to its 

own devices, private sector research will respond to future opportunities 

for profit, not public need (although the two may coincide), so tropical 

diseases or improved varieties of the staple foods of poor communities, 

such as cassava and sorghum, are likely to be overlooked in favour of 

high-value, high-profit products. 

 R&D may benefit people living in poverty, even when it is 

dominated by the wealthy and run by the private sector. But it is less 

likely to improve their prospects than R&D geared more closely to their 

needs, and may run greater risks. Biotechnology, for example, may well 

produce drought-resistant strains of seeds that become an essential tool 

for adapting to climate change. However, it could also erode the genetic 

diversity on which developing country farmers rely, and place excessive 

power in the hands of transnational corporations through their control of 

seed strains.  

Unless regulated by governments, private sector-driven R&D is 

likely to widen the technological divide between „haves‟ and „have-nots‟. 

An effective state, motivated and supported by other actors, could 
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reorient the focus of technological development towards the needs of 

poor people by regulating research and funding of higher education and 

R&D. Active citizens, in both the North and South, could contribute to 

this outcome by pressuring private companies and states to include poor 

people in the benefits of new technology. 

Above all, the emphasis must be on the development of 

„appropriate technologies‟, which address the needs of the poorest and 

most excluded people, and respect the sustainability of the ecosystem 

upon which they depend. India‟s M.S. Swaminathan, winner of the 1987 

World Food Prize, applied Mahatma Gandhi‟s words to this point: „Recall 

the face of the poorest and the weakest person you have seen, and ask 

yourself, if the steps you contemplate are going to be of any use to him.‟ 

 Besides reorienting the focus of global R&D, developing countries 

face the challenge of developing their own capacities to create 

knowledge, which are stymied today by the flight of qualified 

professionals, lured away by better pay and working conditions in 

wealthy countries. Unless this global problem is addressed, the higher 

education systems of developing countries will continue running up a 

down escalator in order to build their science base. The issue of migration 

is taken up in detail in Part 5. 

More worrying even than the brain drain is an emerging pattern of 

global governance of knowledge that is biased against poor people and 

poor countries. Enshrined in „intellectual property rights‟ (IPR) 

legislation at both national and global levels, increasingly aggressive IP 

rules drastically reduce the flow of technology to poor countries, while 

requiring them to waste scarce funds and personnel on administering a 

regime that only benefits foreign companies. By inflating the price of all 

technology-rich products, the IP regime constitutes a harmful tax on 

economic development. Like migration, this problem is addressed in   

Part 5 
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WE ORGANISE, THEREFORE WE ARE 

Never doubt that a group of concerned citizens can change the 

world – indeed, it is the only thing that ever has. 

 (Margaret Mead, anthropologist) 

The first sign of the squatters is a huge red flag flapping above a 

depression in the hills a few hundred yards away. Across two barbed wire 

fences and an arid, sandy hillside lies the cluster of huts thrown up a 

number of weeks ago by forty landless families. They have called the 

encampment „Hope‟ (Esperança). Already the inhabitants are making the 

first improvements: tiles are starting to replace plastic sheets on the roofs 

of the huts, whose walls are made from branches tied together with twine. 

To provide safety in numbers, 500 people originally occupied the site. 

When ten armed policemen promptly arrived to evict them, the children 

stood in front with stones; behind them came the women and adolescents, 

followed by the men armed with their primitive farming tools. The 

policemen backed off without a fight, allowing the squatters to get on 

with planting their first crops of yams and fennel. 

 The red flag belongs to Brazil‟s Landless Workers Movement, the 

MST. The MST leads landless peasants in well-organised invasions of 

wasteland or uncultivated farmland. Standing amidst newly ploughed 

furrows thirsty for rain, one of the squatters explains: „People came here 

for land. We weren‟t interested in riches – land created people and people 

must live from it. The owner says the land is his, but if he doesn‟t even 

farm it, how can that be?‟  

The MST is a social movement that is one of thousands of „civil 

society organisations‟ (CSOs) across the developing world, whose 

political activity takes place outside the channels of formal politics. CSOs 

include highly institutionalised groups, such as religious organisations, 

trade unions, or business associations; local organisations such as 
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community associations, farmers‟ organisations, or cultural groups; and 

looser networks such as social movements and networks. They form a 

vital part of the interaction between active citizens and effective states, 

which can redistribute power, voice, and opportunity. They also 

exemplify a tradition of creating moral, political, and economic 

foundations for communities. A history of social change would show that 

much of what we think of now as the role of the state was first incubated 

in such experiments in Utopia, away from bureaucracies and politicians. 

 In seeking change, citizens have always come together, either to 

achieve strength in numbers or to reduce the likelihood of repression. 

CSOs include groups focused purely on self-help at a local level, charities 

simply trying to help excluded groups in society, and others with a more 

transformatory agenda working for social and political change, for 

example, by taking direct action, as in the case of the MST, or 

representing their members‟ interests, as in the case of trade unions. 

Others (like Oxfam) lobby and campaign, conduct research, or act as 

watchdogs on those in power. Today, vibrant social movements are seen 

by many as a vital part of any real democracy and „an arena where the 

possibilities and hope for change reside‟. According to the UN, it is 

estimated that one person in five participates in some form of CSO. 

 The rise of civil society has been driven by both long-term and 

short-term factors. In the long term, the spread of literacy, democracy, 

and notions of rights has prompted a rise in active citizenship. CSOs, 

which function beyond the individual or household level but below the 

state, can play a role in complementing more traditional links of clan, 

caste, or religion that have been eroded by the onset of modernity. In the 

long run, coming together in CSOs helps citizens rebuild the stock of 

trust and co-operation on which all societies depend.80 It should be 

remembered, however, that some citizens‟ groups seek to reinforce 
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discrimination, fear, and mistrust; called „uncivil society‟ by some, their 

activities can sometimes spill over into violence, as in the case of 

religious or racist pogroms or paramilitary organisations. 
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CIVIL SOCIETY AND CHANGE 

Many CSOs see themselves as „change agents‟. Often their work is 

painstaking and almost invisible, supporting poor people as they organise 

to demand their rights, pushing the authorities for grassroots 

improvements such as street lighting, paved roads, schools, or clinics, or 

providing such services themselves, along with public education 

programmes on everything from hand washing to labour rights. However, 

in recent years, civil society‟s most prominent role, at least as reflected in 

the global media, has been in helping to install elected governments in 

place of authoritarian regimes. Since the 1980s, successive waves of civil 

society protest have contributed to the overthrow of military governments 

across Latin America, the downfall of communist and authoritarian 

regimes in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, the removal of dictators in 

the Philippines and Indonesia, and the end of apartheid in South Africa.  

According to Freedom House, a US government-funded 

foundation, civic resistance has been a key factor driving 50 out of 67 

transitions from repressive or dictatorial to relatively „free‟ regimes in the 

33 years to 2005; the majority of these countries managed to effect a 

lasting transition from dictatorial regimes to elected governments. Tactics 

have included boycotts, mass protests, blockades, strikes, and civil 

disobedience. While many other pressures contribute to political 

transitions (involvement of the opposition or the military, foreign 

intervention, and so on) the presence of strong and cohesive non-violent 

civic coalitions has proven vital.  

One example is the Georgian Young Lawyers‟ Association 

(GYLA), a network of some 1,000 lawyers, established in 1992. The 

GYLA provides free legal advice to poor people, but also targets 

government malpractice. As a founding member of the movement known 

as „Kamra‟ („Enough‟), it played a crucial role in triggering the protests 
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that toppled the corrupt regime of President Eduard Shevardnadze in 

2003 by winning a court case against the government over election 

irregularities, based on evidence provided by its own 200 election 

monitors. 

 Compared with the steady hum of the state‟s machinery, civil 

society activity waxes and wanes, coming into its own in moments of 

protest and crisis, and often falling away after a victory – such as winning 

a change in the law, or the election of a more progressive government that 

promptly recruits key civil society leaders. In such circumstances, many 

CSOs find it difficult to move from a strategy of opposition to one of 

engagement. Other CSOs, notably those sponsored by religious 

institutions, are much more stable, outlasting all but a handful of 

governments, but even they experience cycles of activism and silence. 

 Less dramatic than mass protest, but equally important, civil 

society can demonstrate broad public support for policy changes, thus 

making it easier for political leaders to act and resist pressure from those 

who would rather maintain the status quo. In the late 1990s, for example, 

the Maria Elena Cuadra Women‟s Movement in Nicaragua collected 

50,000 signatures calling for better working conditions in the country‟s 

export processing zones, prompting the Minister of Labour to enforce the 

law and convincing factory owners to adopt a voluntary code of conduct. 

 Civil society also plays an important, if less visible, role in more 

closed political systems, such as one-party states. A study in Viet Nam 

revealed a virtuous circle of state and NGO investment in training and 

education, improved communications (for example, an upgraded road, 

funded by the World Bank, which allowed easier contact between villages 

and the district authorities) and pressure from the central government for 

local authorities to encourage popular participation in poverty reduction 

efforts. As a result, both villagers and local authorities gained confidence 
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and began to exchange opinions and ideas more openly. Women in 

particular became much more vocal after receiving training in agricultural 

methods and making more regular trips away from the village. 

 Much of the long-term impact of CSOs is based on the slow 

building of people‟s skills and capabilities, fostering changes in attitudes 

and beliefs. In Serbia, for example, a network of groups is seeking to 

strengthen the negotiating and lobbying skills of the Roma population, 

the poorest community in Europe, in part by ensuring that more women 

and young people join and assume leadership positions.  

The bedrock of civil society is formed of local groups concerned 

primarily with the welfare of their fellow citizens, like the General 

Assistance and Volunteer Organization (GAVO). This organisation was 

founded in 1992 by a dozen young men from different sub-clans in 

Berbera, their hometown in the arid region of the Horn of Africa known 

as Somaliland. Their childhoods had been shattered by civil war, and they 

hoped that through volunteer action they might begin to address some of 

the town‟s pressing social problems. 

 Acting on the advice of their Koranic teacher to help the most 

destitute of their fellow citizens, they started with patients at the local 

psychiatric hospital suffering from war trauma: trimming their hair and 

nails, taking them out to a cool plateau on Fridays, washing their clothes. 

Shunned by many who associated mental illness with sorcery, the hospital 

received no government or private funding. GAVO‟s volunteers used 

popular theatre to educate the community, and reached beyond the 

boundaries of family and clan to raise money, breaking social taboos in 

the process. 

 Within four years, GAVO had managed to set up an out-patient 

clinic, help demystify mental illness, and garner steady donations from 

local merchants and municipal authorities. Then, aware of their own 
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limited scope, they began to lobby for changes in government policy 

regarding children‟s rights. 

 Paradoxically, organisations like GAVO are often viewed by 

funders as being of little significance to development. They are local, 

usually „traditional‟ rather than „progressive‟, and distant from grand 

challenges on the national level. Yet such groups provide opportunities 

for communities and ordinary citizens to discuss and act on some of the 

difficulties they face. Though smallscale, they can be instrumental in the 

development of a democratic culture and of skills needed for addressing 

national challenges. GAVO travelled on just such a trajectory – from 

charity to service provision to public outreach to outright advocacy.  

Civil society is often at its most active in the burgeoning shanty 

towns and suburbs of cities. With better access to schooling, and with 

exchanges of opinions and information on every street corner, urbanites 

are more likely to get involved in CSOs. Cities are vividly political 

places, dense with social movements demanding housing, schools, 

clinics, or decent water and sanitation. Protest and conflict abound, 

between workers and employers or service providers and users.  

ALLIANCES AND PARTICIPATION 

In practice, civil society is a complex political and social 

ecosystem, including grassroots social movements, established 

organisations such as churches and trade unions, and NGOs made up of 

more middle-class activists. Alliances between such dissimilar 

organisations are both fruitful and fraught, with turf fights and frequent 

accusations of co-option or of NGOs „speaking on behalf of‟ (and 

claiming funds for) groups they do not represent. 

 One regular source of tension is over whether to pursue the tactics 

of „outsider‟ confrontation, for example mass street protests, or less 

visible „insider‟ engagement, such as lobbying. An outsider strategy 
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based on mass mobilisation often needs stark, unchanging messages, but 

these can alienate officials and political leaders, and limit the insiders‟ 

access to decision-makers. Conversely, an insider strategy muddies the 

waters with compromises, undermining mobilisation and raising fears of 

betrayal and co-option. Yet both are necessary and a joint „insider–

outsider‟ strategy can be highly effective. Conflict and co-operation are 

often both required to change policies, mindsets or intransigent leaders. 

 CSOs are not immune from the wider inequalities in society. Men 

often dominate, as do powerful groups based on ethnicity or caste. CSOs 

of hitherto marginalised groups have often emerged as splinters from 

CSOs serving the general population, when women, or indigenous or 

HIV-positive people, found that their specific concerns continually 

evaporated from the agendas of mixed organisations.  

Active participation has intrinsic merits, creating strong bonds of 

belonging and common purpose. As one woman told researchers in 

Pakistan, „Before the organisation was formed, we knew nothing and 

were completely ignorant. The organisation has instilled a new soul in 

us.‟84 Participation can build a sense of self-confidence and involvement, 

enabling excluded groups and individuals to challenge their confinement 

to the margins of society. 

 However, participation is not without costs. CSO activism can 

involve exhausting rounds of meetings, voluntary toil, and confrontations 

with impervious or insulting authorities. People keep going out of 

commitment and belief, be it political, religious, or simply a sense of 

duty. In Latin America, women activists talk of the exhaustion of their 

„triple day‟ of paid work, running a home, and then spending any 

remaining time engaged in community work.  

Moreover, participation in civil society organisation brings risks of 

repression or worse. Across the developing world, activists who challenge 
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existing power structures face attacks by police, hired thugs, and 

paramilitaries – or from irate husbands and fathers. In many countries, 

women activists can face a violent backlash at home, as their activism 

leads them to challenge traditional inequalities, or simply means they 

cannot have dinner on the table at the expected hour. 

 Beyond the personal benefits (and costs) of participation, a strong 

civil society obliges political parties to compete for the public‟s support, 

and to offer social progress, rather than co-option. In Ghana, political 

leadership, independent media, and a strong network of civil society 

organisations have helped build up a politics of interest groups, including 

urban youth, cocoa farmers, native authority elites, professional and 

business elites, and unionised workers. The shift to a more stable state 

was demonstrated when the incumbent party lost the 2000 presidential 

election and an orderly transition ensued. The ruling party retained power 

in 2004, but elections were seriously contested. Steady improvements in 

literacy, access to information, and levels of social organisation may help 

other countries to follow suit.  

Civil society can play a crucial role in „keeping the demos in 

democracy‟. Even the cleanest and most transparent electoral systems can 

be undermined by undemocratic institutions – corporate lobbyists, 

clientilist political networks, and the like. For these practices, sunlight is 

the best antiseptic, in the form of civil society scrutiny and activism. In 

recent years, civil society organisations have tried to ensure that 

government spending tackles inequality and poverty. Such „budget 

monitoring‟ work involves painstaking analysis of both what is promised 

and what is delivered, and advocacy to influence the way that budgets are 

allocated. In Israel, the Adva Centre, an NGO founded by activists from 

different social movements working on equal rights for Mizrahi Jews, 
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women, and Arab citizens, uses a combination of analysis, parliamentary 

lobbying, popular education, and media campaigns.  

In Guatemala, the Social Spending Observatory was established in 

2004 to challenge the secrecy surrounding the budget process, publishing 

quarterly analyses of government spending. The Observatory‟s work has 

highlighted the lack of spending among the country‟s impoverished 

indigenous majority. In South Africa and elsewhere, „gender budget 

monitoring‟ projects specifically highlight the impact of budget decisions 

on women, while monitoring programmes such as those in Uganda have 

identified and publicised episodes of corruption. 

 The rapid spread of cheap communications technology has 

enabled CSOs to „go global‟. A good example is Via Campesina, which 

links together peasant and landless movements around the world. Another 

is Social Watch, an international NGO watchdog, made up of national 

citizens‟ groups from 50 countries. Based in Uruguay, Social Watch 

monitors progress on governments‟ international commitments on 

poverty eradication and equality. Other groups link up through the World 

Social Forum, a regular event, which at its eleventh such meeting in Porto 

Alegre in 2012 brought together 40,000 civil society activists from 

around the world.  

In recent years, North–South alliances of CSOs have successfully 

pushed issues to the top of the political agenda at meetings of the G8, the 

World Bank, and the WTO. Landmark initiatives, such as the 

International Criminal Court and International Landmines Treaty, were 

spearheaded by joint efforts of concerned citizens and NGOs, while 

sustained campaigns have sought to improve the respect of transnational 

corporations for labour rights and reduce the damage they cause to local 

communities and environments. Over the next few years, international 

campaigning of this nature will be crucial in pressuring governments to 



 
126 

make and keep the commitments needed to reduce carbon emissions, as 

well as cover the rising costs of adaptation to climate change in poor 

countries. As Amnesty International‟s „prisoners of conscience‟ work has 

also shown, Northern campaigners can be invaluable allies for activists in 

the South who face repression and torture at the hands of the authorities.  

The great attention attracted by CSOs is viewed by some with 

concern, as a „reification‟ that downplays the historically much more 

significant contribution of trade unions and political parties. Western 

governments and private philanthropists have poured money into CSOs, 

especially the kinds of organisations they recognise: urban, middle class-

led, and modern, such as credit associations, women‟s groups, law 

societies, business associations, or local development NGOs. They have 

sometimes given succour to CSOs that are little more than vehicles for 

relatively educated people to access funds when other jobs are scarce. In 

the process, they have ignored kin, ethnic, religious, or age-based groups, 

even though these often have deeper roots among much larger numbers of 

people, especially in the poorest communities.  

Being ignored by funders may be no bad thing. Some donor 

governments deliberately use funding to defuse radical social movements 

that threaten vested interests. Other donors undermine the potential of 

CSOs by making them administrators, rather than irritants. According to 

two authorities on the subject, „Donor civil society strengthening 

programmes, with their blueprints, technical solutions, and indicators of 

achievement, run the risk of inhibiting and ultimately destroying that 

most important of purposes of civil society, namely the freedom to 

imagine that the world could be different.‟  

Active participation contrasts sharply with the idea that people 

should express themselves simply through what they consume („I shop, 

therefore I am‟) or how they vote, and with a more technocratic vision of 
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citizens as passive consumers of state services delivered by wise and 

well-trained administrators. 

 At its best, an active and progressive civil society can be 

profoundly transformatory, enhancing the lives of both participants and 

society as a whole, empowering poor people to demand change and to 

hold their rulers accountable. Over time, active citizenship can make 

states more effective. When states are absent, civil society organisations 

can step into the breach to keep at least some level of services operating. 

But CSOs are not a magic path to development, nor are they a substitute 

for responsive, effective states capable of delivering tangible and 

sustained improvements in people‟s lives. In practice, development 

requires both. 
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CASE STUDY 

HOW CHANGE HAPPENS: WINNING WOMEN’S 

RIGHTS IN MOROCCO 

In 2004 women‟s organisations in Morocco won a remarkable 

victory when parliament unanimously approved a new Islamic Family 

Code that radically strengthened the rights of women. The reforms 

included the right to decide legal matters without the guardianship of a 

male, equal responsibility over the household and children, and the need 

for consent from both husband and wife to dissolve a marriage. 

 Activists had sought reforms since the early 1960s, but in 1992 the 

Union de l‟Action Feminine (UAF) launched a grassroots campaign to 

change the set of family laws known as the Moudawana. They collected 

more than a million signatures on a petition and won the first legislative 

amendments the following year. Though major issues such as polygamy 

and divorce were left virtually untouched, a father could now no longer 

compel his daughter to marry. Activists saw these early reforms as a 

critical success, ensuring that the Moudawana could no longer be 

portrayed as sacred and unalterable. 

Women‟s rights groups continued to mobilise, opting to work 

within the framework of Islam, arguing that the conservative 

interpretation enshrined in family law ran counter to the true spirit of the 

Koran. Activist Rabéa Naciri recalls: „We chose not to separate the 

universal human rights framework from the religious framework. We 

maintained that Islam is not opposed to women‟s equality and dignity and 

should not be presented as such… Islamic law is a human and historical 

production, and consequently is able to evolve, to fulfil the current needs 

of Muslim men and women.‟  



 
129 

A key moment in the campaign was the victory of the socialist 

opposition in the 1997 election. The political opportunity for women‟s 

voices to be heard further increased when the liberal King Mohamed VI 

assumed the throne in 1999. In an address to parliament, the King 

publicly supported women‟s quest for equality. Seizing the moment, 

women‟s rights activists came together to create a Plan of Action for the 

Integration of Women in Development (PANIFD in the French acronym), 

which included the key tenets of the UN‟s Beijing Platform and won the 

endorsement of Prime Minister Abderrhamane el-Youssoufi.  

Conservatives and political Islamists quickly formed an opposition 

grouping, the National Group for the Protection of the Moroccan Family 

(Organisme national pour la protection de la famille Marocaine), and 

launched their own campaign through mosques and in the popular media. 

Religious conservatives argued that any revision of the law would go 

against Islam, while political Islamists blamed attempts at reform on 

Western influence. Soon thereafter, the government withdrew its support 

for PANIFD. 

 Women‟s groups, however, redoubled their efforts, culminating in 

a demonstration in 2000 that brought tens of thousands of women and 

men onto the streets of Rabat. A counter-march held in Casablanca at the 

same time brought out similar numbers of opponents. 

 Following the demonstrations, King Mohamed VI asked forty 

important female leaders from women‟s organisations and political and 

social movements to meet and make recommendations. He then created a 

Royal Commission responsible for the reform of the Moudawana, 

composed of religious scientists, lawyers, sociologists, and doctors. 

Significantly, three members of the Commission were women from 

highly respected professions. The King‟s guidelines were that their 

proposals should be coherent with the founding principles and spirit of 
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Islam, follow any Islamic legal tradition as long as it was in favour of the 

family and of harmony, and fulfil Morocco‟s international human rights 

obligations.  

After two years of delays, the Commission held nine months of 

open hearings in 2004, meeting to analyse the old Moudawana and 

discuss proposals put forth by different constituencies and, finally, to 

prepare recommendations to the King. All the while, the PANIFD 

campaign continued lobbying the Commission and reaching out to the 

public. Activists made use of real cases of women who had experienced 

domestic violence, repudiation, or early marriage under the old laws, 

asking men if they wanted their daughters protected from such injustices.  

On 3 February 2004, the legislation to reform the Moudawana, the 

new Family Code, was passed unanimously by parliament. Women 

gained important legal autonomy and were afforded more equality in the 

areas of divorce, legal custody, marriage, and family relations. The 

reinterpretation of the Moudawana challenged dominant modes of 

thinking about women‟s rights and their relations within the family.  

In the campaign for Moudawana reform, activists employed an 

astute „insider–outsider‟ strategy, combining mass demonstrations and 

public awareness campaigns with lobbying of the Commission. The 

campaign not only contributed to a better quality of life at home for 

Moroccan women, but also paved the way for further progressive 

reforms.  

Source: Alexandra Pittman and Rabéa Naciri (2007) „Cultural 

Adaptations: The Moroccan Women‟s Campaign To Change the 

Moudawana‟, Institute For Development Studies, available at: 

www.ids.ac.uk/ids/Part/proj/pnp.html 

 

http://www.ids.ac.uk/ids/Part/proj/pnp.html
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 One of the most agonising aspects of living in poverty is not 

having secure rights to your own house or land, something often taken for 

granted in the North. In India, Ghana, Cambodia, and Bolivia, more than 

50 per cent of all urban residents live in informal settlements, and the 

United Nations expects the number of people living in urban areas 

without secure property rights to reach 1.5 billion by 2020. In 2007 and 

2008, 4.3 million people were affected by threatened or implemented 

forced evictions. 

 Eviction comes at the hands of powerful landlords or the 

authorities and is often brutal. In Zimbabwe in 2005, Operation 

Murambatsvina, literally meaning „drive out the rubbish‟, forced an 

estimated 700,000 urban residents from their homes in the capital city of 

Harare, affecting up to 2.4 million people overall. Bulldozers and 

demolition squads run by youth militia demolished self-help housing, 

while street vendors and others operating in the informal economy were 

arrested and their businesses destroyed. 

PROPERTY RIGHTS AND DEVELOPMENT 

The notion of a „right‟ to property is controversial. Property rights 

are not included in human rights treaties, but the right is acknowledged in 

Article 17 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: „Everyone has 

the right to own property alone as well as in association with others. No 

one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his property.‟ 

 Property rights are perhaps best seen as a means to an end – a way 

to reduce the vulnerability of the poor. Rich people have other ways to 

defend their property, as the razor wire and „armed response‟ warning 

signs outside the more opulent residences in South Africa suggest, but 

poor people need legal protection from depredation. The absence of 

property rights can stymie efforts to tackle inequality and exclusion. 



 
132 

 Many economists argue that secure property rights hold the key to 

broader development, encouraging investment in land or construction. 

The link between property rights and growth, however, is weak, and 

history is full of counter-examples: most recently China has successfully 

experimented with a complex mixture of private, public, and hybrid 

ownership patterns, often with relatively unclear property rights.  

Furthermore, the dispossession of some landholders (violating 

certain existing property rights) has in many cases been beneficial for 

economic development. For example, in rapid and far-reaching land 

reforms in South Korea and Taiwan beginning in 1949, all agricultural 

land above a very low ceiling was compulsorily acquired by the state at 

below-market prices and sold to tenants at an artificially low price. By 

any account, such enforced transfers were not consistent with well-

defined property rights, but they set the stage for a broad expansion of the 

economy. 

 Most recently, Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto has become 

something of a cause célèbre for his beguiling argument that property 

rights offer an escape route from poverty, enabling poor people to 

„breathe life into dead assets‟ by using their houses or land as collateral to 

obtain credit and kickstart a business. He even puts some rather dubious 

numbers on such assets, extrapolating from studies in five large cities to 

arrive at an eye-popping global estimate of $9.3 trillion in „dead capital‟ 

owned by the poor – a figure on a par with the combined value of the 

world‟s 20 largest stock markets. 

De Soto‟s thinking has been taken up with enthusiasm by 

politicians across the spectrum. A 2005 housing policy document from 

the South African government, Breaking New Ground, complains that the 

1.6 million new houses funded by the state since 1994 have not become 

„valuable assets‟ for poorer people, and emphasises the need for improved 
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access to title deeds so that poor people can participate in residential 

property markets.95 What many of de Soto‟s followers fail to appreciate 

is his insistence that effective property rights systems grow out of 

customary law or other initially non-statutory systems, such as those 

developed by squatters and settlers. His more zealous acolytes too often 

ignore the subtle and complex forms of land use and implied property 

rights already in operation among poor people and impose legalistic „off-

the-shelf‟ regimes. 

In Papua New Guinea (PNG) over 97 per cent of land is under such 

traditional „customary‟ title, and there is a significant push, including 

from the Australian government and the World Bank, to reform land 

ownership systems on the premise that customary title is an impediment 

to development. However, research from the Australian National 

University shows that in recent decades agricultural production in PNG – 

both domestically marketed food and export crops – has expanded 

steadily under customary tenures, while mostly declining under registered 

titles. Individual land titles have not helped producers with the problems 

and shocks they faced (including declining world prices, inability to 

switch from one commodity to another as the market changed, poor 

transport infrastructure, and security issues), whereas smallholders under 

customary tenure systems have been able to adapt more readily to 

changing circumstances and constraints.  

Customary laws did not develop in a political or social vacuum, 

however. They often reflect the interests of the more powerful groups in 

society, and are determined by many of the same structures that generate 

poverty and exclusion, usually at the cost of women, marginalised ethnic 

groups, and the poorest communities and castes. 

 Moreover, the claim that distributing formal land titles will open 

the floodgates to credit has proved false. Commercial banks do not like 
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lending to poor people, and poor people are often reluctant to risk putting 

up their precious new titles as collateral. Recent comparative studies in 

slum areas in Buenos Aires and de Soto‟s home city of Lima compared 

families with and without titles to their homes and found that land-

owning families had no better access to credit. A study of a community in 

Western Kenya seven years after land titles had been handed out there 

found that only 3 per cent of the 896 titles had been used to secure loans. 

 Distributing land titles that can be bought and sold can deter those 

who would steal land at gunpoint and can provide poor people with 

options, but it can also lead to rising inequality, as large landlords or 

farmers buy out their poorer neighbours. The replacement of communally 

owned lands by individual farm plots in Mexico in the 1990s led to a 

rapid process of land concentration. Similarly, dismantling regimes based 

on common property often serves as a legal vehicle for removing people 

in order to gain access to logging, mining, or other resources, as has 

occurred in Laos. 

 The simplistic approach of privatising and handing out land titles 

to individuals is clearly inadequate, even though it is often funded by 

donors and fits the electoral ambitions of populist politicians. An 

effective state needs to ensure that property rights are secure, are 

equitable, and recognise multiple claims – for example, so that both 

husbands and wives enjoy equal rights via joint titling. Property therefore 

should be registered at individual, family, or community levels. Under 

pressure from organised slum dwellers, municipal governments are 

increasingly recognising the need to strengthen property rights as a means 

of formalising the urban economy and ensuring better provision of water 

and sanitation. Neighbourhood associations and federations of urban poor 

people are playing a major role in some cities, surveying urban land and 

negotiating their rights to occupy it.  
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LAND REFORM 

 „Land and Liberty!‟ ran the battle cry of Emiliano Zapata that 

inspired Mexico‟s peasantry to rise up in the Mexican revolution of 

1910–17. And the resulting reforms help to explain Mexico‟s relative 

prosperity in the decades that followed. Land reform was a central feature 

of revolutions in China, Russia, Cuba, and Viet Nam, and the first step on 

the path of economic transformation in several East Asian „tiger‟ 

economies. Especially in predominantly peasant societies, land reform 

can transform power relations and get at the root of social and economic 

inequality.  

Skewed land ownership is a core driver of inequality – women 

grow between 60–80 per cent of the food produced in most developing 

countries, yet own less than 2 per cent of the land. Land empowers: 

research in Kerala, India, found that almost half of women who owned no 

property reported physical violence compared with only 7 per cent who 

did own property. Other studies have shown that women who do not own 

land are statistically more likely also to be infected with HIV. Indigenous 

groups like Bolivia‟s Chiquitanos (see the case study earlier in Part 2) see 

control over traditional territories as a core part of their identity. 

Redistributing land can also boost the economy. Farmers who are secure 

on their land are more likely to invest in upgrading production, and may 

find it easier to borrow money.  

Struggles over land can be particularly acute following a disaster. 

Earthquakes, droughts, or wars drive people off their land and, in the 

aftermath, powerful local elites and businesses often look to seize land 

whose ownership is poorly defined. Women left widowed are frequently 

dispossessed, sometimes by their own family members. Resisting such 

pressures and ensuring a fair distribution of land is a vital role for the 

state and others after such shocks. 
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 The rise of powerful indigenous and landless movements in 

countries such as Bolivia, Brazil, India, and the Philippines has brought 

land reform back on to the agenda in recent years after it disappeared in 

the 1980s, when development orthodoxy saw it as intolerably 

interventionist for the state to be involved in redistribution.  

The results can be spectacular. In Cambodia from 1998–2001, 

unprecedented co-operation between government and civil society led to 

the country‟s first national land policy, which tried to reconcile the needs 

of peasants, squatters, indigenous peoples, and commercial investors. 

Over a million land titles have been handed out, and the land rights of 

many women have been secured for the first time ever. In the Philippines, 

land reform in public and some private land took off in the mid-1990s 

during the presidency of Fidel Ramos, a former general and defence 

minister. An analysis by two Filipino academics points to a powerful 

combination of active citizenship and an effective state: „a high degree of 

social pressures from below and a highdegree of independent state reform 

initiatives from above,and then the high degree of interaction between the 

two‟. In the Philippines this is known as the „bibingka strategy‟, after a 

traditional delicacy, a rice cake that is cooked by fire lit both above and 

below it. 

 Elsewhere, land reform has had a chequered record. In Zimbabwe, 

productive white-owned farms have been handed over as rewards to 

government supporters who had little farming experience, with 

devastating effects on agricultural output. Elsewhere, land reform has 

failed because it has not guaranteed access to vital services such as credit, 

infrastructure, or extension services. In many. 
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TABLE 2.1: GREAT LAND REFORMS OF THE 

TWENTIETH CENTURY 

COUNTRIES (IN 

DESCENDING 

ORDER OF SCALE 

OF 

BENEFICIARIES) 

YEARS OF 

REFORM 

ACTS 

 

BENEFICIARY 

HOUSEHOLDS AS 

PERCENTAGE OF 

TOTAL 

AGRICULTURAL 

HOUSEHOLDS 

(%) 

 

REDISTRIBUTED 

LAND AS 

PERCENTAGE OF 

TOTAL 

AGRICULTURAL 

LAND (%) 

China  1949–56 c. 90 80 

South Korea  1945, 1950   75-77 65 

Cuba  1959–65   60 60 

Ethiopia  1975, 1979   57 76 

Iraq  1958, 1971   56 60 

Mexico  1915, 1934, 
1940, 1971 

55 42 

Tunisia  1956, 1957, 
1958, 1964 

49 57 

Iran  1962, 
1964,1967, 

1989 
45 34 

Peru  1969, 1970   40 38 

Algeria  1962, 1971   37 50 

Yemen, South 1969, 1970   25 47 

Nicaragua  1979, 1984, 
1986   

23 28 

Sri Lanka  1972, 1973   23 12 

El Salvador  1980   23 22 

Syria  1958, 1963, 
1980   

16 10 

Egypt  1952, 1961   14 10 

Libya  1970–75   12 13 

Chile  1967–73   12 13 

Philippines  1972, 1988, 
1994    

8 10 

India  1953–79    4 3 

Pakistan  1959, 1972    3 4 

Morocco  1956, 1963, 
1973    

2 4 
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Source: m. Riad El-ghonemy (1999) „The Political Economy of Market-

Based Land Reform‟, UNRISD Discussion Paper . See source for details 

of the types of land holdings included in individual country totals. 

countries land reforms have run out of steam in the face of dogged and 

often violent resistance from local elites, lack of state commitment, and 

the sheer bureaucratic and legal complexities of enforcing land titles and 

redistribution across hundreds of thousands of small farms. Even in the 

Philippines,these have remained constant challenges. In such situations, 

the slow pace of reform breeds a simmering resentment, which 

occasionally explodes into protests and land occupations. 

 Where land reform has successfully transformed economies and 

societies, it has required strong, independent states that are able to face 

down local elites. Success also requires mobilised organisations of 

landless workers or peasant farmers, able to channel demands and ensure 

that the reform process meets their needs.  

Donors and many governments have responded to the recent 

resurgence in interest in land reform by introducing so-called „market-

led‟ policies. These seek to avoid forced redistribution by the state in 

favour of „willing buyer, willing seller‟ approaches, whereby large 

farmers agree to sell their land to peasants and landless workers, often 

with the state stepping in to facilitate the sale, for example by advancing 

funds to small farmers to buy the land. The alternatives, either 

compulsory purchase or seizing land without compensation, arouse 

ferocious opposition from landowners and their allies, and can greatly 

increase opposition to reform.  

Market-led approaches have been widely criticised for ignoring 

issues of social justice: the beneficiaries are often not „the poorest of the 

poor‟, they enter their new lands saddled with debt, and the approach 
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often recognises only individual titles, ignoring other, often more 

widespread, customary land tenure systems. In practice, governments 

often square the circle by handing out publicly-owned land at low or no 

cost. 

WOMEN’S PROPERTY RIGHTS 

 In wealthy countries, property rights were one of the first goals 

fought for by first-wave feminists in the nineteenth century, and today 

they remain central to many organisations of poor women across the 

world. In many countries, a combination of attitudes and beliefs and legal 

discrimination in both „modern‟ and „customary‟ law excludes women 

from owning land. Women rarely possess full rights over land, instead 

being forced to negotiate as secondary claimants through male relatives – 

fathers, brothers, husbands, or sons. Women usually cannot inherit the 

matrimonial home on the death of their husband. Formalisation of 

customary law often means that a piece of land with multiple users 

becomes the property of a single owner, usually male. For example, the 

Kenyan Court of Appeal ruled in 1988 that a wife‟s interests under 

customary law cease to exist once her husband becomes the formally 

registered owner. 

 The unpalatable option for many women is often between being a 

second-class citizen under customary law or being completely invisible 

under formal systems.  

The impact of the denial of property rights affects all women. 

Making a living depends on having a place to live, and – depending on 

what you do to survive – on having some land to farm, a room to run a 

business from, money to pay for materials and equipment, and someone 

to look after the children. Yet without legal rights to own property, 

regardless of marital status, most women living in poverty in developing 

countries depend on their relationships with men to deliver these things. 
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Hence their livelihoods are precarious. If the relationship sours, or if the 

man falls ill and dies, how are they and their children to survive? 

 The worst affected are women in charge of households, whose 

numbers are rising through a combination of widowhood (due to conflict 

or HIV and AIDS) and family breakdown. The plight of the burgeoning 

number of widows is illustrated by the case of Mrs Chilala, a 78-year-old 

Zambian widow. Upon the death of her husband in 1990, her brother-in-

law began to bury dead bodies on her land to scare her away from the 

area, so that he could seize her land. Conflicts over land are likely to 

intensify in coming decades. In the cities, booming populations will force 

the poorest and most marginalised into ever more unsafe and precarious 

places, exacerbating the gulf between the „have homes‟ and the homeless. 

In the countryside, climate change and environmental degradation are 

likely to reduce the amount of fertile land available, while the advent of 

biofuels and other new crops will increase land prices and squeeze poor 

people off their farms. Ever more assertive movements of peasants, 

landless workers, and indigenous peoples are unlikely to back down from 

their demands. How states and citizens‟ movements deal with the 

pressure cooker of land conflict will play an important role in the future 

development of many of the world‟s poorest countries. 

I VOTE, THEREFORE I AM 

Whether in Florida, Lagos, or Nairobi, elections can be chaotic 

events. Over the course of a day, a single common act unites the citizens 

of a country, unleashing hopes and fears, unity and division, fair play and 

foul. Stolen or fraudulent elections can trigger instability and violence. 

But stand back, and perhaps the most astonishing aspect of the spread of 

elections, however flawed, is that they happen at all.  

Governments elected by universal suffrage were perhaps the most 

notable political innovation of the twentieth century. In 1900, New 
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Zealand was the only country with a government elected by all its adult 

citizens. By the end of the century, despite a number of severe reversals 

(including fascism and communism and succeeding waves of military 

coups against elected governments), there were ostensibly 120 electoral 

democracies in place (out of 192 existing countries), of which some 85 

were thought to be „full‟ democracies, in the sense that they provided 

respect for the rule of law and civil and political rights.  

The pace of democratisation has accelerated in recent decades. 

After Portugal in 1974, democracy spread first to Greece and Spain and 

subsequently to Latin America, where elected civilian governments 

replaced military rulers in nine countries between 1979 and 1985. The 

mid-1980s and early 1990s saw democratisation in the Philippines, South 

Korea, Taiwan, Bangladesh, and Nepal. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 

1989 and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 prompted competitive 

elections in most of the former Soviet bloc, while Benin and South Africa 

opened the floodgates to a further wave of regime change in Africa in 

1990. More than two-thirds of Africans now live in countries with 

democratic, multi-party election systems – and African governments took 

the lead in opposing an anti-democratic coup in Togo in 2005. 

However, much of what passes for democracy is a pale reflection 

of the term‟s etymological origins in „people power‟. In many countries, 

democracy exists as a thin veneer of Western concepts, a set of formal 

institutions that do not translate into real democratic practice or culture on 

the ground. Multiparty elections can provide a smokescreen that obscures 

overbearing executive power, limitations on press freedom, and human 

rights abuses that strip democracy of its meaning.  

These so-called „exclusionary democracies‟ are deeply unpopular: 

only 10 per cent of 50,000 people polled worldwide in 1999 thought that 

their governments „responded to the people‟s will‟. The indignity of 
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political exclusion was memorably summed up by a peasant farmer in 

Baluchistan, Pakistan, who told researchers, „During elections, they [the 

politicians] visit us individually to pocket maximum votes, but afterwards 

they avoid us and we feel evil-smelling. First they hug us, and later our 

sweat and grime repels them.‟ 

Yet poor people persist in their support for elected government 

over any alternative, echoing Winston Churchill‟s aphorism that 

„democracy is the worst form of Government … except all those others 

that have been tried‟. 

DEMOCRACY AND DEVELOPMENT 

Democracy is desirable in itself. An international survey in 2005 

found that eight out of ten citizens in a cross-section of countries believed 

that democracy was the best system of government. Other regional 

surveys found that 69 per cent of Africans and an increasing proportion of 

Latin Americans believe that democracy is „always preferable‟ to other 

political systems. 

Such preferences are reflected in international law. Article 21 of 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights grants every individual „the 

right to take part in the government of his [sic] country, directly or 

through freely chosen representatives…. The will of the people shall be 

the basis of the authority of government; this will shall be expressed in 

periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal 

suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent free voting 

procedures.‟  

More than any other political system, democracy has a track record 

of promoting and protecting individual political rights and civil liberties, 

such as freedom of speech and association, and these in turn help to 

entrench democratic values and foster democratic politics, paving the way 

for the enjoyment of economic, social, and cultural rights. Democracy is 
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not necessarily benign: emerging democracies in the US, Argentina, and 

Australia committed something close to genocide against indigenous 

groups. Without a wider range of state institutions being in place (see Part 

4), elections (which can seriously challenge existing power structures) 

can trigger violence, as in recent attempts at democratic transitions in 

Lebanon, Afghanistan, Kenya, and the Palestinian Authority, while 

elections in Algeria, Burundi, and Yugoslavia in the 1990s led directly to 

major civil wars. 

 More than periodic elections, democracy is best understood as a 

cluster of devices and institutions, some of which point in contradictory 

directions, and all of which continue to evolve. It is the checks and 

balances that these different institutions – legislature, judiciary, executive, 

media, and civil society – exert on each other that determine the degree to 

which democratic regimes respect the rights of all their citizens. When 

competitive elections are introduced in a situation of weak or non-existent 

institutions, as in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), it can 

trigger an outbreak of „spoils politics‟ and political meltdown, 

undermining efforts to build the state. 

Democracy is made possible by greater equality, and in turn 

promotes equality and seems to encourage governments to focus on the 

prosaic needs of their citizens, rather than on glory or plunder. Studies 

find a clear link between democracy and the greater provision of primary 

education. Once income effects are excluded, democracies spend 25–50 

per cent more than autocracies on public goods and services. Democracy 

also has an equalising effect on power relations between men and women. 

Conversely, where democracies fail to address inequalities, civic 

involvement and voter turnout fall. Where flawed democracies allow a 

majority to dominate and exclude a minority, they can also aggravate 

inequality.  
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Amartya Sen famously established that no famine has ever 

occurred in a functioning democracy, but any deeper link between 

democracy and economic well-being is much more disputed. The decades 

of democratisation have not always produced a growth rebound, while 

China, Viet Nam, Indonesia, and South Korea have taken off 

economically under authoritarian governments. 

 Because democracies require an element of consent – defeated 

candidates must accept their defeat – it can be more difficult for 

democratic governments to pursue radical change, such as redistribution 

through land reform, even where it is required to trigger economic take-

off (as in Taiwan and South Korea). By the same token, a democratic 

regime is less likely to get away with the sort of radically anti-poor 

reforms that were implemented by the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile, 

when opponents such as trade unionists were killed, jailed, or exiled as 

part of its free market overhaul of the economy. That very inertia can be a 

blessing: one study found that although democracies have grown more 

slowly in economic terms than some non-democratic countries, they have 

grown more steadily over long periods, avoiding the booms and busts that 

invariably hit the poor hardest and ratchet up inequality. 

 Economist Ha-Joon Chang believes that „market and democracy 

clash at a fundamental level. Democracy runs on the principle of “one 

man (one person), one vote”. The market runs on the principle of “one 

dollar, one vote”‟. Chang points out that „most nineteenth century liberals 

opposed democracy because they thought it was not compatible with a 

free market. They argued that democracy would allow the poor majority 

to introduce policies that would exploit the rich minority (e.g. a 

progressive income tax, nationalization of private property), thus 

destroying the incentive for wealth creation.‟ 
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 Perhaps he exaggerates (many liberals believe that the 

independence and security given by a market and property are needed to 

make democracy work), but the relationship between market and 

democracy does more closely resemble a difficult and stormy marriage 

than the blissful partnership portrayed by many Northern governments. 

 Overall, the most plausible hypothesis is that economic growth 

more often prompts democracy than vice versa. For example, in South 

Korea, economic growth gave rise to a new, educated business elite who 

resented the heavy-handed involvement of the state in their affairs, a 

process many observers expect to be repeated in China as its middle class 

grows. The hypothesis, however, raises uncomfortable questions: does 

fighting for democracy in poor countries bring more freedom, but at the 

cost of less growth? And in terms of a broad understanding of 

development, is that acceptable? Does the search for growth justify 

autocratic government and the denial of rights? Since democracy appears 

earlier or later in different countries‟ development and has different 

impacts on poverty, inequality, and growth, the real challenge is to 

understand how institutions, events, geography, and politics interact to 

determine these outcomes. 

PARLIAMENTS AND POLITICAL PARTIES 

 The workings of elected legislatures are often overlooked, but are 

essential in the construction of effective, accountable states. Historically 

weak „rubber stamp‟ affairs in many countries, parliaments or congresses 

are often unrepresentative and frequently beholden to powerful political 

leaders for their jobs – a surefire way to curb over-troublesome 

opposition. Women are notoriously under-represented, occupying only 19 

per cent of parliamentary seats worldwide in 2011. The most equitable 

parliament in the world at present is Rwanda‟s lower house, where 

women hold 51 per cent of the seats. Legislative bodies are often starved 
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of funds and the basic skills needed to carry out their functions, and often 

isolated from the civil society organisations, media, private sector, and 

trade unions that could help them carry out their jobs. 

 Parliaments have in some cases started to assert themselves, for 

example by providing oversight of budget processes in Tanzania, or 

restraining presidents from overturning the constitution to seek a third 

term in Nigeria. Elsewhere they have demanded the right to scrutinise 

loan agreements with international institutions and have started to attract 

the attention of donors (among Northern government organisations, 

USAID has the most established track record of funding the strengthening 

of legislatures). Over 40 countries have also adopted quota laws to 

regulate the selection or election of women to political office, and the 

average proportion of women in national parliaments has doubled since 

1995. 

Opinion polls show that they are almost universally despised by the 

public, and they are often close to invisible in the literature on 

development, but political parties play a vital role in linking citizens and 

state. Development is not only about individual freedom of choice, but 

also about making difficult choices at the collective level. Parties bring 

together and sift the constellation of public needs and desires, reconciling 

conflicts as they endeavour to win support from a wide selection of 

groups. Following an election victory, the winning party seeks to translate 

public desires into policy. In office, the party becomes a focus of 

accountability and a channel for influencing government. Social 

movements and poor communities lobby parties, as well as civil servants 

and political leaders. Indeed, parties such as Brazil‟s PT (Partido dos 

Trabalhadores, the Workers‟ Party) grew largely out of the country‟s 

vibrant social movements and trade unions and still retain strong links 

with both.  
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However, many politicalparties fail to live up to this ideal, and are 

mere vehicles for individuals or elites to enrich themselves or to gain 

power. Party politics often seems to belong in the gossip columns, with a 

focus on personalities – who‟s in, who‟s out, who‟s rifling the state‟s 

coffers – rather than on policies. Patronage politics easily fragments 

parties along ethnic, tribal, regional, or religious lines, as local „big men‟ 

use state resources to buy support and power. In Malawi and Tanzania, 

for instance, the proliferation of parties has merely fragmented patronage 

politics, leading to serious political instability as rival parties vie for 

power. New parties appear overnight, and wax or wane with the fortunes 

of their leaders. In other countries, dominant presidents make the 

increasing number of parties in parliament largely irrelevant. Most 

political parties fall somewhere between these extremes, and often reflect 

the state of civil society and its capacity to oblige parties to offer 

collective rather than individual benefits. Their willingness and ability to 

perform a useful democratic function rise or fall with time, as weak party 

systems grow stronger and strong ones crumble. Given their key role in 

democracy, strengthening political parties is an important step in linking 

citizens and states. Crucial issues include internal party democracy, 

transparency (for example, in the use of funds and election of leaders), 

and party and campaign financing – issues that are at least as pressing in 

the North as in the South. 

 No political system is fixed: state and party systems are constantly 

evolving, some becoming stronger and more accountable, others are 

falling under the sway of autocrats or the spell of riches. Strengthening 

democracy by demanding progress in political systems (and preventing 

backsliding) is an essential task in the effort to build effective states, both 

for national citizens, and for those outsiders seeking to promote 

development and justice. 


