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INTRODUCTION 

Aaron	L.	Rosenberg	and	Mariano	Féliz	

What	is	poverty?	This	seems	like	a	logical	point	at	which	we	may	begin	
the	exploration	of	a	constellation	of	investigations	proposed	by	the	edi‐
tors	 and	 contributors	 of	 this	 volume.	 Such	 an	 apparently	 simple	 ques‐
tion,	however,	 is,	as	 these	pages	will	eloquently	and	 thoroughly	reveal,	
fraught	with	 complications	 and	oftentimes	petrifying	 ambiguities.	That	
is	not	 to	say,	of	course,	 that	 there	has	been	any	shortage	of	 individuals	
and	organizations	reluctant	 to	propose	and	 insist	upon	their	particular	
visions	and	definitions	of	poverty.	
As	those	who	work	in	subaltern	studies	would	hasten	to	point	out,	how‐
ever,	 it	 is	 precisely	 those	 individuals	most	 intimately	 acquainted	with	
the	specific	conditions	of	poverty	who	are	most	limited	in	their	capacity	
to	 articulate	 and	 provide	 force	 to	 motivate	 the	 dissemination	 of	 their	
definitions	 and	understandings	 of	 this	 phenomenon.	 As	Gayatri	 Spivak	
explains	in	her	fundamental	essay	“Can	the	Subaltern	Speak,”	the	mech‐
anism	of	official	authoritative	discourse	tends	to	exclude	the	voice	of	the	
powerless	and	disempowered	precisely	in	the	moment	when	their	con‐
cerns	are	being	explored	and	explicated.1	Volumes	such	as	Voices	of	the	
Poor	 from	Many	Lands2	 tend	 to	 play	 a	 decidedly	 secondary	 role	 in	 the	
formulation	 of	 policy	 and	 the	 scholarly	 and	 governmental	 understand‐
ings	of	poverty.	This	is,	of	course,	aside	from	the	fact	of	the	problematic	
terminology	 employed	 in	 the	 text	 beginning	with	 the	 title	 itself	 which	
attributes	the	presence	of	poverty	to	the	“poor”	who	are	implicitly	asso‐
ciated	with	this	quality	as	an	intrinsic	part	of	their	being.	
In	 part	 because	 of	 these	 limited	 if	 not	 blinkered	 perceptive	 capacities,	
scholars	 working	 on	 “the	 production	 of”	 poverty	 from	 a	 European	 or	
American	 academic	 post	 and	 background	 have	 tended	 to	 focus	 upon	
those	aspects	that	coordinate	most	closely	with	their	own	societies’	per‐
ceptions	 and	 preconceived	 notions	 as	 to	 what	 exactly	 is	 this	 elusive	
thing	called	“poverty.”		

                                                 
1	 Spivak	(1988,	pp.	271–313).	
2	 Narayan	and	Petesch	(2002).	
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In	large	part	because	of	the	apparently	functional	and	applied	nature	of	
existing	 poverty	 studies	 and	 the	 association	 of	 poverty	with	 economic	
conditions	and	status,	one	of	the	earliest	strategies	adopted	to	describe	
poverty	was	to	define	the	term	purely	in	its	quantitative	form.	One	of	the	
milestones	 achieved	 in	 this	 approach	was	defining	 absolute	poverty	 in	
the	1990s	as	“an	 individual	 living	on	 less	than	a	dollar	and	ninety‐nine	
cents	a	day.”	Such	notions	have	long	held	sway	in	the	minds	of	analysts	
and	 lay	 individuals	 throughout	 the	 globe,	 including	 in	many	 cases	 the	
very	 same	 communities	 that	were	 ostensibly	 under	 scrutiny.	 Such	 de‐
scriptive	tools	have	contributed,	of	course,	to	the	establishment	and	so‐
lidification	 of	 notions	 in	 development	 studies	 and	 policy	 organization	
and	 implementation	which	have	over	 the	course	of	 several	decades	at‐
tempted	unsuccessfully	to	at	least	ameliorate	the	conditions	of	individu‐
als	and	groups	suffering	from	poverty.	Such	conceptualizations	were	(or	
are	still)	founded	upon	the	erroneous	notion	that	any	problem	related	to	
“development”	faced	by	a	society,	such	societies	being	generally	consid‐
ered	to	be	nation	states,	can	be	resolved	adequately,	if	not	perfectly,	by	
an	 influx	 of	 capital	 in	 the	 form	 of	 foreign	 investment	 provided	with	 a	
plethora	of	strings	attached	by	the	IMF	or	the	WB	together	with	a	horde	
of	other	 international	aid	organizations	claiming	 to	have	 the	 resources	
to	 solve	 such	 problems.	 Fortunately,	 these	 purely	 quantitative	 concep‐
tions	of	poverty	have	given	way	to	descriptions	which	are	founded	upon	
the	idea	of	poverty	as	the	lack	of	rights	and	possibilities	for	social	partic‐
ipation	as	in	the	case	of	publications	by	the	UN	and	WB.	While	programs	
dedicated	to	poverty	eradication	were	possibly	the	most	visible	of	these	
inundations	 of	 capital,	 there	 are	 numerous	 other	 areas	 in	 which	 such	
apparently	good	intentions	once	again	led	both	aid	givers	and	recipients	
down	 the	proverbial	 road	 to	Hell.	 Efforts	 to	 alleviate	 corrupt	practices	
and	 the	 institutional	 presence	 of	 corruption	 in	 “developing”	 societies	
throughout	 the	 Global	 South	 as	well	 as	 scholarship	 dealing	with	 these	
thorny	topics	were	at	one	time	founded	upon	the	notion	that	corruption	
was	rampant	in	these	nations	because	of	lack	of	resources	and	that	those	
who	perpetrated	these	nefarious	acts	were	doing	so	because	of	 insuffi‐
cient	compensation	 in	 their	places	of	employment.	The	naïveté	and	su‐
perficiality	of	these	ideas	should	certainly	be	obvious	to	anyone	who	has	
an	 even	 perfunctory	 acquaintance	with	 any	 developing	 geography	 and	
its	 circumstances.	As	a	 result	of	 the	 failure	of	 such	 ill‐founded	 ideas	 to	
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come	sufficiently	to	terms	with	the	complex	circumstances	surrounding	
and	giving	 form	and	 force	 to	corruption	 in	 the	 “developing”	world,	 the	
system	of	 thought	now	known	as	Public	Choice	Theory	 came	 into	being	
through	the	work	of	scholars	such	as	Duncan	Black	and	Kenneth	Arrow	
in	 the	1940s	and	1950s.This	 theory	has	sought	 to	provide	a	 logical	ex‐
planation	 for	 the	enduring	presence	of	 corrupt	practices	 in	developing	
societies.	 Such	 explanations	 are	 designed	 to	move	beyond	 ideas	 of	 the	
ingrained	nature	of	corruption	as	social	practice	based	upon	immutable	
cultural	 principles.	 This	 retrograde	 conceptualization	 feeds,	 of	 course,	
upon	neocolonial	notions	of	communities	in	the	Global	South	at	the	same	
time	 as	 it	 is	 propagated	 in	 numerous	 spheres,	 including	 within	 the	
minds	and	mouths	of	members	of	these	societies	themselves.	The	works	
of	 scholars	 such	 as	 John	Mukum	Mbaku	 have	 gone	 a	 long	way	 toward	
debunking	 such	 misconceptions	 and	 have	 demonstrated	 the	 extent	 to	
which	 corrupt	practices	 are	 linked	 to	weak	 state	 structures,	misplaced	
intervention	by	 foreign	powers	and	corporations,	and	the	 impossibility	
of	 exacting	 punishment	 when	 corruption	 is	 carried	 out.	 Public	 Choice	
adherents,	 therefore,	 appeal	 for	 strengthening	 political	 mechanisms,	
treating	 corruption	 as	 a	 punishable	 offense—	 punishment	 severe	
enough	 to	 offset	 the	 benefits	which	 any	 individual	 or	 group	might	 re‐
ceive	from	engaging	in	such	practices.	
A	 similar	 depth	 of	 understanding	 needs	 to	 be	 sought	 in	 order	 to	 ade‐
quately	understand	the	nature	of	what	is	bandied	about	in	scholarly	and	
political	circles	when	poverty	is	under	consideration.	As	with	many	such	
complex	 issues,	 one	 of	 the	 most	 significant	 sources	 of	 confusion	 and	
misdirection	comes	from	the	terminology	that	 is	often	employed	to	de‐
scribe	and	comprehend	the	phenomenon	under	consideration.	It	is	cer‐
tainly	true	that	there	have	been	some	significant	changes	in	the	manner	
in	which	 these	concepts	are	expressed	by	some	scholars	but	 inconsist‐
encies	abound.	Seemingly,	 a	 logical	place	 to	start	 is	 from	the	 term	“the	
poor,”	which	 is	 frequently	employed	to	refer	to	 those	who	are	 living	 in	
poverty	 in	 a	particular	moment	or	over	 a	 given	period,	 individually	 or	
collectively.	 John	 Iliffe’s	book,	The	African	Poor:	A	History,	published	 in	
1987,	 eloquently	 describes	 this	 problem	 in	 the	Global	 South;	 Iliffe	 is	 a	
recipient	of	the	Melville	Herskovits	Prize.3	Iliffe	explains	that	“the	hero‐

                                                 
3		 Iliffe	(1987).	
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ism	of	African	history	is	to	be	found	not	in	the	deeds	of	kings	but	in	the	
struggles	of	ordinary	people	against	the	forces	of	nature	and	the	cruelty	
of	men”	(1).	Although	Iliffe	does	use	the	outmoded	and	derogatory	term	
“the	 poor”	 to	 describe	 those	 individuals	 living	 in	 poverty	 in	 Africa,	 he	
does	 simultaneously	 recognize	 that	 “the	 poor	 are	 diverse,	 poverty	 has	
many	 facets,	 and	 African	 peoples	 had	 their	 own	 varied	 and	 changing	
notions	of	it”	(2).	
At	the	risk	of	pointing	out	the	painfully	obvious,	it	will	be	helpful	to	con‐
sider	 the	 gravity	 of	 this	 terminological	 blunder	 when	 applied	 to	 such	
individuals,	families,	and	communities.	The	problem	inherent	in	such	an	
apparently	 neutral	 world	 is	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 the	 term	 “the	
poor”attributes	those	characteristics	it	seeks	to	describe	the	people	un‐
der	consideration.	Use	of	 the	term	“the	poor”	assigns	a	quality	to	these	
individuals,	 but	 it	 also	 implies	 a	 series	 of	 secondary	 attributes	 which	
cannot	be	 accurately	 assessed	 and	 therefore	 should	be	 cautiously	 con‐
sidered	before	they	are	taken	for	granted.	
Perhaps	the	most	egregious	of	these	implied	messages	is	the	notion	that	
those	 people	 who	 are	 suffering	 the	 effects	 of	 poverty	 are	 intrinsically	
“poor.”	It	needs	to	be	realized	that	this	descriptor	carries	with	it	an	en‐
tire	host	of	signifiers.	To	begin	with,	it	implies	that	such	people	are	dis‐
posed	if	not	fated	to	live	in	poverty	due	to	some	innate	debility	on	their	
part.	Such	ideas	were	previously	explicitly	propagated	as	a	 justification	
for	the	disparate	treatment	of	individuals	living	in	penury	as	well	as	an	
explanation	for	the	enduring	presence	of	poverty	over	the	millennia.	The	
complexity	of	these	notions	is	masterfully	elucidated	in	the	work	of	Her‐
bert	Gans,	who,	 in	 a	1971	article	 in	Social	Policy,	 entitled	 “The	Uses	of	
Poverty:	 The	 Poor	Pay	All,”	 outlines	 the	numerous	ways	 in	which	 “the	
poor”	serve	strong	purposes	in	numerous	societies—purposes	which	he	
divides	 into	 “social,	 economic,	 and	 political”	 functions	 of	 great	 signifi‐
cance.4	This	is	a	version	of	humanity	and	its	societies	in	which	the	reality	
of	poverty	is	accepted	as	an	inevitable	and	seemingly	unalterable	facet	of	
human	 existence	 that	 should	 be	 accepted	 in	 this	 world	 and	 even	 em‐
braced	in	order	to	reap	the	spiritual	rewards	that	one	has	accumulated	
through	such	actions	when	he	or	she	moves	on	to	the	next	life	and,	it	is	
hoped,	their	heavenly	home.	It	goes	without	saying	that	in	such	a	context	

                                                 
4	 Gans	(1971,	pp.	20–24).	
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there	 is	 no	 perceived	 necessity	 to	 ask	 those	 living	 with	 poverty	 what	
they	feel	about	their	benighted	(or	possibly	illuminated?)	condition.	The	
excellent	volume	of	essays	¿El	reino	de	Dios	es	de	este	mundo?	El	papel	
ambiguo	de	 las	religions	en	 la	 lucha	contra	 la	pobreza	 (2008)5	explores	
the	 implicit	 and	oftentimes	explicit	 role	of	 religions	 in	 reinforcing	eco‐
nomic	 and	 political	 systems	 of	 oppression	 which	 work	 against	 those	
experiencing	poverty.	These	authors	demonstrate	the	facility	with	which	
policy	and	doctrine	can	and	are	often	combined	to	ignore	or	even	main‐
tain	conditions	of	poverty.	
The	likewise	widespread	idea	that	poverty	is	a	purely	quantifiable	phe‐
nomenon	 draws	 on	 similar	 tendencies	 toward	 deliberate	 ignorance	
which	mark	the	relative	isolation	that	exists	between	scholars	of	poverty	
and	the	object	of	their	studies.	Defining	poverty	as	a	mere	financial	con‐
dition	in	which	lack	of	money	causes	people	to	be	“poor”	is	a	problemat‐
ic	 paradigm	 of	 inquiry	 for	 a	 variety	 of	 salient	 reasons.	 To	 begin	 with,	
such	 a	 limited	 understanding	 of	 the	 idea	 of	 “wealth”	 or	 capital,	 if	 you	
will,	 fails	 to	 take	 into	 account	 the	myriad	 forms	which	 resources	may	
assume	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 individuals	 and	 groups	 throughout	 the	 globe,	
many	 of	which	 continue	 to	 function	 to	 varying	 degrees	 and	 in	 diverse	
ways	outside	of	 the	conventional	money	economy	which	 is	more	often	
than	not	utilized	to	define	success	or	failure,	riches	or	penury	in	Western	
contexts,	including	the	scholarly	and	the	political.		
The	simple	truth	which	these	versions	of	poverty	effectively	obfuscate	is,	
we	would	like	to	argue	here,	the	real	and	most	important	aspect	of	this	
phenomenon.	 The	 chapters	 contained	 herein	 utilize	 a	 variety	 of	meth‐
ods,	 including	 both	 qualitative	 and	 quantitative	 strategies,	 in	 order	 to	
illuminate	 the	various	and	changeable	natures	of	poverty	 in	 the	Global	
South.	One	element	which	they	all	have	in	common,	however,	is	an	em‐
phasis	 on	 an	 understanding	 of	 poverty	 as	 what	 can	 be	 called	 a	 “lived	
experience.”	That	is,	the	authors	here	strive	to	do	much	more	than	mere‐
ly	focusing	upon	purely	quantifiable	aspects	of	poverty	as	lack	and	dep‐
rivation,	 facts	and	 figures	which	can	be	approached,	collected,	and	dis‐
posed	of	in	an	apparently	abstract	and	sterile	manner.	Instead,	the	stud‐
ies	 undertaken	 in	 this	 volume	 seek	 to	 study	 poverty	 in	 an	 integrative	
manner,	 maintaining	 a	 comprehensive	 vision	 throughout.	 The	 lives	 of	

                                                 
5	 Zalpa	and	Offerdal	(2008).	
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individuals	living	in	poverty	are	affected	by	and	in	turn	influence	an	im‐
mense	 variety	 of	 social	 factors,	 forces,	 and	 histories.	 These	 elements	
exist	at	personal,	 local,	national,	and	international	levels,	often	simulta‐
neously.	 It	 is	 imperative,	 therefore,	 that	 any	 scholar	 grappling	with	 is‐
sues	of	contemporary	poverty	delve	into	these	complex	and	interwoven	
circumstances	with	both	sensitivity	and	a	flexibility	of	intellectual	spirit	
which	allow	him	or	her	to	both	describe	and	understand	the	phenomena	
of	poverty	as	a	multiplicity	of	feelings	and	encounters—which	are	both	
subjective	 and	 objective,	 scientific	 and	 emotional.	 The	 responses	 that	
people	have	to	their	lives	can	and	should	be	a	central	part	of	our	efforts	
to	explore	the	geographies	of	poverty	and	to	ameliorate	 the	severity	of	
these	 circumstances.	 Such	 a	 variegated	 approach	 to	 poverty	 as	 both	
problem	and	reality	allows	all	parties	 involved	to	be	heard	and	consid‐
ered,	 ideally	 at	 any	 and	 all	 stages	 of	 the	 interpretive	 process,	 starting	
with	the	initial	scholarly	intervention	and	leading	all	the	way	up	to	the	
development	and	implementation	of	any	relevant	policy	measures.	Each	
chapter,	therefore,	capitalizes	on	these	multiple	potentialities:	

Pérez	 Bustillo	 explores	 how	 hegemonic	 versions	 of	 human	 rights	 dis‐
course	 and	 practices	 undermine	 contemporary	 struggles	 for	 social	
transformation	 and	 for	 the	 prevention,	 reduction,	 and	 eradication	 of	
poverty	in	the	Global	South.	His	study	attains	to	recall	the	limits	and	dis‐
tortions	 imposed	upon	 the	 emancipatory	potential	 of	 human	 rights	 at‐
tributable	to	the	capitalist	imperatives	inherent	in	liberal	and	neoliberal	
appropriations	of	their	content.		
The	second	chapter	constitutes	an	intriguing	and	groundbreaking	quali‐
tative	 intervention	 in	our	understanding	of	poverty	and	 the	manner	 in	
which	it	is	discursively	constructed	and	debated	through	popular	works	
of	creative	art,	specifically	songs	and	cinema.	Here,	Rosenberg	proposes	
a	comparative	analysis	of	two	works	of	performative	art	and	their	rela‐
tion	to	the	contexts	from	which	they	emerged.	From	the	analysis	of	the	
film	The	Harder	They	Come	from	Jamaica	and	the	popular	song	“Mariana”	
from	Kenya,	the	author	attempts	to	comprehend	the	nature	of	poverty	in	
these	postcolonial	settings	and	the	tactics	used	by	both	institutionalized	
authorities	 and	 impoverished	 individuals	 to	 ameliorate	 such	 circum‐
stances.	 In	 turn,	 he	 proposes	 to	 understand	how	 these	narratives	 pro‐
vide	valuable	insights	into	the	reasons	behind	violent	aggression	as	act‐
ed	out	by	alienated	individuals.		
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Pérez	and	Brown,	in	their	contribution,	discuss	the	various	related	ways	
in	which	countries	 in	Latin	America	have	 tackled	social	 risks.	They	ex‐
plain	the	role	of	conditional	cash	transfers	in	the	development	of	a	new	
consensus	on	social	policies.	In	a	provocative	manner,	they	underline	the	
limitations	of	such	policies	and	show	the	extent	to	which	these	policies	
have	 been	 helpful	 in	 the	 attempt	 to	 combat	 income	 poverty	 in	 these	
complex	and	constantly	evolving	settings.	
Féliz,	 in	the	fourth	chapter,	analyzes	the	main	characteristics	of	the	ne‐
odevelopmentalist	project	in	Argentina,	and	its	barriers	and	limitations	
to	 promote	 poverty	 reduction	 and	 social	 change.	 He	 provides	 a	 rich	
characterization	of	such	sociopolitical	projects	to	show	that	their	inabil‐
ity	 to	 confront	 poverty	 as	 a	 widespread	 phenomenon	 comes	 from	 the	
articulation	of	structural	continuities	with	neoliberalism	and	novel	soci‐
opolitical	innovations	in	Argentina.		
In	their	contribution,	Ssempebwa	and	Nakaiza	propose	to	provide	a	dis‐
cussion	on	the	political	economy	of	poverty	and	social	transformation	in	
five	 sub‐Saharan	 countries.	 Their	 analysis	 provides	 important	 under‐
standings	 on	 the	working	 of	 self‐help	 and	microfinance	 in	 attempts	 to	
alleviate	poverty.	In	particular,	they	provide	an	account	of	how	poverty	
alleviation	programs/projects	were	more	successful	in	instances	where	
“the	poor”	at	whom	they	were	targeted	were	involved	in	the	definition	of	
poverty.		
Kazi	Haque	in	his	study	focuses	upon	the	effectiveness	and	manifest	lim‐
itations	 of	 the	 Right	 to	 Information	 legislation	 that	 has	 recently	 been	
instituted	 in	Bangladesh.	His	 analysis	 focuses	upon	both	 the	users	and	
providers	of	this	newly	legislated	data	and,	through	a	variety	of	detailed	
case	studies,	demonstrates	the	capacities	and	pitfalls	inherent	in	such	a	
dispensation	given	the	significant	contextual	barriers	faced	by	individu‐
als	and	groups	in	Bangladesh.	
In	his	chapter,	Chirisa	provides	a	critical	analysis	of	peri‐urbanization	in	
Africa.	His	 insight	 explains	 how	people	 in	 poverty	 are	not	 just	 passive	
agents,	but	they	take	on	actions	to	cope	with	their	situation	and	build	on	
it.	He	attempts	to	show	how	communities	struggle	to	survive	and	resist	
vulnerability,	tapping	into	their	inbuilt	mechanisms	of	resilience.		
Moving	 farther	 south	on	 the	African	 continent,	 Chiweshe	 focuses	upon	
the	patriarchal	 forces	 in	postcolonial	Zimbabwe	which	 combine	with	a	
variety	of	international	factors	linked	to	the	nature	of	nongovernmental	
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organizations	(NGOs)	in	this	moment	in	order	to	make	the	realization	of	
viable	women’s	activism	an	increasingly	distant	possibility.	
Finally,	Thomas	presents	a	 study	on	how	South	African	post‐apartheid	
economic	policymaking	 followed	globally	hegemonic	neoliberalism	and	
worsened	 unemployment,	 inequality,	 and	 poverty,	 consequently	 in‐
creasing	 dependence	 on	 welfarist	 state	 support.	 He	 shows	 how	 social	
movements	 have	 developed	 in	 opposition	 to	 government’s	 neoliberal	
policies	 and	 contemplates	 whether	 socioeconomic	 rights	 adjudication	
creates	opportunities	 for	 reforms,	 bringing	 relief	 to	 impoverished	 sub‐
ordinate	classes.	

We	both	wish	to	thank	CLACSO	and	CROP	for	their	support	in	the	editing	
of	this	book	as	well	as	the	people	at	Ibidem	for	their	wonderful	job	in	hew‐
ing	the	volume	into	the	proper	shape.	Mariano	wishes	to	thank	Melina,	his	
wife	and	life	companion,	for	her	unrelenting	support	and	care,	as	well	as	
for	her	insightful	comments	to	my	writing.	The	cover	image	for	this	book	
is	one	of	many	wonderful	pictures	she	has	produced.	Aaron	would	like	to	
express	his	heartfelt	appreciation	to	Roxana,	the	mother	of	their	wonder‐
ful	baby	boy	Richard	born	during	the	editing	of	the	book	for	enduring	the	
long	nights	necessary	to	bring	this	project	to	fruition.	
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Chapter 1 
THE MAKING AND REMAKING OF HUMAN RIGHTS: 
CONTEMPORARY LIMITS AND POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTIONS OF 
HUMAN RIGHTS TO THE ERADICATION OF POVERTY, FROM THE 
PERSPECTIVE OF THE GLOBAL SOUTH 

Camilo	Pérez‐Bustillo	

This	 chapter	 provides	 the	 reader	 with	 a	 thorough	 introduction	 to	 the	
complex	 relationship	 between	 poverty	 eradication	 and	 the	 recognition	
of	the	necessity	of	freedom	from	poverty	in	both	economic	and	sociocul‐
tural	terms	as	a	determining	factor	in	the	success	or	failure	of	attempts	
to	 combat	 human	 poverty	 in	 local,	 national,	 and	 transnational/inter‐
national	contexts.	The	author	points	to	the	crucial	flaws	in	the	common	
neoliberal	 paradigm	 of	 economic	 development	 and	 social	 well‐being	
insofar	 as	 its	 capacity	 to	 adequately	 encompass	 and	 rectify	 socioeco‐
nomic	problems	prevalent	 throughout	 the	Global	 South.	Ultimately	 the	
author	 calls	 into	 question	 the	 efficacy	 of	 institutionalized	 attempts	 to	
remedy	 these	circumstances	while	emphasizing	 the	necessity	of	 strong	
legal	responses	in	place	of	top‐down	strategies.	

1 Introduction 

This	 chapter	 explores	 how	 hegemonic	 versions	 of	 human	 rights	 dis‐
course	 and	 practices	 undermine	 contemporary	 struggles	 for	 social	
transformation	 and	 for	 the	 prevention,	 reduction,	 and	 eradication	 of	
poverty	 in	 the	 Global	 South.	 My	 approach	 here	 is	 derived	 from	 long‐
standing	critiques1	of	the	limits	and	distortions	imposed	upon	the	eman‐
cipatory	origins	and	potential	of	human	rights	attributable	to	the	capital‐
ist	imperatives	inherent	in	liberal	and	neoliberal	appropriations	of	their	
discourse	 and	 content.	 It	 is	 also	 grounded	 in	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	
prevailing	policies	and	practices	that	produce	and	reproduce	global	pov‐
erty	and	inequality	as	crimes	against	humanity.		

                                                 
1	 See,	for	example,	Buchanan	(1982).	



26			Camilo	Pérez‐Bustillo	

 

Intensive	efforts	by	the	WB,	the	UN	Development	Program,	 the	Organi‐
zation	 for	 Economic	 Cooperation	 and	 Development	 (OECD),	 their	 re‐
gional	and	local	equivalents,	and	key	member	states	to	incorporate	“hu‐
man	rights‐based”	approaches	within	the	overall	framework	of	promot‐
ing	“democracy,”	“good	governance”	(including	enhanced	dimensions	of	
“voice”	and	“participation”),	the	“rule	of	law,”	and	poverty	reduction	and	
eradication,	 including	more	 “ethical”	 processes	 of	 development,	 are	 il‐
lustrative	of	the	contemporary	dimensions	of	 liberal	and	neoliberal	he‐
gemony.	 Meanwhile,	 it	 is	 precisely	 these	 global	 “institutional	 arrange‐
ments”	that	continue	to	impose	neoliberal	forms	of	globalization,	which	
undermine	 the	 substantive	 achievement	 of	 such	 purported	 objectives,	
and	in	fact	produce	and	reproduce	poverty	and	inequality.	The	Millenni‐
um	 Development	 Goals	 (MDGs)	 and	 their	 successors,	 the	 Sustainable	
Development	Goals	 (SDGs),	 are	 representative	 examples	 of	 such	 initia‐
tives	 and	 their	 insufficiencies	 (Amin,	 2006;	 De	 Schutter,	 2011;	 CROP,	
2013;	 Pogge	 and	 Sengupta,	 2014).	 Counter‐hegemonic	 approaches	 in‐
stead	seek	to	transform	existing	structures	and	policies	in	a	fundamen‐
tal,	 counter‐systemic	 direction	 and	 to	 prefigure	 alternatives	 operating	
upon	the	basis	of	qualitatively	different	premises	(Carroll,	2010).	
My	emphasis	is	on	the	need	to	transcend	such	limitations	in	the	context	
of	contemporary	anti‐poverty	research	and	policy,	and	on	the	potential	
contributions	counter‐hegemonic	movements	and	alternative	paradigms	
rooted	in	the	most	excluded	sectors	“from	below”	(e.g.,	the	poor,	indige‐
nous	peoples	and	others	victimized	because	of	their	gender,	racial,	eth‐
nic,	cultural	and/or	religious	identity,	as	well	as	migrants	and	displaced	
persons)	 can	make	 in	 this	 context	 on	 a	 global	 scale.	 This	 includes	 the	
need	 to	 rethink	 and	 remake	 contemporary	 approaches	 to	 the	 history	
and	contemporary	praxis	of	human	rights,	in	the	service	of	processes	of	
liberation,	 rather	 than	 as	 ideological	 complements	 to	 contemporary	
structures	 and	 forms	 of	 domination	 (exploitation,	 discrimination,	mar‐
ginalization,	exclusion,	etc.).	This	chapter	focuses	initially	on	these	con‐
ceptual	aspects,	and	then	on	the	BRICS	(Brazil,	Russia,	India,	China,	and	
South	Africa)	grouping	of	key	countries	in	the	Global	South	and	the	Boli‐
varian	Alternative	for	the	Peoples	of	the	Americas	(ALBA,	see	footnote	9)	
in	Latin	America	as	case	studies	of	the	limits	and	potential	of	such	coun‐
ter‐hegemonic	initiatives	on	a	global	scale.		
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This	chapter	is	dedicated	to	the	memory	of	Berta	Cáceres,	a	Lenca	indig‐
enous	 environmental	 rights	 activist	 from	Honduras	who	was	 killed	 on	
March	3,	2016,	following	multiple	death	threats,	in	what	has	been	widely	
reported	as	a	targeted	assassination	involving	government	complicity,	in	
reprisal	 for	 her	 long‐standing	 leadership	 of	 grassroots	 movements	 in	
resistance	to	hydroelectric	megaprojects	supported	by	foreign	investors	
with	initial	backing	from	the	WB	(Alpert/Foreign	Policy	in	Focus,	2016;	
Human	Rights	Watch,	2016).	Cáceres	had	been	awarded	the	prestigious	
Goldman	 Prize	 for	 her	 environmental	 rights	 activism	 in	 April	 2015	 (	
Alpert/Foreign	Policy	 in	Focus,	2016;	Human	Rights	Watch,	2016)	and	
was	 widely	 recognized	 for	 her	 role	 in	 helping	 coordinate	 equivalent	
movements	throughout	the	Meso‐American	region.	Megaprojects	of	the	
kind	 resisted	 by	 these	movements	 have	 prospered	 in	Honduras	 in	 the	
wake	of	US	support	 for	 the	country’s	militarization	 following	a	coup	 in	
June	2009,	within	the	context	of	the	regional	“drug	war”	and	the	promo‐
tion	of	“free	trade”	through	the	Central	American	Free	Trade	Agreement	
(CAFTA)	(Alpert,	2016).	Hundreds	of	thousands	of	Hondurans,	primarily	
of	 indigenous	 origin	 and	African	 descent,	 have	 been	 forcibly	 displaced	
within	 the	 country	or	have	 forcibly	migrated	 toward	 the	United	 States	
within	 the	 last	 decade	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 imposition	 of	 these	 policies;	
many	of	these	are	unaccompanied	minors.	
Cáceres	and	the	movements	she	helped	found	and	lead	reflect	the	kinds	
of	 intertwined	vulnerabilities	and	struggles	highlighted	 in	 the	 theoreti‐
cal	approaches	that	provide	inspiration	for	this	chapter’s	approach.	The	
context	of	Hondura	is	also	directly	related	to	this	chapter’s	emphasis	on	
a	case	study	of	BRICS,	since	the	2009	coup	there	was	in	part	intended	to	
prevent	 the	 country’s	 incorporation	 into	 the	 emerging	 bloc	 of	 Latin	
American	states	known	as	ALBA	that	have	sought	to	resist	US	hegemony	
in	the	region	(UNHCR,	2014),	as	BRICS	 is	 intended	to	do	globally,	 from	
the	perspective	of	the	Global	South.		
My	definition	of	the	Global	South	includes	its	geopolitical	and	postcolo‐
nial	dimensions	but	goes	beyond	these,	as	Boaventura	de	Sousa	Santos	
has	 suggested,	 to	 encompass	 the	 universal	 “community	 of	 victims”	 re‐
sulting	from	“all	the	forms	of	suffering	produced	by	global	capitalism.	In	
this	sense,	the	South	is	to	be	found	throughout	the	world,	including	the	
North	 and	West”	 (Sousa	 Santos,	 2007).	 This	 chapter	 explores	 these	 is‐
sues	 from	 a	 critical,	 interdisciplinary,	 comparative,	 and	 intercultural	
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perspective	 grounded	 in	 an	 intertwined	 approach	 to	 the	 relationship	
between	the	Global	North	and	South,	which	lays	the	basis	for	what	Sousa	
Santos	(2009)	has	described	as	the	“epistemologies	of	the	South.”	
All	of	these	issues	were	especially	relevant	as	we	gathered	in	Cairo,	not	
far	 from	Tahrir	 (Liberation)	 Square,	 amid	 yet	 another	 challenging	mo‐
ment	 in	 its	ongoing	process	of	 social	 transformation	within	 the	overall	
landscape	 of	 the	 Arab	 Spring,	 and	 the	 contested,	 evolving	 relationship	
between	such	processes	and	the	vindication	of	the	rights	of	the	poor.	A	
key	question	at	 the	 time	we	met	 there	 (December	2012)	was	as	 to	 the	
extent	to	which	the	basic	human	rights	recognized	in	Egypt’s	then	newly	
adopted	post‐Mubarak	constitution	would	 in	 fact	be	 justiciable	and	en‐
forceable	 in	 practice.	 At	 the	 time	 of	 this	 writing	 (March	 2016),	 these	
rights	 have	 been	 trampled	 amid	 the	 increasing	 abuses	 of	 Egypt’s	 US‐
backed	 authoritarian,	 military‐dominated	 government,	 whose	 repres‐
sive	characteristics	converge	with	the	onset	of	a	veritable	“Arab	Winter”	
throughout	 the	 region	 (with	 the	partial	but	 still	uncertain	exception	of	
Tunisia)	in	related	contexts	such	as	Syria,	Libya,	Bahrain,	and	Yemen.	
This	chapter	and	related	papers	presented	at	CROP	workshops	 in	New	
Delhi,	 India,	 in	October	2011,	 in	Cape	Town,	South	Africa,	 in	November	
2012,	 in	Mexico	City	 in	February	2014,	and	 in	Foz	do	 Iguacú,	Brazil,	 in	
June	2015,	are	also	intended	to	contribute	to	shaping	the	framework,	as	
we	 approach	 the	 50th	 anniversary	 of	 Rev.	 Dr.	Martin	 Luther	 King	 Jr.’s	
call	 for	 a	 “Poor	People’s	Campaign,”	which	was	 launched	on	 the	eve	of	
his	 assassination	 in	 April,	 1968,	 for	 the	 convening	 of	 an	 international	
tribunal	of	conscience	(International	Poverty	Tribunal)	to	document	and	
assess	 the	 human	 costs	 and	 implications	 of	 contemporary	 global	 pov‐
erty.	This	 tribunal	would	act	 in	 the	spirit	of	 the	Russell	Tribunal	of	 the	
1960s	 and	 1970s	 and	 its	 principal	 successor,	 the	 Permanent	 People’s	
Tribunal	(PPT),2	and	would	focus	on	a	detailed	exploration	of	the	extent	

                                                 
2	 	Russell	 Tribunal,	 named	 for	 its	 founder	 British	 philosopher	 and	 peace	 activist	

Bertrand	Russell,	was	initially	formed	to	judge	alleged	USwar	crimes	and	crimes	
against	humanity	in	the	context	of	the	Vietnam	War	and	then	extended	its	scope	
to	assess	equivalent	crimes	in	the	context	of	military	dictatorships	in	the	Southern	
Cone	of	Latin	America	(Chile,	Uruguay,	Brazil,	and	Argentina),	with	members	such	
as	 Jean‐Paul	 Sartre,	 Simone	 de	 Beauvoir,	 Isaac	 Deutscher,	 James	 Baldwin,	 and	
former	Mexican	President	Lázaro	Cárdenas,	 and	 later	 renowned	Latin	American	
writers	such	as	Gabriel	García	Márquez,	Eduardo	Galeano,	and	Julio	Cortázar;	the	
PPT	was	established	as	its	successor	in	1979,	with	a	secretariat	based	at	the	Lelio	
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to	 which	 contemporary	 global	 poverty	 and	 inequality	 amount	 to	 a	
“crime	against	humanity,”	as	suggested	below.	

2 Central Argument and Research Questions 

Contemporary	 visions	 of	 human	 rights	 have	 been	 reshaped	 by	 social	
movements	in	the	context	of	the	Latin	American	and	Arab	“Springs”	(see	
Dussel,	 2008;	Amin,	 2011,	 2012b;	Abdou	Bakr,	 2012;	Hardt	 and	Negri,	
2011,	2012b;	Manhire,	ed.	2012;	Weisbrot,	2012),	as	well	as	by	similar	
movements	 elsewhere	 in	 Africa	 (e.g.	 Senegal,	 Mali)	 and	 of	 the	 “indig‐
nant”	or	 “outraged”	 (Binebine,	2011;	Hessel,	2011)	 in	other	settings	as	
diverse	as	Chile,	Spain,	Greece,	the	United	States,	and	Mexico	(Byrne,	ed.	
2012).	 Is	 there	 a	 relationship	 between	 such	 processes	 and	 emerging	
approaches	to	issues	of	human	rights,	poverty,	and	inequality	in	spaces	
of	South‐South	cooperation	such	as	BRICS3	(Brazil,	Russia,	 India,	China,	
and	South	Africa)	and	ALBA4?	What	 is	 the	relationship	between	South‐

                                                                                                    
Basso	 Foundation	 in	 Rome,	 see	 http://www.internazionaleleliobasso.it/?page	
_id=209&lang=en.	 The	 PPT	 undertook	 a	 3‐year	 (2011–2014)	 process	 to	 assess	
systematic	human	rights	violations	in	Mexico,	including	issues	of	poverty	and	ine‐
quality	 related	 to	 the	 imposition	 of	 neoliberal	 “free	 trade”	 policies	 through	 the	
North	American	Free	Trade	Agreement	(NAFTA).	

3	 South	Africa	joined	the	grouping	at	its	summit	in	India	in	March	2012	and	hosted	
its	 fifth	summit	 in	March	2013;	the	first	summit	was	held	 in	Russia	 in	2009,	 the	
second	in	Brazil	 in	2010,	 the	third	 in	China	 in	2011,	and	subsequent	summits	 in	
Brazil	and	Russia	in	2014	and	2015,	respectively,	and	the	2016	summit	in	India;	a	
preliminary	framework	for	the	group	emerged	from	a	previously	held	summit	of	
Foreign	Ministers	from	Brazil,	Russia,	India,	and	China	in	2006.	

4	 ALBA	is	the	Spanish	acronym	for	the	Bolivarian	Alternative	for	the	Peoples	of	the	
Americas,	an	economic	and	political	bloc	of	Latin	American	and	Caribbean	states	
which	 includes	 those	 most	 independent	 of	 US	 domination,	 such	 as	 Cuba,	
Venezuela,	Bolivia,	Ecuador,	and	Nicaragua,	which	identify	with	the	framework	of	
what	 has	 been	 described	 as	 “21st	 century	 socialism,”	 which	 includes	 several	
English‐speaking	states	in	the	Caribbean	region	such	as	Dominica,	St.Vincent	and	
the	Grenadines,	Antigua	and	Barbuda,	and	St.	Lucia,	as	well	as	Suriname;	Haiti	is	a	
“permanent	guest	member.”	The	origins	of	ALBA	lie	in	the	“People’s	Trade	Treaty”	
negotiated	 in	 2006	 between	 Cuba,	 Venezuela,	 and	 Bolivia.	 One	 of	 ALBA’s	 most	
strategic	contributions	from	a	South‐South	perspective	is	 its	role	in	resisting	the	
US	 efforts	 to	 consolidate	 its	 regional	 hegemony	 in	 Latin	 America	 through	 the	
imposition	of	“free	trade”	agreements	such	as	NAFTA	(with	Canada	and	Mexico)	
and	 CAFTA	 (with	 Guatemala,	 Honduras,	 El	 Salvador,	 Costa	 Rica,	 and	 the	
Dominican	Republic),	as	well	as	bilateral	agreements	with	Chile,	Colombia,	Perú,	
and	Panama,	and	the	new	Alliance	of	the	Pacific	which	includes	these	plus	Mexico.	
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based	 processes	 of	 poverty	 eradication	 and	 social	 transformation,	 and	
human	 rights,	 in	 such	 contexts?	What	 implications	 do	 such	 initiatives	
have	 for	 efforts	 to	 attain	 or	 go	 beyond	 the	MDGs	 and	 SDGs	 and	 other	
hegemonic	approaches	to	issues	relating	to	poverty	and	inequality,	and	
as	to	challenges	confronted	by	the	UN	system	(e.g.,	IMF,	WB,	and	WTO)	
and	 the	G‐20,	 in	an	era	of	economic,	 financial,	environmental,	and	ulti‐
mately	civilizational	crisis	on	a	global	scale?	
A	 central	 tension	 that	 cuts	 across	 such	examples	 is	 the	 contested	 rela‐
tionship	between	social	movements	of	 the	poor	“from	below,”	based	 in	
the	most	marginalized	sectors,	which	are	often	focused	on	local	and	re‐
gional	 projects	 of	 resistance	 and	 autonomy,	 and	 processes	 of	 social	
transformation	which	seek	to	prevent,	reduce,	and/or	eliminate	poverty,	
which	tend	to	be	centered	around	the	control	and	exercise	of	state	pow‐
er	 “from	 above,”	 at	 the	 national	 level,	 and	 on	 concerted	 action	 among	
states	 in	 regional	 contexts	 such	 as	 Latin	America,	 Africa,	 and	 the	Arab	
world	and	on	a	global	 scale.	An	additional	 cross‐cutting	 tension	 is	 that	
between	 the	marked	 tendency	 of	 state‐centered	 processes	 to	 seek	 ac‐
commodation,	to	varying	degrees,	with	the	demands	of	global	capitalist	
hegemony	 (e.g.,	 the	 application	of	neoliberal	 and	 “free	 trade”	policies),	
and	the	anti‐systemic	character	of	movements	from	below	which	resist	
such	tendencies	more	directly.	
The	emergent	“epistemologies	of	the	South”	(Sousa	Santos)	reflected	in	
counter‐hegemonic	 movements	 from	 below	 such	 as	 those	 which	 have	
arisen	in	the	context	of	the	Latin	American	and	Arab	“Springs”	and	with‐
in	the	overall	framework	of	the	“global	justice	movement”	(Tabb,	2003)	
include	 the	 centrality	 of	 “indignation”	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 resistance	
against	systemic	injustices.	The	key	battle	cry	for	the	Zapatista	rebellion	
of	indigenous	peasants	in	the	impoverished	region	of	Chiapas	in	January,	
1994,	 against	 the	 imposition	 by	 the	 United	 States	 and	Mexico’s	 ruling	
sectors	of	the	North	American	Free	Trade	Agreement	(NAFTA),	was	(in	
Spanish)	“Ya	basta!”	(or	“Enough!”,	in	the	sense	of	things	reaching	a	limit	
which	can	no	longer	be	tolerated,	in	both	its	physical	and	ethical	dimen‐

                                                                                                    
ALBA	also	plays	a	key	role	in	promoting	wider	spaces	of	regional	integration	that	
exclude	 the	United	States	and	Canada	such	as	 the	Conference	of	Latin	American	
and	Caribbean	States	(CELAC)	and	Union	of	South	American	states	(UNASUR),	and	
global	 alternatives	 such	 as	 the	 proposed	 Bank	 of	 the	 South	 (also	 promoted	 to	
some	extent	by	BRICS).	All	of	this	is	inseparable	from	the	legacy	of	the	leadership	
of	Hugo	Chávez.	
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sions),	and	helped	inspire	the	emergence	of	the	broad	coalition	of	labor	
and	environmentalist	forces	in	Seattle	which	derailed	the	WTO’s	Minis‐
terial	Summit	there	in	late	1999,	giving	birth	to	what	has	been	described	
as	the	“global	justice	movement”	(Tabb,	2003).	
The	concept	of	“hogra,”	with	its	origins	in	the	Algerian	dialect	of	Arabic	
has	been	suggested	as	a	key	explanatory	framework	for	the	sense	of	in‐
dignation	expressed	by	Mohamed	Bouazizi’s	self‐immolation	 in	 the	Tu‐
nisian	town	of	Sidi	Bouzid	 in	December	2010,	which	helped	spark	 first	
Tunisia’s	“Jasmine	Revolution”	and	then	that	of	Egypt	centered	in	Cairo’s	
Tahrir	 Square	 in	 2011,	 which	 together	 launched	 the	 Arab	 “Spring.”	
“Hogra”	 has	 been	 translated	 into	 Spanish	 (Cembrero/El	 Pais,	 2011)	 as	
what	 lies	 at	 the	 convergent	 core	of	 related	 concepts	 for	describing	 the	
subjective	experiences	produced	by	reiterated	instances	of	“disrespect”	
(or	 “disdain”	 or	 “dishonor”),	 “abuse	 of	 power,”	 and	 “injustice,”	 which	
together	generate	a	response	grounded	in	claims	demanding	the	resto‐
ration	of	“dignity.”	It	was	this	understanding	of	the	concept	drawn	from	
Arabic	and	 the	case	of	Bouazizi	 that	 led	 the	demonstrators	 to	mobilize	
against	 the	effects	of	neoliberal	policies	 in	 the	central	 squares	of	Spain	
and	 in	Greece	 in	2011,	 inspired	by	the	 images	and	words	 flowing	 from	
Cairo,	to	describe	themselves	analogously	as	the	“indignado/as”	(or	the	
“indignant”).	 They	 in	 turn	 sparked	 similar	 movements	 in	 the	 United	
States	such	as	Occupy	Wall	Street	later	that	same	year,	and	in	Chile	and	
Mexico	among	students	and	broader	sectors	of	youth	in	2011	and	2012.	
As	Mahi	Binebine	(2011)	of	Morocco	has	explained:	

The	 word	 “hogra”	 is	 not	 translatable	 to	 Romance	 languages.	 It	
implies	a	sentiment	which	combines	disdain	and	the	arrogance	of	
somehow	who	dominates	with	the	fearful	impotence	of	a	person	
who	 is	 dominated.	 It	 is	 an	 ancestral	 sentiment	 inherited	 from	
feudalism	and	which	was	only	reinforced	during	the	colonial	pe‐
riod…	
Hogra	is	a	sentiment	which	also	includes	the	thirst	for	justice…	I	
am	convinced	 that,	more	than	a	socioeconomic	revolt,	 this	 is	an	
uprising	for	respect	and	for	the	end	of	injustice,	a	bet	in	favor	of	
dignity,	respect,	and	freedom,	against	hogra.	
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As	Hassan	Abdou	Bakr	 (Houtart	et	al.,	 eds.	2012)	of	Egypt	has	empha‐
sized,	 there	 is	 important	common	ground	between	ongoing	revolution‐
ary	processes	such	as	that	of	Egypt,	which	is	still	incomplete,	and	move‐
ments	such	as	those	of	the	“indignado/as,”	elsewhere	in	the	world,	and	
particularly	those	within	the	Global	South:	

We	have	reached	the	stage	when	human	life	itself	is	being	“com‐
moditized”	 [citing	sociologist	Francois	Houtart	of	 the	World	Fo‐
rum	 for	Alternatives,	WFA].	 That	was	 because	 of	 the	neoliberal	
financial	 and	economic	policies.	And	 the	 “defense	of	 public	 ser‐
vices	and	‘common	goods’	forms	a	part	of	the	resistance	to	those	
policies.”	This	is	what	the	revolutions	of	the	Arab	Spring	are	do‐
ing.	People	are	protesting	against	poverty,	plundering	of	the	na‐
tional	 wealth,	 by	 the	 multinationals	 and	 the	 local	 capitalistic	
players	as	well,	and	unemployment,	as	well	as	 the	disrespect	of	
public	 freedoms	and	human	dignity.	 In	Egypt,	 for	example,	part	
of	the	protests	is	against	selling	of	some	public‐sector	companies	
to	private	investors	leading	to	thousands	of	workers	sent	to	un‐
employment.	 Revolutionary	 forces	 are	 calling	 for	 the	 recupera‐
tion	of	the	nation‐owned	assets	that	were	privatized.	

3 Poverty and Human Rights 

My	point	of	departure	is	the	compelling	need	to	characterize	contempo‐
rary	global	poverty	and	inequality	as	a	crime	against	humanity.	All	of	the	
acts	generally	recognized	today	as	constituting	crimes	against	humanity	
and/or	 as	 serious	 violations	 of	 international	 law	 and	 international	 hu‐
man	 rights	 law—including	 war	 crimes,	 genocide,	 slavery,	 colonialism,	
torture,	 sexual	 violence	 and	 discrimination	 against	 women,	 racial	 dis‐
crimination	 and	 apartheid,	 and	 forced	 disappearances—have	 at	 some	
previous	moment	in	history	been	considered	legal	and	therefore	“legiti‐
mate.”	 Human	 rights	 norms	 and	 related	 conceptions	 of	 international	
criminal	law	reflect	the	evolving	ethical	consciousness	of	humanity,	with	
all	 of	 its	 limitations,	 contradictions,	 and	 intermittent,	 nonlinear	phases	
of	advances	and	regressions.	
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The	period	since	 the	events	of	September	11,	2011,	 is	one	of	 those	ex‐
amples	 of	 retreat	 from	 previously	 established	 standards	 on	 a	 global	
scale,	 which	 has	 in	 turn	 spurred	 responses	 protesting	 the	 ravages	 of	
neoliberal	 globalization	 and	 demanding	 participatory	 democracy	 and	
economic	 justice	 in	 the	period	prior	 to	 and	 following	 the	 international	
economic	 and	 financial	 crisis	of	 2008–2009.	My	approach	here	 further	
assumes	 that	 contemporary	 human	 rights	 norms	 are	 the	 historical	
product	of	the	struggles	of	social	movements	and	their	impact	on	evolv‐
ing	patterns	of	reflection,	discourse,	and	policy,	from	the	perspective	of	
those	 whose	 suffering	 has	 been	 consigned	 to	 “rightlessness.”	 This	 in‐
cludes	the	legacies	and	contributions	of	movements	of	the	poor	and	ex‐
cluded	 throughout	 history,	 against	 feudalism,	 colonialism,	 imperialism,	
slavery,	racism	and	national	oppression,	the	exploitation	of	workers,	and	
the	domination	of	women.	
The	 largely	 unwritten	 history	 of	 the	 “making”	 of	 international	 human	
rights	and	international	law	is	the	history	of	the	ebbs	and	flows	in	a	non‐
linear	 trajectory	 as	 to	 the	 extent	 of	 recognition	 of	 the	 rights	 of	 those	
most	exploited,	oppressed,	marginalized,	and	excluded	in	each	historical	
period.	Such	an	approach	demands	a	distinct	rupture	with	epistemologi‐
cal	assumptions	of	 a	positivist,	 functionalist,	 and	determinist	 character	
that	are	still	prevalent	in	many	circles.	It	also	includes	an	insistence	up‐
on	 a	 critical	 understanding	 of	 legal	 definitions	 of	 rights	 in	 any	 specific	
historical	 period	 as	 minimums,	 not	 maximums	 (“floors	 and	 not	 ceil‐
ings”),	and	thus	as	points	of	departure,	not	destinations	in	themselves.	

4 Poverty as Violence 

Why	 is	 it	 important	 to	 differentiate	 between	 hegemonic	 and	 counter‐
hegemonic	approaches	to	human	rights,	poverty,	and	global	justice,	and	
to	 the	 relationship	 between	 these	 concepts?	My	 argument	 is	 that	 pov‐
erty	must	be	understood	as	a	condition	resulting	from	the	convergence	
of	 three	kinds	of	violence	which	produce	the	deprivation	of	power	and	
rights	which	constitute	its	very	essence,	as	Rev.	Dr.	Martin	Luther	King	
Jr.	 suggested	 at	 the	 height	 of	 his	 transition	 from	 an	 emphasis	 on	 civil	
rights	to	human	rights,	and	from	racial	discrimination	to	systemic	injus‐
tice.	
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The	convergent	forms	of	violence	alluded	to	by	King	and	which	must	be	
explored	by	an	International	Poverty	Tribunal	include	(1)	state	violence	
(committed	 by	 state	 authorities	 and/or	 their	 agents	 through	 their	 ac‐
tions,	omissions,	and	complicities);	(2)	structural	violence	(such	as	hun‐
ger,	preventable	disease,	child	and	maternal	mortality,	inadequate	sani‐
tation,	housing	and	education,	the	effects	of	multiple	forms	of	discrimi‐
nation—based	 on	 race,	 ethnicity,	 gender,	 nationality,	 immigration	 sta‐
tus,	 disability,	 age,	 sexual	 preference,	 etc.—environmental	 devastation	
and	 climate	 change,	 and	 other	 conditions	 that	 can	 be	 characterized	 as	
violations	 of	 economic,	 social,	 cultural,	 and	 environmental	 rights);	 and	
(3)	 systemic	 violence	 (such	 as	 the	 inequalities	 of	 property,	wealth,	 in‐
come,	and	power	which	are	attributable	 to	 the	 inherent	characteristics	
of	 the	capitalist	mode	of	production,	and	to	neoliberal	globalization,	 its	
principal	 contemporary	 expression.	 Christian	 Marazzi	 (2011)	 has	 re‐
cently	 explored	 such	 dimensions	 in	 his	 exploration	 of	 the	 “violence	 of	
financial	capital”).	Serious	efforts	to	reduce	and	eradicate	poverty—and	
thus	to	prevent	 its	production	and	reproduction—must	sooner	or	 later	
address	 all	 of	 these	 dimensions	 together	 and	 their	 complex	 interrela‐
tionship,	or	will	necessarily	 fall	 short	of	accomplishing	 their	purported	
objectives.	

5 Poverty as Crime Against Humanity and the Right to 
Be Human: Ethical and Philosophical Frameworks as 
Necessary but Insufficient 

Global	poverty	 is	 the	contemporary	equivalent	of	historical	crimes	of	a	
similar	 character	 that	 had	 to	 be	wrested	 from	 the	 complicit	 silence	 or	
“norm‐avoidance”	(Pogge,	2002:	5)	that	sought	to	conceal	or	deny	them,	
by	 the	equivalents	 in	each	 corresponding	historical	period	of	 the	 com‐
bined	 pressures	 of	 counter‐hegemonic	 social	 movements	 and	 critical	
thinking.	A	combination	of	historical	and	legal	precedents	thus	leads	me	
in	 turn	 to	argue	 that	 the	 intertwined	character	of	contemporary	global	
poverty	 and	 inequality	 must	 be	 approached	 not	 “only”	 as	 a	 profound	
challenge	 to	 global	 ethics,	 development	 studies,	 and	 the	 philosophy	 of	
law	 (Sen,	 1998,	Pogge,	 2002;	 Sachs,	 2005),	 and	as	 a	 “massive	 and	 sys‐
temic”	 (2001	 CESCR	 Statement	 on	 Poverty,	 para.	 4,	 cited	 by	 Salomon,	
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2011)	 violation	 of	 human	 rights	 that	 must	 be	 addressed	 within	 the	
framework	of	economic	and	social	rights,	the	right	to	development,	and	
“international	poverty	law,”	but	also	as	a	“serious	crime”	under	interna‐
tional	law.	
This	 in	turn	must	mean	that	under	certain	circumstances	(e.g.,	 for	con‐
temporary	Mexico,	 the	 Pinochet	 dictatorship	 in	 Chile,	 and	 similar	 con‐
texts,	 see	 Pérez‐Bustillo,	 2003,	 2012),	 conduct	 (policies,	 practices,	 and	
systems	or	 institutional	orders)	by	state	and	nonstate	actors	that	“sub‐
stantially	contribute	to	the	persistence	of	severe	poverty”	(Pogge,	2002:	
115)	could	and	should	lead	to	the	application	of	standards,	procedures,	
and	remedies	(including	appropriate	measures	consistent	with	victims’	
rights	 to	 truth,	 justice,	 individual	 and	 collective	 reparations,	 and	 non‐
repetition	 of	 the	 culpable	 conduct)	 imposed	 by	 international	 criminal	
law	 pursuant	 to	 the	 Princeton	 Principles	 of	 Universal	 Jurisdiction	
(2001),	in	light	of	Article	7	of	the	Rome	Statute	of	the	International	Crim‐
inal	Court	(ICC)	(1998)	(Pérez‐Bustillo,	2003),	and	other	relevant	norms	
and	standards	of	international	law.	
Article	 7	 defines	 the	 “crimes	 against	 humanity”	 which	 fall	 within	 the	
ICC’s	jurisdiction,	and	includes	specific	acts	such	as	murder,	extermina‐
tion,	 enslavement,	 forced	 deportations,	 torture,	 rape,	 sexual	 slavery,	
persecution	 forced	 disappearances,	 apartheid	 as	 well	 as	 “(k)	 (o)ther	
inhumane	acts	of	a	similar	character	 intentionally	causing	great	suffer‐
ing,	 or	 serious	 injury	 to	 body	 or	 to	 mental	 or	 physical	 health.”	 The	
Court’s	 definition	 of	 Elements	 of	 Crimes	 (2011)	 included	 in	 the	 Rome	
Statute	stipulates	that	the	“other	inhumane	acts”	referred	to	in	Article	7	
section	(k)	must	involve	the	infliction	of	“great	suffering,	or	serious	inju‐
ry	to	body	or	to	mental	or	physical	health,	by	means	of	an	inhumane	act.”	
Suffering	 of	 this	 kind	 culminating	 all	 too	 often	 in	massive	 numbers	 of	
“foreseeable	and	avoidable”	deaths	and	disabilities	is	of	course	inherent	
to	living	conditions	characterized	by	severe	poverty.	The	imperative	that	
I	seek	to	embrace	and	inject	into	the	framework	of	human	rights	here	is	
that	of	“taking	[this]	suffering	seriously”;	emphasis	added),	together	with	
the	assumption	that	the	“spectral	presence”	of	these	victims	of	the	con‐
temporary	global	order	is	a	“necessary	condition	for	thinking	and	doing	
justice”:	
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But	 how	 do	 we	 mourn	 for	 the	 living	 dead,	 those	 who	 are	 not	
there.	These	…	women,	men,	and	children	 live	 in	the	present;	…	
exist	but	are	denied	visibility	and	voice;	their	actual	physical	ex‐
istence/survival	 (bare	 life	 in	 terms	 of	 Agamben)	 is	 a	 code	 for	
their	 living	death;	…	as	if	 they	were	as	yet	not	born	or	had	died	
many	a	 time	after	 their	birth.	These	are	 the	 truly	 rightless	peo‐
ples,	peoples	who	exist	only	by	virtue	of	their	being	expendable	
and	disposable…	

The	recognition	of	 the	criminality	of	 the	conditions	and	conduct	which	
produce	 this	 suffering	 is	 also	 then	 potentially	 the	 recognition	 of	 what	
both	have	described	 in	 differing	 but	 ultimately	 convergent	 contexts	 as	
the	most	fundamental	human	right	of	all,	the	“right	to	be	human.”	

6 Case Studies of BRICS and ALBA 

6.1  BRICS 

A	 differentiation	 between	 hegemonic	 and	 non‐	 or	 counter‐hegemonic	
approaches	must	also	be	applied	to	“South‐South”	initiatives	intended	to	
lay	the	basis	for	fundamental	social	transformations	such	as	those	need‐
ed	 in	 order	 to	 seriously	 address	 contemporary	 global	 patterns	 of	 pov‐
erty	 and	 inequality.	 I	 will	 investigate	 potential	 case	 studies	 such	 as	
BRICS	and	ALBA	and	 these	are	explored	briefly	below	within	 this	 con‐
text.	
My	emphasis	here	is	on	the	extent	to	which	processes	such	as	BRICS	and	
ALBA	have	the	potential	 to	advance	counter‐hegemonic	paradigms	and	
alternatives	of	a	systemic	character	(in	comparison,	for	example,	to	the	
Non‐Aligned	Movement	which	first	emerged	at	the	Bandung	Conference	
held	 in	 Indonesia	 in	 1955).	 BRICS,	 for	 example—totaling	 among	 its	
members	 “40%	 of	 the	world’s	 population,	 30%	 of	 its	 landmass,	 and	 a	
share	 in	world	 GDP	 (in	 PPP	 terms)	 that	 increased	 from	 16	 percent	 in	
2000	to	25	percent	in	2010”	(BRICS	Report,	2012;	UNDP	HDR,	2013)—
poses	a	distinct	challenge	to	the	current	configuration	of	geopolitical	and	
geoeconomic	hegemony	of	the	United	States	and	the	West,	but	does	not	
imply	a	critique	of	the	global	capitalist	system	as	such,	nor	a	rejection	of	
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the	hegemonic	conceptualizations	of	modernity,	development,	and	pro‐
gress.	
It	certainly	makes	a	difference,	at	 first	approximation,	whether	it	 is	 the	
United	States,	Western	Europe,	and	Japan	who	are	calling	the	shots	with‐
in	 the	 framework	 of	 the	 former	 G‐7,	 or	whether	 it	 is	 the	 BRICS	 states	
which	 play	 the	 decisive	 role	 in	 shaping	 global	 economic	 and	 financial	
policies	through	the	G‐20	in	spaces	such	as	the	IMF,	WB,	and	the	WTO.	
This	has	led	analysts	such	as	Walter	Mignolo	(2012),	a	leading	exponent	
of	the	Modernity/(de)Coloniality	project	in	Latin	America,	to	emphasize	
the	potential	contributions	of	BRICS	to	the	needed	“dewesternization”	of	
key	spaces	where	the	hegemony	of	the	Global	North	continues	to	be	ex‐
ercised,	 and	 to	 the	 “delinking”	 of	 states	 within	 the	 Global	 South	 from	
such	control.	
But	BRICS	 as	 currently	 framed	 implies	 an	 intriguing	but	 currently	 still	
limited	 expansion	 and	 differential	 seasoning	 of	 the	 relevant	 decision‐
making	table	(which	the	2012	Delhi	Declaration	of	BRICS,	echoed	in	the	
2013	Declaration	 issued	 in	March	 in	Durban,	South	Africa,	describes	 in	
paragraph	4	 in	 terms	of	 “strengthened	representation	of	emerging	and	
developing	 countries	 in	 the	 institutions	 of	 global	 governance”	 and	 in	
paragraph	8	as	a	 “call	 for	a	more	representative	 international	 financial	
architecture,	with	an	 increase	 in	the	voice	and	representation	of	devel‐
oping	countries,”	and	in	paragraph	9	in	the	context	of	the	IMF’s	reforms	
of	its	quotas,	support	for	enhanced	protection	and	voice	for	its	“poorest	
members”),	 rather	 than	 a	 redefinition	 of	 the	 game	 ultimately	 being	
played,	unless	it	deploys	its	counter‐hegemonic	potential	in	the	direction	
of	more	fundamental,	systemic	transformations.	
It	is	worth	noting	in	this	context	that,	in	the	wake	of	the	East	Asian	crisis	
of	 1997–1998,	 it	 was	 the	 consulting	 branch	 (“Economic	 Research	
Group”)	of	Goldman	Sachs	(a	key	player	of	course	in	fueling	the	specula‐
tive	 bubble	 which	 led	 to	 the	 Wall	 Street	 collapse	 in	 2008),	 in	 2001,	
which	argued	that	it	was	in	the	best	interests	of	global	systemic	econom‐
ic	and	financial	stability	to	expand	the	G‐7	through	the	addition	of	Brazil,	
Russia,	 India,	 and	China	 in	order	 to	 try	 to	make	 the	global	 system	 less	
susceptible	 to	 crises	 it	was	no	 longer	able	 to	 control	 (O’Neill/Goldman	
Sachs	ERG	2001).	From	this	perspective,	BRICS	highlights	the	incorpora‐
tion	 into	 the	 hegemonic	 global	 framework	 of	 potential	 “outliers”	 who	
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might	pose	 a	 systemic	 challenge	 in	 conjunction	with	others	 if	 not	 ade‐
quately	assimilated.		
The	 ascendancy	 of	 pseudo‐Communist	 (actually	 state	 capitalist)	 China	
and	 neoliberal,	 technocratic	 India	 thus	 combined	 together	 imply	 the	
fullest	expression	of	two	of	the	most	twisted	examples	of	capitalist	glob‐
alization,	the	creation	for	the	first	time	of	a	truly	global	market,	and	not	a	
challenge	 to	 its	 assumptions.	 This	 picture	 is	 completed	 by	 a	 neutered,	
nonideological,	Russia	which	 is	stripped	of	 the	counter‐hegemonic	pre‐
tensions	of	 the	 failed	USSR,	 a	Brazil	which	represents	at	best	 a	diluted	
version	of	the	anti‐systemic	rhetoric	and	impulses	of	other	more	radical	
states	in	the	same	region	such	as	Bolivarian	Venezuela	(which	nonethe‐
less	has	its	own	limitations),	and	a	South	Africa	which	has	become	spe‐
cialized	 in	 “Talking	 Left	 and	 Walking	 Right”	 (Bond,	 2006).	 To	 expect	
such	 a	 grouping	 to	 undo	 the	 configurations	 of	 poverty	 and	 inequality	
which	are	inherent	to	the	systemic	logic	of	globalized	capitalism	seems	
at	minimum	unlikely.	Nor	is	it	probable	for	such	an	association	to	priori‐
tize	 human	 rights	 issues	 overall	 given	 their	 evident	 vulnerabilities	 to	
such	issues	from	within.	Nevertheless,	BRICS	is	not	likely	to	go	very	far	if	
it	does	not	find	a	way	to	differentiate	and	maximize	its	own	unique	iden‐
tity,	 distinct	 from	 that	 of	 other	 potentially	 rival	 global	 and	 regional	
groupings	(Chellaney	and	Al	Jazeera,	2012;	Sharma,	2012).	
The	declarations	 issued	 in	March	2013	 in	Durban	and	 in	2012	 in	New	
Delhi	as	the	result	of	the	4th	and	5th	BRICS	summits,	and	since,5	are	es‐
sentially	 slightly	 reworked	 versions	 of	 the	 kind	 of	 communiqué	 one	
would	expect	 from	 the	G‐20	 (or	 the	G‐7	or	8,	 for	 that	matter),	 or	 from	
similar	exercises	in	state	rhetoric	in	the	context	of	UN	summits,	pervad‐
ed	by	the	same	kinds	of	discourses	and	tropes	which	typically	character‐
ize	reports	issued	by	the	WB	and	IMF.	This	includes	ritualistic	references	
in	the	New	Delhi	text	(echoed	in	slightly	different	form	in	2013)	to	(os‐
tensibly	self‐evident,	unexplained)	premises	such	as	the	need	“to	restore	
market	 confidence	 and	 get	 global	 growth	 back	 on	 track”	 (para.	 5);	 “to	
enable	global	economic	recovery	and	secure	financial	stability,	including	
through	an	improved	international	monetary	and	financial	architecture”	
(para.	7);	“to	ensure	strong,	sustainable	and	balanced	growth”	(para.	7);	

                                                 
5	 See,	 for	 example,	 the	2015	Ufa	declaration:	 http://www.brics.utoronto.ca/docs/	

150709‐ufa‐declaration_en.html	
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“and	 to	 ensure	 strong,	 sustainable	 and	balanced	growth”	 (para.	 7,	 35);	
and	 boiler‐plate	 style	 references	 to	 regional	 experiences	 assumed	 to	
embody	experiences	along	these	lines,	such	as	the	New	Partnership	for	
Africa’s	Development	(NEPAD)	(para.	36).	NEPAD	is	heavily	emphasized	
in	 the	2013	Declaration,	 since	 the	 focus	of	 the	Durban	 summit	was	on	
strengthening	ties	between	BRICs	and	Africa.	
NEPAD	has	been	widely	criticized	for	its	emulation	of	the	South	African	
strategy	 of	 accommodation	 to	 neoliberal	 imperatives,	 reflected	 in	 the	
way	it	was	built	initially	around	a	core	group	of	five	states	(South	Africa	
plus	 Algeria,	 Egypt,	 Nigeria,	 and	 Senegal)	 with	 similar	 leanings,	 which	
have	gradually	shaped	a	broader	equivalent	consensus	within	 the	Afri‐
can	 Union	 (AU)	 as	 a	whole	 reflected	 in	 NEPAD’s	 formal	 incorporation	
into	the	AU	structure	in	2010	(para.	36).	Both	the	Durban	and	Delhi	Dec‐
larations	suggest	that	NEPAD	is	a	model	 for	the	approach	which	BRICS	
should	 take	both	as	 to	Africa	and	overall	 (para.	36),	and	appears	 to	al‐
lude	to	an	unspoken	corollary	welcoming	intensified	Chinese	investment	
in	Africa	as	part	of	BRICS’	arsenal	of	potential	“solutions.”	According	to	
Taylor	and	Nel	(as	cited	by	Melber	2011),	the	NEPAD	approach	is	in	sum	
intended	to	legitimize	rather	than	to	restructure	the	current	global	pow‐
er	relations	in	which	Africa	is	embedded,	whose	inherent	characteristics	
include	increased	inequality	and	poverty,	and	thus,	as	CODESRIA	(Coun‐
cil	 for	 the	 Development	 of	 Social	 Science	 Research)	 has	 argued	 (para.	
36)	represents	a	“setback	 in	 the	African	quest	 for	a	return	to	a	path	of	
sustained	 economic	 growth	 and	 development”	 (emphasis	 added),	 in‐
stead	of	what	the	Delhi	Declaration	of	BRICS	assumes	to	be	its	culmina‐
tion.		
A	hint	of	well‐founded	dialectically	flavored	irony	is	however	evident	in	
one	 section	 (para.	 6)	 of	 the	 Delhi	 Declaration,	where	 the	 BRICS	 states	
affirm	 “that	 it	 is	 critical	 for	 advanced	 economies	 to	 adopt	 responsible	
macroeconomic	 and	 financial	 policies,	 avoid	 creating	 excessive	 global	
liquidity	 and	 undertake	 structural	 reforms	 to	 lift	 growth	 that	 create	
jobs.”	This	statement	simultaneously	applies	a	typical	series	of	formulas	
regarding	 the	 adoption	 of	 “responsible	 macroeconomic	 and	 financial	
policies”	 and	 the	 need	 to	 “undertake	 structural	 reforms”	 traditionally	
directed	by	the	IMF	and	WB	toward	emerging	economies	to	those	which	
are	more	 “advanced,”	 in	 a	 spirit	 of	 critical	 reciprocity,	 and	 suggests	 an	
implicit	basis	for	questioning	the	use	of	such	rhetoric	at	all	given	its	hol‐
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low	character.	“Responsible”	from	whose	perspective	and	upon	the	basis	
of	what	 set	 of	 interests	 and	 values?	What	 is	meant	 by	 “structural”	 re‐
forms?	 Is	 the	 term	 only	 applicable	 to	 measures	 which	 make	 markets	
more	 attractive	 and	 safer	 for	 investment?	 What	 about	 reforms	 which	
might	 increase	 the	 possibility	 of	 living	with	 dignity	 in	 poor	 communi‐
ties?	Aren’t	poverty	and	inequality	“structural”	as	well?	
It	would	be	very	interesting	from	the	standpoint	of	the	need	for	a	mean‐
ingful	 “South‐South”	 agenda	 of	 global	 transformation	 (including	 issues	
of	 poverty	 and	 inequality	 within	 an	 expanded,	 reconfigured	 counter‐
hegemonic	human	rights	framework)	for	BRICS	to	push	the	limits	of	its	
constraints	as	 far	as	possible:	 to	seriously	seek	to	walk,	as	well	as	 talk,	
“South.”	Some	of	the	needed	elements	for	this	are	present	at	least	implic‐
itly	along	the	edges	of	 the	emerging	BRICS	agenda.	This	 includes	refer‐
ences	in	both	the	Delhi	and	Durban	Declarations	to	BRICS	as	a	potential	
basis	 for	 strengthening	 a	 “partnership	 for	 common	 development”	 and	
deepening	 cooperation	 among	 its	 members	 (para.	 1;	 with	 the	 exact	
shape	of	such	commonality	and	deepening	still	unspecified),	and	in	par‐
agraph	 4	 to	 the	 centrality	 of	 international	 law	 as	 a	 framework	 for	 its	
aspirations:	“We	stand	ready	to	work	with	others,	developed	and	devel‐
oping	countries	together,	on	the	basis	of	universally	recognized	norms	of	
international	law	and	multilateral	decision	making,	to	deal	with	the	chal‐
lenges	and	the	opportunities	before	the	world	today.	Strengthened	rep‐
resentation	of	emerging	and	developing	countries	 in	 the	 institutions	of	
global	governance	will	enhance	their	effectiveness	in	achieving	this	ob‐
jective.”	
However,	 international	 human	 rights	 standards	 (hegemonic	 or	 other‐
wise)	are	not	specified	here	or	anywhere	else	in	the	Delhi	Declaration	as	
explicit	 components	 of	 the	 “universally	 recognized	 norms”	 referenced,	
and	the	text	moreover	seems	to	assume	that	“strengthened	representa‐
tion	 of	 emerging	 and	developing	 countries	 in	 the	 institutions	 of	 global	
governance”	might	 itself	 be	 enough	 to	 “enhance	 their	 effectiveness”	 in	
addressing	 contemporary	 global	 “challenges	 and	 opportunities,”	 but	
“human	rights”	does	explicitly	appear	as	a	reference	for	the	first	time	in	
the	Durban	text	(para.	23;	as	it	does	in	para.	10	of	the	Ufa	Declaration	in	
2015),	including	a	potentially	significant	but	still	unspecified	agreement	
to	 cooperate	 regarding	 human	 rights	 issues.	 Most	 social	 movements	
identified	with	 the	Arab	and	Latin	American	“Springs”	and/or	with	 the	
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global	justice	movement	insist	that	it	is	the	existing	institutions	of	global	
governance	themselves	that	must	be	reformed	in	terms	of	their	substan‐
tive	objectives	and	policies,	and	not	just	procedurally	in	terms	of	which	
states	 from	 which	 regions	 define	 them.	 Otherwise	 their	 reorientation	
with	enhanced	representation	from	the	“South”	simply	implies	a	shift	in	
geographical	and	geopolitical	direction,	and	not	one	of	a	systemic	char‐
acter.	 Connecting	 cooperation	 among	 BRICS	 states	 as	 to	 human	 rights	
and	such	concerns	would	be	an	interesting	next	step.	
Additional	elements	of	the	Delhi	Declaration	which	suggest	the	need	for	
deeper	 transformations	 include	 its	call	 in	paragraph	10	 for	 the	 IMF	“to	
make	 its	 surveillance	 framework	 more	 integrated	 and	 even‐handed,”	
and	its	calls	in	paragraphs	12	and	13	for	reform	of	the	WB	(in	terms	of	
its	governance	structure,	to	move	it	away	from	its	current	mediating	role	
as	 to	North‐South	development	efforts,	and	to	end	 its	reliance	upon	an	
outdated	donor‐recipient	model),	 and	 for	 its	 possible	 supplementation	
(not	replacement?)	by	a	new	(“South‐South”?)	Development	Bank,	which	
was	reaffirmed	as	an	objective	in	Durban	in	2013.	
Paragraphs	15	and	16	of	the	Delhi	Declaration	refer	to	the	strengthening	
of	the	WTO	and	of	the	Doha	Round	itself	through	the	accession	of	Russia,	
but	 at	 the	 same	 time	paragraph	17	underlines	 the	 role	of	UNCTAD	 “as	
focal	point	in	the	UN	system	for	the	treatment	of	trade	and	development	
issues.”	Paragraph	18	meanwhile	highlights	the	importance	of	strength‐
ening	existing	mechanisms	to	enhance	intra‐BRICS	trade.		
Paragraph	28	provides	 the	most	 extended	 reference	 to	 issues	of	 social	
development	 (in	 addition	 to	 specific	 reaffirmation	 of	 support	 for	 the	
MDGs	process	in	paragraph	35,	and	additional	references	to	issues	relat‐
ed	 to	 the	 environment,	 climate	 change,	 and	biodiversity	 in	 paragraphs	
29–34,	 and	 those	 related	 to	 public	 health	 in	 paragraph	 42):	
“[a]ccelerating	 growth	 and	 sustainable	 development,	 along	 with	 food,	
and	energy	security,	are	amongst	 the	most	 important	challenges	 facing	
the	world	today,	and	central	to	addressing	economic	development,	erad‐
icating	poverty,	combating	hunger	and	malnutrition	in	many	developing	
countries.	 Creating	 jobs	 needed	 to	 improve	 people’s	 living	 standards	
worldwide	 is	critical.	Sustainable	development	 is	also	a	key	element	of	
our	 agenda	 for	 global	 recovery	 and	 investment	 for	 future	 growth.	We	
owe	this	responsibility	to	our	future	generations.”	These	are	the	princi‐
pal	references	in	the	entire	document	to	such	issues	and	at	best	reflect	a	
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diluted	 echo	 of	 long‐standing	 frameworks	 present	 in	 the	 international	
community	 through	 the	MDG	 process	 and	 UN	 Summits	 dating	 back	 to	
the	1990s.	Nothing	is	included,	for	example,	in	terms	of	an	understand‐
ing	of	poverty	as	a	violation	of	human	rights,	or	as	to	the	human	rights	
dimensions	 more	 generally	 of	 issues	 related	 to	 poverty,	 hunger,	 and	
malnutrition.	
This	vacuum	is	particularly	notable	given	the	substantive	importance	of	
poverty	 and	 inequality	 as	 phenomena	 which	 have	 shaped	 the	 history	
and	 contemporary	 character	 of	 the	 economies	 of	 China,	 India,	 Russia,	
Brazil,	 and	 South	 Africa,	 and	 of	 the	 dense	 web	 of	 policies	 addressing	
such	 issues	 directly	 or	 indirectly	 (e.g.,	 in	 the	 context	 of	 broader	 initia‐
tives	 targeting	 issues	 of	 agrarian	 development	 or	 that	 of	 minority	
groups)	in	each	of	these	countries.	Few	peoples	in	the	world	would	be	so	
well‐positioned,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 to	 assume	 such	 a	 role	 given	 their	
accumulated	experience	and	suffering,	which	makes	the	absence	of	such	
leadership	all	 the	more	notable.	The	 ruling	sectors	of	 the	Global	North	
which	 concentrate	 80%	 of	 the	world’s	wealth	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 20%	 or	
less	of	 its	population	pose	 the	principal	overall	 structural	and	material	
obstacles	to	the	redistributive	measures	necessary	to	redress	the	injus‐
tices	of	the	global	economy,	but	the	most	immediate	obstacles	lie	in	their	
occasional	rivals	but	ultimately	de	facto	allies	 in	the	governing	régimes	
in	each	of	 the	BRICS	states.	 It	 is	difficult	 to	 imagine	a	 substantive	shift	
toward	 a	 counter‐hegemonic,	 counter‐systemic	 stance	 on	 the	 part	 of	
BRICS	toward	issues	of	global	poverty	and	inequality,	and	more	broadly	
toward	a	counter‐hegemonic	approach	to	human	rights	overall,	without	
an	underlying	transformation	in	each	of	these	régimes.	It	is	time	to	begin	
to	 imagine	what	 a	 counter‐hegemonic	 approach	 to	 human	 rights	 from	
the	 perspective	 of	 the	 peoples	 of	 the	 BRICS	 countries	might	 look	 like,	
and	 to	 insist	 that	 it	 be	 promoted	within	 each	 of	 the	 bloc’s	 constituent	
states.	
Additional	 hints	 of	 the	 kinds	 of	 initiatives	 such	 an	 initiative	might	 en‐
compass	include	some	of	the	recommendations	formulated	by	the	BRICS	
Academic	Forums	held	in	Delhi	and	Durban	as	parallel,	complementary	
events	to	that	of	the	summit	itself.	Some	of	this	involves	greater	specific‐
ity	 than	 the	 more	 general,	 diplomatic	 language	 which	 permeates	 the	
Delhi	Declaration	 itself,	 including	an	 insistence	on	BRICS	as	a	space	for	
“progressive	 development	 trajectories”	 (emphasis	 added),	 including	
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“transformations	 for	 optimal	 representation	 and	 participation	 in	 mat‐
ters	 of	 global	 political,	 economic	 and	 financial	 governance”	 (not	 just	
economic	and	financial	governance	as	is	emphasized	in	the	Delhi	Decla‐
ration).	The	Academic	Forum	also	recommends	that	the	“BRICS	nations	
must	 seek	 to	 create	 institutions	 that	 enable	 viable	 alternatives	 for	 en‐
hancing	 inclusive	 socio‐economic	development	 agenda	within	 and	out‐
side	BRICS.	 Such	 institutions	must	eventually	 seek	 to	 set	 global	bench‐
marks	for	best	practices	and	standards.”	
Its	recommendations	also	underline	the	need	to	address	the	increasing	
activism	 of	 nonstate	 actors	 and	 to	 assess	 the	 contributions	 of	 “indige‐
nous	knowledge	and	practices	to	deal	with	common	challenges	such	as	
eco‐friendly	agricultural	practices,	efficient	water	use,	disaster	manage‐
ment	and	other	humanitarian	 issues,”	and	 to	emphasize	 issues	relating	
to	 “inclusive	 growth	 and	 equitable	 development”	 (adjectives	 absent	
from	 the	Delhi	 Declaration	 itself,	 or	 highly	 diluted).	 The	 Academic	 Fo‐
rum’s	recommendations	also	emphasize	the	need	within	BRICS	to	create	
spaces	for	exchange	between	scholars,	experts,	and	business	leaders	as	
well	 as	 the	 citizens,	 youths,	 and	 social,	 political,	 and	 cultural	 actors	 of	
each	country.	This	latter	component	echoes	the	emergence	on	a	still	in‐
cipient	basis	within	ALBA	of	such	spaces	for	social	movements	and	cul‐
tural	workers.	All	of	this	in	effect	lays	the	basis	in	turn	for	imagining	the	
gradual	 emergence	 of	 a	 much	 more	 democratic	 and	 inclusive	 BRICS	
“from	 below,”	 and	 much	 more	 reflective	 of	 the	 extraordinary	 wealth	
represented	by	 the	counter‐hegemonic	social	movements	 in	each	of	 its	
member	countries,	whose	imaginaries	range	much	more	widely	than	the	
relatively	constricted	visions	of	its	states.	

6.2  ALBA Case Studies: Venezuela, Bolivia, and Ecuador 

ALBA,	by	contrast,	seems	to	suggest	the	possibility	of	a	more	proactive	
approach	to	such	issues	as	part	of	a	broader	South‐South	agenda,	as	re‐
flected,	for	example,	both	in	its	role	as	an	emerging	regional	alternative	
to	 US	 political	 and	 economic	 hegemony	 and	 in	 Venezuela’s	 vigorous,	
generally	 successful	 efforts	 to	 reduce	 poverty	 and	 inequality	 between	
2002	and	2011	(with	estimates	ranging	from	48.6%	overall	to	27.8%	in	
2010,	and	in	terms	of	extreme	poverty	from	22.2%	to	10.7%,	see	López	
Arnal	 2012,	 based	 on	 ECLAC	 2011;	 or	 of	 an	 even	 greater	 magnitude,	
from	54%	to	27.5%	overall	 and	 from	25.1	 to	7.	6%	between	2003	and	
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2007,	 implying	 a	 50%	 reduction	 in	 poverty	 as	 a	whole	 and	 of	 70%	 in	
extreme	poverty	during	the	period	in	question;	many	of	these	gains	have	
been	 eroded,	 however,	 by	 a	 deep	 economic	 crisis	 between	 2014	 and	
2016	spurred	in	part	by	a	sharp	global	drop	in	oil	prices	and	thus	reve‐
nues.	Others	(McLeod	and	Lustig,	2011)	dispute	or	qualify	the	absolute	
and	relative	character	of	such	reductions	in	Venezuela	and	suggest	that	
overall	 more	 moderate	 center‐left	 régimes	 in	 Latin	 America	 such	 as	
those	 of	Brazil	 and	Chile	were	more	 effective	 in	 reducing	poverty	 in	 a	
lasting	way	than	the	more	radical,	 “populist”	régimes	of	Venezuela	and	
Argentina,	 in	part	because	of	 the	correlation	in	the	latter	two	cases	be‐
tween	 reductions	 in	 poverty	 and	 their	 economies’	 greater	 dependency	
on	 the	 cyclical	 character	 of	 higher	 commodity	 prices.	 But	 all	 of	 those	
cited	on	both	sides	of	this	debate	provide	a	basis	to	argue	that	regardless	
of	 whether	 the	 reductions	 were	 greater	 or	 more	 lasting	 in	 the	 more	
moderate	 or	 more	 “populist”	 contexts,	 the	 régimes	 least	 successful	 at	
reducing	poverty	and/or	inequality	during	the	same	period	were	those	
most	 closely	 aligned	 with	 US‐imposed	 “free	 market”	 policies	 (e.g.,	 Co‐
lombia,	Mexico;	the	latter	once	initial	reductions	supposedly	attributable	
to	 new	 focalized,	 conditional	 cash	 transfer	 policies	 were	 reversed	 fol‐
lowing	the	impact	of	the	2008	global	crisis).	
Other	ALBA	leaders	such	as	Evo	Morales	of	Bolivia	and	Rafael	Correa	of	
Ecuador	 (himself	 a	 former	 economist	 at	 the	 WB)	 have	 insisted	 upon	
poverty	 prevention,	 reduction,	 and	 eradication	 as	 key	 components	 of	
national	 social	 policy,	 including	 Correa’s	 recent	 insistence	 in	 a	 speech	
delivered	at	the	Santiago	headquarters	of	the	UN’s	Economic	Council	for	
Latin	America	 and	 the	Caribbean	 (ECLAC,	 better	 known	by	 its	 Spanish	
language	initials	as	CEPAL)	in	Chile,	 that	poverty	reduction	rather	than	
increases	 in	 economic	 growth	 should	 be	 considered	 the	 measure	 of	 a	
country’s	 progress,	 and	 a	 “moral	 imperative,	 rather	 than	 a	 technical	
challenge”.	Correa	also	highlighted	a	reduction	in	the	country’s	Gini	coef‐
ficient	measuring	inequality	from	0.55	in	2006	to	0.47	in	2012.	Poverty	
meanwhile	was	reduced	overall	nationally	from	37.6%	in	2006	to	28.6%	
in	2011,	and	from	60.6%	in	the	rural	sector	(where	the	country’s	indige‐
nous	population	is	most	heavily	concentrated)	to	50.9%	in	2011.	Similar	
trends	 are	 evident	 in	 Bolivia,	 with	 reductions	 in	 overall	 poverty	 from	
60.6%	in	2005	to	49.6%	in	2010,	in	rural	poverty	(once	again,	as	in	Ec‐
uador,	where	the	country’s	indigenous	population	is	most	highly	concen‐
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trated)	 from	 77.6%	 to	 65.1%,	 and	 in	 urban	 poverty	 from	 51.5%	 to	
41.7%	(Weisbrot,	Ray	and	Johnston/CEPR,	2009;	Carlson,	2012).	

7 Conclusion 

ALBA	and	the	dominant	political	trends	in	its	leading	states	(Cuba,	Vene‐
zuela,	Bolivia,	Ecuador,	and	Nicaragua)	pose	difficult	dilemmas	for	polit‐
ical	analysts	and	activists	on	the	left	in	the	region	because	of	the	increas‐
ing	tensions	in	several	of	these	cases	(Ecuador,	Nicaragua,	Bolivia,	most	
notably)	 between	 their	 governing	 régimes	 and	 more	 radical	 social	
movements	with	 an	 anti‐systemic	 character.	 These	 dilemmas	 and	 ten‐
sions	apply	more	broadly	to	similar	cases	in	Brazil	and	Argentina,	where	
the	more	“moderate,”	center‐left	character	of	their	governments	polarize	
political	divisions	even	more	emphatically,	and	even	more	so	in	contexts	
such	 as	 Colombia	 and	 Chile	 where	 powerful	 grassroots	 movements	
based	in	the	countries’	most	marginalized	sectors	confront	center‐right	
governments	 which	 have	 little	 compunction	 in	 recycling	 the	 most	 re‐
pressive	responses	to	 their	mobilizations.	Common	threads	throughout	
all	of	 these	cases	(from	those	within	ALBA	to	those	beyond	in	both	the	
center‐left	and	center‐right	categories)	include	the	emergence	of	a	form	
of	“neo‐developmentalism”	or	“neo‐extractivism”	(Zibechi,	2012)	which	
constitutes	the	Latin	American	version	of	the	processes	of	“accumulation	
by	dispossession”	(via	mega‐projects,	mining,	and	overall	environmental	
devastation,	 forced	 migration	 and	 displacement,	 etc.)	 which	 has	 been	
described	as	the	essence	of	contemporary	forms	of	capitalist	neoliberal	
globalization.	 Zibechi	 and	 many	 others	 located	 within	 each	 of	 these	
countries	 suggest	 that	 despite	 their	 relative	 successes	 and	 distancing	
from	systemic	imperatives	in	certain	respects,	there	is	an	overall	conti‐
nuity	 in	 the	 imposition	 of	 “neo‐developmentalist”	 or	 “neo‐extractivist”	
imperatives	 which	 characterizes	 régimes	 such	 as	 those	 of	 Chávez	 in	
Venezuela,	Morales	 in	 Bolivia,	 Correa	 in	 Ecuador,	 Ortega	 in	Nicaragua,	
Lula	and	Rosseff	in	Brazil,	and	the	Kirchners	in	Argentina,	in	addition	to	
their	prevalence	 in	openly	neoliberal	 régimes	 such	 as	 those	of	Mexico,	
Chile,	Colombia,	and	Honduras.	
In	all	of	these	cases,	the	strongest	responses	in	resistance	to	processes	of	
dispossession	of	resources	and	territories	come	from	movements	of	in‐
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digenous	peoples	and	people	of	African	descent,	other	marginalized	sec‐
tors	(e.g.,	the	urban	poor	and	employed	and	youth),	and	environmental‐
ists,	as	 in	Honduras.	Many	of	 these	sectors	unite	around	the	defense	of	
the	principles	and	rhetoric	of	the	new	constitutions	of	“refounded”	(Sou‐
sa	 Santos,	 2009)	 states	 such	 as	 Ecuador	 and	Bolivia	which	 have	 rede‐
fined	 these	 polities	 as	 “plurinational”	 and	 “pluricultural,”	 arguing	 that	
the	Correa	and	Morales	régimes	are	violating	to	varying	degrees	the	pre‐
cepts	 of	 the	 states	which	 they	 helped	 create	 (like	 the	 African	National	
Congress	in	South	Africa	or	the	sectors	of	the	opposition	that	have	come	
to	occupy	some	positions	of	power	in	Egypt,	Tunisia,	or	Libya	but	have	
failed	 to	 act	 consistently	 with	 their	 origins	 or	 originally	 stated	 inten‐
tions).	
These	same	frameworks	of	 “decolonized”	constitutional	 law	have	rede‐
fined	 the	 traditional	 conceptual	 boundaries	 of	 international	 human	
rights	principles	to	include	the	recognition	of	nature	or	“Mother	Earth”	
as	a	subject	of	rights,	as	reflected	in	the	indigenous	cultures	of	the	Ande‐
an	regions	of	Latin	America	common	to	countries	such	as	Ecuador,	Bo‐
livia,	Perú,	and	Colombia,	through	their	shared	roots	in	the	Inca	civiliza‐
tion,	and	its	conception	of	“Pacha	Mama”	and	of	a	“good	life”	understood	
in	terms	of	“Sumak	Kawsay”	or	“Suma	Qamaña”	(as	the	concept	is	articu‐
lated	 respectively	 in	 the	 indigenous	 languages	of	 the	Quechua	 and	Ay‐
mara	 peoples,	 see	Houtart	 et	 al.,	 ed.,	 2012);	 this	 in	 turn	 is	what	 is	 re‐
ferred	to	as	the	basis	for	a	“post‐capitalist”	paradigm	framed	in	terms	of	
the	“common	good	of	humanity”	by	Houtart,	et.al.	(id).	These	approaches	
go	much	further	in	the	direction	of	the	counter‐hegemonic	frameworks	
of	human	rights	necessary	to	address	issues	of	global	systemic	injustice	
reflected	in	persistent	poverty	and	inequality,	“from	below,”	throughout	
the	region,	regardless	of	the	ideological	label	attached	to	or	embraced	by	
the	specific	government	at	issue.	
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Chapter 2 
“I’M GONNA GET MY SHARE OF WHAT’S MINE”: NARRATIVES OF 
POVERTY AND CRIME IN POSTCOLONIAL JAMAICA AND KENYA 

Aaron	Louis	Rosenberg	

This	chapter	sheds	light	upon	the	lived	realities	and	(inter)personal	ex‐
periences	of	those	living	in	poverty	and	the	manner	in	which	such	ways	
of	perceiving	and	interacting	with	the	world	oftentimes	result	in	choices	
that	bring	individuals	 into	direct	conflict	with	the	forces	of	 law	and	or‐
der.	 These	 illegal	 strategies	 of	 poverty	 alleviation	 are	 viewed	 through	
the	prism	of	popular	cultural	expressions	in	Kenya	and	Jamaica	by	per‐
forming	 artists	 Eric	Wainaina	 and	 Jimmy	 Cliff.	While	 neither	 artist	 at‐
tempts	to	justify	the	use	of	violence	and	theft	as	tools	for	economic	ad‐
vancement,	 they	do	both	 construct	 and	participate	 in	narratives	which	
explicate	 the	 motivations	 and	 even	 necessities	 which	 give	 impulse	 to	
these	 desperate	 and	 ultimately	 tragic	 endeavors	 to	 escape	 from	 the	
clutches	of	poverty.	

1 Introduction 

The	 reality	 of	 poverty	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 (post)colonial	 settings	 has	 been	
drawing	 increasing	 attention	 since	 the	 turn	of	 the	 twenty‐first	 century	
and	the	sobering	realization	that	the	first	of	the	United	Nations’	Millen‐
nium	Development	Goals,	that	is,	to	eradicate	extreme	poverty	and	hun‐
ger,	 is	 not	 achieving	 significant	 rates	 of	 success	 in	many	 crucial	 cases.	
Countries	 such	as	China	 and	 India	with	emerging	 industrial	 infrastruc‐
tures	have	been	positioned	to	maximize	their	growth	and	thus	capitalize	
on	 the	 initiatives	 of	 the	 UN’s	 member	 states.	 Nations	 in	 Sub‐Saharan	
Africa	 and	 the	 Caribbean,	 however,	 have	 not	 necessarily	 been	 able	 to	
move	 forward	 politically	 or	 economically	 in	 the	 same	 fashion.	 In	 such	
contexts,	criminal	activity	has	oftentimes	taken	the	place	of	gainful	em‐
ployment	 in	order	 to	compensate	 for	 the	objective	and	 felt	deprivation	
that	is	experienced	by	members	of	these	societies.		
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The	reality	and	gravity	of	these	situations	are	brought	out	in	the	studies	
contained	 in	 the	 “Strategy	Paper	on	Urban	Youth	 in	Africa,”	where	 the	
authors	tell	us	that	“since	the	beginning	of	the	1990s,	the	population	of	
urban	youth	living	in	poverty,	and	youth	crime	and	crime	by	minors	in	
cities	in	the	developing	world	have	increased	significantly.”1	They	go	on	
to	 advise	 that	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 create	 a	 “global	 context	 for	 concern	
about	the	plight	of	young	people	in	urban	settings,	the	extent	and	nature	
of	 those	 problems	 for	 African	 youth,	 and	 the	 urgency	 of	 the	 need	 for	
widespread	and	concerted	action.”2	Of	particular	relevance	to	our	study	
here	 is	 the	 intensive	 use	 of	 music	 as	 part	 of	 the	 strategy	 to	 develop	
youth‐oriented	initiatives	to	combat	criminality	and	reduce	poverty.	As	
the	study	points	out,	 in	Kenya,	Gidigidi	Majimaji	was	involved	in	devel‐
oping	programs	to	encourage	young	people	to	engage	in	musical	expres‐
sion	in	order	to	“empower	the	youth	socially.”3	
In	Jamaica	the	contributions	of	scholars	such	as	Stone4	have	been	useful	
in	determining	 the	 causes	 and	 likely	 trajectories	of	 criminal	 activity	 in	
the	Caribbean	as	well	as	in	Kenya.	Such	feelings	of	deprivation	have	been	
outlined	and	explained	by	numerous	authors.	Ellis’s	 study5	of	 the	blos‐
soming	 of	 criminal	 activity	 in	 Jamaica	 from	 the	 1950s	 to	 the	 1980s	 is	
relevant	 to	 our	 project	 here	 in	 that	 it	 deals	 with	 precisely	 the	 period	
immediately	 following	 the	 death	 of	 the	 Jamaican	 outlaw	 Ivanhoe	
“Rhyging”	 Martin,	 who	 was	 gunned	 down	 by	 police	 in	 1948,	 and	 in	
which	 Jimmy	Cliff	 released	the	1972	 film	The	Harder	They	Come.	Other	
explorations	of	 the	criminal	world	 in	 Jamaica	such	as	 that	by	Headley6	
provide	us	with	a	comprehensive	even	if	somewhat	dated	understanding	
of	the	manner	in	which	the	sociopolitical	climate	in	Jamaica	has	facilitat‐
ed	the	rise	of	organized	and	oftentimes	violent	criminal	activity.		
In	Kenya	recent	studies	funded	by	various	organizations	have	expressed	
in	no	uncertain	terms	the	seriousness	of	both	rural	and	urban	poverty.	
The	 recent	 rise	 of	 violent	 crime	 and	 criminal	 confrontation	 in	 Kenya	
with	groups	such	as	Mungiki	coming	to	the	fore	as	semi‐organized	bod‐
ies	brings	into	focus	once	again	the	ability	of	disenfranchised	(and	even	
                                                 
1		 Kanyua	and	UN	Habitat	(2005,	p.	3).	
2		 Ibid.,	p.	4.	
3		 Ibid.,	p.	85.	
4	 Stone	(1988).	
5	 Ellis	(1992).	
6	 Headley	(1994).	
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socially	well‐positioned)	individuals	to	throw	in	their	lot	with	a	group	of	
individuals	involved	in	illegal	activities.7	This	is	especially	true	when	the	
governing	bodies	in	such	a	country	are	perceived	to	be	exploitative	ag‐
gressors	whose	rule	is	concerned	by	many	to	be	carried	out	along	extra‐
legal	 if	not	 illegal	 lines.	 Such	a	 situation	 is	 obviously	 compounded	 in	a	
country	 such	 as	 Kenya	 where	 the	 percentage	 of	 the	 population	 living	
below	the	poverty	line	is	approximately	half	of	the	national	population.8	
This	is	much	more	than	in	neighbouring	Tanzania	with	36%	of	the	popu‐
lation	living	below	the	poverty	line.	This	level	of	poverty	is	nearly	three	
times	that	of	Jamaica	where	17%	of	the	population	lives	below	the	pov‐
erty	line.	It	is	likely,	however,	that	the	poverty	rate	in	Jamaica	was	signif‐
icantly	higher	at	the	time	when	the	film	The	Harder	They	Come	was	being	
produced.	 This	 can	 be	 deduced	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 poverty	 rates	 in	 the	
early	1990s	were	at	above	30%	and	that,	according	to	Audley	Shaw,	the	
period	 from	 1972	 to	 1980	 was	 a	 “period	 of	 unprecedented	 economic	
decline.”9	
It	 is	crucial	 therefore	that	criminal	activity	and	criminals	themselves	in	
the	Global	South	(and	by	extension	much	of	the	globe	which	is	profound‐
ly	intertwined	with	these	geographic,	sociocultural	and	economic	“spac‐
es”10)	be	reassessed	in	light	of	the	exigent	circumstances	which	to	a	sig‐
nificant	degree	make	“crime”	seem	like	a	viable	and	attractive	option	for	
significant	numbers	of	people.	These	are	numbers	which	are,	ultimately,	
sufficient	 to	 make	 both	 individual	 and	 organized	 crime	 possible.	 The	
ambiguity	 in	which	 the	 term	 “crime”	 is	 itself	 defined	 in	both	 legal	 and	
social	terms	leaves	a	great	deal	of	intellectual	room	for	debate	and	disa‐
greement.	The	Oxford	Online	Dictionary	 defines	 crime	 as	 “an	 action	 or	
omission	that	constitutes	an	offense	that	may	be	prosecuted	by	the	state	
and	 is	punishable	by	 law.”	An	additional	definition,	however,	describes	
crime	as	“an	action	or	activity	that,	although	not	illegal,	is	considered	to	

                                                 
7	 Henninsen	and	Jones	(2012).	
8	 Australian	Government	Refugee	Review	Tribunal	(2011).	
9	 Shaw	(2011).	
10	 See,	 for	 example,	 Laurie	 Gunst’s	 study	 Born	 Fi’	 Dead(1996)	 which	 does	 an	

excellent	job	of	explaining	the	ways	in	which	Jamaican	criminals	have	responded	
to	 the	 need	 to	 diversify	 and	 export	 their	 criminal	 enterprises	 in	 order	 to	
participate	in	a	broader	sphere.	
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be	 evil,	 shameful,	 or	 wrong.”11	 These	 two	 definitions,	 when	 taken	 to‐
gether,	go	a	 long	way	toward	 indicating	 the	amorphous	and	plastic	na‐
ture	of	 crime	 and	 those	who	perpetrate	 it	 in	Tanzanian,	 Jamaican,	 and	
multiple	other	contexts	throughout	the	Global	South.	Depending,	there‐
fore,	on	the	perspective	of	those	who	constitute	the	community	of	recep‐
tion	of	such	actions,	their	strictly	legal	criminal	nature	may	become	sig‐
nificantly	altered	or	even	reversed	in	its	implications.	We	might	consid‐
er,	 for	 example,	 the	 legendary	 figure	of	Robin	Hood,	 a	widely	dissemi‐
nated	character	 in	European	 folklore.12	The	violent	actions	perpetrated	
by	Robin	Hood	and	his	“merry	men”	have	become	the	stuff	of	enduring,	
even	pro‐social,	legend	precisely	because	these	thefts	and	assassinations	
were	perceived	by	many	to	be	justified	if	not	absolutely	necessary.	In	a	
similar	manner,	I	will	demonstrate	below	the	extent	to	which	the	charac‐
ters	personified	by	Jimmy	Cliff	and	Eric	Wainaina	are	made	sympathetic	
and	 empathetic	 to	 their	 audiences	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 they	 activate	 a	
sense	of	the	ambiguity	inherent	in	their	acts	of	theft	and	violence.	These	
sentiments	are	 in	 turn,	of	 course,	 given	 fertile	 soil	 in	which	 to	 flourish	
due	to	the	sociohistorical	circumstances	that	they	depict	and	respond	to.		
Creative	expression	in	African	and	Caribbean	communities	has	kept	pace	
historically	and	 in	contemporary	contexts	with	such	realities,	 respond‐
ing	to	the	lived	experience	of	poverty	in	various	ways.	Escapism	through	
the	projection	and	celebration	of	wealth	has	long	been	a	popular	artistic	
foundation	upon	which	to	build	both	films	and	music	produced	in	these	
regions.	 Of	 equal	 if	 not	 greater	 importance,	 however,	 are	 those	 texts	
which	 confront	 and	 describe	 poverty	 in	ways	which	 both	 give	 expres‐
sion	to	and	validate	the	experiences	of	the	poor	themselves.		
In	order	to	explore	the	representations	of	poverty	that	have	been	emerg‐
ing	from	these	zones,	this	chapter	will	take	as	its	focus	the	life	and	work	
of	the	canonical	performing	artists	Eric	Wainaina	and	Jimmy	Cliff.	Each	
has,	in	quite	distinct	ways,	carved	out	a	productive	niche	for	themselves	
in	 their	 respective	 countries	 through	 their	 musical	 and	 dramatic	 tal‐
ents—Cliff	 in	 Jamaica	 and	Wainaina	 in	 Kenya.	While	 I	 will	 attempt	 as	

                                                 
11	 Definition	of	crime	in	English.	http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/	

american_english/crime.	Accessed	May	10,	2014.	
12	 See,	for	example,	 Joseph	Hunter’s	essay	“Robin	Hood”	in	Stephen	Knight’a	edited	

volume	 Robin	 Hood:	 An	 Anthology	 of	 Scholarship	 and	 Criticism	 (D.S.	 Brewer,	
1999)	for	an	explanation	of	the	social	significance	of	the	Robin	Hood	legend.	
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much	as	possible	to	consider	the	full	trajectory	of	each	artist’s	work	over	
the	 length	of	 their	careers,	 the	scope	of	my	analysis	will	necessarily	be	
limited	to	one	“work”	by	each	artist.	This	category	will	be	broadly	inter‐
preted	 as	 I	 will	 be	 looking	 at	 the	 feature	 film	 The	Harder	They	 Come,	
which	stars	Jimmy	Cliff	in	its	leading	role	as	well	as	featuring	his	musical	
talents.	This	cinematic	work	will	be	considered	in	conjunction	with	the	
song	“Mariana”	from	Wainaina’s	recent	album	Love	+	Protest.	
As	it	is	unlikely	that	many	of	my	readers	will	be	familiar	with	the	work	
of	both	artists,	it	may	be	useful	to	provide	a	brief	biographical	sketch	of	
each	artist.	This	will	be	done	in	order	to	provide	readers	with	a	general	
notion	 of	 the	 creative	 background	of	 each	performing	 artist	 as	well	 as	
the	manner	in	which	the	works	considered	here	fits	into	and	can	be	per‐
ceived	 to	 represent	 general	 imaginative	 and	 intellectual	 tendencies	
within	the	oeuvre	of	each	performing	artist.			
Since	 the	 beginning	 of	 his	 solo	 career	 in	 2001,	 the	 Kenyan	 recording	
artist	 Eric	Wainaina	 has	 repeatedly	 made	 poverty	 and	 corruption	 the	
focus	of	his	creative	works.	His	2011	album	Love	+	Protest	continues	this	
trajectory	with	the	majority	of	the	tracks	confronting	such	issues.	He	has	
become	 an	 important	 public	 figure	 in	 Kenya	 who	 has	 taken	 an	 active	
part	 in	 the	cultural	 life	of	 the	country,	more	specifically	 in	 the	nation’s	
capital,	 Nairobi.	 He	 has	 also	 been	 a	 featured	 artist	 in	 regional	 events	
such	 as	 the	 Sauti	 za	Busara	 festival	 in	 Zanzibar	 in	 2004	and	2008	and	
has	collaborated	with	artists	from	throughout	the	African	continent	such	
as	 Oliver	 Mtukudzi	 from	 Zimbabwe	 and	 Baaba	 Maal	 from	 Senegal.	 In	
addition	to	his	musical	work,	he	has	been	involved	in	a	number	of	theat‐
rical	 productions,	 perhaps	 the	most	 renowned	 of	 these	 is	 the	musical	
Lwanda	 Magere13	 in	 which	 he	 acted	 as	 the	 protagonist.14	 Although	
Wainaina	 did	 not	 grow	 up	 poor	 and	 in	 fact	 was	 fortunate	 enough	 to	
study	at	the	Berkelee	School	of	Music	in	Boston,	he	has	made	his	Kenyan	
identity	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 his	 musical	 expression	 and	 on	 each	 of	 his	

                                                 
13	 Wainaina’s	 selection	 of	 the	 Luo	 legend	 of	 Lwanda	 Magere	 as	 the	 theme	 of	 his	

musical	is	relevant	in	and	of	itself	as	it	represents	a	manifestation	of	his	conscious	
effort	 to	 carry	 out	 artistic	 collaborations	 across	 some	 of	 the	 strongest	
discriminatory	dividing	 lines	 in	Kenyan	society	historically	and	in	contemporary	
circumstances.	 He	 has	 worked	 with	 recording	 artists	 from	 the	 Kenyan	 Panjabi	
community	and	has	also	sung	songs	in	Dholuo,	thus	effectively	singing	out	against	
such	forms	of	ethnic	and	racial	discrimination.	

14	 Wainaina	(2012).	
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three	 albums	 has	 made	 representation	 and	 validation	 of	 the	 lives	 of	
Kenyans	dealing	with	poverty	a	recurrent	theme.	One	song	in	particular,	
“Mariana,”	adopts	a	novel	perspective	on	the	problem	by	allowing	a	thief	
to	speak	for	himself	and	empathetically	explain	his	reasons	for	entering	
into	a	life	of	crime.	
The	Jamaican	singer	Jimmy	Cliff	has	also	made	activist	messages	an	inte‐
gral	part	of	his	work	over	the	course	of	his	lengthy	career.	The	1973	film	
The	Harder	They	Come,	in	which	he	starred	and	for	which	he	composed	
and	sang	much	of	the	soundtrack,	in	many	ways	helped	to	establish	him	
both	as	a	Jamaican	and	as	an	international	reggae	star.	The	protagonist	
of	 this	 film	 and	 the	 tragic	 actions	 that	 unfold	 in	 the	 film	 reverberate	
powerfully	with	the	tales	told	through	Wainaina	 in	his	songs	(and	sub‐
sequent	video	productions)	as	we	will	see	below.	 Jimmy	Cliff	was	born	
James	Ezekiel	Chambers	on	July	30,	1944.	As	David	Katz	explains	in	his	
unauthorized	 biography	 of	 Cliff	 released	 just	 this	 year,	 Cliff	 was	 born	
into	an	impoverished	community	and	for	much	of	his	younger	years	he	
was	forced	to	struggle	with	the	reality	of	poverty	in	both	rural	and	urban	
settings.15	As	his	career	has	now	stretched	out	over	more	than	four	dec‐
ades	and	includes	more	than	twenty	albums	thus	far	released,	it	may	be	
inaccurate	to	say	that	socially	activist	songs	are	the	main	focus	of	Cliff’s	
creative	output.	At	the	same	time,	it	would	not	in	any	way	be	inaccurate	
to	 state	 that	 the	 plot	 and	 songs	which	 together	make	 up	 the	 film	The	
Harder	They	Come	form	part	of	a	politically	and	socially	engaged	mindset	
which	have	been	behind	Cliff’s	oeuvre	since	early	on.	As	a	relevant	ex‐
ample,	 his	 most	 recent	 album	 Rebirth,	 released	 in	 201216	 features	 a	
number	of	songs	that	deal	with	social	justice	and	the	problems	faced	by	
impoverished	 individuals	and	communities.	The	album	begins	with	 the	
song	 “World	 Upside	 Down”	 where	 Cliff	 states	 in	 the	 first	 verse	 that	
“Looking	 at	 world	 today/I	 am	 impelled	 to	 say/So	much	war	 and	 pov‐
erty/While	few	enjoy	prosperity.”	In	“The	Children’s	Bread,”	Cliff	attacks	
the	capricious	greed	of	the	wealthy	and	their	cynical	waste	in	deliberate	
ignorance	 of	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 poor	 singing,	 “They	 took	 the	 children’s	
bread	and	give	it	to	the	dogs/Making	so	many	people’s	lives	so	hard.”	In	
“Reggae	Music,”	he	asserts	that	“Whenever	there	is	injustice	and	tyranny	

                                                 
15	 Katz	(2012,	pp.	1–36).	
16	 Cliff,	Jimmy	2012.	Rebirth.	Universal	Music.	
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Reggae	 music	 is	 there/Standing	 up	 for	 the	 rights	 and	 the	 true	 light.”	
Cliff’s	 selection	of	 the	British	Punk	band	The	Clash’s	 “Guns	of	Brixton”	
also	speaks	to	his	preoccupation	with	the	experiences	of	young	and	im‐
poverished	men	and	their	seemingly	inevitable	one‐sided	confrontation	
with	the	institutionalized	forces	of	law	and	order.		
While	I	hasten	to	point	out	that	it	is	in	no	way	my	intention	to	propose	
that	Cliff	and	Wainaina	are	identical	in	their	artistic	output,	sociopolitical	
circumstances	 or	 even	message,	 it	 is	 my	 intention	 in	 this	 study	 to	 ex‐
plore	 and	 illuminate	 the	 resonances	 (pun	 intended)	 in	 their	work	 and	
the	 implications	which	such	similarities	may	have	 in	an	understanding	
of	the	nature	of	poverty	and	the	efforts	of	those	battling	this	condition	to	
enable	themselves	to	rise	out	of	impoverished	circumstances.	As	Deepa	
Narayan	and	Patti	Petesch	state	unequivocally	 in	 the	collection	of	 field	
studies,	Voices	of	the	Poor	from	Many	Lands,	the	true	experts	on	poverty	
are	those	who	are	forced	to	struggle	with	this	condition	every	day.17	I	do	
not	claim	that	 the	works	studied	here	 in	 this	comparative	study	neces‐
sarily	 represent	 the	 direct	 interventions	 of	 impoverished	 individuals,	
which	can	be	utilized	by	poverty	pundits	in	order	to	realign	or	radically	
alter	 policy.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 I	 do	 feel	 that	 a	 close	 analysis	 of	 these	
works,	although	they	may	have	been	created	by	artists	who,	by	the	time	
of	 their	 composition,	 were	 not	 living	 in	 poverty,	 can	 give	 us	 valuable	
insights	into	the	frustrations	and	alleviation	strategies	practiced	in	vari‐
ous	contexts.	This	is	a	valid	enterprise	in	the	case	of	both	Wainaina	and	
Cliff´s	creativity	given	the	extent	to	which	these	artists,	while	functioning	
in	a	global	market,	continue	to	be	relevant	actors	in	the	national	arenas	
from	which	 they	 emerged.	 These	 are	 publics	 composed	 largely	 of	 fans	
from	disadvantaged	backgrounds.		
The	 enduring	 relevance	 which	 these	 works	 demonstrate	 for	 these	
groups	is	a	further	validation	of	their	importance.	
What	can	a	contrastive	analysis	of	these	two	works,	simultaneously	dis‐
parate	and	overlapping	in	generic	terms,	tell	us	about	the	use	of	creative	
multimedia	 in	 order	 to	 interrogate	 social	 attitudes	 toward	wealth	 and	
poverty	in	postcolonial	settings?	Simultaneously,	how	are	their	rhetori‐
cal	messages	constructed	and	what	impacts	or	effects	are	intended	to	be	

                                                 
17	 Narayan	and	Petesch	(2002,	p.	2).	
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achieved	through	the	dissemination	of	these	works	and	their	persuasive	
ideas?	
A	 close	 consideration	 of	 the	 works	 of	 Jimmy	 Cliff	 and	 Eric	 Wainaina	
permits	a	reassessment	of	definitions	and	conceptualizations	of	poverty	
as	 a	 constellation	 of	 phenomena	 both	 quantitative	 and	 qualitative.	 As	
Ruth	 Lister	 points	 out,	 both	 qualitative	 and	 quantitative	 studies	 are	
needed	in	order	to	provide	more	complete	representations	of	the	reality	
of	poverty	as	 lived	and	 felt	 in	various	 contexts.18	There	are	 certainly	 a	
multitude	of	quantitative	studies	carried	out	on	a	regular	basis	by	both	
academics	and	poverty	professionals	in	NGOs	and	government	organiza‐
tions.	This	study,	while	drawing	upon	some	of	the	relevant	data	on	pov‐
erty	in	Tanzania	and	Jamaica	as	well	as	other	parts	of	the	globe,	is	defi‐
nitely	of	the	qualitative	sort.	
It	is	my	contention	that	the	works	of	these	two	creative	performing	art‐
ists	emerging	from	diverse	backgrounds	and	geographies	represent	spe‐
cific	forms	of	“inherent	hypertextuality”	that	can	be	linked	to	their	expe‐
rience	of	poverty	in	their	respective	societies.	Elsewhere	I	have	referred	
to	“inherent	hypertextuality”	as	“the	process	whereby	works	of	verbal	or	
other	art,	which	emerge	from	similar	social	circumstances	and	respond	
to	common	societal	pressures,	may	come	to	relate	to	each	other	through	
character	 development,	 plot,	 thematic	 content	 and	 other	 elements	 of	
creative	 composition.”19	 In	 other	 contexts,	 I	 have	 used	 this	 concept	 to	
provide	inroads	into	studies	regarding	themes	as	diverse	as	sexuality,20	
gender	politics,21	and	the	use	and	abuse	of	wealth	and	money.22	It	is	my	
contention	 that	 this	 particular	 sort	 of	 hypertextuality	 can	 be	 fruitfully	
employed	 here	 in	 order	 to	 unpack	 narratives	 of	 those	who	 find	 them‐
selves	 in	 circumstances	of	 abject	poverty	 and	open	conflicts	with	 their	
respective	 societies.	 Such	 an	 appraisal	 is	 justified	by	 the	 statements	of	
Narayan	 and	 Petesch	 who,	 having	 reviewed	 qualitative	 field	 reports	
from	more	than	two	dozen	countries,	have	come	to	a	better	understand‐
ing	of	 the	 “striking	commonalities	 in	 the	experiences	of	poverty	across	

                                                 
18	 Lister	(2005	[2004]).	
19	 Rosenberg	(2011,	p.	41).	
20	 	Rosenberg	(2012b,	pp.	118–135).	
21	 	Rosenberg	(2011,	pp.	40–49).	
22	 	Rosenberg	(2012a).	
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countries.”23	 It	 is	 in	 no	way	my	 intention	 to	 reduce	 the	 experiences	 of	
Jamaican	and	Kenyan	poverty	 to	 two	creative	works	 and	 subsequently	
proceed	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 these	 two	 works	 are	 identical.	 A	 careful	
scrutiny	 of	 the	 film	 and	 song	 can,	 however,	 reveal	 the	power	 of	 art	 to	
articulate	 the	 lived	 experiences	 of	 the	 disenfranchised	 and	 to	 explain	
some	 of	 the	 reasons	 for	 such	 individuals’	 choices	 even	when	 such	 ac‐
tions	may	on	the	surface	appear	irrational	and	even	self‐destructive.	
One	recent	study	that	I	have	found	useful	in	delineating	the	nature	and	
causes	 of	 the	 apparently	 regressive	 attacks	 perpetrated	by	 the	 charac‐
ters	in	these	works	is	that	of	Umar	Serajuddin	and	Paolo	Verme.24	In	this	
paper	the	authors	explain	the	importance	of	gainful	employment	in	the	
following	terms,	“Participating	in	the	labor	market	is	important	beyond	
the	economic	rewards	that	may	derive	from	employment.	 It	provides	a	
sense	 of	 purpose	 and	 the	 feeling	 of	 contributing	 to	 society	 that	 has	 a	
meaning	in	itself.	Conversely,	lack	of	employment	can	provide	a	sense	of	
emptiness	and	exclusion	that	can	lead	to	anxiety	and	depression.”25	The	
writers	go	on	to	describe	the	importance	of	the	conception	of	objective	
and	relative	deprivation	which	members	of	any	community	are	likely	to	
feel	when	they	are	excluded	from	participation	as	a	member	of	the	work	
force.	Although	their	analysis	is	intended	to	describe	the	nature	of	these	
problems	 of	 exclusion	 in	 modern‐day	Morocco	 and	 the	 differentiation	
which	 the	 perception	 of	 deprivation	 undergoes	 according	 to	 age	 and	
gender,	such	ideas	are	also	important	in	coming	to	a	better	understand‐
ing	of	the	messages	at	work	in	these	creative	works	and	their	capacity	to	
represent	 the	 aspirations	 and	 frustrations	 of	 their	 audiences	 in	 their	
respective	countries	and	beyond.	Various	aspects	of	the	Moroccan	situa‐
tion	are	reflected,	for	example,	in	the	report	Urban	Poverty	and	Violence	
in	Jamaica	by	Caroline	Moser	and	Jeremy	Holland.	Drawing	on	data	col‐
lected	in	Jamaica	in	the	1990s	they	state,	for	example,	that	

violent	 crimes	 tend	 to	 be	 geographically	 concentrated	 in	 poor	
urban	 communities,	 with	 more	 than	 half	 of	 them	 occurring	 in	
Kingston	and	St.	Andrew,	and	almost	 three‐quarters	of	murders	
and	more	than	80	percent	of	shootings	taking	place	in	Kingston,	

                                                 
23	 	Narayan	and	Petesch	(2002,	p.	1).	
24	 Serrajudin,	Umar	and	Paolo	Verme	(2012).	
25		 Ibid.,	p.	2	
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St.	Andrew,	or	Spanish	Town	in	1994.	Both	victims	and	perpetra‐
tors	of	violent	crime	tend	to	be	young	men.26	

In	both	 the	 song	by	Wainaina	and	 the	 film	and	 songs	 as	performed	by	
Jimmy	Cliff,	we	can	perceive	 the	declaration,	discussion,	and	dispute	of	
the	right	of	impoverished	male	characters	to	aggressively	take	what	they	
want	 from	 society.	 In	 an	 extremely	 limited	manner	 these	male	 figures	
attempt	 to	 create	 what	 Comaroff	 and	 Comaroff	 have	 called	 “parallel	
modes	of	production.”27	They	explain	that	“criminal	violence	does	not	so	
much	repudiate	 the	rule	of	 law	or	 the	 licit	operations	of	 the	market	as	
appropriate	 their	 forms—and	 recommision	 their	 substance	…	 they	 re‐
figure	the	pas	de	deux	in	which	norm	and	transgression,	regulation	and	
exception,	redefine	each	other….”28	Thus,	confronted	with	the	reality	of	
their	inability	to	escape	from	poverty	through	conventional	and	socially	
acceptable	(legal)	means,	both	men	resort	to	violent	theft	and	drug	deal‐
ing	 in	order	 to	 take	what	 they	need	by	way	of	 the	only	means	at	 their	
disposal.	The	actions	of	 these	young	men	which	 they	 carry	out	 against	
society	extend	up	to	and	include	both	the	threat	and	use	of	extreme	vio‐
lence	to	achieve	their	ends.	While	studies	such	as	that	by	Umar	Serraju‐
din	and	Paolo	Verme	mentioned	above	have	focused	upon	the	conceptu‐
alization	 of	 relative	 deprivation	 as	 a	 phenomenon	 through	which	 indi‐
viduals	compare	themselves	to	other	members	of	 their	own	immediate	
society	 as	 bounded	 by	 the	 national	 or	 possibly	 nationally	 diasporic	
space,29	here	I	would	like	to	emphasize	the	capacity	of	individuals	to,	in	
fact,	 compare	 themselves	 to	 international	communities	of	 imagined	as‐
sociation.	It	is	not	my	intention	to	undermine	the	importance	of	the	no‐
tion	of	the	nation	as	a	major	paradigm	of	identity	formation.30	In	the	case	
of	the	two	men	whose	tragic	trajectories	are	described	here,	however,	it	
is	worth	pointing	out	the	extent	to	which	their	tales	can	be	linked	up	to	
international	 if	 not	 global	 narratives	 of	 youth,	 poverty,	 and	 resistance.	
Cliff’s	 film	 has	 been	 a	 cult	 classic	 on	 the	 international	 circuit	 for	 forty	
years	 and	 continues	 to	 prove	 relevant	 to	 young	 audiences	 throughout	

                                                 
26	 Moser	and	Holland	(1997,	p.	1).	
27	 	Comaroff	and	Comaroff	(2006,	pp.	1–56).	
28		 Ibid.,	p.	5.	
29	 Serrajudin	and	Verme	(2012).	
30	 Anderson	(2006	[1983]).	
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the	world.	Wainaina’s	 song,	 although	marked	 as	 Kenyan	 by	 the	 use	 of	
Swahili	lyrics	and	the	particular	realities	described,	was,	in	fact,	inspired	
by	events	and	situations	which	the	singer	encountered	when	on	tour	in	
Europe.	As	Wainaina	himself	explained	to	me	in	a	recent	interview,	the	
idea	 for	 the	 song	 came	 from	 conversations	 that	 he	 had	with	 his	 band	
members	 while	 on	 tour	 in	 Switzerland.31	 After	 hearing	 stories	 about	
Eastern	 European	 women	 who	 were	 travelling	 to	 Western	 Europe	 to	
land	wealthier	men	and	thus	“epuka	umaskini”	or	“run	away	from	pov‐
erty,”	Wainaina	 began	 to	 draw	 parallels	 between	 these	 strategies	 and	
those	of	the	young	“beach	boys”	in	Mombasa	who	spend	their	time	try‐
ing	to	land	wealthy	foreign	tourist	women	in	order	to	improve	their	lot.	
Following	 these	comparisons	and	before	setting	about	 the	composition	
of	 the	 song	 “Mariana,”	 he	 came	 to	 a	profound	 realization,	 therefore,	 of	
the	universal	nature	of	this	problem.	Further	evidence	of	the	worldwide	
sweep	of	these	issues	is	to	be	found	in	the	references	each	work	contains	
to	the	cinema	and	specifically	violent	action	films	as	a	widespread	form	
of	 entertainment	 and	 socialization.	 Both	 men	 are	 shown	 to	 be	 well‐
versed	in	the	popular	images	of	outlaw	rebellion	which	are	represented	
in	the	movies.	In	The	Harder	They	Come,	Ivan	spends	his	free	time	watch‐
ing	cowboy	movies	which	he	obviously	relishes.	In	the	film’s	final	scene,	
he	calls	out	 the	police	and	strides	onto	 the	beach	 like	a	Wild	West	gun	
slinging	cowboy	intent	on	a	man	to	man	showdown.	The	protagonist	in	
“Mariana”	also	states:			

Nilikuwa	na	mpango	muftí	 I	had	a	foolproof	plan	
Kama	vile	kwenye	muvi	 just	like	what	happens	in	the	movies	
Niliingia	kwa	benki	 I	charged	into	the	bank	
Nilisema	“lala	chini”	 And	shouted	“everybody	on	the	floor!”	
Nikajaziwa	tikiti	 They	filled	up	my	bag	with	money	

Thus	calling	on	the	image	of	another	popular	genre	of	action	films	with	
an	 equally	 lengthy	 history,	 that	 of	 bank	 robbery	movies.	 In	 both	 cases	
this	violent	behavior	eventually	comes	to	engulf	and	destroy	the	protag‐
onists	themselves	who	end	their	short	lives	in	a	rain	of	bullets.	

                                                 
31	 Wainaina	(2012).	
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In	realization	of	the	fact	that	many	may	not	be	familiar	with	Jimmy	Cliff’s	
film	(which	was	released	some	forty	years	ago)	and	even	fewer	with	the	
song	recently	released	in	Kenya	by	Eric	Wainaina,	I	will	here	touch	upon	
the	points	in	both	works	which	I	feel	are	relevant	to	our	study	here.	
Both	the	film	and	the	song	deal	with	a	young	male	protagonist	who	en‐
ters	 into	a	 life	of	 crime	 that	 they	 turn	 to	due	 to	 their	 circumstances	of	
extreme	penury	and	the	seeming	impossibility	of	improving	their	lot.	In	
the	case	of	The	Harder	They	Come,	this	protagonist	is	Ivan	Martin	(based	
on	 the	character	of	 the	historical	 figure	of	 Ivanhoe	“Rhyging”	Martin,	a	
Jamaican	 criminal	 who	 was	 shot	 to	 death	 by	 police	 in	 1948).	 Here	
Rhyging	travels	from	the	country	to	the	city	of	Kingston	in	order	to	bring	
his	mother	the	painful	news	that	his	grandmother	had	died	having	sold	
off	the	family	estate	before	her	death.	When	he	attempts	to	find	work	in	
Kingston	 he	 begins	 to	 suffer	 the	 physical	 and	 emotional	 pains	 of	 real	
poverty	in	an	urban	environment.	His	attempts	to	make	his	fortune	as	a	
Reggae	 singer	 only	 led	 to	 further	 disenfranchisement	 and	 disenchant‐
ment	when	he	discovers	that	the	only	way	to	achieve	fame	with	his	mas‐
terpiece	The	Harder	They	Come	is	to	sell	away	the	rights	to	the	song	for	a	
paltry	twenty	Jamaican	dollars.	This	combination	of	frustration,	hunger	
and	perhaps	boredom	as	well	leads	him	into	the	arms	of	the	church	(or	
more	 accurately	 into	 the	 embrace	 of	 Elsa,	 a	 woman	 who	 he	 spies	
through	the	church	windows).	All	of	his	attempts	at	honest	employment	
are	 thwarted	 however,	 and	when	 he	 has	 a	 violent	 falling	 out	with	 the	
preacher,	 he	 turns	 to	 the	 life	 of	 a	 drug	 dealer	 in	 order	 to	 make	 ends	
meet.	 This	 racy	 lifestyle	 soon	 leads	 him	 into	 open	 and	 violent	 conflict	
with	the	police	and	he	kills	officer	after	officer	before	being	wounded.	He	
then	holes	 up	 on	 a	 beach	 in	 order	 to	wait	 for	 a	 ship	which	 is	 his	 final	
chance	for	escape	from	the	island.	Perhaps	due	to	his	wound	he	is	una‐
ble	to	grab	hold	of	the	rope	ladder	cast	out	to	him	as	he	swims	toward	
the	ship	and	the	final	moments	of	the	film	consist	of	Ivan	coming	to	on	
the	beach	where	he	had	been	washed	ashore.	He	stands	up	to	face	a	doz‐
en	police	officers	with	their	automatic	weapons.	After	a	brief	firefight	he	
challenges	the	policemen	to	send	out	“one	bad	man	who	can	draw	[his	
pistol]”	 in	 order	 to	 engage	 him	 in	 a	Wild	West	 showdown.	When	 Ivan	
raises	his	revolvers	he	is	laid	low	in	a	hail	of	gunfire.	
The	nameless	protagonist	of	the	song	“Mariana”	has	a	similarly	brief	life	
history	which	 converges	with	 and	 diverges	 from	 that	 of	 Ivan	 above	 in	
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significant	ways.	The	protagonist	has	similarly	gone	through	a	period	of	
particularly	rough	economic	luck	which	has,	as	he	describes	it,	brought	
him	 to	 his	 knees	 (umenirudisha	magotini).	 In	 a	manner	 similar	 to	 Ivan	
other	 city	 dwellers	 have	 robbed	 him	 of	 his	 hard‐earned	 goods,	 in	 this	
case	 a	 bicycle	which	 the	 narrator	 had	 bought	with	 borrowed	 funds	 in	
order	 to	 start	 up	a	 legitimate	business	 as	 a	bicycle	 taxi	 driver.	He	 also	
has	tried	his	hand	at	farming,	the	traditional	solution	to	economic	woes	
in	East	Africa	as	reflected	in	a	variety	of	songs.32	As	a	result	of	all	of	this	
crushing	misfortune	and	in	order	to	attempt	to	cling	to	his	beloved	“Mar‐
iana,”	the	protagonist	eventually	buys	himself	a	pistol,	holds	up	a	bank,	
steals	a	car	and	on	the	run	from	the	police	is	gunned	down	in	a	thick	hail	
of	bullets.	
Now,	obviously	there	are	a	number	of	crucial	similarities	between	these	
two	plots	as	laid	out	in	my	descriptions.	In	the	interest	of	time,	I	will	not	
dwell	on	these	except	to	emphasize	the	aggressive	manner	in	which	both	
figures	lash	out	against	society	using	violence	as	one	of	their	few	availa‐
ble	 means	 to	 achieve	 relief	 from	 their	 economic	 distress.	 In	 the	 song	
“Mariana,”	 the	 protagonist	 does	 this	 ostensibly	 in	 order	 to	 vindicate	
himself	in	the	eyes	and	affections	of	his	Mariana.	All	of	the	money	which	
he	steals	from	the	bank	he	in	fact	leaves	at	the	base	of	a	tree	for	her.	As	
he	 states	 in	 the	 final	 verse	 of	 the	 song:	 “Kwa	 mizizi	 ya	 mti	 wetu	
nilikuachia	zawadi	ili	usinitoroke”	[At	the	roots	of	our	favorite	tree	I	left	
you	a	present	so	 that	you	won’t	 leave	me].	There	are	statements	of	his	
resentment	against	society	for	his	poverty	and	the	crucial	sense	of	debil‐
ity	that	goes	with	such	an	impoverished	state.	These	feelings,	however,	
are	 at	 various	 points	 subordinated	 to	 his	 inability	 to	 provide	 for	 and	
secure	his	amorous	relationship	with	Mariana.		
In	 the	 case	 of	 Ivan	 in	 The	 Harder	 They	 Come,	 his	 antisocial	 behavior	
seems	much	more	self‐interested	and	certainly	not	embedded	in	a	nar‐
rative	of	unrequited	love.	Ivan	takes	on	women	like	shirts	and,	though	he	
“conquers”	Elsa	 and	brings	her	 into	his	 orbit,	 he	 is	 shown	 in	 bed	with	
another	woman	 the	night	 that	 he	 has	 his	 first	 serious	 showdown	with	
the	 police	 and	 has	 to	 escape	 in	 his	 underwear	 after	 shooting	 various	
officers.	The	lyrics	of	the	title	track	from	the	film,	in	fact,	encapsulate	the	

                                                 
32	 See	Atomic	Jazz	Band’s	“Nitarudi	Shamba,”	Olith	Ratego’s	“Twende	Kwa	Shamba,”	

Jamhuri	 Jazz	 Band’s	 “Nafikiria	 Kurudi	 Shamba,”	 Kidum’s	 “Shamba,”	 or	 Geoffrey	
Oryema’s	song	“The	River.”	
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aggressively	acquisitive	attitude	of	the	protagonist	when	Jimmy	Cliff,	as	
Ivan,	sings:		

Well	they	tell	me	of	a	pie	up	in	the	sky	
Waiting	for	me	when	I	die.	
But	between	the	day	you’re	born	and	when	you	die	
They	never	seem	to	hear	even	your	cry	
So	as	sure	as	the	sun	will	shine	
I’m	gonna	get	my	share	now	of	what’s	mine.	
And	then	the	harder	they	come	
The	harder	they’ll	fall,	one	and	all.	

In	a	likewise	violent	and	hedonistic	fashion,	Ivan	is	shown	spending	the	
money	on	prostitutes,	alcohol,	and	fancy	clothes	with	no	thought	for	the	
future.	 In	 fact,	 in	 counterpoint	 to	 the	 thrill‐seeking	 Mariana	 in	
Wainaina’s	song	above,	who	seeks	to	 flee	her	poverty	 in	Europe,	 Ivan’s	
girlfriend	Elsa	is	the	one	who	tries	to	talk	sense	to	him	and	get	his	flashy	
lifestyle	under	control.		
In	neither	case	are	the	protagonists	capable	of	raising	themselves	up	out	
of	poverty	into	stable,	productive	lives.	This	is	to	say,	there	is	no	way	for	
them	 to,	 in	 the	 terms	 described	 by	 Townsend	 and	 later	 by	 Nolan	 and	
Whelan,	 participate	 effectively	 as	members	 of	 society	 due	 to	 a	 lack	 of	
resources.33	Thus	in	both	song	and	film	the	seemingly	inescapable	reali‐
ty	of	poverty	 is	described	and	agitated	against	even	 if	 the	protagonists	
are	 not	 capable	 of	 realizing	 true	 realization	 through	 their	 violent	 and	
illegal	 actions.	As	 Lister	 points	 out,	 “One	 of	 the	most	 striking	develop‐
ments	 in	 the	contemporary	politics	of	poverty	 is	 the	growing	demands	
for	 poverty	 to	 be	 understood	 as	 powerlessness	 and	 a	 denial	 of	 funda‐
mental	rights	and	for	the	voices	of	those	in	poverty	to	be	heard	in	public	
debates.”34	We	can	therefore	see	how	these	works	of	creative,	even	pop‐
ular	art,	enter	into	debates	about	the	nature	of	poverty.	More	specifically	
they	 speak	 about	 the	manner	 in	which	 young	men	 in	 postcolonial	 set‐
tings,	 doubly	 isolated	 from	 the	 centers	of	 political	 and	 financial	 power	
due	 to	 their	 status	 as	 both	disenfranchised	 and	 young,	 seize	 for	 them‐
selves	 the	symbols	of	power	and	wealth.	Though	 their	moments	of	au‐

                                                 
33	 Nolan	and	Whelan	(1996).	
34	 Lister	(2005	[2004],	pp.	10).	
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thority	 are	 fleeting	 and	 sorely	 limited,	 focused	 as	 they	 are	 upon	 the	
strength	 of	 fear	 which	 the	 loaded	 pistol	 confers	 before	 its	 bullets	 are	
spent,	the	song	and	film	do	represent	at	the	least	a	sensitive	understand‐
ing	of	the	dynamics	of	poverty	socially	and	psychologically	in	the	lives	of	
those	who	suffer	under	its	pressure.	It	is	in	fact	specifically	through	the	
failure	of	each	of	these	individuals	to	find	a	feasible	way	to	escape	from	
poverty	 that	makes	 their	messages	much	more	 realistic	 and	 therefore	
potent.	The	myth	of	the	so‐called	free	market	is	that	it	is	a	self‐correcting	
system	that	naturally	adjusts	itself	as	an	economic	structure	in	order	to	
provide	 the	 ideal	 distribution	 of	 opportunities	 ideally	 to	 all.	What	 the	
protagonists	are	 stating	 in	 these	 two	works	 is	 that	 the	arrangement	of	
the	world’s	resources	in	this	way	is	in	fact	far	from	free	and	certainly	is	
not	equal.	Their	defeat	and	death	at	the	hands	of	the	police,	seen	as	the	
protectors	of	the	wealthy	and	their	interests	at	the	direct	expense	if	not	
destruction	 of	 the	 poor,	 on	 a	 certain	 level	 affirms	 the	 old	 adage	 that	
crime	does	not	pay.	At	the	same	time,	however,	 it	can	also	be	seen	as	a	
powerful	representation	of	the	manner	in	which	the	impoverished	indi‐
vidual	who	no	longer	serves	the	interests	of	those	who	have	wealth	and	
power	risks	elimination.	This	is,	of	course,	an	eradication	that	is	almost	
assured	 should	 such	 individuals	 demonstrate	 their	 willingness	 to	 vio‐
lently	work	 against	 this	 construct.	 Such	 sentiments	were	 emphatically	
expressed	by	the	urban	residents	interviewed	by	Moser	and	Holland	in	
and	around	Kingston.		
Summarizing	the	attitudes	of	these	individuals	from	various	townships,	
they	state:	

Police	 are	 a	 central	 part	 of	 the	 everyday	 life	 of	 the	urban	poor,	
yet	 are	 perceived	 as	 reinforcing	 fear	 and	 divisiveness.	 Focus	
groups	in	all	communities	felt	that	the	relationship	between	the	
police	and	the	urban	poor	served	only	to	exacerbate	existing	con‐
flict	 […]	 Young	 people	 in	 particular	 argued	 that	 through	 their	
wholesale	harassment	of	youth	on	street	corners,	 the	actions	of	
the	police	 “mek	 the	youth	dem	behave	wickeder.”	Their	 actions	
instill	fear	and	hatred	amongst	the	youth.35	

                                                 
35	 Moser	and	Holland	(1997,	p.	31).	
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More	 recent	 accounts	which	point	 to	 the	 lack	of	 trust	 and	 cooperation	
between	police	and	young	people	in	Jamaican	urban	contexts	include	the	
study	by	Gayle	and	Levy	in	which	the	authors	describe	an	atmosphere	of	
police	exploitation	and	intimidation	including	extortion	and	sexual	solic‐
itation.36	

When	I	lived	in	Nairobi	in	the	early	1990s,	I	had	the	opportunity	to	wit‐
ness	 a	 similar	 atmosphere	 of	 intimidation	 at	work.	 The	 rule	 of	 thumb	
was,	in	fact,	that	if	one	saw	the	police	coming	toward	you	on	the	street	it	
was	always	best	to	cross	to	the	other	side	of	the	road	in	order	to	avoid	
coming	face	to	face	with	them	and	risking	a	confrontation	which	would	
almost	 certainly	 result	 in	 the	 extortion	 of	 a	 bribe	 and	 possibly	 in	 out‐
right	 physical	 abuse	 or	 worse.	 Such	 realities	 are	 candidly	 explored	 in	
youth	music	known	as	genge	 in	Kenya.	Some	of	 the	most	articulate	ex‐
amples	of	this	can	be	found	on	the	self‐titled	debut	album	of	the	group	
Necessary	Noize	in	which	an	account	of	 fatal	police	brutality	 is	 laid	out	
for	the	listener’s	consideration.37	The	crushing	frustration	which	accom‐
panies	such	a	 tense	and	brutally	oppressive	situation	 is	eloquently	and	
intimately	expressed	when	Wainaina	sings	“Nimechoka	kusota”,	or	“I	am	
tired	 of	 suffering,”	 and	whispers	 to	 his	Mariana	with	 his	 dying	 breath	
“Ukiuliza	 kwa	 nini	 kwa	 makumbusho	 yangu/Waeleze	 nilikataa	
kuishi/Na	matumaini	pekee	[When	they	ask	you	why	in	remembrance	of	
me/tell	them	that	I	refused	to	live/On	hope	alone].”	Through	these	part‐
ing	words	we	can	clearly	detect	the	reverberations	of	such	feelings	with	
the	brazen	proclamation	of	Jimmy	Cliff	as	Ivan	when	he	sings	to	us	that	
“I	keep	on	fighting	for	the	things	I	want/Though	I	know	that	when	you’re	
dead	you	can’t/But	I’d	rather	be	a	free	man	in	my	grave/Than	living	as	a	
puppet	or	a	slave.”	From	the	mouths	of	both	men	we	hear	the	equation	
of	wealth	not	only	with	power	but	indeed	with	the	sensation	of	freedom	
and	 free	will	 itself.	Thus	Marx’s	description	of	money	as	 the	 “universal	
social	power,”38	recognizing	as	it	does	both	the	instrumental	and	socially	
integrated	nature	of	wealth	as	function,	goes	a	great	distance	in	explain‐
ing	 the	actions	of	our	primary	actors	here	 in	 their	 attempts	 to	assume	
and	 therefore	 exploit	 the	 transcendent,	 even	 if	 transient	 and	 literally	

                                                 
36	 Gayle	and	Levy	(2009).	
37	 Necessary	Noize	(2000).	
38	 Marx	and	Engels	(2005[1888],	p.	14).	
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expendable,	power	of	wealth.	The	power	of	narrative	art,	as	sound	and	
vision,	to	make	such	realities	more	potent	and	salient	for	us	is	only	rein‐
forced	through	the	comparison	of	these	stories	of	poverty	and	rebellion	
against	it.	

2 Conclusion 

A	comparative	analysis	of	 the	 film	The	Harder	They	Come	and	the	song	
“Mariana”	is	justified	and	highly	productive	despite	the	multiple	ways	in	
which	 these	 texts	 can	 be	 seen	 to	 be	 radically	 different.	 Geographically	
they	 are	 on	 opposite	 sides	 of	 the	 globe	 although	 both	 from	 the	Global	
South.	They	are	separated	by	nearly	half	 a	 century	 in	 their	 chronology	
and	 are	 performed	 in	 Jamaican	 Patois	 and	 colloquial	 Kenyan	 Swahili	
respectively.	 An	 inherently	 hypertextual	 examination	 of	 these	 works,	
however,	lays	bare	the	powerful	reverberations	of	film	and	song	as	nar‐
ratives	 of	 poverty	 and	 disempowerment	 in	 postcolonial	 settings.	 By	
placing	 their	protagonists’	 actions	side	by	side	we	can	come	 to	a	more	
profound	understanding	of	the	potential	of	art	to	“speak	truth”	to	those	
in	power	at	the	same	time	as	it	activates	the	sensibilities	of	those	whose	
lives	and	experiences	are	generally	isolated	from	the	centers	of	influence	
even	in	the	case	of	those	who	are	authorized	to	dictate	policy	regarding	
poverty	itself	as	concept	and	reality.	
A	 salient	 correlation	 can	 be	 carried	 out	 between	 these	 creative	works	
and	a	cross	section	of	the	scholarship	related	to	poverty	and	youth	em‐
powerment	 in	 situations	 of	 extreme	 impoverishment	 in	 the	 nations	
where	these	creative	works	were	given	their	impulse	and	to	which	they	
most	directly	speak.	This	in	turn	allows	us	to	come	to	a	more	profound	
understanding	of	the	ways	in	which	young	men,	manifestly	isolated	from	
the	 centers	of	 economic	power	and	authority	 in	 their	 respective	 socie‐
ties,	 understand	 their	 deprivation	 and	 attempt	 to	 strategies,	 whether	
feasible	or	not,	to	break	out	of	the	cycles	of	deficiency	and	desperation	
into	 which	 they	 have	 been	 thrust	 by	 a	 combination	 of	 factors	 largely	
beyond	 their	 control.	 The	 dismissal	 of	 acts	 of	 aggression	 and	 violent	
crime	which	are	often	 linked	 to	 the	conditions	of	 such	disenfranchised	
men	 can	 thus	 be	 understood,	 through	 a	 more	 nuanced	 exploration	 of	
these	 sociological	 and	 psychological	 dynamics	 to	 be	 the	 logical	 if	 not	



68			Aaron	Louis	Rosenberg	

 

inevitable	outgrowth	of	 the	 lack	of	alternative	prospects	 to	which	such	
men	can	turn	 in	their	attempts	to	solve	 their	physical,	social,	and	emo‐
tional	needs.	

3 Appendix 

The	Harder	They	Come	 	 Jimmy	Cliff	
	
Well	they	tell	me	of	a	pie	up	in	the	sky	 	 	 	
Waiting	for	me	when	I	die		 	 	 	
But	between	the	day	you’re	born	and	when	you	die	 	
They	never	seem	to	hear	even	your	cry	 	 	 	
	
CHORUS		 	 	 	 	 	
So	as	sure	as	the	sun	will	shine	 	 	 	 	
I’m	gonna	get	my	share	now	of	what’s	mine		 	
And	then	the	harder	they	come	the	harder	they’ll	fall,		 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
One	and	all	 	 	 	 	 	 	
The	harder	they	come	the	harder	they’ll	fall		 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
One	and	all	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	
Well	the	oppressors	are	trying	to	keep	me	down	 	
Trying	to	drive	me	underground	 	 	 	
And	they	think	that	they	have	got	the	battle	won	 	
I	say	forgive	them	Lord	 	 	 	 	 	
They	know	not	what	they’ve	done	 	 	 	
	
CHORUS		 	 	 	 	 	
	
And	I	keep	on	fighting	for	the	things	I	want	 	 	
Though	I	know	that	when	you’re	dead	you	can’t	 	
But	I’d	rather	be	a	free	man	in	my	grave	 	 	
Than	living	as	a	puppet	or	a	slave	 	 	 	
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CHORUS		 	 	 	 	 	
	
The	harder	they	come,	the	harder	they’ll	fall		 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
One	and	all	 	 	 	 	 	 	
What	I	say	now,	what	I	say	now	 	 	 	 	
What	I	say	now,	what	I	say	one	time	 	 	 	
The	harder	they	come	the	harder	they’ll	fall		 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
One	and	all	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	
Cliff,	 Jimmy.	 “The	 Harder	 They	 Come.”	 The	 Harder	 They	 Come.	 Island	
Records,	1972.	
	
Mariana		 Eric	Wainaina	
Mariana	Mariana	 Mariana	Mariana	 	
Nimechoka	kusota	 I’m	fed	up	with	suffering	
Nimeamua	leo	ni	leo	 I’ve	made	a	drastic	move	
Nitaibadili	picha	 I	want	to	change	my	life	once	and	for	all	
Mariana	Mariana		 Mariana	Mariana	
Niliomba	unipe	mwaka	 I	asked	you	to	give	me	a	year	
Usiutupe	upendo	wetu	 To	not	throw	away	our	love	
Na	usiamke	kutoka	ndoto	yetu	 To	not	wake	up	from	our	dream	together	
	
Nilinunua	baiskeli	 I	bought	a	bicycle	
Kupitia	mkopo	wa	benki	 With	a	bank	loan	
Kusafirisha	abiria	 In	order	to	make	money	ferrying	pa‐

sengers		
Lakini	iliibiwa	 But	somebody	stole	it		
	
Mariana	Mariana	 Mariana	Mariana	
Ulitafuta	visa	 You	started	to	look	for	a	visa		
Ya	nchi	ya	Yuropa	 To	run	off	to	Europe		
Utaniacha	juu	ya	pesa	 You	want	to	dump	me	because	I’ve	got	no	

money	
Hakuna	atakayeweza	 There	is	noone	capable		
Kukupenda	vile	nakupenda	 of	loving	you	the	way	that	I	do	
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Najua	upendo	hauliwi	 I	know	that	love	won’t	fill	your	stomach	
Lakini	moyo	haudanganywi	 But	the	heart	cannot	be	so	easily	fooled		
Nilinunua	shamba	 I	bought	a	piece	of	land	
Na	nilipanda	mimea	 And	I	got	to	planting	crops	
Ya	kuuza	marikiti	 I	was	going	to	make	a	killing	at	the	mar‐

ket	
Lakini	ukame			 But	the	drought	drove	me	back	
ukanirudisha	magotini	 onto	my	knees	
	
Mariana	Mariana	 Mariana	Mariana	
Nilikuwa	nimechoka	 I	was	so	tired	
Kwa	vile	umaskini	 Seeing	that	this	poverty	
Utafanya	unitoroke	 Would	make	you	leave	me		
Mariana	Mariana	 Mariana	Mariana	
Nilikomboa	bunduki	 I	bought	a	gun	
Niliamua	leo	ni	leo	 Not	thinking	about	tomorrow	
Nilikuwa	na	mpango	muftí	 I	had	a	foolproof	plan	
Kama	vile	kwenye	muvi	 Just	like	what	happens	in	the	movies	
Niliingia	kwa	benki	 I	charged	into	the	bank	
Nilisema	“lala	chini”	 And	shouted	“everybody	on	the	floor!”	
Nikajaziwa	tikiti	 They	filled	up	my	bag	with	money	
	
Basi	mimi	ni	huyu	 And	I	was	king	of	the	world	
Nikajivuta	upesi	 I	tore	out	of	there	
Nikauficha	mzigo	 And	ran	off	to	hide	the	bag	
Na	nimeiba	gari	 I	had	to	steal	a	car	
Naenda	mwendo	kasi	 And	now	I’m	driving	like	a	bat	out	of	hell	
Lakini	kasi	haishindi	risasi	 But	still	not	as	fast	as	the	bullets	
Zinaninyesha	kama	mvua	 That	are	falling	on	me	like	rain	
Naomba	Mungu	atanipokea	 I	hope	that	God	will	take	me	into	heaven	
	
Ukiulizwa	kwa	nini	 When	they	ask	you	why	I	did	it	
Kwa	makumbusho	yangu	 At	the	funeral		
Waeleze	nilikataa	kuishi	 Tell	them	that	I	refused	to	live	
Na	matumaini	pekee	 surviving	on	hope	alone	
Mariana	Mariana		 Mariana	Mariana	
Jambo	la	mwisho	 One	last	thing		
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Kwa	mizizi	ya	mti	wetu	 Buried	amongst	the	roots	of	our	lovers’	
tree		

Nimekuachia	zawadi	 I	left	you	a	gift	
Ili	usinitoroke	 So	that	you	will	never	leave	me		
	
	
Wainaina,	 Eric	 and	 the	 Best	 Band	 in	 Africa.	 “Mariana.”	 Love	 +	Protest.	
Eric	Wainaina,	2011.	
	
Transcription	and	translation	by	Aaron	Louis	Rosenberg	
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Chapter 3 
CONDITIONAL CASH TRANSFERS: A NEW PARADIGM FOR 
COMBATING POVERTY IN LATIN AMERICA? 

Pablo	E.	Pérez	and	Brenda	Brown	

Pérez	 and	Brown	 analyze	 the	 strategies	 behind	 the	 implementation	 of	
Conditional	Monetary	Transfer	Programs	(CMTP)	in	Latin	America	since	
the	 1990s.	 Those	 policies	 were	 a	 new	 attempt	 at	 engaging	 the	 perva‐
siveness	of	 unemployment.	 In	 fact,	 the	 authors	 explain	 that	 these	poli‐
cies	 come	 as	 an	 oddity	 since	 they	 have	 multiplied	 even	 after	 the	 so‐
called	progressive	governments.	
They	 attempt	 to	 study	 the	 different	 CMTP	 in	 the	 region	 and	 its	 main	
characteristics,	providing	a	critical	reflection	on	the	diagnosis	they	rely	
on	and	on	the	policies	themselves.	

1 Introduction 

The	beginning	of	this	century	was	characterized	in	Latin	America	by	the	
development	 of	 a	 variety	 of	 government	 proposals	 that	 fundamentally	
questioned	 the	neoliberal	 ideas	of	 the	1990s.	These	were	and	are	pro‐
posals	in	which	the	state	plays	a	key	role	in	national	development	strat‐
egies	and	their	implementation.	Such	policies	have	come	to	be	referred	
to	 as	 “new	 developmentalism”	 or	 “neodevelopmentalism.”1	 This	 new	
role	assumed	by	the	state	generates	changes	in	public	policy	in	general	
and	social	policies	in	particular.	Although	the	priority	assigned	to	output	
growth	and	employment	has	 led	most	 countries	 to	an	 improvement	 in	
economic	 and	 social	 indicators,	 socioeconomic	 problems	 affecting	 a	
large	part	of	 the	population	persist	 in	a	variety	of	contexts:	unemploy‐
ment,	informality,	poverty,	and	indigence	remaining	persistent	issues	to	
date	among	a	plethora	of	other	unresolved	problems.	
In	order	to	solve	this	problem,	political	authorities	have	expanded	a	set	
of	social	policies	in	Latin	America,	mostly	driven	by	international	finan‐

                                                 
1	 See	Bresser	Pereira	(2007),	Santos	et	al.	(2013),	and	Féliz	(2015).	
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cial	 institutions	and	their	objectives.	These	policies—called	Conditional	
Cash	Transfers	Programs	(CCTP)—supply	monetary	benefits	as	 long	as	
beneficiaries	 can	 demonstrate	 that	 they	 have	 met	 certain	 conditions	
(popularly	 such	 transactions	 are	 referred	 to	 as	 funding	 “with	 strings	
attached”).	 Such	 policies	 supposedly	 aim	 to	 reduce	 poverty	 levels,	 not	
only	 in	 the	 short‐term—by	 way	 of	 stimulating	 monetary	 profits—but	
also	via	medium‐term	strategies	which	are	designed	to	break	 intergen‐
erational	cycles	of	poverty	via	“human	capital	accumulation.”	
In	1997,	 only	 three	 countries	 in	Latin	America	had	 such	programs	un‐
derway;	ten	years	later,	almost	all	of	the	countries	in	the	region	have	at	
least	one	program	of	 this	 type	 in	effect	 (Lavinas,	2013).	 It	 is	estimated	
that	 such	 programs	 reach	 70	 million	 people	 (Valencia	 Lomelí,	 2008).	
Several	 of	 these	 policies	 aim	 to	 reduce	 poverty	 by	 promoting	 work	
placement	for	social	policy	beneficiaries	and	providing	social	benefits	to	
workers	who	are	not	currently	in	the	formal	sector	of	the	economy.	
The	implementation	of	CCTP	on	a	massive	scale	is	part	of	a	reconfigura‐
tion	of	the	social	protection	system	worldwide	which	can	be	traced	back	
to	the	period	of	the	mid‐seventies	when	such	programs	were	character‐
ized	by	their	promotion	of	a	new	way	to	manage	social	risks.	This	strate‐
gy	 aims	 to	 promote	 self‐sufficiency,	 individualism,	 and	 self‐responsi‐
bility	in	risk	coverage	of	the	target	population.	In	its	analysis	of	the	theo‐
ry	and	practice	of	such	strategies,	this	chapter	works	toward	the	realiza‐
tion	of	two	main	objectives:	(1)	investigate	the	characteristics	that	have	
been	adopted	in	Latin	America	in	order	to	facilitate	this	new	configura‐
tion	of	the	social	protection	system	and	(2)	analyze	the	relation	between	
this	new	configuration	and	the	dynamics	of	capital	accumulation	in	the	
region,	understanding	that	the	new	development	mode—which	recovers	
some	of	the	Latin	American	structuralism’	and	its	basic	precepts	but	also	
incorporates	patterns	of	prevailing	liberal	model—has	its	counterpart	in	
the	 transformation	of	 the	 current	model	 of	 social	 protection	 in	 the	 re‐
gion.	
This	chapter	consists	of	 four	sections:	 the	 first	one	points	out	different	
ways	that	countries	recognize	the	right	to	protection	against	social	risks,	
introduces	some	theoretical	elements	about	the	functions	of	social	poli‐
cy,	and	suggests	a	new	configuration	of	social	risks	in	Latin	America.	The	
second	 section	 analyzes	 the	 diagnosis	 behind	 the	 CCTP	 and	 discusses	
why	there	has	been	a	relatively	universal	consensus	in	Latin	America	as	
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to	the	efficacy	of	these	programs.	The	third	section	discusses	some	of	the	
CCTP	 peculiarities.	 Finally,	 we	 reflect	 on	 the	 results	 achieved	 by	 the	
CCTP	programs	in	the	region.	

2 From Social Rights to Social Protection 

2.1  Risks, Rights, and Conditions for Social Protection 

All	of	the	advanced	capitalist	countries	recognize	some	form	of	a	general	
social	 right	 to	 protection	 against	 basic	 social	 risks	 such	 as	 unemploy‐
ment,	 disability,	 illness,	 and	 old	 age	 rights.	 Access	 to	 such	 assistance,	
however,	is	almost	never	unconditional,	since	to	receive	a	benefit,	claim‐
ants	must	meet	 those	 conditions	 as	 stipulated	 in	 the	 relevant	 govern‐
ment	policies.	They	must	be	able	to	demonstrate	their	being	sick,	being	
disabled,	or	unemployed.	Conditionality	usually	is	related	to	the	type	of	
agreement	that	the	society	sets	with	social	security.	
Esping‐Andersen	 (1993)	 distinguishes	 three	 classical	 types	 of	 agree‐
ments	in	modern	societies.	The	first	is	the	essentialist	model,	dominant	
in	Anglo‐Saxon	countries,	where	rights	to	such	services	are	based	on	an	
urgent	 and	 demonstrable	 need	 to	 ensure	 the	 “deserving”	 character	 of	
beneficiaries.	The	practice	of	social	assistance,	with	its	origin	in	the	tra‐
dition	 of	 the	 Poor	 Law	 of	 1834,	 is	 characterized	 by	 the	 unquestioned	
right	 of	 government	 agencies	 to	 check	 the	 livelihood	 and	 income	 of	
those	who	are	applying	for	assistance.	A	second	type	of	agreement	infra‐
structure	 recognizes	 the	 essential	 role	 of	 rights	 in	 relation	 to	 formal	
work.	 This	 kind	 of	 protection	 system,	 which	 predominates	 in	 Latin	
America,	has	its	origins	in	the	tradition	of	insurance	as	developed	first	in	
Germany	and	then	throughout	Europe.	Here	rights	are	conditioned	upon	
and	 perpetually	 linked	 to	 a	 system	 of	 interaction	 between	 the	 labor	
market	and	financial	contributions.	Finally,	the	third	type	of	agreement	
guarantees	 universal	 rights	 to	 citizens,	 regardless	 of	 their	 individual	
relationship	with	the	labor	market.	The	capacity	to	request	assistance	as	
a	beneficiary	depends	upon	one’s	 status	 as	 a	 citizen	or	 resident	 in	 the	
country	for	a	certain	time.	These	systems	operate	as	ideal	types;	in	reali‐
ty	 today	 all	 countries	 have	 a	 mixed	 program	 which	 selectively	 draws	
upon	the	characteristics	inherent	in	all	of	these	three	systems.	
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In	Latin	America,	social	protection	systems	are	inclined	to	include	a	pre‐
ponderance	of	elements	associated	with	 the	second	 type	of	agreement.	
These	 programs	 extend	 rights	 in	 relation	 to	 formal	 work.	 The	 trend	
since	the	nineties,	however,	as	one	result	of	the	deepening	of	the	neolib‐
eral	offensive,	 is	to	connect	the	social	protection	system	toward	the	es‐
sentialist	Anglo‐Saxon	model.	In	that	sense,	Filgueira	(1998)	argues	that	
the	shift	from	a	development	model	founded	on	the	domestic	market	to	
one	 which	 is	 export‐oriented	 is	 related	 to	 the	 transformation	 of	 our	
model	of	social	protection.	These	policies,	centralized,	sectorialized,	and	
managed	from	the	state	social	policies,	will	lead	to	models	of	decentral‐
ized	social	policies,	 “targeted”	and,	 in	some	cases,	delegated	 to	 the	pri‐
vate	 sector,	 such	 as	 those	 that	 have	multiplied	 over	 the	 past	 two	 dec‐
ades.	
In	order	 to	 link	 the	 realities	of	 social	policy	 to	 the	development	model	
requirements	which	we	are	considering	here,	 it	 is	necessary	to	analyze	
the	nature	and	breadth	of	state	intervention	in	the	process	of	the	labor	
force	reproduction,	mainly	through	its	regulatory	role	in	labor	markets.	
We	 are	 particularly	 interested	 in	 examining	 the	 institutionalization	 of	
nonparticipation	 in	wage	 labor,	 selecting	 those	 involved	 in	 the	process	
of	social	production	who	regularly	participate	 in	 the	 labor	market,	and	
analyzing	 the	 presence	 of	 those	 who	 are	 relegated	 to	 the	 category	 of	
intermittent	workers	or	 inactive	members	of	 society.	All	 of	 these	anal‐
yses	are	to	be	carried	out	under	the	umbrella	of	social	policies	and	their	
regulatory	potential.	

2.2  The State and the Reproduction of Labor Force. The Functions 
of Social Policy 

At	 this	 point	 we	 return	 to	 the	 perspectives	 of	 Offe	 (1990)	 and	 Jessop	
(2002),	for	whom	social	policy	is	primarily	a	national	strategy	intended	
to	 regulate	 the	 incorporation	 of	 labor	 force	 into	 a	 given	 labor	market	
according	to	the	necessities	of	capital	accumulation.	
If	 the	 state	wants	 to	ensure—and	quantitatively	 control—the	 transfor‐
mation	 of	 the	 labor	 force	 into	 wage‐labor,	 it	 organizes	 and	 sanctions	
different	forms	of	participation	in	the	labor	market.	We	can	readily	iden‐
tify	 two	mechanisms	 of	 state	 policy	which	 act	 to	 that	 effect:	 (1)	 social	
control	via	the	criminalization	and	prosecution	of	modes	of	subsistence	
that	are	potential	alternatives	to	the	wage‐labor	relation	(e.g.,	the	prohi‐
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bition	 of	 begging)	 and	 (2)	 the	 state‐organized	 procurement	 of	 norms	
and	values,	the	adherence	to	which	results	in	the	transition	of	individu‐
als	into	the	wage‐labor	market.	The	long‐term	and	intensive	application	
of	these	two	mechanisms	of	state	policy	produce	a	situation	in	which	the	
working	 class	 “by	 education,	 tradition,	 and	 habit	 looks	 upon	 the	 re‐
quirements	of	that	mode	of	production	as	self‐evident	natural	laws”	(Of‐
fe,	1990).	
It	 is	 simultaneously	necessary	 that	 authorities	handle	 changes	 in	 labor	
demand;	Offe	(1990:	98)	points	out	the	need	for	the	state	and	its	various	
divisions	to	establish	“catchment	areas”	which	lie	outside	of	the	conven‐
tional	 labor	market.	 These	 are	 zones	where	 the	 labor	 force	 can	 be	 ac‐
commodated	either	permanently	 (old‐age	pensions,	payments	 for	disa‐
bled	 workers)	 or	 temporarily	 (institutions	 of	 health	 care	 and	 further	
education);	but	on	condition	that	access	to	them	must	be	controlled	by	
the	 state	 through	 admission	 requirements.	 Otherwise	 the	 “compulsion	
to	sell”	which	gives	a	strong	impulse	to	individuals	to	enter	and	remain	
within	 a	 normal	 labor	 force	 market	 would	 relax.	 Regulating	 the	 labor	
participation	of	certain	groups	of	workers	such	as	young	workers,	wom‐
en,	older	workers,	and	migrants	is	a	way	in	which	fluctuating	labor	de‐
mand	is	reconciled	with	a	comparatively	inelastic	labor	supply	(Offe	and	
Hindrics,	1985).	
In	turn,	in	order	to	access	social	assistance,	beneficiaries	must	prove	not	
only	their	manifest	needs	but	also	demonstrate	that	they	are	legally	de‐
serving	of	such	benefits,	that	is,	subordinated	to	the	guidelines	and	eco‐
nomic,	political,	and	cultural	standards	dominant	in	society	and	institu‐
tionally	 enforced.	 Offe	 considers	 such	 conditions	 an	 exchange	 transac‐
tion	 in	which	material	 benefits	 for	 the	needy	 are	 traded	 for	 their	 sub‐
missive	recognition	of	the	“moral	order”	of	the	society	which	generates	
such	needs.	
Added	 to	 that,	 Jessop	 (2002:	 46)	 explains	 that	 in	 capitalist	 social	 for‐
mations,	social	reproduction	is	organized	mainly	through	and/or	around	
the	(changing)	wage	relation,	which	often	causes	problems	because	(1)	
employees	are	free	to	spend	their	wages	without	regard	to	the	needs	of	
capital.	 Thus	workers	may	not	 reproduce	 their	 labor‐power	 (including	
specific	 skills,	 abilities,	 knowledge,	 work—capacity);	 (2)	When	 capital	
trends	 to	 prioritize	 its	 self‐valuation	 rather	 than	 the	 reproduction	 and	
welfare	of	 labor‐power,	such	 labor‐power	could	be	destroyed	or	weak‐
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ened	 through	 over‐exploitation	 (excessive	 hours	 or	work	 intensity)	 or	
through	 “collateral”	 damage	 (such	 as	 accidents	or	 occupational	 diseas‐
es)2;	 (3)	workers	 find	 it	 hard	 to	defend	 their	 collective	 interests	 in	 re‐
producing	 their	 labor‐power—especially	where	 there	 is	a	 large	pool	of	
unemployed	but	employable	workers.	Therefore,	the	state	must	ensure	a	
continuous	and	adequate	skilled	 labor	supply,	as	well	as	compensating	
for	 the	 effects	 caused	by	 the	 commodification	 of	 both	 social	 reproduc‐
tion	and	social	cohesion	(Jessop,	2002).	
However,	 the	 state	 should	 not	 be	 regarded	 as	 a	 simple	 instrument	 or	
functional	mechanism	for	the	reproduction	of	capitalist	relations	of	pro‐
duction.	What	the	state	does,	how	it	does	it,	and	with	what	tools	are	all	
realities	which	are	specified	in	a	complex	process.	This	system	of	inter‐
actions	 expresses	 the	 contradictions	 of	 the	 struggle,	 usually	 mediated	
and	charged	with	multiple	meanings,	among	conflicting	 interests:	 capi‐
talists	attempting	to	achieve	higher	quotas	of	surplus	value,	and	workers	
striving	to	defend	their	working	and	living	conditions	(Thwaites	Rey	and	
Castillo,	1999).	

2.3  A New Configuration of Social Protection in Latin America 

The	proliferation	of	CCTP	 in	Latin	America	has	been	carried	out	 in	 the	
context	of	a	change	in	the	nature	of	the	social	protection	system	world‐
wide.	Over	 the	past	 three	decades,	many	welfare	 states	have	moved	 to	
downsize	or	dismantle	such	social	safety	nets,	shifting	from	comprehen‐
sive	 coverage	 toward	 more	 individualized	 models—“targeted”	 or	
“means‐tested”—and	 from	decommodified	provision	 of	 goods	 and	 ser‐
vices	to	a	greater	emphasis	on	cash	benefits	(Lavinas,	2013).	While	the	
postwar	 welfare	 state	 recognized	 the	 needs	 of	 its	 citizens	 on	 both	 an	
individual	 and	 collective	 level	 and	 based	 upon	 these	 granted	 “rights”	
that	guaranteed	equal	access	to	public	services,	the	new	model	which	is	
presently	 emerging	 offers	 “rewards”	 in	 return	 for	 fulfilment	 of	 obliga‐
tions.	This	new	social	protection	scheme	is	known	under	the	neologism	
of	 “workfare”	 which	merges	 the	word	 “work”	 to	 “welfare”	 in	 order	 to	
encapsulate	a	new	economic	and	philosophical	social	contract.	

                                                 
2	 The	private	capital	 interests	are	not	required	to	invest	 in	human	capital	or	com‐

pensate	 for	 its	 depreciation	 unless	 they	 be	 profitable,	 for	 this	 reason	 there	 is	 a	
general	tendency	of	capital	to	invest	insufficiently	in	education	and	training.	
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The	workfare	model	arises	as	a	reconfiguration	of	the	social	protection	
system	 in	 the	 central	 countries,	 whose	 foundation	 is	 based	 upon	 the	
need	 to	 explain	 the	nature	of	 the	 changes	which	have	been	 realized	 in	
the	labor	market	during	the	last	quarter	of	the	twentieth	century	and	in	
the	second	decade	of	 the	 twenty‐first	 century.	The	central	argument	 is	
that	the	unemployment	rate	experienced	by	central	countries	since	 the	
1980s	began	to	alert	states	as	to	their	need	to	allocate	increased	budget	
toward	the	development	of	passive	policies	(such	as	unemployment	in‐
surance)	therefore	jeopardizing	the	sustainability	of	the	protection	sys‐
tem	that	had	prevailed	since	the	World	War	II	up	until	that	time	(Bonoli,	
2010).	
This	 social	 protection	 system	 is	 based	 on	 a	 new	 strategy	 intended	 to	
manage	 social	 risks	where	 the	 objectives	 of	 equality	 and	 social	 justice	
are	 no	 longer	 concerned	with	material	 outcomes,	 but	 instead	with	 the	
creation	 of	 opportunity	 structures	 (Dean,	 2007).	 The	 primary	 role	 of	
social	 policy	 is,	 in	 such	 a	 scenario,	 not	 the	distribution	of	 resources	 to	
provide	for	people’s	needs	but	to	mitigate	risk	and	to	enable	people	in‐
dividually	to	manage	risk	(World	Bank,	2000).	The	welfare	state	is	effec‐
tively	replaced	by	an	active	state	 that	grants	 individuals	certain	capital	
(as	human	or	social	capital),	so	that	they	are	then	prepared	to	responsi‐
bly	handle	a	“patrimony”	that	will	allow	them	a	swift	and	complete	rein‐
sertion	 into	 labor	markets.	 It	 is	 believed	 that	 such	 a	well‐orchestrated	
reintegration	of	workers	and	labor	imperatives	will	serve	to	reduce	the	
dependence	on	state	resources	in	the	long	term.	
As	a	result	of	these	radical	reinterpretations	of	the	nature	of	social	assis‐
tance	and	security,	the	social	protection	of	vulnerable	sectors	begins	to	
be	conditioned	upon	the	potential	beneficiary’s	disposition	to	seek	a	job,	
stay	trained,	participate	in	the	health	system,	and	send	their	children	to	
school.	This	is	so	mainly	because	neoliberal	economists	tend	to	associate	
poverty	with	individual	irresponsibility,	or	with	the	failure	to	effectively	
manage	risk	(Dean,	2007).	Because	of	the	nature	of	these	radical	altera‐
tions	to	the	institutionalized	perspective	toward	risk	management	there	
are	many	who	feel	that	the	world	as	a	whole	is	moving	toward	a	period	
of	 risk	 explosion	 and	 increased	 commoditization	 of	 benefits	 (Castel,	
2004).	
We	understand	that	the	proliferation	of	PTMC	in	Latin	America	responds	
to	this	reconfiguration	of	social	protection	system	worldwide.	However,	
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the	region	has	some	peculiarities:	(1)	the	welfare	state	has	never	devel‐
oped	in	the	same	magnitude	as	in	Western	countries;	(2)	the	high	levels	
of	 informality	 and	 the	 limited	 and	 uneven	 development	 of	 insurance	
against	unemployment	have	an	effect	on	poor	and	insipient	risk	cover‐
age3	via	the	contributory	system.	In	this	sense,	the	CCTP	as	an	umbrella	
network	of	 systems	allows	 for	governing	bodies	 to	 reach	 (in	a	 focused	
and	residually	way)	 those	groups	that	historically	were	not	covered	by	
the	 social	 protection	 system.	 Thus,	 in	 Latin	 America	 the	 concept	 and	
structures	of	workfare	are	not	being	implemented	in	order	to	dismantle	
the	welfare	state	(as	it	never	existed	as	such	in	the	region),	but	are	ex‐
pected	to	bring	about	circumstances	in	which	beneficiaries	have	a	short	
period	of	participation	in	the	programs,	after	which	they	will	be	able	to	
avail	 themselves	 of	 certain	 assets	 that	 enable	 them	 to	 overcome	 their	
vulnerability	and	to	be	placed	in	the	labor	market	as	quickly	as	possible.	
Organizations	such	as	the	UN	or	the	ILO	originally	presented	these	pro‐
grams	as	a	mechanism	for	strengthening	social	protection	and	its	exten‐
sion	as	a	 first	 step	 toward	a	 “social	protection	 floor”.	This	proposal	as‐
sumed	 as	 its	 objective	 the	 capacity	 to	 generate	 horizontal	 successive	
extensions	 (increasing	 the	number	of	 people	 covered	by	 social	 protec‐
tion)	as	well	as	vertical	ones	(improving	the	quantity	and	quality	of	ser‐
vices	 and	 social	 security	 guarantees).	 This	 strategy	 is	 presented	 as	 a	
“ladder	of	 social	 security”	which	 consists	 of	 three	 steps	with	 three	dif‐
ferent	 performance	 levels,	 corresponding	 to	 different	 levels	 of	 guaran‐
tees.	In	the	center	of	the	model	are	those	commonly	contributory	social	
insurance	 schemes.	 Among	 members	 of	 compulsory	 contributory	
schemes,	 those	 who	 desire	 and	 can	 financially	 do	 so	 are	 able	 to	 seek	
coverage	at	a	qualitatively	higher	level—third	step—through	additional	
voluntary	schemes	regulated	by	the	state.	The	first	step	would	include	a	
large	number	of	workers	who	are	not	yet	covered	by	formal	social	secu‐
rity	schemes.	
While	we	 consider	 it	marked	progress	 that	 there	are	authorities	 ready	
and	willing	to	oversee	the	application	of	a	social	protection	floor	(espe‐

                                                 
3	 The	contributory	character	of	these	safe	and	the	high	rates	of	informality	that	the	

region	 presents	 have	 a	 negative	 effect	 on	 the	 coverage.	 According	 to	 the	 ILO	 in	
2012/2013,	 only	 4.6%	 of	 the	 unemployed	 people	 had	 received	 unemployment	
insurance.	ILO	data,	obtained	from:	http://www.social‐protection.org/gimi/gess/	
RessourceDownload.action?ressource.ressourceId=37042	visited	the	23/03/16	
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cially	 in	 terms	of	 its	 impact	on	poverty	rates),	we	understand	 this	pro‐
posal	 to	be	 grossly	 insufficient	due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 it	does	not	 foster	a	
significant	change	in	the	tax	logic	that	prevails	in	the	region.	The	novelty	
of	this	initiative	lies	in	the	fact	that	it	is	designed	to	promote	“good	coor‐
dination”	between	 the	 contributory	 and	noncontributory	 system	 in	or‐
der	to	achieve	inclusion	of	the	entire	population	in	any	of	these	systems	
(ILO,	2014).	However,	there	remain	distinct	benefits	for	each	of	the	sys‐
tems	which	 now	 exist,	 as	well	 as	 different	 resources	 distributed	 upon	
each	of	the	“steps”	of	the	“ladder	of	social	security.”	

3 Conditional Cash Transfer Programs, Human Capital 
and Employability. The end of poverty in Latin 
America? 

3.1  Diagnosis 

Some	 institutions	 (especially	 the	 Inter‐American	 Development	 Bank	 –
IDB‐)	argue	that	the	CCTP	is	an	“endogenous	innovation”	of	Latin	Ameri‐
ca;	however,	other	authors	show	that	the	intellectual	antecedents	of	this	
socioeconomic	strategy	are	to	be	found	further	north	due	to	the	fact	that	
these	 institutional	reforms	are	conceptually	based	on	the	confluence	of	
two	 sets	 of	 ideas:	 the	 idea	 of	 human	 capital	 (Schultz,	 1961;	 Becker,	
1983)	 that	 aims	 to	 eradicate	poverty	 in	 the	 long	 term;	 and	 the	 idea	of	
fighting	poverty	in	the	short	term	targeting	social	spending.	The	strategy	
to	break	intergenerational	cycles	of	poverty	is	based	on	the	idea	that	any	
significant	 increase	 in	 human	 capital	 will	 result	 in	 an	 increase	 of	 em‐
ployability	that	will	allow	beneficiaries	to	leave	their	conditions	of	pov‐
erty	by	being	integrated,	 in	the	future,	 into	the	labor	market,	or	 in	 jobs	
with	higher	 incomes.	The	 low	education	 levels	 and	poor	health	of	 vul‐
nerable	sectors	are	seen	as	an	obstacle	to	prosperity	because	they	pre‐
vent	 these	 individuals	 and	 communities	 from	participating	 fully	 in	 the	
market,	both	as	workers	or	as	consumers.	
Employability4	is	defined	as	the	probability	of	a	person	to	find	a	job.	In	
the	 case	 of	 the	 array	 of	 programs	 under	 analysis	 in	 this	 chapter,	 we	
should	 understand	 such	 initiatives	 as	 forces	 promoting	 a	 type	 of	 em‐

                                                 
4	 For	a	discussion	of	this	issues,	see	Barbier	(2000)	and	Gazier	(1990).	
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ployability	that	Gazier	(1990)	has	called	initiative.	This	is	a	strategy	that	
combines	attitudes,	skills,	and	qualifications	that	are	deemed	necessary	
to	deal	with	rapid	changes	in	a	globalized	economy.	It	also	points	to	in‐
dividual	 responsibility	 and	 the	 ability	 to	 build	 and	mobilize	 social	 net‐
works	 in	order	 to	bring	about	 the	necessary	changes.	Each	worker	ap‐
pears	in	this	vision	of	the	market	in	society	as	the	supreme	manager	of	
his	 or	 her	 own	 career	 path,	 emphasizing	 the	 individual	 character	 that	
determines	 access	or	 not	 to	 the	work	world,	 and	 therefore,	 the	 fate	 of	
being	or	not	being	poor.	Training	and	activation	pursue	the	same	objec‐
tive:	 increase	 the	 individual’s	 autonomy	 and	 empowerment	 effectively	
providing	 them	with	 the	means	 to	 carry	 out	 their	projects	 rather	 than	
simply	assist	superficially	in	their	realization.	Nowadays,	the	role	of	the	
state	is	primarily	perceived	to	be	the	provision	of	assistance	to	individu‐
als	 in	order	 to	enable	citizens	 to	acquire	a	 reasonable	portion	of	 these	
assets—what	Gautié	(2004)	called	the	actions	of	 the	Social	Patrimonial	
State—so	that	such	 initially	disadvantaged	people	can	have	access	 to	a	
patrimony	that	strategically	positions	them	to	assume	a	role	as	the	“en‐
trepreneur”	in	charge	of	their	own	life.	
From	this	point	of	view,	however,	 it	 is	easy	to	see	why	there	are	many	
who	do	not	 recognize	 the	poverty	and	unemployment	problems	which	
are	 arising	 as	 a	 result	 of	 structural	 issues	 related	 to	 the	 accumulation	
mode	adopted,	the	structural	characteristics	of	the	Latin	American	labor	
markets,	 macroeconomic	 policies	 developed,	 and	 so	 forth.	 This	 vision	
tends	to	blame	the	victim	who	suffers	the	problems	which	are	supposed‐
ly	 being	 addressed,	 redirecting	 the	 focus	 of	 institutional	 networks	 of	
support	 away	 from	 the	 structural	 problems	 that	 developing	 countries	
have	to	confront	on	a	daily	and	even	momentary	basis	and	instead	em‐
phasizing	poverty	and	its	associated	problems	as	deriving	from	a	short‐
age	of	human	capital.	

3.2  The Consensus 

Because	 they	 understand	 that	 attempting	 to	 alleviate	 social	 problems	
with	 conventional	 systems	 in	 Latin	 America	 compromises	 the	 public	
resources,	 international	 organizations	 recommend	 targeting	 on	 the	
poorest,	 giving	 them	 tools	 and	 assets	 to	 improve	 risks	 management	
through	 the	 establishment	 of	 networks	 of	 “co‐responsibilities”—and	
also	encouraging	their	complete	economic	and	social	integration.	It	is	in	
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this	 sense	 that	CCTP	are	considered	 to	be	 the	programs	which	use	 the	
public	 funds	 in	 the	best	way	directing	 them	toward	 those	with	greater	
needs.	
In	 this	 context,	 and	 trying	 to	make	more	 effective	 investment	 in	 social	
spending,	international	financial	institutions	suggest	targeting	the	most	
vulnerable	groups	(IDB,	1998)	seeking	to	boost	their	economic	integra‐
tion.	In	addition	to	these	techniques,	the	requirement	of	actors	recogniz‐
ing	the	“co‐responsibilities”	impinging	upon	their	lives	will	allow	benefi‐
ciaries	in	the	short	or	long	term	to	become	self‐sufficient	and	therefore	
move	 away	 from	 state	 assistance.	 The	 central	 argument	 of	 targeting,	
based	on	the	model	of	social	policy	introduced	after	World	War	II	in	the	
region,	did	not	have	the	capacity	to	serve	the	poorest	and	was	exploited	
primarily	by	workers	sectors	which	were	well‐unionized	and	the	urban	
middle	classes.	To	achieve	greater	and	effective	social	equity	and	reach	
the	most	vulnerable	sectors	(out	of	the	contributory	system)	it	has	been	
necessary	 to	 remodel	 the	 building	 of	 social	 policy	 and	 target	 public	
spending	specifically	in	these	sectors	(Isuani,	2012).	
Targeting	spending	in	CCTP	allows	for	wide	coverage	at	a	very	low	cost.	
The	 Economic	 Commission	 for	 Latin	 America	 and	 the	 Caribbean—
ECLAC—(2011)	notes	the	significant	growth	of	such	types	of	programs	
in	 Latin	 America	 during	 the	 last	 decade:	 while	 coverage	 (%	 of	 total	
population)	increased	from	5.7%	in	2000	to	19.3%	in	2010	(see	table	in	
annex	 to	 this	 chapter).	 During	 the	 same	 period	 the	 executed	 budget	
doubled,	growing	from	0.2%	to	0.4%	of	GDP.	This	is	one	of	the	main	at‐
tractions	 of	 these	 programs	 for	 governments	 as	 they	 can	 expand	 their	
social	policy	without	making	any	important	fiscal	sacrifices.	
One	of	 the	 reasons	why	 the	coverage	 is	wide	and	 the	budget	relatively	
limited	is	the	fact	that	CCTP	provide	low	economic	benefits.	This	is	due	
to	the	fact	that	they	do	not	aim	to	discourage	the	participation	of	benefi‐
ciaries	in	the	labor	market.	Based	on	an	orthodox	conception	of	market	
function,	policy	makers	 (and	 the	organizations	 that	promote	 them)	ar‐
gue	 that	 distributing	 large	 amounts	 of	 money	 (close	 to	 the	 minimum	
wage	of	each	country)	to	the	needy	would	simply	cause	the	beneficiaries	
to	fall	further	into	the	poverty	trap.	The	notion	behind	this	vision	is	the	
perception	 that,	 without	working,	 if	 individuals	 are	 able	 to	 gain	 assis‐
tance	 benefits	 that	 guarantee	 similar	 incomes	 comparable	 to	 those	
which	could	be	obtained	from	a	job,	such	resources	would	only	serve	to	
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discourage	such	individuals	seeking	access	to	the	labor	market	and	the	
revenues	to	be	gained	by	participating	actively	as	a	member	of	the	work	
force.	Nevertheless,	the	limited	amount	of	benefits	required	impacts	the	
program’s	potential	 to	reduce	poverty.	This	 is	 to	say	 that	 the	 impact	 is	
moderate	 when	 one	 considers	 both	 the	 household	 consumption	 and	
poverty	 lines	 (Valencia	 Lomelí,	 2008).	 It	 thus	 appears	 that,	 based	 on	
quantitative	data,	these	programs	can	be	successful	in	reducing	the	gap	
or	 the	 severity	of	poverty,	but	often	have	 a	 low	 impact	 on	 the	 poverty	
rate	itself	(Skoufias,	2000).	

4 A New Social Protection for a New 
Developmentalism? CCTP in the New Developmental 
Model 

We	have	noted	that	the	CCTP	have	extended	considerably	in	the	region	
during	the	2000s.	Lavinas	(2013)	identifies	three	reasons	for	this	rapid	
expansion.	 First,	 the	 choices	 made	 by	 a	 wave	 of	 progressive	 govern‐
ments	that	pushed	social	concerns	to	the	forefront	of	the	political	agen‐
da	in	Latin	America.	Secondly,	the	author	points	out	that	the	continent,	
from	the	2000s	on,	has	undergone	a	renewed,	albeit	unequal	period	of	
economic	growth,	where	strong	international	commodity	prices	boosted	
export	 revenues	 (the	 2008	 crisis	 also	 generated	 a	 massive	 arrival	 of	
money	 seeking	 higher	 returns	 in	 emerging	 markets).	 These	 factors	 in	
turn	 have	 given	 governments	 a	margin	 of	 fiscal	maneuver	which	 they	
had	previously	 lacked.	The	 third	 factor	was	 institutional,	 because	after	
initial	 skepticism,	 the	WB	 and	 other	 international	 credit	 agencies	 pro‐
moted	the	CCTP,	putting	it	forward	as	an	essential	part	of	its	new	strate‐
gy	of	social	risk	management	to	which	we	have	referred	above.	
Our	perspective,	while	not	entirely	 inconsistent	with	 this	view,	 focuses	
intensively	 upon	 the	 dynamics	 of	 capital	 accumulation	 as	 evolving	 in	
Latin	America.	This	 infrastructural	system,	popularly	referred	to	as	ne‐
odevelopmentalism,	 has	 its	 counterpart	 in	 the	 transformation	 of	 the	
model	of	social	protection	in	the	region.	
What	 do	 we	 mean	 by	 neodevelopmentalism?	 Bresser	 Pereira	 (2007)	
places	 it	 somewhere	 between	 the	 zone	 of	 development	 discourse	 and	
conventional	orthodoxy.	Unlike	the	developmentalism	paradigms	of	the	
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fifties,	this	contemporary	vision	is	not	protectionist,	but	emphasizes	the	
need	 for	 a	 competitive	 exchange	 rate—that	 must	 be	 fluctuating	 but	
managed—to	 avoid	 the	 problem	 of	 Dutch	 disease,	 a	 valid	 concern	 to	
date	in	Latin	American	economies.	At	the	same	time,	the	economy	tends	
to	be	oriented	 toward	exports	 and	 the	 state	plays	a	 central	 role	 in	 the	
organization	 and	 implementation	 of	 any	 development	 strategy.	 Other	
Latin	American	scholars,	depending	on	the	perspective	with	which	each	
of	 us	 identifies	 neodevelopmentalism,	 tend	 to	 describe	 it	 as	 a	 growth	
scheme	linked	to	the	rent	of	 land	through	agricultural	products,	hydro‐
carbons,	and	minerals.	This	is	a	situation	in	which	the	state	plays	an	ac‐
tive	 role	 in	establishing	a	new	mode	of	 regulation	 that	 creates	optimal	
institutional	conditions	for	the	arrival	and	permanence	of	transnational	
investment	while	displaying	compensatory	social	policies	of	income	re‐
distribution	(Santos,	Narbondo	and	Oyhantçabai,	2013).	To	Féliz	(2015),	
developmentalism	provides	a	set	of	practical	guidelines	for	the	construc‐
tion	of	a	new	project	of	capitalist	development	 in	 the	periphery.	These	
are	practices	that	include	a	new	form	of	state	intervention	together	with	
a	new	set	of	public,	social,	and	labor	policies	which	are	designed	to	con‐
tain	social	conflict	and	canalize	it	productively	to	maximize	the	benefits	
of	capital	(Féliz,	2015).	
Additionally,	 the	 search	 for	 new	 economic	 and	 social	 bases	 for	 capital	
accumulation	 during	 this	 period	 of	 expansion	 has	 also	 necessitated	 a	
search	for	new	forms	of	state	intervention	designed	to	ensure	increased	
valorization	 of	 capital	 and	 the	 reproduction	 of	 the	 labor	 force	 and	 its	
actors	 under	 such	 new	 conditions	 (Jessop,	 2002).	 As	 a	 result	 the	 new	
role	assumed	by	the	state	generates	changes	in	public	policy	in	general	
and	social	policies	in	particular.	
While	 the	policies	 implemented	have	resulted	 in	growth	and	 increased	
output	and	employment	which	has	led	in	most	countries	to	an	improve‐
ment	 in	 crucial	 economic	 and	 social	 indicators,	 high	 rates	 of	 poverty,	
unemployment,	and	 labor	 informality	persist	and	exclude	a	 large	num‐
ber	of	people	from	the	benefits	of	social	security	which	developmental‐
ism	promises.	Additionally,	 these	people	 are	 limited	 in	 their	 consump‐
tion	potential	and	largely	excluded	from	the	variables	needed	for	forms	
of	capital	valorization	established	according	to	this	new	model	of	accu‐
mulation.	This	 is	where	the	so‐called	CCTP	are	brought	into	play	in	the	
multiple	level	attempt	to	(1)	regulate	the	entry	of	labor	according	to	the	
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requirements	of	capital	accumulation,	(2)	compensate	for	the	inequality	
which	produces	market	conditions	in	the	distribution	of	resources,	and	
(3)	 to	 contain	 and	 canalize	 the	 socio‐labor	 conflict	 within	 certain	 ac‐
ceptable	limits.	
The	basic	structure	of	the	CCTP	involves	the	provision	of	monetary	and	
nonmonetary	 resources	 to	 families	 or	 individuals	 in	 vulnerable	 situa‐
tions,	with	the	condition	that	recipients	must	carry	out	certain	behaviors	
associated	 with	 attempts	 to	 improve	 human	 capital,	 so	 that	 they	 can	
later	be	hired	in	order	to	work	at	a	lucrative	job.	We	can	separate	CCTP	
into	two	broad	categories	according	to	the	characteristics	of	the	popula‐
tions	which	these	types	of	programs	target.	The	first	type	includes	those	
programs	 seeking	 to	 promote	 the	 employment	 of	 people	 of	 a	 conven‐
tional	 working	 age.	 The	 route	 out	 of	 poverty	 is	 thus	 the	 beneficiary’s	
participation	 in	 the	 labor	 market.	 A	 second	 type	 of	 program	 aims	 to	
break	 the	 intergenerational	 transfer	 of	 poverty	 in	 vulnerable	 families,	
transferring	money	to	beneficiaries	in	exchange	for	the	accomplishment	
of	specific	goals	related	to	health	and	education	of	children	and	adoles‐
cents	present	in	the	home	(which	would	give	them	the	necessary	tools	to	
enter	the	labor	market	in	the	future).	

5 The CCPT, the Intergenerational Transfer of Poverty 
and the Activation of Social Protection 

Most	CCTP	transfer	incomes	on	a	monthly	basis	to	families	living	in	pov‐
erty	 or	 indigence	 subject	 to	 compliance	 with	 certain	 duties,	 generally	
related	 to	health	and	nutritional	 controls	 and	 children’s	 school	 attend‐
ance	 in	such	homes.	The	goal	 is	 to	modify	the	family	strategies	used	to	
address	 social	 risks.	 The	 underlying	 diagnosis	 is	 that	 poor	 households	
often	face	declining	real	incomes	with	the	incorporation	of	children	and	
young	people	into	the	labor	market	through	various	forms	of	precarious	
rather	 than	 stable	 employment.	 This	 premature	 insertion	has	 negative	
effects	 in	 the	 long	 term,	 especially	with	 regard	 to	 the	 accumulation	 of	
human	capital,	 since	 in	many	cases	 it	 replaces	essential	 schooling	with	
work	(Barba	Solano	and	Valencia	Lomelí,	2011).	
For	this	reason,	the	characteristic	population	of	the	CCTP	are	children	of	
families	in	vulnerable	situations	This	is	the	case	of	the	Abrazo	program,	
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developed	in	Paraguay	since	2005	and	aims	to	eradicate	child	 labor	by	
giving	monthly	 income	 to	 low‐income	 families	 if	 they	meet	 three	 com‐
pensations:	 (1)	 that	 children	 attend	 health	 services	 and	 achieve	 good	
nutrition	 indicators;	 (2)	 that	 they	 comply	with	85%	school	 attendance	
per	month	and	promotion	of	curricular	year;	 (3)	children	 to	stay	away	
from	 economic	 activities.	 Also	 the	 Juancito	 Pinto	 bonus,	which	 runs	 in	
Bolivia	from	2006,	aims	to	eliminate	child	labor	and	increase	school	en‐
rollment	 by	 delivering	 an	 annual	 bonus	 to	 those	 children	 and	 adoles‐
cents	who	compute	a	school	attendance	of	80%	in	public	schools.	
Another	set	of	CCTP	tries	to	respond	to	the	problems	of	poverty	by	en‐
couraging	the	labor	participation	of	beneficiaries,	making	work	pay,	that	
is	 attempting	 to	 link	 more	 closely	 cash	 benefits	 with	 active	 training	
measures	and	incentives	for	rapid	job	placement.	In	this	case	the	aim	is	
to	 increase	human	capital	and	 improve	 the	employability	of	 the	unem‐
ployed	(through	education,	training	and	vocational	training),	while	look‐
ing	for	a	quick	insertion	of	beneficiaries	into	the	labor	market,	encourag‐
ing	 the	 abandonment	 of	 social	 assistance	 policies	 through	 a	 system	 of	
declining	benefits.	
Most	 of	 the	 required	 compensations	 are	 associated	 with	 training	 pro‐
grams,	qualifying	practices,	training	in	jobs,	or	completion	of	their	basic	
education.	However,	 they	may	 also	 imply	 compensations	 involving	 the	
application	of	 individuals	 to	 certain	 jobs	or	 to	accept	 the	proposed	 job	
offer	 from	employment	offices.	This	 is	one	of	 the	ways	 these	PTMC	at‐
tempt	to	ensure	that	the	unemployed	maintain	habits	related	to	 the	la‐
bor	 market	 since,	 based	 upon	 various	 academic	 and	 political	 spaces,	
scholars	hypothesize	that	provision	of	an	income	without	compensation	
discourages	the	work	culture	as	such,	so	those	who	receive	this	benefit	
will	 lose	 interest	 in	 finding	 a	 job.	 In	 addition,	 this	 focus	 ensures	 that	
greater	consensus	would	be	achieved	in	the	implementation	of	benefits	
programs	targeted	toward	capturing	public	opinion	since	such	programs	
would	 not	 be	 giving	money	 for	 nothing,	 and	 fears	 about	 the	 effects	 of	
dependency	 that	 could	 generate	 social	 policy	 without	 compensation	
would	dissipate	(Eransus	Pérez,	2006).	
Indirectly	it	is	uncertain	whether	or	not	the	permanence	over	time	of	the	
status	of	“unemployed,”	precludes	or	gives	greater	force	to	the	possibil‐
ity	that	some	people	choose	to	remain	in	this	situation	(getting	a	social	
plan)	or	alternately	 lose	 the	 incentive	 to	sell	 their	 labor	 force.	Here	we	



90			Pablo	E.	Pérez	and	Brenda	Brown	

 

find	relevant	Offe’s	perspective	about	the	state’s	need	to	punish	forms	of	
existence	different	 from	participation	 in	 the	 labor	market	 if	 it	wants	to	
ensure	 the	 transformation	 of	 the	 labor	 force	 in	 wage	 labor.	 Only	 the	
state—through	 the	 social	 policies	 inherent	 in	 a	 national	 space—
politically	regulates	who	is	allowed	to	live	outside	the	wage	relation	and	
those	who	do	not	need	to	do	so.	
Within	this	type	of	program,	we	should	mention	My	First	Job	Worth	(Bo‐
livia),	a	program	for	skill	development	for	youth	18–24	years	of	age,	or	
the	 “Uruguay	 Works”	 program	 targeted	 at	 adults	 between	 18	 and	 65	
years,	 aimed	 at	 improving	 the	 employability	 of	 people	 living	 in	 socio‐
economic	vulnerability	through	training	and	community	value	tasks.	
However,	perhaps	 the	 clearest	 example	of	 this	 type	of	program	can	be	
found	 in	 Argentina	 around	 2004,	 when	 the	 Unemployed	 Heads	 of	
Household	 Plan	 (PJJHD)	 was	 disbanded.	 This	 program—which	 sur‐
passed	two	million	beneficiaries	during	2003—was	essential	to	increase	
aggregate	 consumption	 levels	 that	made	 possible	 the	 recovery	 of	 eco‐
nomic	activity	after	the	2001–2002	crisis	and	to	contain	social	tensions	
in	 a	 context	 of	 a	 strong	 redistribution	of	 income	against	 lower‐income	
sectors.	 However,	 with	 economic	 growth	 and	 improving	 social	 indica‐
tors,	the	government	decided	that	it	was	necessary	to	order	the	benefi‐
ciaries	to	allow	the	design	of	more	specific	policies.	To	this	end,	the	gov‐
ernment	 required	 that	 the	Ministries	of	Labor,	Employment	 and	Social	
Security	 (MTESS)	 and	 Social	 Development	 develop	 a	 classification	 of	
PJJHD	 beneficiaries	 according	 to	 their	 employability.	 According	 to	 this	
decree	two	groups	are	differentiated:	(1)	those	with	a	greater	chance	of	
reentering	the	labor	market,	who	are	encouraged	to	move	to	the	Train‐
ing	and	Employment	Insurance	(SCE),	where	it	provides	them	with	tools	
to	help	them	reintegrate	in	the	labor	market,	and	(2)	those	“whose	char‐
acteristics	 or	 conditions	 are	 difficult	 or	 impossible	 to	 relocate	 occupa‐
tionally”	 (MTESS,	 2004)	 who	 become	 dependent	 on	 welfare	 (Families	
for	 social	 Inclusion	 Plan),	 with	 the	 attendant	 obligation	 to	 ensure	 the	
health	and	school	attendance	of	their	children.	
We	note	here	four	core	issues	which	we	have	advanced	in	the	theoretical	
section.	First,	we	confirm	that	in	a	context	of	increased	economic	activity	
and	employment	 the	government	seeks	 to	 “activate”	 social	policies	de‐
signed	to	incorporate	inactive	labor	force	into	the	market	on	a	relatively	
permanent	basis.	In	other	words,	we	see	how	social	policy	regulates	the	
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incorporation	 of	 labor	 force	 into	 the	market	 according	 to	 the	 needs	 of	
capital	accumulation,	and	also	plays	an	important	role	 in	its	qualitative	
administration,	 ensuring	 the	 provision	 of	 skills,	 habits,	 behaviors,	 and	
abilities	necessary	 for	 its	 incorporation	 in	 the	manner	which	 the	 labor	
market	 demands	 (Gough,	 1982).	 Second,	 it	 is	 highlighted	 in	 the	 PJJHD	
example	how	the	state	regulates	and	selects	those	involved	in	the	labor	
market	as	well	as	those	who	will	remain	as	inactive	workers	in	the	area	
of	social	policies.	Third,	we	recognize	in	the	obligation	of	beneficiaries	to	
ensure	the	health	and	school	attendance	of	their	children,	the	exchange	
transaction	which	Offe	speaks	of,	 through	which,	 in	order	 to	access	so‐
cial	 assistance,	 beneficiaries	must	 prove	 not	 only	 their	 needs	 but	 also	
their	worth.	That	is	to	say	that	they	must	subordinate	themselves	to	the	
economic,	political,	and	cultural	guidelines	and	norms	dominant	in	soci‐
ety	(e.g.,	to	keep	children	away	from	economic	activities,	although	this	is	
actually	 a	 practice	with	 a	 long	history	 in	 Latin	America).	 Fourth,	 since	
virtually	 all	 workers	 who	 are	 transferred	 to	 the	 Families	 Plan	 (and	
therefore	are	in	charge	of	the	care	of	children	and	fall	outside	the	labor	
market)	are	women.	We	also	notice	that	social	policy	can	be	generative	
and	modulate	the	specific	characteristics	of	inequality	itself	(in	this	case	
between	men	and	women),	naturalizing	and	 institutionalizing	 inequali‐
ties	 between	 certain	 groups	 while	 ostensibly	 reducing	 them	 in	 other	
arenas	(Adelantado	et	al.,	1998).	
After	 several	 years	 of	 economic	 growth	 in	 the	 region,	 nearly	 half	 of	
workers	 remain	 trapped	 in	 conditions	 of	 labor	 informality,	 a	 sign	 that	
this	would	not	be	a	system	failure	that	can	be	absorbed	when	the	econ‐
omy	 grows	 but	 it’s	 functional	 to	 the	 dynamics	 of	 accumulation	 of	 pe‐
ripheral	capitalism.	Thus,	 some	CCTP	recognize	 these	high	 levels	of	 in‐
formality	 and	 labor	 precariousness	 that	 characterize	 Latin	 American	
labor	markets.	This	 is	the	case	of	the	Universal	Child	Allowance	for	So‐
cial	Protection	(hereinafter	AUH),	implemented	in	Argentina	in	2009	as	
a	 noncontributory	 subsystem	within	 the	 family	 allowance	 scheme	 and	
intended	 to	 alleviate	 the	 precariousness	 of	 informal	 and	 unemployed	
workers,	who	because	of	their	condition	do	not	receive	family	allowanc‐
es.	
With	 the	 implementation	of	 the	AUH	public	 spending	 scheme	 in	 social	
and	 employment	 programs,	 the	 impact	 of	 such	 programs	 is	 that	 the	
number	of	beneficiaries	has	been	doubled,	reaching	5	million	beneficiar‐
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ies	in	2009,	a	period	made	all	the	more	complex	by	(1)	economic	decel‐
eration	and	the	decline	in	job	creation	(as	a	product	of	the	crisis)	and	(2)	
the	political	weakening	of	the	government,	because	of	the	confrontation	
with	 the	 agricultural	 sector	 revolving	 around	 Resolution	 1255	 and	 the	
election	results	of	June	2009.	
Paradoxically,	 although	 this	 type	 of	 CCTP	 tries	 to	 recognize	 the	 labor	
rights	of	workers	in	vulnerable	employment	situations,	such	individuals	
are	not	usually	recognized	as	rights	holders,	but	instead	as	beneficiaries	
of	social	programs.	Furthermore,	although	it	 is	difficult	 for	any	govern‐
ment	to	confront	 the	political	cost	 involved	with	 the	discontinuation	of	
such	programs,	in	accordance	with	a	broad	consensus	in	Latin	America,	
freezing	the	income	transferred	to	beneficiaries	in	an	inflationary	period	
is	sufficient	to	dismantle	them,	since	there	is	no	law	that	supports	index‐
ing	benefits.	
Since	 one	 of	 the	 objectives	 of	 these	programs	 is	 to	 reduce	 inequalities	
between	registered	and	unregistered	workers,	it	draws	attention	to	the	
requirement	 for	 compensations	 required	 to	 program	 beneficiaries	 but	
not	those	who	belong	to	the	contributive	system.	Again,	we	find	here	the	
repressive	component	of	social	policy	at	work,	the	allocation	of	a	mone‐
tary	 assistance	 in	exchange	 for	beneficiaries	meeting	 certain	 social	be‐
havior	patterns	that	other	sectors	can	neglect.	Moreover,	we	note	that	in	
a	 context	 of	 recession	 and	 declining	 employment,	 social	 policy	 signifi‐
cantly	increases	coverage	and	extends	itself	as	a	“catchment	area”	of	the	
labor	 force,	 giving	 priority	 to	 programs	 aimed	 at	 maintaining	 income	
and	 consumption	 levels	 and	 compensations	 relating	 to	 education	 and	
health.	
This	type	of	CCTP	reinforces	the	idea	of	linking	subsidies	to	the	promo‐
tion	of	a	beneficiary‐world	employment	relationship,	which	would	 find	
greater	acceptance	from	the	different	sectors	of	society	(Bonvecchi	and	
Smulovitz,	2008).	Policies	that	are	disengaged	from	the	labor	market	for	
the	provision	 of	 income	 suggest	 the	 inherent	 complexity	 of	 breaking	 a	
paradigm	that	has	hundreds	of	years	of	existence,	in	which	the	insertion	
into	the	labor	world	is	seen	as	essential	to	ensure	an	income,	and	thus,	

                                                 
5	 Through	this	resolution,	 the	Argentine	government	 tries	 to	set	a	new	sliding	 tax	

scheme	for	exports	in	the	agricultural	sector.	
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access	to	the	satisfaction	of	human	needs	at	a	basic	as	well	as	advanced	
level	(Isuani,	2008).	
However,	 one	must	 think	primarily	 in	 terms	of	 social	 inclusion	only	 in	
the	case	of	those	receiving	benefits	as	employment	poses	a	risk	of	reduc‐
tionism	on	issues	affecting	persons	who	apply	for	such	financial	benefits,	
where	the	lack	of	a	job	is	not	the	only	problematic	factor.	Often	there	are	
also	 deficiencies	 in	 housing,	 health,	 education,	 and	 so	 on.	 In	 turn,	 the	
emphasis	on	the	paradigm	of	activation	which	is	placed	on	labor	inser‐
tion	 creates	 certain	 questions:	 Is	 any	 form	of	 employment	 positive	 for	
social	integration?	In	turn,	what	are	the	negative	effects	that	job	insecu‐
rity	has	on	people	living	in	poverty?	In	a	context	of	deepening	problems	
linked	 to	 employment,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 rethink	 activation	 strategies	
with	 regard	 to	 the	most	 vulnerable	 people,	 since	 the	 conditions	 of	 ex‐
ploitation	of	some,	 far	 from	favoring	the	objective	of	 integration	would	
be	 worsening	 the	 situation	 of	 exclusion	 of	 some	 households	 (Pérez	
Eransus,	2006).	
Overall,	 it	 can	 reinforce	positive	 impacts	 in	 terms	of	a	 reduction	 in	ex‐
treme	poverty	rates	as	a	result	of	the	implementation	of	these	programs;	
however,	despite	its	broad	coverage	it	seems	to	be	insufficient	to	effec‐
tively	 combat	 poverty	 levels	 experienced	 by	 those	 living	 in	 the	 region	
(CEPAL,	2007).	In	addition,	it	is	clear	that	this	impact	is	significant	when	
measuring	 income	 poverty	 but	 loses	 relevance	 when	 it	 is	 used	 to	 ob‐
serve	 their	 impact	 on	 structural	 poverty,	 usually	 associated	 with	 the	
satisfaction	 of	 basic	 needs	 related	 to	 housing	 access	 and	 conditions,	
health	services,	educational	level	of	households,	issues	whose	resolution	
would	imply	another	level	of	commitment	from	public	policies.	

6 Final Considerations 

In	 this	article	we	have	discussed	some	of	 the	 features	adopted	 in	Latin	
America	related	to	the	reconfiguration	of	social	protection	systems.	We	
focus	upon	the	fact	that	the	CCTP	are	part	of	this	reformulation	of	social	
policy	at	 the	 regional	 level	which	adheres	 to	 the	new	social	protection	
scheme	 known	 as	workfare.	 From	 a	 study	 of	 the	 various	 CCTP	 imple‐
mented	in	Latin	America,	we	have	determined	what	is	the	general	diag‐
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nosis	 that	 supports	 the	 implementation	 of	 these	 programs	 and	 what	
have	the	causes	of	their	widespread	organization.	
In	turn,	recovering	the	perspective	proposed	by	Offe	(1990)	and	Jessop	
(2002),	we	have	recognized	that	during	the	period	analyzed,	social	poli‐
cy	can	be	seen	regulating	the	incorporation	of	labor	force	into	the	mar‐
ket	 according	 to	 the	 requirements	 of	 capital	 accumulation.	 These	 poli‐
cies	activate	social	policies	 in	times	of	economic	growth	 in	order	 to	 in‐
corporate	labor	force	to	the	market	and	expand	the	coverage	of	income	
maintenance	programs,	with	considerations	related	to	improving	human	
capital	(education	and	health)	in	periods	of	economic	recession.	
The	CCTP	allow	people	previously	excluded	from	consumption	possibili‐
ties	 to	access	basic	necessities,	but	do	not	guarantee	 their	escape	 from	
poverty	 nor	 definitively	 greater	 opportunities	 for	 upward	mobility.	 At	
the	 same	 time,	 these	 programs	 do	 not	 generate	 ownership	 rights	 and	
serve	 to	 promote	 control	 and	management	mechanisms	 of	 poverty	 by	
the	state.	Meanwhile,	 although	 they	promote	 the	access	by	 the	poor	 to	
health	 and	education	 services,	 they	have	not	 expanded	 the	 supply	 and	
quality	of	these	services	nor	generated	greater	homogeneity	of	services	
within	the	rest	of	society.	
We	have	noted	that	 these	programs	are	characterized	by	the	provision	
of	wide	coverage	at	a	relatively	 low	cost,	hence	much	of	their	enduring	
popularity	and	evident	consensus.	Nevertheless,	difficulties	are	evident	
when	one	considers	the	sustainability	of	long‐term	financing,	especially	
for	lower‐income	countries	which	depend	on	credits	from	international	
agencies	for	funding.	In	fact,	 in	most	cases,	the	financing	of	CCTP	is	not	
based	on	tax	reforms	and	mechanisms	of	more	equitable	redistribution	
of	 wealth,	 but	 instead	 predicated	 upon	 the	 use	 of	 existing	 public	 re‐
sources,	 sometimes	 the	contributive	system,	or	 the	demand	of	 interna‐
tional	 credits.	 A	 regressive	 taxation	 like	 those	 predominant	 in	 Latin	
America	becomes	difficult	to	manage	while	increasing	social	transfers	at	
the	level	of	what	is	at	stake	in	such	cases	(Salama,	2011).	
While	several	of	 these	CCTP	extend	noncontributory	social	coverage	to	
new	groups	such	as	informal	workers,	we	do	not	believe	that	these	pro‐
grams	crystallize	a	profound	change	 in	 the	system	of	social	protection.	
Instead	 their	 implementation	 reproduces	 a	 dual	 system	 of	 protection	
consistent	with	the	persistence	of	a	segmented	labor	market	character‐
ized	 by	 high	 informality.	 We	 note	 here	 that	 social	 policy	 not	 only	 at‐
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tempts	to	compensate	for	the	inequality	originally	produced	in	the	labor	
market	(between	formal	workers	and	those	who	are	not)	but	also	modu‐
lates	 institutionalized	 inequality	 itself	 (by	 requiring	 compensation	 to	
some	workers	and	not	others).	
This	 reorientation	 of	 social	 policy	 toward	 greater	 coverage	 allows	 for	
the	stimulation	of	consumption	 in	 the	domestic	market,	 reactivation	of	
the	 economy	 and	 contribution	 to	 the	 reproduction	 of	 the	 labor	 force	
without	any	significant	increase	in	wages	(beyond	productivity	increas‐
es)	maintaining	thus	the	competitiveness	of	the	economy	in	larger	con‐
texts.	
We	can	then	ask	what	might	be	the	possible	alternatives	to	the	current	
problems	 of	 exclusion	 and	 unemployment.	 Progress	 has	 been	made	 in	
the	debate	among	academics	and	social	organizations	on	the	possibility	
of	 considering	 other	 forms	 of	 inclusion	 beyond	 the	working	 world.	 In	
recent	decades,	the	phenomenon	of	the	working	poor	began	to	interpo‐
late	 labor	 insertion	 as	 the	only	mechanism	 for	 social	 inclusion	 and	es‐
cape	from	poverty.	
A	step	forward	in	this	area	would	be	the	recognition	of	citizenship	as	a	
guarantee	of	rights,	a	moving	away	from	the	current	system	in	which	the	
labor	market	is	the	almost	exclusive	mechanism	for	access	to	social	pro‐
tection.	Full	formal	employment	has	not	proven	to	be	the	“normal”	situa‐
tion	 in	capitalist	economies,	 even	 in	developed	ones,	 so	a	profound	re‐
thinking	 of	 the	 social	 protection	 system	 linked	 to	 formal	 employment	
seems	to	be	a	pending	if	not	urgent	matter.	The	immediate	challenge	is	
to	expand	coverage	for	those	who	fall	outside	of	the	social	protection	of	
the	state,	trying	to	include	the	greatest	percentage	possible	of	the	popu‐
lation	within	the	circles	of	consumption	necessary	to	maintain	a	worthy	
life.	
Poverty,	 unemployment,	 and	 precarious	 employment	 are	 events	 fully	
functional	 to	 capitalist	 systems	 of	 accumulation,	 and	 while	 we	 do	 not	
dispute	the	basic	pillars	on	which	such	persistent	social	realities	rest,	we	
can	 hardly	 propose	 that	 the	 benefit	 schemes	 analyzed	 here	 present	 a	
structural	change	in	which	a	real	solution	to	the	problems	that	afflict	our	
societies	is	promoted.	
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7 Annex 

Coverage	 (%	 of	 total	 population)	 and	 executed	 budget	 (%	of	 GDP)	 for	
Latin	America	and	the	Caribbean,	2010.	

	
Source:	Prepared	on	Data	Base	(ECLAC,	2011).	
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Chapter 4 
NEODEVELOPMENTALISM IN ARGENTINA: ITS 
CONTRADICTIONS, BARRIERS, AND LIMITS TO POVERTY 
REDUCTION AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

Mariano	Féliz	

Neodevelopmentalism	 is	 the	 keyword	 that	 describes	 Argentina’s	 new	
mode	of	development	since	2003.	Born	from	the	ashes	of	neoliberalism,	
it	has	signified	a	wide	range	of	policy	changes	that	have	effectively	modi‐
fied	living	conditions	in	the	country.	However,	this	new	mode	of	devel‐
opment	 has	 been	 unable	 to	 transform	 the	 structural	 factors	 behind	
widespread	 inequality	and	poverty	and	unable	 to	promote	radical	pro‐
gressive	social	change.		
Mariano	Féliz’s	main	argument	is	that	while	showing	significant	changes	
in	policies	 (macroeconomic,	 social,	 and	 labor)	 since	2003,	neodevelop‐
mentalism	has	not	broken	with	 the	neoliberal	social,	political,	and	eco‐
nomic	structure:	transnationalization	of	the	economy,	natural	resource‐
based	growth,	and	extended	precariousness	of	labor.		
The	chapter	shows	why	the	political	ideology	of	the	groups	in	power	has	
blocked	significant	social	change	in	the	country,	even	if	there	are	social	
and	political	movements	inclined	to	promote	and	favor	such	changes.	

1 Introduction 

In	the	last	twenty	years	Latin	America	has	gone	from	hardcore	neoliber‐
al	rule	to	a	process	of	sociopolitical	transformations	that	can	be	present‐
ed	as	generally	post‐neoliberal	 and	 in	most	 cases	neodevelopmentalist	
(Féliz,	2012;	Thwaites	Rey,	2010;	Svampa,	2011).	Through	this	process	
dominant	 classes	 in	 Argentina	 have	 exorcised	 neoliberal	 ideological	
predominance	and	advanced	in	the	constitution	of	a	new	hegemonic	rule	
based	 on	 the	 original	 combination	 of	 developmentalist	 economic	 dis‐
course	 with	 an	 increasingly	 radical	 national‐popular	 political	 ideology	
and	 rhetoric	 (if	 not	 practice)	 (Féliz,	 2013;	 Svampa,	 2011b).	 This	 new	
symbiosis	has	been	politically	productive	for	the	capitalist	fractions	that	
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emerged	 as	 dominating	 after	 three	 decades	 of	 neoliberalism,	 those	 of	
transnationalized	capital,	since	it	provided	them	with	the	means	to	build	
a	 renewed	 hegemony	 over	 society.	 However,	 the	 consolidation	 of	 this	
new	hegemonic	project	has	limited	the	potential	for	radical	change	that	
seemed	to	have	had	emerged	from	the	sociopolitical	turmoil	that	led	to	
the	violent	crisis	and	exit	 from	neoliberalism	in	Argentina	 in	 late	2001	
(Dinerstein,	 2002).	 In	 fact,	 over	 ten	 years	 after	 that	 crisis,	 the	 main	
tendencies	 outlined	 through	 neoliberal	 reforms	 have	 strengthened,	 re‐
sulting	in	the	persistence	of	wide	and	deep	social	inequalities	and	perva‐
sive	poverty	and	precarization	of	life.	
This	 article	 seeks	 to	 analyze	 the	main	 characteristics	 of	 the	 neodevel‐
opmentalist	project	in	Argentina,	its	barriers	and	limitations	to	promote	
poverty	 reduction	 and	 social	 change.	 We	 will	 show	 that	 these	 re‐
strictions	come	from	the	articulation	of	structural	continuities	with	ne‐
oliberalism	 and	 novel	 sociopolitical	 innovations.	 We	 will	 also	 discuss	
briefly	some	of	 the	potential	alternatives	 to	overcome	the	 limits	of	 this	
project.	

2 Why Neodevelopmentalism is the Supersession of 
Neoliberalism? 

Neoliberalism	 cannot	 be	 understood	 just	 as	 a	 “mode	 of	 development”	
(Neffa,	1998)	in	capitalism.	Furthermore,	it	was	a	project	of	the	capitalist	
classes	worldwide	to	regain	full	political	control	on	the	production	and	
reproduction	of	 society	 in	 its	 capitalist	 form	(Duménil	and	Lévy,	2009;	
Harvey,	2009).	Neoliberal	rule	in	Latin	America	advanced	fiercely	since	
the	 early	 seventies	 through	 several	 tactics	 that	 included,	 in	 variable	
combinations,	 social	 and	 political	 repression	 as	well	 as	 socioeconomic	
restructuration.	 In	Argentina,	political	repression	reached	its	peak	dur‐
ing	the	dictatorship	of	1976–1983.	Since	then	and	in	next	20	years,	capi‐
talist	restructuration	was	pushed	forward	through	formally	democratic	
governments	 with	 variations	 of	 orthodox	 (1989–2001)	 and	 so‐called	
heterodox	 (1983–1989)	 structural	 adjustment	 programs,	 only	 possible	
as	 repression,	 economic	 stagnation,	 and	 instability,	 and	 the	 ideological	
triumph	of	 individualism	weakened	an	ever‐present	popular	resistance	
and	reduced	its	effectiveness	(Féliz	and	López,	2012:	25–34).	The	result	
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was	the	advancement	of	concentration,	centralization,	and	transnation‐
alization	of	capital	through	state	reform,	the	total	or	partial	privatization	
of	 public	 enterprises	 and	 services	 (social	 security,	 education,	 health,	
etc.),	 the	 deregulation	 of	 the	 economy,	 the	 flexibilization	 of	 the	 labor	
market	and	the	opening	up	of	the	economy	to	capital	movements	in	its	
different	forms,	among	other	changes	(Féliz	and	Pérez,	2004;	Basualdo,	
2006).	The	neoliberal	project	allowed	for	a	substantial	political	recom‐
position	of	capital	since	it	helped	to	rearticulate	power	within	its	domi‐
nant	fractions.	In	Argentina,	by	the	late	nineties	the	new	hegemonic	frac‐
tions	were	the	transnational	corporations	that	had	gained	control	of	the	
main	 enterprises	 in	 most	 economic	 branches:	 within	 the	 biggest	 500	
local	firms,	those	with	more	than	50%	of	foreign	capital	ownership	rose	
from	46.8%	of	them	in	1997	to	65%	in	2009	(Féliz	and	López,	2012:	53).	
A	 few	 local	 conglomerates	 were	 able	 to	 transform	 themselves	 into	
transnationalized	capitals	and/or	local	associates	of	foreign	capitals.	
The	neoliberal	project	in	Argentina	created	numerous	sociopolitical	and	
economic	contradictions	that	 led	to	a	deep	crisis	 in	the	late	nineties.	 In	
that	decade,	economic	 inconsistencies	grew	out	of	a	chronic	process	of	
public	and	private	 indebtedness,	 increasing	current	account	deficit	and	
growing	 unemployment.	 These	 tensions	 transformed	 a	 recession	 that	
begun	 in	 1998	 into	 a	 prolonged	 crisis	 that	 created	 the	 perfect	 frame‐
work	for	the	tendency	of	the	profit	rate	to	fall	to	manifest	as	stagnation,	
as	 growing	 deflationary	 pressures	 and	 eventually	 as	 massive	 capital	
flight	and	currency	devaluation	in	late	2001	(Féliz,	2009,	2011).	
Meanwhile,	economic	contradictions	coupled	with	growing	social	unrest.	
During	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	 nineties,	 laboring	 classes	 regained	 their	
ability	 to	 successfully	 confront	 the	 neoliberal	 momentum.	 The	 move‐
ments	of	unemployed	workers	(mostly	young	and	female)	gained	a	place	
as	the	new	dynamic	factor	in	the	political	recomposition	of	the	working	
class.	Together	with	 fractions	of	 the	 traditional	working	 class	 (particu‐
larly,	 state	 employees	 in	 the	 provinces	 and	 teachers),	 impoverished	
peasants,	 small	 entrepreneurs,	 and	 others,	 these	 new	 social	 subjects	
were	able	to	confront	the	attempts	by	the	government	to	find	a	way	out	
of	the	crisis	by	trying	to	radicalize	the	neoliberal	project.1	In	December	

                                                 
1	 Attempts	 for	 the	 radicalization	 of	 the	 neoliberal	 project	 in	 Argentina	 included	

proposals	such	as	the	full	dollarization	of	the	economy	(i.e.,	complete	substitution	
of	national	currency	by	 the	US	dollar).	The	 first	attempts	were	made	during	 the	
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2001	 the	 organic	 crisis	 of	 neoliberalism	 led	 to	 a	 violent	 exit	 (Bonnet,	
2006;	Dinerstein,	2002).	A	popular	uprising	during	the	19th	and	20th	of	
December	terminated	with	De	la	Rua’s	government,	replaced	two	weeks	
later,	through	a	turbulent	transition,	by	a	new	peronist	coalition.	
Dominant	classes	were	forced	to	find	a	way	to	regain	social	control.	The	
new	president	Duhalde	(elected	by	the	Parliament,	not	by	popular	elec‐
tion)	 took	steps	 to	create	conditions	 for	successful	capitalist	accumula‐
tion	and	at	the	same	time	put	a	cap	on	popular	unrest.	In	order	to	attain	
the	 first	 objective,	 the	 government	 took	 several	 measures	 (Basualdo,	
2006):	 (a)	 partial	 default	 on	 public	 debt,	 (b)	 currency	 devaluation,	 (c)	
partial	nationalization	of	dollar‐denominated	private	debt,	(d)	freeze	on	
privatized	utilities’	tariffs,	and	(e)	tax	on	selected	primary	exports.	As	a	
whole,	 they	 allowed	 for	 (a)	 the	 recovery	on	 the	profitability	 of	 private	
capital,	 (b)	a	 trade	balance	surplus	and	(c)	a	surplus	 in	public	 finances	
(Féliz	and	López,	2012).	This	came	at	a	huge	social	cost:	between	2001	
and	2002,	 real	wages	 fell	 by	19%	on	average,	 the	 income	poverty	 rate	
jumped	 to	 53%	 of	 the	 population	 in	 May	 2002,	 real	 consumption	
dropped	12.6%	during	 the	 first	 trimester	of	 2002,	 and	 the	price	 index	
for	 food	 stuffs	 went	 up	 by	 48.6%	within	 the	 first	 six	months	 of	 2002	
(Féliz,	2012:	5).	To	contain	social	unrest	and	create	 the	political	condi‐
tions	for	the	constitution	of	a	new	hegemonic	bloc,	the	government	put	
into	place	a	new	massive	program	of	income	support,	the	program	Jefes	
y	 Jefas	 de	Hogar	Desocupados	 (Unemployed	 Heads	 of	 Households	 pro‐
gram,	 JJHD).	 In	 a	 few	 months,	 this	 program	 multiplied	 ten	 times	 the	
number	of	recipients	of	income	support,	reaching	almost	5%	of	the	pop‐
ulation	(Féliz	and	Pérez,	2007).	
These	 policies	 were	 accompanied	 by	 selective	 repression	 of	 popular	
protests,	 in	 particular	 those	 led	 by	 the	 most	 radical	 factions	 of	 the	
movements	of	the	unemployed.	The	assassination	by	police	forces	of	two	
members	of	these	movements	on	June	26,	2002	led	to	an	unexpected	call	
for	national	elections,	which	occurred	in	early	2003.	N.	Kirchner	won	the	
Presidency	with	 only	 22%	 on	 the	 popular	 vote.	 On	May	 25,	 2003,	 the	
newly	elected	president	was	appointed.	While	its	“economic”	bases	were	

                                                                                                    
peronist	president	Menem	in	its	second	administration	(1995–1999).	He	was	fol‐
lowed	 by	 De	 la	 Rúa	 (1999–2001),	 which	 represented	 a	 newly	 formed	 coalition	
called	Alianza	dominated	by	the	traditional	social‐democratic	Radical	Party.	
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seeded	 earlier,	 this	 date	 can	 be	 said	 to	mark	 the	 political	 birth	 of	 the	
neodevelopmentalist	project.	

3 Structural Continuities with Reformist Policies: 
Neodevelopmentalism as the New Political Ideology 
of Capital 

As	 the	neoliberal	project	 fell	apart,	dominant	 fractions	of	capital	 in	Ar‐
gentina	pressed	for	 the	constitution	of	a	new	strategic	project.	 In	2002	
such	a	project	began	 to	be	organized	as	 the	new	strategy	 to	guarantee	
the	 continuity	 of	 capitalist	 development	 in	Argentina	 under	 the	 condi‐
tions	created	though	neoliberalism	but	at	the	same	time	as	its	dialectical	
supersession.	 This	means	 that	 while	 the	 new	 project	 was	 born	 out	 of	
(the	 crisis	 of)	 neoliberalism	 and	 it	 appropriates	 of	 its	 heritage,	 neode‐
velopmentalism	 redefines	 state	 intervention,	 political	 composition	 of	
classes,	and	macroeconomic	dynamics.	
In	structural	 terms	neoliberalism	was	the	process	 that	historically	pre‐
constituted	 the	bases	 for	a	new	strategy	of	capital	accumulation	(Féliz,	
2012;	Féliz	and	López,	2012).	Capital	restructuration	in	Argentina	led	to	
the	consolidation	of	a	new	pattern	of	valorization	articulated	around	a	
neoextractivist	 strategy.	 Mining	 and	 agricultural	 production	 (mainly	
based	on	the	soya	complex)	became	the	new	dynamic	fractions	of	capital	
regarding	Argentina’s	participation	 in	 the	world	economy.	The	cycle	of	
capital	organized	around	exporting	primary	commodities	and	manufac‐
tured	 by‐products	 of	 agricultural	 production	 and	 minerals,	 under	 the	
control	of	transnational	corporations	(Féliz	and	López,	2012:	53–55).	In	
this	 framework,	 the	production	and	appropriation	of	 land	rent	became	
one	of	the	two	main	sources	of	surplus	profitability	of	the	period	(Féliz,	
2012b).	 The	 other	 source	 of	 excess	 profitability	 was	 the	 widespread	
precariousness	of	 employment	 that	 led	 to	 increased	 systemic	 superex‐
ploitation	of	labor.	
The	exit	out	of	neoliberalism	required	recreating	the	conditions	for	suc‐
cessful	valorization	and	accumulation	of	productive	capital.	 In	order	 to	
do	so,	Kirchner’s	government	took	three	main	actions	regarding	macro‐
economic	 policy.	 Firstly,	 after	 the	 process	 of	 partial	 default	 on	 public	
debt,	currency	devaluation,	and	partial	nationalization	of	private	dollar‐
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ized	debt	 in	early	2002,	 the	new	government	had	to	 take	steps	 toward	
making	public	debt	payable	not	only	for	the	state	but	also	for	the	econ‐
omy	as	a	whole.2	 In	2002,	public	debt	amounted	to	166.4%	of	GDP.	 In‐
terest	payments	implied	transfers	of	surplus	value	from	productive	capi‐
tal	 to	 financial	 capital	 equal	 to	 about	 half	 of	 total	 surplus	 value	 (Féliz,	
2012:	11–12).	Such	conditions	made	capitalism	unfeasible	 in	economic	
and	 political	 terms.	 Thus,	 debt	 restructuration	 became	 a	 priority.	 The	
government	paid	 the	 full	debt	 in	 cash	before	 it	was	due	 to	 the	 IMF	(in	
2006)	and	restructured	most	of	the	defaulted	debt	with	private	holders	
in	 two	 stages	 (2005	 and	 2010).	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 government	 at‐
tempted	 to	 soften	 the	 fiscal	 restriction	 by	 complementing	 the	 reduced	
interest	payments	on	public	debt	with	a	 lid	on	state	employee’s	wages	
and	increasing	the	marginal	rates	of	 the	new	tax	on	rent	producing	ex‐
ports	(mainly	soya,	wheat	and	oil).	This	combination	allowed	the	state	to	
regain	control	over	its	finances:	primary	fiscal	surplus	reached	2.8%	of	
GDP	 on	 average	 between	 2002	 and	 2006	 (Féliz	 and	 López,	 2012:	 72).	
The	 third	 element	of	 the	new	macroeconomic	 strategy	was	 a	 new	 real	
exchange	 rate	 (RER)	 policy	 (Féliz,	 2012:	 6).	 The	 new	 objective	was	 to	
maintain	 the	 RER	 at	 a	 high	 and	 stable	 level	 to	 favor	 exports	 and	 keep	
imports	 down	 with	 the	 goal	 of	 sustaining	 a	 positive	 result	 on	 foreign	
trade	 and	 increasing	 foreign	 exchange	 reserves.	 During	 the	 first	 five	
years	 after	 exiting	 neoliberal	 rule	 (2002–2006),	 the	 current	 account	
surplus	 remained	 at	 4.7%	 of	 GDP	 on	 average,	 while	 international	 re‐
serves	grew	to	47	billion	dollars	in	2007.	
The	recovery	of	macroeconomic	conditions	for	accumulation	and	growth	
favored	employment	creation	and	reduction	in	unemployment:	2.7	mil‐
lion	jobs	were	created	between	2002	and	2007	as	unemployment	fell	to	
7.5%	in	late	2007.	However,	creating	conditions	of	political	stability	re‐
quired	 that	 the	 government	 take	 additional	 steps	 toward	 insuring	 its	
legitimacy.	With	this	aim,	Kirchner’s	government	favored	what	might	be	
called	 reformist	 policy	measures	 that	 allowed	 for	 a	 partial	 recovery	 of	
living	conditions	and,	especially,	expectations	of	its	future	improvement	
(Féliz	and	López,	2010;	Pérez	and	Féliz,	2010).	After	the	crisis	of	2001,	a	

                                                 
2	 This	 implies	 that	 the	government	 accepted	 that	 the	public	debt	 (particularly,	 its	

foreign	 part)	 was	 to	 be	 payed	 (even	 if	 restructured)	 and	 not	 repudiated	 for	
economic,	political,	social,	and	even	ethical	reasons,	as	many	political	forces	were	
demanding.	



Neodevelopmentalism	in	Argentina			107	

 

generation	 of	 young	 activists	 born	 in	 the	 heat	 of	 struggles	 against	 ne‐
oliberalism	 led	 a	new	wave	of	 struggles	outside	 and	within	 traditional	
unions,	putting	pressure	on	its	leadership	and	on	the	state	(Féliz,	2012).	
Between	2003	and	2005,	 the	 government	was	 forced	 to	 decree	unilat‐
eral	wage	increases,	to	hike	in	several	occasions	the	minimum	wage,	and	
to	give	way	 to	demands	 for	 collective	bargaining.	While	 in	 the	nineties	
formal	labor‐capital	negotiations	stalled	as	unions	preferred	to	give	in	to	
pressure	 from	 capitalists	 through	 informal	 agreements,	 after	 2002	
worker’s	 organizations	 successfully	 demanded	 for	 negotiations	 to	 be	
instituted	in	formal	collective	agreements,	under	state	tutelage.3	
Besides	 the	 reactivation	 of	 traditional	 labor	 policies,	 the	 government	
took	 steps	 to	 contain	 social	 unrest	 outside	 more	 formalized	 employ‐
ment.	 In	an	attempt	(successful	 in	 the	end)	 to	keep	mobilization	under	
control,	 the	massive	program	 JJHD	was	progressively	 transformed	 and	
replaced	 by	 other	 forms	 of	 social	 intervention	 (Féliz,	 2012).	 The	 new	
programs	tended	to	 focalize	benefits	and	perfect	controls	on	recipients	
while	maintaining	its	wide	scope	(Pérez	and	Féliz,	2010).	The	latest	pro‐
gram	created	in	2009,	the	Asignación	Universal	por	Hijo	(Universal	Child	
Benefit,	 AUH),	 included	 almost	 3.5	 million	 families	 with	 children	 who	
receive	 a	 cash	 benefit	 for	 each	 child	 if	 families	 proved	 that	 they	were	
sending	them	to	school	and	to	sanitary	controls.	The	program	expendi‐
tures	amount	to	0.58%	of	GDP.	
Arguably	the	new	orientation	of	state	policy	can	be	characterized	as	ne‐
odevelopmentalist	(Féliz,	2012:	15).	Even	though	new	policies	have	not	
implied	 significant	 structural	 changes	 in	 the	 economy,	 the	 state	 now	
takes	 active	 steps	 toward	ensuring	both	 the	process	of	 capitalist	 accu‐
mulation	 and	 its	 legitimacy	 after	 neoliberalism.	 During	 neoliberalism,	
the	capitalist	class	insisted	that	the	state	be	a	means	for	restructuration	
and	liberalization.	The	so‐called	“roll	back	of	the	State”	was	in	fact	a	call	
for	 the	 actual	 state	 to	dismantle	 itself;	 in	 sociopolitical	 terms	 the	 state	
was	meant	 to	become	a	 residual‐police	 state.	 In	neodevelopmentalism,	
in	contrast,	dominant	classes	demanded	that	the	state	became	a	proac‐

                                                 
3	 State	 tutelage	 implied	 not	 only	 supervision	 but—in	 many	 occasions—direct	

intervention	of	the	Ministry	of	Labour	in	an	attempt	to	keep	capital‐labor	accords	
within	“rational	parameters”	according	to	macroeconomic	policy	(Féliz,	2012:	14).	
Demand	for	“moderation”	of	 labor’s	demands	 is	part	of	 the	neodevelopmentalist	
platform	(Féliz,	2013).	
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tive	means	for	capitalist	reproduction	and	social	control	through	politi‐
cal	 hegemony.	 The	 active	 pursuit	 of	 “development”	 became	 a	 way	 to	
create	a	renewed	consensus	around	capitalism.	
For	this	reason,	we	sustain	that	after	neoliberalism,	neodevelopmental‐
ism	turns	into	the	new	political	economy	(and	ideology)	of	capital.	Dur‐
ing	 neoliberalism,	 neoclassical	 economics	was	 the	 theoretical	 justifica‐
tion	 for	 structural	 adjustment	 within	 the	 Washington	 Consensus	 pro‐
moted	by	the	WB.	After	the	bankruptcy	of	neoliberalism	in	most	of	Latin	
America,	neoclassical	economics	was	displaced	as	the	“toolkit”	for	policy	
making	by	a	new	version	of	the	structuralist	economics	promoted	main‐
ly	by	the	UN’s	Economic	Commission	for	Latin	America	and	the	Caribbe‐
an	(ECLAC),	also	followed	in	its	own	way	by	the	IDB	as	well	as	by	the	WB	
(Féliz,	 2013).	 This	 new	 consensus	 (post	 Washington	 Consensus;	 Fine,	
Lapavitsas,	and	Pincus,	2003)	proposes	a	set	of	policy	interventions	that	
in	 Argentina	 is	 oriented	 toward	 building	 “serious	 capitalism,”	 as	 the	
President	Cristina	Fernández	de	Kirchner	(CFK)	anticipated	 in	a	recent	
speech	(Página/12,	2011).4	These	new	reforms	no	longer	imply	radical,	
pro‐capital	 structural	 reforms	 but	 mainly	 a	 sort	 of	 fine‐tuning	 in	 line	
with	the	reforms	of	second	and	third	generation	of	WB	type.5	
New	public	policies	change	significantly	but	 inherit	 the	pervasive	com‐
moditization	 and	privatization	of	 social	 relations.	Neodevelopmentalist	
policies	retain	a	confidence	on	capitalism	as	a	means	for	socioeconomic	
development.	At	 the	same	time,	 the	state	recovers	a	 legitimate	place	 in	
the	orientation	of	capitalist	reproduction.	For	that	reason,	new	policies	
included	renationalization	of	some	 formerly	privatized	enterprises	and	
social	 services.	Between	2002	and	2010	 the	national	 airline	Aerolíneas	
Argentinas	 (Argentinean	 Airlines),	 the	 mail	 service	 Correo	 Argentino	
(Argentinean	Mail),	 the	water	service	Aguas	de	Buenos	Aires	(Waters	of	
Buenos	Aires,	ABSA),	the	main	oil	and	gas	corporation	(YPF)	as	well	as	
the	pension	system,	among	others,	were	renationalized.	
However,	 these	 nationalizations	 remained	 within	 neoliberal	 heritage.	
Several	 examples	 come	 to	 mind.	 First,	 all	 nationalized	 companies	 re‐
mained	organized	as	private	corporations	(of	state	ownership),	as	stock	

                                                 
4	 CKF	was	first	elected	in	2007.	
5	 In	 fact,	 both	 the	 WB	 and	 the	 IDB	 still	 promote	 their	 new	 political	 economy	

through	the	financing	of	dozens	of	social,	infrastructure	and	state‐reform	projects	
in	Argentina.	
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enterprises,	many	with	 stocks	 in	 national	 and	 foreign	 capital	markets,	
regulated	by	private	enterprises	commercial	legislation,	with	employees	
bound	by	(mostly	neoliberal)	private	employment	regulation,	and	so	on;	
thus,	 production	 for	 profit	 remains	 their	 top	 objective.	 Second,	 the	 re‐
nationalization	of	social	 security	 implied	 the	 transformation	of	 the	pri‐
vate	pension	funds	created	in	1993	into	a	single	state	fund.	No	attempt	
was	made	 to	 create	a	new	system	based	on	 sustainable	 funding	 (Féliz,	
2008).	The	nationalized	system	remains	unsound	and	based	on	the	logic	
of	capital:	accumulated	funds	of	the	privatized	system	are	now	invested	
by	a	government	agency,	Administración	Nacional	de	la	Seguridad	Social	
(National	 Administration	 of	 the	 Social	 Security,	 ANSES)	 in	 much	 the	
same	 orientation	 as	 in	 the	 private	 system	 since	 a	 considerable	 part	 of	
the	 resources	are	used	 to	buy	new	emissions	of	public	debt.	Third,	 the	
recently	 nationalized	YPF	has	 only	 been	 partially	 nationalized:	 25%	of	
its	 shares	 are	 still	 in	 the	 hand	 of	 private	 investors.	 Furthermore,	 the	
government’s	strategy	is	to	find	new	private	foreign	investors	to	pursuit	
the	goal	of	turning	Argentina	into	an	oil‐exporting	nation	by	promoting	
the	exploitation	of	so‐called	“shale‐oil&gas”	reserves.	
As	we	have	referred	before,	the	political	orientation	of	the	neodevelop‐
mentalist	project	was	in	the	hands	of	an	alliance	led	by	a	fraction	of	the	
Peronist	party	steered	by	the	Kirchner	family:	Néstor,	who	died	in	2010,	
was	 president	 between	 2003	 and	 2007,	 and	 Cristina	 Fernández	 de	
Kirchner	(his	wife)	was	elected	in	2007	and	again	in	2011	(until	2015).	
One	of	Argentina’s	paradoxes	 is	 the	Peronist	party,	which	was	 born	 in	
the	1940s	within	the	national‐popular	tradition	(NPT).	In	a	nutshell,	the	
NPT	attempts	to	channel	popular	demands	within	the	limits	of	capitalist	
rule	 by	 aiming	 for	 a	 class	 compromise,	 under	 state	 tutelage	 (Svampa,	
2011b),	 between	 national	 capitalist	 class	 and	 the	 core	 of	 the	 working	
class.	In	such	alliance,	labor	was	included	as	a	subordinate	partner	to	an	
imagined	dynamic	nationalistic	capitalist	class	that	should	create,	under	
the	promotion	and	orientation	of	 the	state,	 the	conditions	 for	develop‐
ment,	 which	 was	 basically	 understood	 as	 industrialization	 based	 eco‐
nomic	growth	plus	employment	creation	and	progressive	redistribution	
of	income.6	

                                                 
6	 While	the	NPT	in	Argentina	had	also	a	more	revolutionary	tradition,	the	reformist	

alternative	 has	 been	 dominant	 throughout	 Argentina’s	 history	 (Svampa,	 2011).	
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Until	the	1970s,	the	Peronist	party	sustained	a	developmentalist	project	
where	the	state	had	a	fundamental	place	in	promoting	capital	accumula‐
tion.	During	the	first	stage	(1943–1951)	it	induced	light	industrialization	
based	on	national	capital	(Féliz	and	Pérez,	2004).	Later	on,	 in	 line	with	
ECLAC’s	structuralist	proposals	and	its	developmentalist	counterparts	in	
core	 economies,	 Peronism	 begun	 to	 promote	 foreign	 capital	 participa‐
tion	 in	 the	economy	(Féliz,	and	Pérez,	2004;	Féliz,	2013).	 In	 the	1990s,	
however,	 under	 Menem’s	 governments	 (1989–1995,	 1995–1999),	 the	
Peronist	party	became	the	main	promoter	of	the	neoliberal	project.	After	
a	 short	 transition	 of	 De	 la	 Rua’s	 government	 (1999–2001),	 Peronism	
regained	 political	 hegemony	 but	 abandoning	 neoliberal	 ideology	 and	
bringing	 back	 developmentalism.	 However,	 after	 neoliberalism	 and	 in	
the	 context	 of	 transnational	 capitalism,	 neodevelopmentalist	 ideology	
and	policy	are	tightly	bound	by	the	imperative	of	competitiveness	(Féliz,	
2013).	 In	 a	peripheral	 economy	 such	 as	Argentina	 this	 implies	 the	 im‐
possibility	 of	 the	 development	 of	 the	 national‐popular	 project	 as	 was	
traditionally	construed	within	peronist	ideology.	In	particular,	the	place	
of	a	dynamic	national	capitalist	class	is	diffused,	as	local	(transnational)	
capital	 and	 its	 worldwide	 interests	 becomes	 the	 fundamental	 actor	 in	
accumulation.	 In	 a	 sense,	 neodevelopmentalism	 is	 a	 version	 of	 the	 old	
developmental,	national‐popular	project	without	its	(national)	class	sub‐
ject.	

4 Barriers and Limits of Neodevelopmentalism as a 
Development Project 

Neodevelopmentalism	reproduces	traditional	contradictions	in	Argenti‐
na’s	capitalism	in	new	ways.	The	confrontation	between	different	forms	
of	capital	(especially,	rentier	versus	nonrentier	capitals,	national	versus	
local/transnational	capitals	and	financial	versus	productive	capital)	and	
between	 capital	 and	 labor,	 interact	 in	 a	 particular	 historical	 period	
bringing	 about	 specific	 barriers	 and	 limits	 to	 the	hegemonic	project	 of	
development.	

                                                                                                    
See	more	on	the	peronist	NPT	in	Svampa	(2011),	Mazzeo	(2011),	and	Rougier	and	
Schorr	(2012).	
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Barriers	 within	 a	 development	 project	 represent	 disequilibria	 whose	
resolution	 can	 be	 contained	 and	 displaced	 in	 time	 and	 space	 through	
policy	or	 through	 the	unplanned	or	concerted	action	of	different	social	
actors	involved.	Limits,	on	the	contrary,	imply	blockages	in	the	capacity	
to	fulfil	the	main	objectives	of	a	development	project.	As	such,	overcom‐
ing	 limits	requires	 the	supersession	and	replacement	of	 the	hegemonic	
project.7	

4.1  High Inflation, Low Competitiveness and Poor Fiscal 
Performance: Three Barriers to Neodevelopmentalism 

In	 neodevelopmentalism	we	 can	 identify	 three	 important	 barriers	 that	
come	about	from	the	movement	of	its	own	contradictions.	
Inflation	 has	 historically	 been	 one	 of	 the	main	 barriers	 in	 Argentina’s	
capitalist	development.	While	in	the	nineties	it	appeared	as	a	problem	of	
the	past	(Féliz	and	Pérez,	2004),	 inflation	has	resurfaced,	becoming	the	
main	and	foremost	important	barrier	within	neodevelopmentalism.	The	
currency	devaluation	at	 the	 exit	of	neoliberalism	created	an	 important	
inflationary	momentum.	As	the	local	currency	price	of	the	dollar	jumped	
by	248%	between	December	2001	and	December	2002,	domestic	peso	
consumer	prices	increased	by	40.9%.	This	was	exacerbated	by	growing	
world	prices	 for	exported	primary	products,	and	the	subsequent	accel‐
eration	of	class	struggle	for	income	appropriation.	
Up	 until	 2007	 growing	 aggregate	 demand	 (particularly	 in	 export	 and	
consumption)	was	accommodated	mostly	by	the	use	of	existing	produc‐
tive	 capacity,	 since	 investment	 grew	 slowly	 and	 tilted	 toward	 luxury	
housing	construction	(Féliz	and	López,	2012).	However,	from	2008	lack	
of	 adequate	 investment	 begun	 to	 create	 structural	 productive	 bottle‐
necks	in	several	branches	(Katz,	2012).	Coupled	with	the	market	power	
of	price	 setting	capitals	 in	most	 sectors	due	 to	high	concentration,	 this	
has	led	to	sustained	inflation	of	over	20%	annual	rate.8	Such	high	infla‐

                                                 
7	 As	proposed	by	Lebowitz	(2003),	we	derive	our	distinction	between	barriers	and	

limits	from	Marx’s	discussion	on	barriers	and	limits	that	capital	poses	itself	in	its	
own	development.	

8	 In	 2007,	 the	 government	 attempted	 to	 “hide”	 inflation	 through	 a	 political	
intervention	 of	 the	 state’s	 statistical	 office	 Instituto	 Nacional	 de	 Estadísticas	 y	
Censos	 (National	 Institute	 of	 Statistics	 and	 the	 Census,	 INDEC).	 Through	 this	
intervention	 it	 kept	 “official”	 inflation	 rate	 usually	 below	 the	 10%	 annual	 rate.	
However,	 there	 is	 significant	 social,	 academic,	 and	 political	 consensus	 and	
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tion	 rate	 became	 a	 significant	 barrier	 to	 the	 ability	 of	 the	neodevelop‐
mentalist	 project	 to	 fabricate	 consensus	 based	 on	 redistribution	 of	 in‐
come	and	inclusion	through	employment.	Inflation	at	high	rates	tend	to	
stagnate	 wages	 even	 for	 the	 most	 organized	 fractions	 of	 the	 working	
class.	
High	 inflationary	 tendencies	 push	 developmentalism	 in	 Argentina	
against	a	 second	 important	barrier:	growing	 lack	of	 international	 com‐
petitiveness	of	capital.	One	of	the	main	changes	in	macroeconomic	poli‐
cies	 after	 2001	 was	 the	 attempt	 to	 sustain	 a	 high	 and	 stable	 real	 ex‐
change	 rate	 (RER).	 The	 “expensive”	 dollar	was	 the	 key	 element	 in	 the	
competitiveness	policy	(Frenkel	and	Rapetti,	2004).	With	a	highly	deval‐
ued	currency,	 local	 capitals	were	 to	be	able	 to	 compete	 internationally	
(even	 if	 their	 structural	 competitiveness	 was	 thin)	 since	 devaluation	
meant	a	huge	immediate	reduction	in	relative	unit	labor	costs:	participa‐
tion	of	labor	costs	in	total	costs	for	big	corporations	fell	53.5%	in	2002–
2003	 in	 comparison	with	 the	average	 for	1993–2001.9	This	policy	was	
coupled	 with	 generalized	 and	 growing	 subsidies	 for	 electricity	 and	
transport.	Total	direct	subsidies	 to	corporations	 reached	4%	of	GDP	 in	
2011	(Bona,	2012:	107).	While	these	subsidies	also	benefited	the	work‐
ing	 class	 (through	 lower	 tariffs	 for	 some	public	 services),	 they	worked	
also	 as	 an	 indirect	 benefit	 to	 local	 capital	 competing	 with	 imports	 or	
trying	to	export	since	they	helped	to	keep	at	bay	wage	demands.	
The	attempt	 to	maintain	competitiveness	 through	exchange	rate	policy	
and	subsidies	was	successful	for	a	while	but	as	a	tendency	it	is	doomed.	
Inflationary	pressures	 tended	to	appreciate	 the	real	exchange	rate	(i.e.,	
increase	 the	price	of	 local	 commodities	 expressed	 in	 foreign	 currency)	
(Féliz,	2007).	The	decentralized	action	of	different	capitals	that	tried	to	
use	inflation	for	their	own	benefit	resulted	in	a	falling	RER	after	2003	as	
general	prices	increased	more	than	nominal	devaluation.	Furthermore,	a	
lack	 of	 investment	 expenditure	 and	 low	productivity	 growth	 put	 pres‐
sure	on	relative	real	 labor	unit	costs	(Féliz,	2009),	which	are	the	struc‐
tural	source	of	competitiveness	within	capitalism	(Shaikh,	1991).	

                                                                                                    
practice	indicating	that	actual	inflation	rate	has	been	well	over	20%	annually.	See	
ATE‐INDEC	(2008).	

9	 	Our	estimates	are	based	on	data	from	the	Encuesta	Nacional	a	Grandes	Empresas	
(National	Survey	to	Big	Enterprises,	ENGE)	of	the	INDEC.	
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The	 systematic	use	of	devaluation	as	a	means	 to	 recover	 lost	 competi‐
tiveness	 was	 initially	 limited	 since	 the	 government	 attempted	 to	 use	
nominal	 exchange	 rate	 policy	 to	 curb	 inflation.	 Only	 after	 2007	 when	
falling	 international	 competitiveness	 was	 becoming	 increasingly	 prob‐
lematic	did	the	government	take	steps	to	attack	the	issue.	A	combination	
of	normative	wage	caps	and	slow	but	progressive	nominal	devaluation	
became	the	main	policy	tools	(Féliz,	2012).	However,	these	proved	basi‐
cally	 unsuccessful	 as	 a	 growing	 fraction	 of	 manufacturing	 branches	
showed	increasing	foreign	trade	deficits	(Azpiazu	and	Schorr,	2010).	By	
2011,	most	of	the	trade	surplus	was	the	result	of	positive	net	exports	in	
primary	production,	food	manufacturing,	and	mining.	That	is,	only	those	
capitals	linked	to	the	production	and	appropriation	of	rent	from	natural	
resources	 had	 actual	 (structural)	 international	 competitiveness.10	 For	
the	 rest	 of	 them,	 superexploitation	 of	 labor	 and	 public	 subsidies	were	
the	main	source	of	competitive	ability,	albeit	an	insufficient	one.11		
This	 leads	 to	 the	 third	significant	barrier:	 the	 fiscal	barrier.	 In	 the	 first	
few	years	of	this	period,	the	state	was	able	to	generate	a	significant	fiscal	
primary	 surplus	 that	 allowed	 it	 to	 fulfil	 interest	 payments	 on	 restruc‐
tured	public	debt	without	resorting	to	increasing	indebtedness.	Howev‐
er,	 the	need	 to	 subsidize	nonrentier	 capital	 that	 couldn’t	 keep	up	with	
international	competition	while	at	the	same	time	maintaining	debt	com‐
promises	and	managing	growing	demands	(and	needs)	for	social	policies	
was	putting	a	significant	pressure	on	the	fiscal	accounts.	
The	inability	of	the	peronist	social	coalition	to	transform	the	tax	base	of	
the	state	creates	increasing	difficulties	for	financing	the	neodevelopmen‐
talist	 (posneoliberal)	 form	of	 the	welfare	 state.	The	only	major	 change	
had	been	the	creation	of	export	taxes	in	2002	but	the	latest	attempt	at	a	
hike	in	its	rates	led	to	an	important	uprising	of	farmers	and	exporters	of	
foods	stuffs	in	2008	(Sartelli	et	al.,	2008;	Grigera,	2009).	The	budgetary	
restriction	 of	 the	 state	 had	 been	 progressively	 loosened	 after	 the	 re‐
nationalization	of	social	security	since	surplus	resources	are	“loaned”	to	
the	state’s	Central	Administration.	Later	on,	the	creation	of	the	Fondo	de	

                                                 
10	 Besides,	 this	 sectors	 are	 dominated	 by	 the	 biggest	 transnational	 corporations	

(e.g.,	in	agrobusiness,	Monsanto	and	Danone;	in	mining,	Barrick	Gold).	
11	 Of	 course,	 since	 the	 labor	 market	 is	 unified	 (even	 if	 fragmented)	 structurally	

competitive	rentier	capitals	also	take	advantage	of	systemic	superexploitation	of	
labour	as	a	source	of	extra	profits.	
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Desendeudamiento	(Fund	for	Debt	Reduction)	and	a	change	in	the	Organ‐
ic	 Charter	 of	 the	Banco	 Central	 de	 la	República	Argentina	 (Argentina’s	
Central	 Bank,	 BCRA)	 facilitated	 central	 government’s	 borrowing	 from	
the	BCRA.	However,	primary	fiscal	deficit	kept	rising.	
The	most	 ardent	 social	 contradictions	 were	manifest	 within	 the	 state.	
Financial	 creditors	have	a	 reduced	weight	but	 the	state	 still	prioritizes	
debt	payments.12	The	 fait	of	productive	capital	becomes	 tantamount	 to	
development	as	such;	thus,	promoting	its	competitiveness	through	fiscal	
aid,	 exchange	 rate	 policy,	 and	other	means	 is	 a	 key	policy	 goal.	 As	 the	
social	and	political	promises	of	neodevelopmentalism	became	sources	of	
political	 stability	 and	 consensus,	 social	 and	 labor	 policies	 become	 of	
greater	importance.	
In	 its	 essential	 determinants,	 barriers	 within	 the	 neodevelopmentalist	
project	 boil	 down	 to	 the	 structural	 consequences	 of	 neoliberalism	 and	
the	failure	of	national‐popular	ideological	project	to	confront	them.	The	
neoextractivist	strategy	reproduces	the	historical	contradiction	between	
rentier	and	nonrentier	productive	capitals.	While	the	former	obtain	ex‐
traordinary	profits,	 the	 later	 live	of	 the	appropriation	of	 such	rents	di‐
rectly	or	through	public	policies,	complementing	land	rent	appropriation	
with	extensive	use	of	superexploitation	of	labor.	However,	in	the	context	
of	transnationalization	of	the	economy,	higher	profits	do	not	result	in	an	
investment	shock.	This	occurs	for	two	main	reasons.	First,	income	from	
rents	are	not	reinvested	for	they	are	not	needed	to	reproduce	high	prof‐
its	 that	 derive	 from	 the	 property	 of	 low‐cost	 natural	 resources;	 thus,	
corporations	 can	 transfer	 their	 extra	 profits	 outside	 the	 local	 cycle	 of	
capital	without	jeopardizing	their	ability	to	maintain	their	extraordinary	
profitability.	Second,	since	2007	the	crisis	 in	capitalism	created	a	drain	
of	local	profits	toward	the	center	in	the	case	of	global	corporations	that	
need	every	hour	of	value	they	can	get	to	confront	the	crisis	and	restruc‐
ture	their	international	operations.	Both	reasons	result	in	an	investment	
rate	of	big	capital	corporations	that	stayed	at	19.3%	of	their	value	added	
in	2009	(in	contrast	with	a	24.7%	on	average	between	1993	and	2001),	
keeping	 the	economy’s	 investment	 rate	at	 just	22.4%	of	GDP	(Manzan‐
elli,	2011:	26).	In	the	context	of	expanded	aggregate	demand,	the	lack	of	

                                                 
12		 “As	 the	world	plummets,	Argentina	pays	 its	debts”	(our	own	translation),	stated	

president	CFK	in	a	recent	discourse	(Infonews.com,	2012).	
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adequate	investment	has	led	to	the	aforementioned	inflationary	barrier.	
At	 the	 same	 time,	 significant	 employment	 growth	with	 low	 investment	
has	led	to	poor	productivity	growth	and	thus	to	falling	competitiveness.	
Besides,	as	growth	in	productivity	remains	low,	the	limited	possibilities	
(within	 capitalism)	 for	 using	 relative	 surplus‐value	 strategies	 restricts	
the	ability	for	increasing	fiscal	pressure	on	productive	capital.	
Barriers	 and	 structural	 restrictions	 were	 building	 up	 for	 neodevelop‐
mentalism	 in	 Argentina.	 The	 ideological	 construction	 of	 the	 forces	 in	
government	 (Kirchnerism’s	 version	 of	 Peronism)	 proposed	 a	 demand‐
led	growth	strategy	(Amico,	2008),	which	was	in	line	with	the	demands	
of	the	social	forces	that	emerged	and	headed	the	neoliberal	project	to	its	
political	 crisis.	 However,	 Kirchnerism’s	 inability,	 and	 unwillingness,	 to	
displace	structural	restrictions	inherited	from	neoliberalism	turned	bar‐
riers	into	ever‐growing	limits.	Some	of	the	main	political	promises	of	the	
peronist	 national‐popular	 version	 of	 capitalist	 development	 became	
impossible	to	attain.	

4.2  From Barriers to Limits within Neodevelopmentalism 

The	 sociopolitical	 hegemony	 of	 the	 neodevelopmentalist	 discourse	 in	
Argentina	has	 been	based	on	 the	notion	 that	 a	demand‐led	 growth	 re‐
gime	 through	 reindustrialization	 will	 guarantee	 the	 progressive	 redis‐
tribution	 of	 incomes	 and	 employment‐based	 social	 inclusion	 (Rougier	
and	Schorr,	2012:	68;	Féliz,	2013).	According	 to	 this,	economic	growth	
based	 on	 industrialization	 will	 allow	 a	 process	 of	 “development	 from	
within”	 (export	 led),	which	 contrasts	with	 the	 developmentalist	motto	
“development	towards	the	inside”	characteristic	of	the	so‐called	import	
substitution	stage	(Sunkel,	1991).	
However,	 the	 barriers	 that	 the	 neodevelopmentalist	 project	 posses	 on	
itself	grow	into	limits	to	the	possibilities	of	development	within	its	own	
national‐popular	 framework.	 Furthermore,	 those	 limits	 bring	 forth	 the	
discussion	 about	 the	 alternatives	 to	 capitalist	 development	 strategies	
within	the	periphery.	

Limits	of	Industrialization	in	the	Periphery	

Argentina’s	hegemonic	development	project	proposes	that	industrializa‐
tion	has	to	be	the	base	of	growth	and	socioeconomic	development.	The	
argument	is	based	first	of	all	 in	the	idea	that	the	country	suffered	from	
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deindustrialization	throughout	neoliberalism	and	that	this	(deindustrial‐
ization)	was	directly	responsible	for	growing	poverty,	worsening	income	
distribution	and	increasing	precariousness	of	labor	(Rougier	and	Schorr,	
2012).	 Thus,	 growth	 via	 reindustrialization	 should	 turn	 around	 social	
indicators,	allowing	for	the	so‐called	“growth	with	social	inclusion.”	The	
actual	experience	of	neodevelopmentalism	in	Argentina	calls	into	ques‐
tion	the	reality	of	the	argument.	
The	neoextractivist	insertion	in	world	markets	together	with	the	signifi‐
cant	 transnationalization	 of	 production	 (particularly,	 manufacturing)	
creates	 a	 very	 real	 limitation	 to	 the	 possibilities	 of	 industrialization	 in	
Argentina.	 Since	 transnational	 corporations	 control	 most	 investment	
and	accumulation	decisions,	the	local	leverage	over	the	development	of	a	
process	of	industrial	growth	is	constrained	by	those	corporations’	global	
strategies.	This	situation	puts	Argentina	as	producer/exporter	of	prima‐
ry	 commodities	 and,	 at	 the	most,	 of	 these	 commodity’s	 basic	manufac‐
tures.	 In	 that	 respect,	 through	 massive	 subsidies	 neodevelopmentalist	
policies	have	been	able	to	promote	foreign	investment	for	the	assembly	
of	consumption	equipment	with	a	majority	of	foreign	parts,	technology,	
and	design.	The	result	has	been	the	reproduction	of	dependent	industri‐
alization	(Rougier	and	Schorr,	2012).	In	general	terms,	it	can	be	said	that	
industrial	growth	has	not	resulted	in	“reindustrialization”	but	has	been	
simply	part	of	the	general	expansion	process:	even	if	manufacturing	in‐
dustry’s	 real	 GDP	 grew	more	 than	 total	 GDP	 between	 2002	 and	 2011	
(107.2%	 and	 95.4%,	 respectively)	 in	 contrast	with	 1998,	 the	 previous	
peak,	 industry’s	 growth	 is	 not	 so	 significant	 (51.4%	 to	 59.5%,	 respec‐
tively).	

Limits	to	Employment	and	Wage	Growth		

In	 this	 context,	 economic	 growth	 has	 promoted	 employment	 growth.	
However,	contrary	to	the	official	account,	job	creation	has	not	been	able	
of	guaranteeing	social	inclusion,	at	least	not	in	any	sensible	way.	As	we	
stated,	the	years	of	recovery	of	economic	growth	(97.4%	growth	in	GDP	
between	 the	 4th	 quarter	 of	 2002	 and	 the	 4th	 quarter	 of	 2011)	 were	
marked	by	the	partial	 improvement	in	living	conditions	for	most	of	the	
working	people.	This,	however,	has	been	a	 slow	process:	 in	2005,	 four	
years	after	 the	2001	crisis,	 formal	salaried	workers	had	 just	 recovered	
their	 pre‐crisis	 (2001)	 real	wages;	 informal	workers	 had	 to	wait	 until	
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2010	 to	 reach	 that	 level	 and	 state	 employees’	 wages	were	 still	 32.6%	
below	its	2001	level	in	2013.13	
Employment	growth	and	the	recovery	in	wages	led	for	quite	a	few	years	
to	an	 increasing	participation	of	wage	 in	aggregate	 income	(Fernández	
and	González,	2012).	In	2008,	workers	reached,	according	to	the	official	
statistics,	a	43.8%	participation	in	value	added,	similar	to	the	1993	esti‐
mation	 (44.7%).	After	2008	 there	 is	no	official	data,	 in	part	due	 to	 the	
mentioned	 problem	with	 the	 estimation	 of	 inflation.	 Several	 estimates	
show	that	in	the	five	years	to	2013	the	participation	of	wages	in	income	
had	receded	significantly	mainly	to	 increasing	 inflation	and	also	due	to	
the	 reduction	 in	 the	 rate	 of	 employment	 creation:	 urban	 employment	
growth	 fell	 from	 a	 3.2%	 annual	 rate	 between	 2004	 and	 2007	 to	 only	
1.7%	annual	rate	between	2008	and	2011.	
The	national‐popular	peronist	tradition	recalls	the	50%	participation	of	
wages	on	income	that	was	recorded	in	the	late	1940s	and	early	1950s.14	
Although	not	backed	by	the	data,	the	CFK’s	speeches	talk	of	the	indicator	
having	 reached	 that	historical	 “fifty‐fifty”	goal.	Even	 if	 that	 figure	were	
true	(actual	data	suggests	it	is	not),	the	significance	of	the	objective	has	
to	be	put	into	perspective.	First,	a	50%	participation	of	wage	on	income	
means	that	about	90%	of	the	population	(working	people)	controls	half	
of	total	income	while	10%	has	control	over	the	other	half	(in	particular,	
investment	expenditure	that	guides	the	cycle	of	capital	as	a	whole).	The	
“democratic”	 50–50	 is	 in	 fact	 not	 so	 democratic.	 Second,	 in	 the	 1940s	
when	 the	mythical	50%	had	been	achieved,	most	working	 families	had	
one	member	working	on	 a	 fulltime	 job	 (8–9	hour	 a	day,	maybe	45–50	
hours	a	week);	the	rest	of	the	family	worked	unwaged	at	home	or	didn’t	
work.	In	any	case,	now	working	families	need	two	or	three	members	to	
be	active	part	of	the	labor	market,	providing	a	total	of	100	or	more	hours	
a	week	of	waged	labor,	 to	arrive	at	 just	over	40%	participation	in	total	
income.	 This	 is	 a	 sign	 of	 one	major	 limit	 of	 Argentina’s	 economy:	 the	
extended	precariousness	of	employment.	

                                                 
13	 Our	own	estimations	based	on	data	from	the	INDEC.	
14	 According	to	Rougier	and	Schorr	(2012:	97),	 in	1954	workers	accrued	49.6%	of	

total	income.	In	1974,	the	statistical	reading	reached	its	historical	peak:	49.7%.	
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Precariousness	as	Limit	to	Development	

In	the	course	of	neoliberalism,	the	conditions	of	employment	deteriorat‐
ed	greatly	(Féliz,	2011).	Several	forms	of	precarious	labor	developed	and	
extended	 across	 the	 economy.	 The	 incidence	 of	 unregistered	 employ‐
ment	in	the	private	sector	of	the	economy	remained	at	almost	38.3%	in	
2009	(Féliz,	López	and	Fernández,	2012);	in	the	public	sector,	labor	un‐
ions’	accounts	mark	different	 forms	of	precarious	employment	at	close	
to	2/3	of	total	posts.	Neodevelopmentalism	has	been	unable	to	undergo	
any	significant	transformation	in	this	respect	mainly,	as	we	commented	
before,	because	superexploitation	of	labor	came	to	be	a	structural	condi‐
tion	for	the	successful	reproduction	of	capital	within	Argentina’s	value‐
space.	Even	 if	 statistically	nonregistered	employment	 is	 “a	problem”	of	
small	enterprises,	most	big	firms	make	extensive	use	of	indirect	forms	of	
precarious	 employment	 through	 externalization	 of	 activities	 and	 pro‐
cesses	through	formally	independent	small	and	medium	size	firms.	
One	of	the	main	effects	of	extended	precarization	of	employment	is	the	
permanence	of	low	wages	and	ample	income	poverty	even	as	the	econ‐
omy	 presents	 record	 growth	 rates	 and	 unemployment	 statistics	 are	
close	to	 its	 lowest	 levels	 in	30	years.	Wages	have	remained	all	 the	way	
through	 the	 first	 ten	years	of	neodevelopmentalism	well	below	 the	so‐
called	Canasta	Familiar	(Family	Basket)	for	a	very	significant	fraction	of	
the	labor	class.	 In	2011	more	than	55%	of	workers	had	incomes	below	
this	standard	(Katz	et	al.,	2012).	Besides,	even	 if	 legal	minimum	wages	
have	multiplied	by	more	than	7	times	since	2002,	the	number	of	work‐
ers	with	wages	below	that	level	remained	at	42.3%	in	2009	(Féliz,	López	
and	Fernández,	2012).	Argentina	clearly	suffers	 from	the	problem	ana‐
lyzed	by	Marini	 (2007)	and	 that	he	called	superexploitation	of	 labor:	a	
significant	proportion	of	the	working	class	lives	with	incomes	far	below	
what	 is	 needed	 to	maintain	 and	 reproduce	 its	 labor‐force.	 Such	 is	 still	
the	“cost”	of	dependent	capitalism	in	its	new	pattern	of	reproduction	in	
the	age	of	transnational	capital.	
Thus,	contrary	to	official	expectations,	economic	growth	does	not	trickle	
down	in	better	incomes	and	jobs.	Even	if	 industrialization	goes	further,	
without	significant	changes	in	the	role	of	Argentina’s	value‐space	within	
the	world	market,	it	is	not	likely	that	living	conditions	will	improve	sig‐
nificantly.	 The	 country	 that	 in	 the	 seventies	 had	 reached	 a	 significant	
position	 in	 terms	 of	 capitalist	 economic	 development	 (Azpiazu	 and	
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Schorr,	 2010)	 now	 seems	 stuck	 as	 a	 peripherical	 value‐space	 that	 has	
been	 pigeonholed	 by	 transnational	 corporations	 as	 supplier	 of	 cheap	
agricultural	manufactures	and	primary	products,	in	contrast	with	those	
that	 have	 been	 placed	 as	 suppliers	 of	 cheap	 industrial	 manufactures	
(e.g.,	 China,	 India,	 Brazil).	 In	 such	 a	 place,	 labor’s	 appropriation	 of	 in‐
come	will	tend	to	be	pulled	down	(Fernández	and	González,	2012).	
Besides,	persistent	precarization	in	its	different	forms	is	the	main	means	
for	capitalist	corporations	to	control	production	and	distribution	of	val‐
ue.	 More	 than	 deindustrialization,	 that	 is	 an	 ambiguous	 idea	 (Grigera,	
2011),	 capitalist	 restructuration	 during	 neoliberal	 rule	 allowed	 capital	
to	structurally	shift	power	in	the	shop	floor	in	its	favor,	taking	advantage	
of	 new	 technological	 developments	 to	 dismantle	 the	 so‐called	 fordist	
social	and	technical	association	of	labor.	The	capitalist	use	of	technology	
has	favored	the	flexibility	and	movement	of	constant	capital,	 thus	mak‐
ing	 it	easier	 for	capitals	 to	regionally	 fragment	the	 labor‐force	(Ceceña,	
2000).	The	immediate	consequence	of	such	process	has	been	the	politi‐
cal	decomposition	of	labor	(Cleaver,	1985).	
The	 resulting	 income	dynamic	 creates	a	 situation	where	between	15%	
and	30%	of	the	urban	population	in	Argentina	lives	in	conditions	of	sta‐
tistical	 income	 poverty,	 while	 close	 to	 10%	 borders	 statistical	 hun‐
ger.15,16	The	severity	of	the	problem	of	production	of	poverty	in	Argenti‐
na	can	be	put	into	perspective	with	a	brief	historical	comparison.	In	the	
early	 1970s	 income	poverty	 reached	 about	 9%	of	 urban	 population	 in	
Greater	Buenos	Aires	 (Montoya	and	Mitnik,	1995).	Such	was	the	result	
of	relatively	high	wages	and	employment	levels.	At	that	time,	there	were	
almost	no	social	income	transfer	programs	but	a	significant	extension	of	
the	welfare	state	in	a	peripheral	setting.	Today,	as	neodevelopmentalism	
consolidates	 as	 hegemonic	 project,	 income	 poverty	 remains	 at	 more	
than	twice	the	rate	of	the	1970s	but	with	a	huge	array	of	social	policies	
that	transfer	income	directly	to	families.	While	these	programs	(with	all	
its	deficits)	are	an	absolute	necessity,	they	also	illustrate	that	magnitude	

                                                 
15	 Since	 official	 estimates	 have	 been	 seriuosly	 questioned,	 here	 we	 refer	 to	

alternative	estimations	(ATE‐INDEC,	2012).	
16	 We	talk	of	statistical	hunger	since	estimations	refer	to	people	whose	incomes	are	

below	 the	 money	 value	 of	 a	 mininum	 food	 consumption	 basket.	 This	 basket	
represents	 the	 minimum	 consumption	 of	 calories	 required	 to	 avoid	 hunger.	
However,	 since	 people’s	 consumption	 includes	 other	 expenditures,	 even	 if	 their	
income	is	over	that	level,	many	of	them	are	probably	suffering	from	malnutrition.	



120			Mariano	Féliz	

 

of	the	problem.	Argentina’s	capitalist	strategy	of	development	produces	
poverty	and	deprivation	at	a	staggering	rate;	public	policies	only	keep	at	
a	leash	the	potential	political	problem	that	the	situation	presents.	
Besides	income	poverty,	poverty	as	deprivation	of	well‐being	or	lack	of	
functionings	 (Sen,	 1997)	 is	much	more	 extended:	 the	 lack	 of	 adequate	
housing	remains	a	problem	for	almost	3	million	families,	and	it	has	not	
been	reduced	at	all	in	a	decade	due	to	failed	public	programs	and	insuffi‐
cient	 family	 incomes;	 public	 transportation	 is	 in	 crisis,	 even	 after	mil‐
lions	of	dollars	in	subsidies	have	been	poured	into	a	public	(but	mostly	
privatized)	system;	public	education	and	health	are	 in	poor	shape,	and	
greater	 numbers	 of	 poor	 middle‐class	 families	 spend	 ever‐growing	
shares	 of	 their	 incomes	 in	 expensive	 and	 insufficient	 private	 sector	
schemes.	 Privatization	 and	 precarization	 of	 everyday	 life	 has	 become	
rampant	fact	in	today’s	Argentina.	

5 Beyond Neodevelopmentalism? The Political 
Economy of Radical Social Change 

As	neodevelopmentalism	builds	barriers	 and	 limits	 to	 its	 own	political	
and	 economic	 reproduction,	 so	 social	 movements,	 popular	 organiza‐
tions,	and	radical	political	forces	begin	to	find	ways	to	propose	an	alter‐
native	 orientation	 for	 capitalist	 development	 in	 the	 periphery,	 if	 not	 a	
way	to	opt	out	from	capitalist	rule	altogether	(Féliz,	2009b).	
Those	 alternatives	 do	 not	 represent	 a	 definite	 and	 coherent	 plan,	 but	
attempt	to	signal	to	the	need	for	new	foundations	for	policy—economic,	
social	or	otherwise.	In	a	sense,	we	propose	that	if	neodevelopmentalism	
has	become	the	new	political	economy	of	capital,	those	alternatives	from	
below	pave	the	way	for	a	“political	economy	of	labour”	(Lebowitz,	2003)	
for	new	policies	for	radical	social	change.	
The	political	economy	of	capital	was	clearly	analyzed	by	Marx	(Lebowitz,	
2003)	and	it	is	based	on	a	social	relationship	(capital)	that	imposes	as	a	
natural	 force	 the	 logic	 of	 capitalization,	 valorization,	 and	mercantiliza‐
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tion	on	society.	The	expression	M	–	C	[MoP,	LF]	–	…	P	…	–	C′	–	M′	charac‐
terizes	simply	but	precisely	the	content	of	such	relationship.17	

5.1  Toward a Political Economy of Labor 

An	alternative	political	economy	has	to	confront	the	capitalist	rationality	
that	 tends	 to	 be	 imposed	 by	 the	 force	 of	 dominant	 social	 relations.	 In	
fact,	 working	 people	 confront	 that	 hegemonic	 tendency	 through	 their	
daily	struggles	to	improve	their	living	conditions	within	society	(i.e.,	the	
actual	 post‐neoliberal	 society).18	 Through	 other	 values	 and	 from	 the	
need	to	reproduce	their	own	material	conditions	of	existence	they	pose	
the	elements	of	what	they	want	for	a	better	(good)	living.	
These	practices	delineate	a	political	economy	of	labor	(PEL)	that	begins	
by	placing	people	 and	 their	 immediate	 relationships	 at	 the	 center	 (Le‐
bowitz,	 2003).	 In	 a	 way,	 it	 proposes	 to	 invert	 the	 capitalist	 ratio	 and	
build	a	circuit	whose	point	of	departure	could	be	represented	as	the	in‐
version	of	the	cycle	of	capital:	HB	–	D	(C)	–	…	P′	…	–	HB′.	This	inverted	
relationship	implies	a	process	of	production	of	the	world	(P′)	whose	axis	
is	 the	 reproduction	of	human	beings	 (HB)	 in	new	conditions	 (HB′)	not	
just	as	means	but	also	as	ends	themselves,	and	where	commodities	(C)	
and	money	(M)	are	only	means	toward	those	objectives.	
A	popular	alternative	to	capital’s	program	(today,	in	Argentina,	an	alter‐
native	to	neodevelopmentalism)	should	begin	from	these	practices	and	
experiences	of	struggle.	In	a	sense,	this	alternative	should	radicalize	na‐
tional‐popular	propositions	by	going	over	 its	politico‐ideological	 limits.	
This	new	program	must	promote	popular	participation	and	construction	
of	popular	power	as	the	basis	for	a	new	policy	that	will	allow	the	begin‐
ning	of	a	path	to	transcend	the	neoliberal	heritage:	transnationalization,	
peripherical	 extractivist	 industrialization,	 and	 precarization	 of	 life	 and	
labor.	

                                                 
17	 Let’s	 remind	 that	M	stands	 for	money,	C	 for	a	series	of	 commodities	 (LF,	 labour	

force,	 and	MoP,	 means	 of	 production),	 P	 is	 a	 productive	 process	 that	 allows	 to	
create	new	commodities	(C′)	but	to	valorize	the	original	value	(M′>M).	

18	 This	rejection	to	the	practices	of	capital	is	not	always	(nor	mostly)	conscientious.	
However,	 as	 Dussel	 (1998)	 explains	 labour	 has	 an	 immanent—constitutive—
exteriority	 regarding	 capital	 that	 allows	 it	 to	 confront	 its	 tendency	 to	 include	
everything	 (life,	 work,	 free	 time,	 nature)	 as	 part	 of	 itself.	 Labour	 is	 never	
completely	subsumed	in	capital	(Cleaver,	1992).	
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Those	propositions	and	alternatives	from	below	are	the	building	blocks	
of	a	new	political	economy.	Such	political	economy	should	confront	capi‐
tal’s	basic	assumptions	and	present	the	basis	for	policies	to	promote	the	
general	interests	of	the	working	people.	
Essentially,	 the	 political	 economy	 of	 labor	 confronts	 capital’s	 political	
economy	on	the	basics	of	four	main	elements.19	
First,	it	opposes	competition	with	cooperation	(Lebowitz,	2003).	Capital‐
ist	competition	leads	to	the	degradation	of	working	conditions,	intensify‐
ing	 labor	exploitation	and	destroying	 the	environment.	This	occurs	be‐
cause	of	the	pressure	imposed	by	dominant	relations	on	individual	capi‐
tals	 to	 subsist.	 This	 tendency	 is	 the	 original	 source	 of	 precarization	 of	
labor	(Féliz	and	Chena,	2005).	Working	people	confront	such	tendencies	
by	 organizing	 collectively	 in	 trade	 unions,	 by	 building	 base	 collectives	
and	neighborhood	assemblies,	 thus	 showing	 that	 cooperation	and	 soli‐
darity	are	the	best	strategy	for	improving	and	defending	their	conditions	
of	living.	To	the	decentralized	(even	individual)	bargaining	proposed	by	
firms,	 workers	 have	 historically	 proposed	 association.	 In	 such	 a	 way	
they	have	tried	to	overcome	the	mediation	of	capital	in	the	labor	market,	
trying	 to	 impose	 through	 the	 state	 legislation	 that	 will	 provide	 better	
and	more	stable	conditions	for	work.	
In	 the	 second	 place,	 the	 hierarchical	 organization	 of	 capitalist	 produc‐
tion	 is	 questioned	 by	modalities	 of	 workers’	 cooperation.	 In	 this	 way,	
workers	look	to	displace	the	separation	imposed	by	capital	on	them	and	
the	means	of	production.	The	PEL	shows	how	capital	is	inefficient	since	
it	 privileges	 profitability	 and	 not	 cost	 reduction.	 Capital	 results	 to	 be	
completely	unnecessary	since	workers	on	their	own	can	have	the	ability	
to	manage	enterprises	with	 lower	costs	of	 supervision	 (Bowles,	 1985).	
In	Argentina,	a	movement	of	workers’	coops	account	for	the	potential	of	
autonomous	worker’s	organization.	
Third,	 against	 production	 for	 production	 sake	 (for	 private	 profit),	 the	
PEL	recovers	the	need	to	produce	for	the	satisfaction	of	needs	and	privi‐
leges	the	protection	of	the	environment.	Argentina’s	neodevelopmental‐
ist	 project	 is	 based	 on	 a	 process	 of	 indiscriminate	 appropriation,	 use,	
and	destruction	of	the	riches	from	the	soil	and	the	underground.	Agricul‐
tural	production	with	limitless	use	of	agrochemicals	and	open‐pit	mega‐

                                                 
19	 For	further	discussion	on	alternatives,	see	Féliz	(2009b,	2009c,	2011b).	
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mining	are	both	samples	of	forms	of	appropriation	of	common	goods	to	
the	only	goal	of	the	valorization	of	capital.	As	forms	of	the	PEL,	in	Argen‐
tina	the	Unión	de	Asambleas	Ciudadanas	(Union	of	Citizens’	Assemblies,	
UAC)	and	 the	Movimiento	Nacional	Campesino	 Indígena	 (National	Peas‐
ant	 Indigenous	 Movement,	 MNCI)	 are	 examples	 of	 the	 possibility	 of	
thinking	and	creating	a	world	 that	has	 respect	 for	nature,	while	 taking	
the	human	being	as	part	of	herself,	and	promoting	a	way	of	development	
that	makes	use	of	natural	riches	without	plundering	or	destroying	them	
(Roux,	2008).	
In	the	fourth	place,	the	limitless	expansion	of	capitalist	markets	and	pri‐
vate	property	is	replaced	in	the	PEL	by	a	willingness	to	widen	the	com‐
mon	space	and	the	distribution	of	goods	and	services	without	the	media‐
tion	 of	 money.	 With	 privatization	 of	 the	 common,	 capital	 pretends	 to	
become	 the	only	mediation	 for	 the	production	and	reproduction	of	 life	
(De	Angelis,	2007).	The	PEL	proposes	increasing	public	spaces,	common	
(and	in	common)	production	of	vital	needs	and	the	extension	of	rights	to	
public	 services	 to	 confront	 its	mercantilization.	 In	 such	 a	 line,	we	 find	
the	 struggles	 for	 open	 source	 software	 and	 the	 public	 production	 of	
medicines	 for	 free	distribution,	 the	 recuperation	of	 community	 spaces,	
public	education	and	health	free	and	universal.	
As	a	synthesis,	the	PEL	confronts	the	values	of	capital	with	the	dreams,	
desires,	 and	wishes	of	 the	working	people.	 It	privileges	 solidarity	over	
selfishness,	the	unity	of	the	people	over	the	regional	concentration	and	
centralization	 of	 capital,	 vital	 time	over	 abstract	 labor	 time,	 the	move‐
ment	of	people,	 cultures,	 and	experiences	over	 the	exchange	of	money	
and	commodities.	Those	values	can	orient	another	development	project	
that	can	be	constituted	from	today’s	experiences	(Féliz,	2009b).	

5.2  From the Political Economy of Labor to Radical Policies for 
Social Change 

From	 those	 basic	 foundations,	 social	movements	 and	 popular	 political	
organizations	 in	Argentina	have	been	proposing	alternatives	 to	 the	ne‐
odevelopmentalist	 project.	 These	 alternative	 policies	 involve	 several	
elements,	which	we’ll	present	briefly	(Féliz,	2012c).	
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Macroeconomics	of	wage	

Macroeconomic	 policy	 should	 give	 priority	 to	 the	 expansion	 of	 condi‐
tions	for	production	and	reproduction	of	workers’	daily	needs.	This	im‐
plies	 radically	 improving	working	 conditions	 by	 increasing	wages	 and	
reducing	precarization.	The	 increase	 in	 the	mass	of	wages	will	provide	
the	 adequate	 incentives	 for	 enterprises	 (capitalist	 and	not)	 to	 increase	
production	of	popular	goods	and	services.	To	warrant	such	policy,	eco‐
nomic	policy	should,	to	begin	with,	(a)	reduce	the	weight	of	soya	produc‐
tion	that	takes	up	a	sizable	amount	of	arable	land,	(b)	attack	sumptuary	
consumption	 (manifestation	 of	 the	 cultural	 dependency	 of	 dominant	
classes;	Furtado,	1974)	that	has	become	a	drain	on	foreign	currency	and	
deviates	 to	 unproductive	 use	 of	 available	 resources	 and	 surplus	 value,	
and	(c)	reduction	of	the	economy’s	transnationalization	to	give	domestic	
social	actors	(not	necessarily	capitalist,	but	mainly	social	and	public	en‐
deavours)	 greater	 weight	 in	 decisions	 regarding	 investment.	 Taking	
steps	in	this	direction	will	allow	for	a	radical	change	in	the	direction	of	
aggregate	 demand	 (from	 surplus‐value	 to	 popular	 consumption)	 to	 be	
satisfied	 in	 the	short	 run	with	adequate	 local	 (or	regional)	supply	 thus	
avoiding	 (or	 softening)	 the	 current	 neodevelopmentalist	 inflationary	
and	competitive	barrier.	

Social	security	beyond	salaried	work		

Promoting	actual	economic	democracy	should	be	one	of	the	main	objec‐
tives	 of	 a	 new	 social	 security	 scheme.	 To	 complement	 and	 accentuate	
income	 redistribution	 in	 the	 labor	 market,	 the	 social	 security	 system	
should	be	universalized,	 isolating	 the	 right	 to	basic	 goods	and	services	
from	work.	Through	a	radical	tax	reform	that	taps	resources	from	exist‐
ing	sources	(i.e.,	financial	capital,	rents	from	natural	resources,	extraor‐
dinary	profits,	which	are	now	exempt	or	 lightly	 taxed),	 the	 state	 could	
warrant	 the	 funds	 for	 a	 substantial	 generalization	 of	 the	 right	 to	 basic	
income	(Féliz,	2011c)	as	well	as	a	general	improvement	and	universali‐
zation	of	public	education,	health	and	other	policies	 that	provide	basic	
services.	This	policy	combination	will	allow	a	radical	development	pro‐
cess	to	surpass	the	fiscal	barrier.	
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Social	self‐management	as	a	project	

One	 of	 the	 most	 pressing	 limitations	 of	 public	 policies	 is	 the	 lack	 of	
popular	 participation	 in	 their	 definition,	 control,	 and	 management.	 A	
popular	 program	 should	 create	 the	means	 to	 transform	 the	 state	 (and	
society)	from	a	bureaucratic,	hierarchical	machine	into	an	instrument	of	
popular	self‐management	of	common	tasks.	In	such	direction,	state	poli‐
cies	 should	 promote	 and	 finance	 the	 autonomous	 self‐organization	 of	
the	 population	 in	 productive	 and	 social	 endeavors	 and	 undertakings.	
This	might	 include	the	management	of	natural	riches,	 the	financial	sys‐
tem,	housing	policies,	public	enterprises,	and	so	on,	and	even	the	politi‐
cal	economy	in	a	general	sense.	
These	and	other	policy	orientations	would	allow	popular	organization	to	
begin	to	transcend	the	limits	of	peripherical	capitalist	development	in	its	
current	neodevelopmentalist	form.	

6 Preliminary Conclusions 

The	 consolidation	 of	 the	 neodevelopmentalist	 project	 in	Argentina	 has	
also	meant	the	fortification	of	its	barriers	and	limits.	While	superseding	
neoliberalism,	due	to	its	ideological	and	political	constitution,	neodevel‐
opmentalism	has	not	been	able	to	overcome	most	structural	restrictions	
to	an	inclusive	development	path	in	the	periphery.	Transnational	control	
over	the	whole	cycle	of	capital,	a	peripherical	extractivist	insertion	with‐
in	 the	 world’s	 distribution	 of	 labor	 and	 in	 consequence	 the	 extended	
precarization	and	poverty	remain	the	unanswered	questions	of	the	heg‐
emonic	project.	This	inability	creates	a	significant	contradiction	between	
the	promises	of	developmentalism’s	national‐popular	 tradition	and	 the	
reality	 of	 neodevelopmentalism	 in	 a	 peripheral	 economy	 in	 the	 era	 of	
transnational	capital.	
These	 contradictions	 have	 not	 yet	materialized	 in	 an	 outright	 crisis	 of	
the	 neodevelopmentalist	 project	 (that	 would	 signify	 its	 limit	 as	 devel‐
opment	project)	since	political	forces	in	the	state	(peronist	Kirchnerism)	
have	been	 able	 to	 displace	 barriers	 and	 contain	 its	 potential	 for	 crisis.	
However,	as	barriers	and	limits	become	ever	more	pressing,	the	elabora‐
tion	of	alternative	policies	(and	alternative	political	alliances	to	put	them	
in	 place)	 becomes	 a	 growing	 necessity.	 Popular	movements	 have	 long	
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proposed	such	alternatives,	which	build	on	what’s	been	dubbed	the	po‐
litical	economy	of	labor.	However,	such	alternatives	will	not	materialize	
in	actual	policies	unless	social	forces	within	labor	are	able	to	politically	
reconfigure	 the	 sociopolitical	 playing	 field,	 dialectically	 overcoming	
(radicalizing)	the	national‐popular	discourse	and	practice.	
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Chapter 5 
ALTERNATIVE PATHS OF SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION IN SUB-
SAHARIAN AFRICA: A CASE FOR POVERTY ALLEVIATION 
PROGRAMS BY THE POOR 

Jude	Ssempebwa	and	Jacqueline	Nakaiza	

Jude	Ssempebwa	and	Jacqueline	Nakaiza’s	study	of	 the	elaboration	and	
execution	 of	 “social	 transformation”	 programs	 in	 Uganda	 and	 Kenya	
together	with	data	from	the	Democratic	Republic	of	the	Congo,	Mozam‐
bique,	and	Rwanda	provides	a	much	needed	stock	taking	of	the	project‐
ed	 lofty	 aims	 and	 oftentimes	 stunted	 potential	 gains	 of	 these	 politico‐
economic	 agendas.	The	 researchers	 investigate	 a	 series	 of	 difficult	 and	
complex	 questions	 relating	 to	 the	 means	 by	 which	 the	 efficiency	 and	
rentability	 of	 such	programs	 can	 and	 should	be	measured	 at	 the	 same	
time	as	they	delve	into	the	reasons	behind	the	successes	and	failures	of	
these	institutionalized	responses	to	the	thorny	issue	of	poverty.	After	a	
careful	consideration	and	correlation	of	their	findings,	the	authors	make	
a	 convincing	 case	 for	 the	 elaboration	 and	 enactment	 of	 user‐friendly	
strategies	which	solicit	and	usefully	incorporate	input	and	participation	
by	 individuals	 and	 communities	 living	with	 poverty	 rather	 than	 those	
plans	 which	 utilize	 trained	 individuals	 and	 a	 top‐down	 approach	 to	
problem	identification	and	resolution.	

1 Introduction 

In	many	 Sub‐Saharan	 African	 countries	 social	 transformation	 is	 at	 the	
nucleus	 of	 the	political	 economy	of	 poverty.	Defined	 as	 the	process	 by	
which	 households	 improve	 their	 ascribed	 status,	 social	 transformation	
has	also	received	notable	attention	from	scholars,	activists,	and	NGOs	in	
and	outside	the	region.	Subsequently,	there	is	an	enormous	and	diverse	
body	of	 literature	on	the	subject.	Flagship	among	the	foci	of	 this	 litera‐
ture	is	the	interplay	between	economics	and	politics;	the	policy	options	
for	social	transformation	that	this	interplay	presents;	and	the	implemen‐
tation	and	outcomes	of	 these	policy	options.	Among	others,	 this	 litera‐
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ture	affirms	two	things	that	point	to	need	for	new	research	on	the	politi‐
cal	economy	of	poverty	and	social	transformation	in	the	region.	First,	it	
indicates	 that	 governmental,	 diplomatic,	 civil	 society,	 and	 charitable	
organizations	have	 invested	heavily	 in	poverty	 alleviation	programs	 in	
the	region	(see,	e.g.,	Moyo,	2009).	Second,	it	indicates	that	many	house‐
holds	 are	 stagnating	 in	 extreme	poverty,	 notwithstanding	 the	 fact	 that	
successive	 household	welfare	 surveys	 have	 reported	 notable	 improve‐
ments	in	household	welfare.	Why?	What	explains	the	persistence	of	ex‐
treme	poverty	despite	years	of	enormous	investment	in	poverty	allevia‐
tion	 programs?	Why	have	 some	poverty	 alleviation	 programs/projects	
been	more	 successful	 in	 alleviating	poverty	 than	others?	What	 lessons	
may	 be	 drawn	 from	 both	 the	 successful	 and	 less	 successful	 pro‐
grams/projects	for	policy	reform?	
Review	of	the	literature	(e.g.,	Crook,	2000;	Daxbacher,	2004;	Dorr,	1992;	
Mehrotra	and	Delamonica,	2007)	 leads	 to	 the	conclusion	 that,	hitherto,	
these	 questions	 had	 not	 attracted	 satisfactory	 scholarly	 attention.	 Ra‐
ther,	 the	 literature	occurs	 in	 three	major	categories:	 (1)	poverty	status	
reports,	 discussing	 the	 causes,	 nature,	 incidence,	 and	 consequences	 of	
poverty	(e.g.,	Abuka	et	al.,	2007;	Ayako	and	Katumanga,	1997;	Bird	et	al.,	
2003;	 Deininger	 and	 Okidi,	 2003a);	 (2)	 poverty	 alleviation	 pro‐
gram/project	reports,	mainly	narrative	explanations	of	the	performance	
of	these	programs	(e.g.,	Ministry	of	Finance	Planning	and	Economic	De‐
velopment	 [MoFPED],	2001;	Ministry	of	Gender,	Labour	and	Social	De‐
velopment	[MoGLSD],	2003);	and	(3)	commentary	on	poverty	and	pov‐
erty	alleviation	programs,	discussing	aspects	of	the	literature	in	the	first	
two	categories	(e.g.,	Bansikiza,	2007;	Due	et	al.,	1990;	Ellis	and	Bahiigwa,	
2001;	 Johnson,	 2004;	 Kisekka,	 2011;	 Lawson,	McKay	 and	 Okidi,	 2003;	
Muhumuza,	2007;	Mukui,	2005;	Nduhukhire‐Owa‐Mataze,	1999;	Steven‐
son	and	St‐Onge,	2005).	Thus,	a	gap	in	knowledge	on	the	political	econ‐
omy	of	poverty	and	social	 transformation	 in	 the	 region	pertains	 to	 the	
fact	 that	 even	 though	 some	 of	 the	 authors	 in	 each	 of	 the	 categories	 of	
related	literature	make	an	indication	of	the	reasons	underlying	the	per‐
formance	 of	 individual	 poverty	 alleviation	 programs,	 they	 do	 not	 syn‐
thesize	multiple	experiences	to	propound	generic	propositions	that	may	
be	applicable	across	varied	settings.		
To	plug	this	gap,	 this	chapter	synthesizes	the	findings	of	 five	studies	of	
aspects	 of	 the	 political	 economy	 of	 poverty	 and	 social	 transformation	
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conducted	in	the	region	between	2009	and	2012.	Conducted	by	teams	of	
researchers	 based	 at	 the	 Catholic	 University	 of	 Eastern	 Africa,	 Uganda	
Martyrs	 University	 (UMU),	 Université	 Catholique	 de	 Graben,	 Univer‐
sidade	Catholica	 do	Mocambique,	 and	Universite	 Catholique	de	Kabga‐
yi—under	the	auspices	and	technical	guidance	of	the	Centre	for	Coordi‐
nation	of	Research	of	 the	International	Federation	of	Catholic	Universi‐
ties—the	studies	respectively	delved	into:	(1)	Caritas’	self‐help	and	gov‐
ernment’s	 revolving	 loan	 programs	 in	 Kenya;	 (2)	 growth	 of	 a	 savings	
and	internal	lending	community	and	the	correlates	of	stagnation	in	and	
mobility	from	poverty	in	central	Uganda;	and	(3)	perceptions	of	poverty	
and	 poverty	 alleviation	 programs	 in	 DRC,	 Mozambique,	 and	 Rwanda.	
The	chapter	discusses	the	studies	with	the	conclusion	that,	despite	their	
diversity,	two	findings	that	are	common	to	all	of	them	are	that:	(1)	pov‐
erty	 alleviation	 programs/projects	 were	 more	 successful	 in	 instances	
where	the	poor	at	whom	they	were	targeted	were	involved	in	the	defini‐
tion	 of	 poverty;	 and	 (2)	 many	 poverty	 alleviation	 programs/projects	
were	 implemented	among/for	people	who	did	not	perceive	themselves	
as	being	poor	and	these	tended	to	be	ineffective.	Thus,	the	chapter	pro‐
pounds	a	case	 for	a	paradigmatic	shift	 in	 the	political	economy	of	pov‐
erty	and	social	 transformation	 in	 the	 region—from	relegating	 the	poor	
as	 passive	 consumers	 of	 poverty	 alleviation	 programs/projects	 to	 ap‐
preciating	 them	as	partners	 in	 the	design	and	 implementation	of	 these	
programs/projects.	

2 Lessons from Selected Successful and Unsuccessful 
Poverty Alleviation Programs 

The	studies	conducted	in	Kenya	and	Uganda	examined	four	similar	pov‐
erty	 alleviation	 programs	 (i.e.	 Caritas	 Kenya’s	 Self‐Help	 Program	 and	
Government	of	Kenya	[GoK]’s	Revolving	Loan	Fund;	and	Nkozi	Agribusi‐
ness	Training	Association	[a	Savings	and	Internal	Lending	Community],	
and	 Uganda	 Government’s	 Revolving	 Loan	 Fund	 Programs)	 but	 which	
succeeded	to	differing	levels.	
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2.1  Caritas Kenya’s Self-Help Program and GoK’s Revolving Loan 
Fund 

Kenya’s	vision	2030	underscores	government’s	commitment	to	poverty	
alleviation	through	implementation	of	macro	and	microeconomic	inter‐
ventions	 that	 address	 the	 factors	 that	 exclude	 the	 country’s	poor	 from	
gainful	economic	activities	(GoK,	2007).	Pursuant	to	this	vision,	the	gov‐
ernment	 is	 implementing	 a	 devolved	 fund—including	 a	 constituency	
development	 fund,	 poverty	 eradication	 revolving	 loan	 fund,	water	 ser‐
vices	trust	fund,	constituency	bursary	fund,	free	primary	education	fund,	
local	authority	transfer	fund,	disabled	fund,	HIV/AIDS	community	initia‐
tive	account,	community	development	trust	fund,	road	maintenance	levy	
fund,	and	rural	electrification	levy	fund	(Centre	for	Governance	and	De‐
velopment,	2007).	According	to	the	Office	of	the	Deputy	Prime	Minister	
and	 Ministry	 of	 Finance	 (2011),	 for	 example,	 the	 poverty	 eradication	
revolving	 loan	 fund	 is	 aimed	 at	 providing	 the	 poor	with	 access	 to	 the	
capital	that	they	need	to	break	their	vicious	cycle	of	poverty	and	exclu‐
sion.	However,	as	in	many	parts	of	the	Global	South	where	similar	pro‐
grams	 have	 been	 implemented,	 the	 fund	 has	 not	 been	 as	 effective	 as	
hoped.	 Fears	 have	 been	 expressed	 that,	 in	 some	 provinces,	 it	 is	 not	
reaching	the	most	deserving	poor.	For	instance,	a	Centre	for	Governance	
and	Development	report	faults	the	constituency	development	fund	thus:	

The	 [constituency	 development	 fund]	 CDF	 is	 one	 of	 the	 popular	
initiatives	in	Kenya’s	development	history	and	which	has	elicited	
greater	debate	on	the	potential	of	devolving	resources	to	local	de‐
velopment	 level.	 The	 implementation	 of	 the	 fund	 has	 however	
witnessed	challenges	relating	particularly	to	issues	of	governance.	
In	 many	 ways,	 this	 has	 also	 affected	 monitoring	 and	 evaluation	
thus	 compromising	 the	 Fund’s	 effectiveness	 and	 efficiency.	 Ac‐
cording	to	the	Fund’s	quarterly	bulletin,	the	main	challenges	…	re‐
volve	 around	 operational	 issues	 of	…	 formation	 of	 [constituency	
development	 committees]	 CDCs,	 types	 of	 fundable	 projects	 and	
procurement	procedures	…	 the	major	challenges	 facing	 the	Fund	
are	inequalities	in	constituency	attributes	…	the	Fund	experiences	
gross	 data	 inadequacy	 …	 projects	 are	 also	 poorly	 chosen	 with	
those	 having	widespread	 spill	 over	 benefits	 to	 some	 constituen‐
cies	 often	 being	 ignored.	 There	 seems	 to	 exist	 [sic]	 a	 “fiscal	 illu‐
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sion”	that	 [the]	CDF	is	 free.	This	tends	to	de‐motivate	beneficiar‐
ies,	 especially	 in	monitoring	 the	 Fund’s	 efficient	 utilisation.	 In	 a	
number	 of	 instances,	 clear	 documentation	 has	 been	 noted	 in	
which	 politics	 plays	 a	 significant	 role	 in	 decision	making	 in	 the	
Fund’s	management.	 Quite	 often,	 individuals	 and	 regions	within	
the	constituency	that	are	supportive	of	the	incumbent	[Member	of	
Parliament]	 MP	 often	 receive	 preferential	 treatment	 (Centre	 for	
Governance	and	Development,	2007:	pp.	15–16).	

Conversely,	there	are	reports	that	Caritas	Kenya	(a	charitable	socioeco‐
nomic	 development	 arm	of	 the	Kenya	Catholic	Bishops’	 Conference)	 is	
implementing	a	household	self‐help	development	program	that	 is	com‐
parable	 to	 the	 revolving	 loan	 fund	 component	 of	 the	 GoK’s	 devolved	
fund	 albeit	 the	 former	 is	 transforming	 the	 lives	 of	 the	 very	 poor	 in	 a	
cost‐effective	and	sustainable	way	(see,	e.g,,	Murori,	2010).	

A	team	of	researchers	based	at	the	Catholic	University	of	Eastern	Africa	
delved	 into	 the	 design	 and	 implementation	 of	 the	 household	 self‐help	
development	 program—to	 gain	 insight	 into	 the	 factors	 responsible	 for	
its	 effectiveness.	 This	 was	 done	 following	 an	 ex‐post	 facto	 design,	
through	which	the	design	and	implementation	of	the	program	were	con‐
trasted	 with	 those	 of	 the	 GoK’s	 revolving	 loan	 fund,	 to	 highlight	 best	
practices	 in	 the	 design	 and	 implementation	 of	 poverty	 alleviation	 pro‐
grams	 (Lukwata	 et	 al.,	 2012).	 Data	were	 collected	 from	managers	 and	
beneficiaries	 of	 the	 two	 programs	 and	 from	 relevant	 documentary	
sources.		
The	findings	were	that	Caritas’	program	has	been	successful	because:	(1)	
it	identifies	the	very	poor	through	a	participatory	approach	and	limits	its	
interventions	to	them;	(2)	involves	participatory	needs	assessment	and	
beneficiary	 capacity	 building;	 and	 (3)	 its	 interventions	 are	 tailored	 to	
individual	beneficiaries’	felt	needs	and	resources	(Table	1).	



138			Jude	Ssempebwa	and	Jacqueline	Nakaiza	

 

Table	1:	 Attributes	 of	 Caritas’	 Self‐Help	 Program	 and	GoK’s	 Revolving	
Loan	Fund	
	
Attribute	 Caritas	Self‐Help	Program	 GoK	Revolving	Loan	

Fund	

Focus	  Poorest	people	as	identified	by	
local	community	and	verified	by	
Caritas	field	staff	

 All	interested	persons	

Gender	  Women	  Men	and	women	

Scope	of	activities	  Participants’	priority	needs	  Enterprise	develop‐
ment	

Funding	  Participants’	savings		  GoK	

Organization	  Informal,	with	rotational	leadership  Formal,	with	more	
permanent	leadership	

Management	  Participants,	guided	by	their	chosen	
management	structure	and	Caritas	
field	staff	

 Relevant	local	govern‐
ment	and	commercial	
intermediary	

Rules	 and	 Regula‐
tions	

 Guidelines	agreed	upon	by	partici‐
pating	persons	and	registered	with	
relevant	statutory	authorities	

 Central	and	local	gov‐
ernment	laws	govern‐
ing	loan	program	

Savings	 and	 re‐
payment	schedule	

 Tailored	to	partici‐
pants’	needs	and	ca‐
pacityStandardized	

Assessment	  Participatory	assessment	of	re‐
sources	and	strengths	at	partici‐
pants’	disposal	

 Feasibility	evaluation	
of	enterprise	proposal	

Capacity	building	  Training	in	management	of	meet‐
ings,	writing	of	bylaws,	bookkeep‐
ing,	conflict	resolutions,	savings	
mobilization,	borrowing	and	loan‐
ing	

 None	

Source:	Adapted	from	Lukwata	et	al.	(2012).	

Table	1	shows	that	Caritas’	Self‐Help	program	and	GoK’s	revolving	loan	
fund	contrast	 in	a	way	 that	 the	 former	 is	beneficiary‐led.	Caritas	 facili‐
tates	the	poor	participating	in	its	development	program	to	identify	and	
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prioritize	their	needs	and	to	indentify	and	harness	the	resources	(includ‐
ing	social	capital)	at	their	disposal	to	meet	these	needs—a	precursor	to	
evolution	of	an	effective	 loan	mobilization,	utilization,	and	recovery	 in‐
centive	system.	

2.2  Nkozi Agribusiness and Training Association and Government of 
Uganda’s Revolving Loan Fund 

It	 is	noteworthy	that	the	conclusion	from	the	study	of	Caritas’	program	
corroborates	 evidence	 from	a	host	 of	 studies	 suggesting	 that	 interven‐
tions	against	poverty	in	whose	design	and	implementation	the	poor	play	
a	prominent	 role	 tend	 to	 require	 significantly	 less	 financial	 investment	
and	to	be	more	effective	than	those	that	don’t.	For	instance,	CRS	(2010)	
reports	 that	 Savings	 and	 Internal	 Lending	 Communities	 in	 East	 Africa	
have	not	only	succeeded	in	banking	traditionally	unbanked	poor	people	
but	 also	 mobilized	 phenomenal	 savings	 that	 have	 been	 loaned	 out	 to	
these	poor	with	impressive	recovery	rates.	 Incidentally,	 in	a	number	of	
instances,	 these	 communities	have	prospered	while	more	heavily	 capi‐
talized	 government	 and	 commercial	 credit	 schemes	 are	 failing	 in	 the	
same	communities.	Table	2	presents	an	example	from	Uganda.	
	
Table	 2:	 Growth	 of	 Nkozi	 Agribusiness	 Training	 Association	 (2010–
2012)	
Year	 Groups	 Men	 Women Total	Number	of	

Members	
Total	Savings	

(UGX)	
Value	of	
Loans	

2010	 53	 226	 605	 831	 3,923,900	 0	

2011	 92	 524	 1,300	 1,824	 117,043,950	 90,414,700	

2012	 286	 1,987 4,365	 6,352	 567,153,310	 444,282,850

Source:	Nkozi	Agribusiness	and	Training	Association.	
	
Table	2	shows	that	from	53	groups,	831	members	and	UGX	3,923,900/=	
in	2010,	Nkozi	Agribusiness	and	Training	Association,	a	member‐based	
savings	 and	 internal	 lending	 community	 in	 a	 rural	 county	 of	 central	
Uganda,	 reached	 6,352	 people	 who	 generated	 a	 turnover	 of	 UGX	
444,282,850/=	 albeit	 government	 of	 Uganda	 sponsored	 revolving	 loan	
schemes	implemented	in	the	area	failed	(see,	e.g.,	Microfinance	Support	
Centre,	2007;	Mubiru,	2006;	Ogwang,	2007).	



140			Jude	Ssempebwa	and	Jacqueline	Nakaiza	

 

3 Case for Poverty Alleviation Programs by the Poor 

The	main	lesson	from	the	study	of	the	critical	success	factors	in	Caritas	
Kenya’s	Self‐Help	Program	and	Nkozi	Agribusiness	and	Training	Associ‐
ation	 is	 that	 involving	 the	 poor	 in	 the	 definition	 of	 poverty	 and	 in	 the	
designing	 and	 implementation	 of	 poverty	 alleviation	 programs	 could	
enhance	the	effectiveness,	efficiency,	and	sustainability	of	the	programs.	
The	 inference	here	 is	 that	 efforts	 to	 alleviate	poverty	 should	prioritize	
poor‐people‐led	poverty	alleviation	programs.	This	proposition	and	the	
findings	 of	 researches	 into	 stagnation	 in	 and	mobility	 from	poverty	 in	
Uganda	and	into	poor	people’s	perceptions	of	poverty	and	poverty	alle‐
viation	programs	in	DRC,	Mozambique,	and	Rwanda	underscore	a	need	
for	poverty	alleviation	programs	by	the	poor.	

3.1  Correlates of Stagnation in and Mobility from Poverty in Central 
Uganda  

Study	 of	 the	 correlates	 of	 stagnation	 in	 and	 mobility	 from	 poverty	 in	
central	 Uganda	 addressed	 one	 main	 question:	 how	 come	 the	 poverty	
alleviation	programs	that	are	enabling	some	households	in	the	region	to	
transit	 from	poverty	 are	 not	working	 for	 the	 households	 stagnating	 in	
poverty?	 (Ssempebwa	et	 al.,	 2012).	The	 rationale	 underlying	 the	 ques‐
tion	derives	from	the	persistence	of	poverty	in	many	households	in	the	
region	despite	decades	of	implementing	a	multiplicity	of	poverty	reduc‐
tion	programs.	Review	of	related	literature	indicated	that:	(1)	the	mean‐
ing,	causes,	and	effects	of	poverty	are	not	only	diverse	but	also	relative	
to	context	(in	terms	of	both	time	and	place);	and	(2)	poverty	in	Uganda	
is	 linked	 to	 vulnerability,	 low	 levels	 of	 educational	 attainment,	 lack	 of	
income	diversification,	 illness,	regional	 imbalance,	macroeconomic	bot‐
tlenecks,	 dysfunctional	 social	 practices,	 political	 instability,	 insecurity,	
displacement,	 gender	 disparity,	 corruption,	 and	 indolence.	 The	 litera‐
ture,	including	the	country’s	poverty	reduction	strategy	papers,	affirmed	
that	 several	 governmental,	 private	 sector,	 charitable,	 civil	 society,	 reli‐
gious,	multinational,	and	diplomatic	organizations	are	trying	to	address	
these	 factors	 and,	 at	 the	 household	 level,	 successive	 surveys	 have	 re‐
ported	notable	improvements	in	the	quality	of	life	(cf.	Uganda	Bureau	of	
Statistics	 [UBOS],	 2011).	 Notwithstanding,	 many	 households	 are	 still	
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stagnating	in	poverty	(Deininger	and	Okidi,	2003b;	Lawson,	McKay	and	
Okidi,	2003;	Johannes,	2005;	UBOS,	2011).	Why?	In	general,	related	lit‐
erature	links	the	stagnation	to	the	causes	of	poverty	enumerated	above.	
Moreover,	it	has	also	been	argued	that	the	country	creates	more	poverty	
(e.g.,	 through	war	 and	 bad	 governance)	 than	 it	 provides	 opportunities	
for	 transformation	 (cf.	 Collier,	 2011).	 However,	 in	 a	 context	 where	
knowledge	 of	 the	 aforementioned	 causes	 of	 poverty	 has	 informed	 the	
design	 and	 implementation	 of	 interventions	 and	 some	 households	 are	
transiting	from	poverty	despite	the	production	of	poverty	at	the	macro‐
economic	 level,	 these	 factors	 do	 not	 seem	 to	 satisfactorily	 account	 for	
the	stagnation.		
Accordingly,	the	study	attempted	to	account	for	stagnation	in	and	mobil‐
ity	 from	poverty	 in	 the	country—trusting	 that,	although	stagnation	de‐
spite	 implementation	 of	 poverty	 alleviation	 programs	may	 not	 be	 sur‐
prising,	accounting	for	it	may	enhance	the	effectiveness	of	the	programs.	
Data	were	collected	 from	a	random	sample	of	323	households—drawn	
from	 various	 parts	 of	 the	 country—using	 a	 semi‐structured	 question‐
naire.	 The	 questionnaire	 was	 divided	 into	 three	 sections:	 household	
identification	 particulars;	 status	 of	 household	 (regarding	 wealth	 and	
poverty);	and	factors	accounting	for	stagnation	in	or	mobility	from	pov‐
erty.	The	questions	on	the	status	of	the	households	were	structured	as	a	
scorecard	aimed	at	creating	a	dichotomy	of	households	transiting	 from	
and	 stagnating	 in	 poverty.	 They	 touched	 on	 attributes	 of	 access	 to	
healthcare,	 education,	 assets,	 clean	 water,	 sanitation	 facilities,	 income,	
food	security,	land,	and	quality	accommodation—because	related	litera‐
ture	 identified	 them	 as	 key	 indicators	 of	 social	 status	 in	 the	 area.	 The	
third	 section	 touched	on	 the	 respondents’	 view	of	wealth	and	poverty,	
the	status	of	their	households	regarding	the	two,	and	the	things	to	which	
they	would	attribute	this	status.		
The	 respondents’	 scores	on	 the	household	 status	 scorecard	were	 com‐
puted	 into	an	 index	codenamed	“household	welfare	 index.”	The	house‐
holds	were	categorized	as	rural,	semi‐urban,	or	urban,	depending	on	the	
neighborhood	where	 they	were	 located.	For	each	of	 the	categories,	 the	
mean	 score	 on	 the	 household	 welfare	 index	 was	 established	 and	 the	
households	were	further	categorized	into	transiting	from	and	stagnating	
in	 poverty	 thus:	 household’s	 score	 on	 index	≥	 category	mean	 score	 on	
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household	welfare	index	=	transiting;	and	household’s	score	on	index	<	
category	mean	score	on	household	welfare	index	=	stagnating	(Table	3).	
	
Table	3:	Distribution	of	Households	by	Status	
Neighbourhood	 Transiting	 Stagnating	 Total	

Rural	 71	 79	 150	

Semi‐urban	 53	 58	 111	

Urban	 40	 22	 62	

Total	 164	 159	 323	

Source:	Ssempebwa	et	al.	(2012).	
	
The	 respondents	defined	wealth	mostly	 in	 terms	of	 access	 to	 the	basic	
requirements	of	life,	income,	and	ownership	of	assets	(Table	4).	
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Table	4:	Meaning	of	Wealth	(%)1	
	 Transiting	 Stagnating	

Rural	 Semi‐urban	 Urban Rural	 Semi‐urban Urban

n	=	71	 n	=	53	 n	=	40	 n	=	79	 n	=	58	 n	=	22

Access	 to	 basics	 (food,	 shel‐
ter	&	bills)	

59	 42	 33	 40	 39	 64	

Education	 1	 2	 3	 ‐	 3	 ‐	

Good	health	 4	 5	 5	 6	 8	 10	

Income	1	(cash)	 17	 19	 28	 25	 19	 18	

Income	2	(regular	source)	 15	 13	 18	 9	 7	 5	

Income	 3	 (diversified	
source)	

3	 9	 5	 3	 7	 27	

Paid	employment	 4	 8	 8	 9	 10	 9	

Assets	1	(real	estate)	 30	 36	 40	 29	 43	 55	

Assets	2	(cars,	phones,	etc.)	 15	 17	 3	 8	 10	 5	

Self‐employment	 –	 –	 8	 3	 7	 9	

Livestock	 15	 –	 –	 11	 12	 9	

Social	 capital	 (children,	 rela‐
tives	&	friends)	

3	 –	 3	 1	 5	 5	

Source:	Ssempebwa	et	al.	(2012).	
	
However,	 notable	 differences	 were	 established	 between	 the	 respond‐
ents’	and	researchers’	characterization	of	the	statuses	of	the	households	
(Table	5).	
	

                                                 
1	 Multiple	responses	elicited.	
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Table	5:	Respondents’	and	Researchers’	Characterization	of	Households’	
Status	
	 Respondents’	 char‐

acterization	 of	 their	
households	

Rich	 Neither	 rich	
nor	poor	

Poor	 Total	

Researchers’	 charac‐
terization	 of	 respond‐
ents’	households	

Transiting	 38	 51	 69	 158	

Stagnating	 30	 25	 101	 156	

Total	 	 68	 76	 170	 314	

Source:	Ssempebwa	et	al.	(2012).	
	
The	 main	 difference	 between	 the	 respondents’	 and	 the	 researchers’	
characterization	 of	 the	 statuses	 of	 the	 households	 surveyed	 regarding	
wealth	and	poverty	is	that	only	a	few	of	the	respondents	the	researchers	
characterized	as	transiting	from	poverty	concurred	with	the	characteri‐
zation	and	vice‐versa.	Sixty‐nine	(representing	43%)	of	the	respondents	
the	 researchers’	 scorecard	 characterized	 as	 transiting	 from	 poverty	
characterized	themselves	as	being	poor	while	30	(representing	19%)	of	
the	 respondents	 the	 scorecard	 characterized	 as	 stagnating	 in	 poverty	
characterized	 themselves	 as	 being	 rich.	 In	 accounting	 for	 the	 status	 of	
their	 households,	 some	 of	 the	 respondents	 provided	 reasons	 for	 this	
disparity	(Table	6).	
	
Table	 6:	 Reasons	 Transiting	 Households	 Cited	 for	 Feeling	 Poor	 and	
Stagnating	Households	Cited	for	feeling	Rich	
Thinking	about	wealth	and	poverty,	where	would	you	categorize	your	household	among	
the	two?	Why?	

Transiting	Households	 Stagnating	Households	

 In	 between	 [poverty	 and	wealth]	 be‐
cause	there	is	still	need	for	progress	

 Middle	class	…	not	yet	there	

 Medium	rich:	 transiting	 from	poverty	
because	 the	household	head	 is	work‐
ing	hard	

 Poor	 because	 [household	 heads]	 not	
in	formal	employment	

 Poor	 household	 because	 [they]	 have	
no	assets	

 Wealthy	because	I	have	a	job	

 Wealthy	because	they	have	land	

 Not	very	poor	not	rich	because	[I	am]	
healthy	 and	 can	 work	 …	 [I]	 own	 a	
plot	and	a	house	

 Moderate	 because	 gets	 food	 and	
shelter		

 I	am	rich	because	I	have	life	

 I	am	wealthy	because	I	am	attending	
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 In	 between	 [poverty	 and	wealth]	 be‐
cause	[the	household	is]	working	hard	
to	 deal	 with	 changes	 in	 the	 environ‐
ment	and	prices	

 [A]	 Poor	 household	 because	 a	 lot	
more	is	still	desired	

 Middle	 class	 because	 [even	 if	 they]	
have	 achieved	 some	 things,	 more	 is	
yet	to	be	achieved	

 …in	 the	 middle	 because	 [they]	 still	
need	other	things	

 Poor	 [because]	 they	 have	 no	 car	 and	
animals	[livestock]	

 Medium:	 I	 can’t	 meet	 all	 my	 needs	
however	 I	 try	 to	 meet	 some	 [of	 the]	
needs	

 Midway	 between	wealth	 and	 poverty	
because	 in	 as	 much	 as	 I	 am	 able	 to	
provide	 for	my	 family,	 I	 am	 not	 very	
wealthy	in	terms	of	assets		

 I	 am	moving	 toward	 riches	because	 I	
have	 food,	 medical	 care,	 can	 pay	
[school]	 fees	 for	my	 children	 …	 I	 am	
thinking	 of	 buying	 more	 land	 and	 I	
have	a	job	so	I	am	working	

 In	 between	 [poverty	 and	wealth]	 be‐
cause	 I	 can	 afford	 most	 of	 the	 daily	
needs	 though	 I	 still	 find	 difficult	 in	
getting	 others	 [but]	 I	 am	 self‐
employed	and	hard	working	

 In	 between	 wealth	 and	 poverty	 …	
though	I	have	not	invested	much,	I	am	
able	 to	 attend	 to	 my	 family’s	 needs	
and	[I	am]	doing	some	investments	

 Poor	because	we	lack	a	farm	and	[my]	
wife	is	not	working	

school		

 I	 am	 in	 between	 the	 two	 because	 I	
can	look	after	my	family	

 Not	poor	because	[I]	can	afford	food,	
rent,	etc.	

 [We	are]	wealthy	because	we	have	a	
plot	[of	land]	

 Rich	because	can	self	support	[sic]	

 Wealthy	because	[he	is]	working	

 Wealthy	 because	 owns	 a	 house	 and	
plot	[of	land]		

 Middle	 class	 because	 can	 meet	 the	
basic	needs		

 Rich	because	we	can	meet	all	[basic]	
our	needs	

 At	 least	 I	own	a	house;	 I	do	not	con‐
sider	myself	poor	

 Rich	because	[I	am]	not	renting	

 I	 am	 wealthy	 because	 I	 have	 devel‐
oped	good	ideas	through	training	

 Rich	because	we	are	healthy	

 Rich	 because	 they	 can	 afford	 their	
needs		

 Wealthy	because	[they]	have	land	for	
cultivation	

 Wealthy	because	is	hard	working	

 Wealthy	because	I	am	living	[sic]	

Source:	Ssempebwa	et	al.	(2012).	
	
The	respondents	who	characterized	their	households	as	transiting	from	
poverty	cited	12	factors	for	the	transition	(Table	7).	
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Table	7:	Correlates	of	Transition	from	and	Stagnation	in	Poverty2	
S/N	 Reasons	 for	 upward	

mobility	
n	 %3 Reasons	for	stagnation	 n	 %4	

1	 Education*	 12	 7	 Low	 level/	 lack	 of	 educational	
attainment	

5	 3	

2	 Gainful	employment*	 29	 18 Un/underemployment	 43	 27	

3	 Inheritance*	 11	 7	 Inherited	 syndrome	 of	 disad‐
vantage	

3	 2	

4	 Access	to	markets*	 32	 20 Lack	of	market	 27	 17	

5	 Frugality*	 54	 33 High	[consumption]	expenditure	 58	 36	

6	 Access	 to	 productive	
resources*	

37	 23 Lack	of	capital	(money,	land,	etc.)	 120 75	

7	 Social	capital*	 44	 27 Social	and	political	exclusion	 16	 10	

8	 Good	health*	 8	 5	 Sickness	 33	 21	

9	 Hard	work	 116 71 Livestock	diseases**	 24	 15	

10	 Serendipity	 11	 7	 Bereavement**	 8	 5	

11	 Mobility	 5	 3	 Taxes**	 35	 22	

12	 Remittances	 22	 13 Climate	change**	 66	 42	

13	 	 	 	 Poor	overhead	infrastructure**	 44	 28	

14	 	 	 	 Inflation**	 51	 32	

*Contrasts	condition	of	households	stagnating	in	poverty.	
**Applicable	to	households	transiting	from	poverty.	
Source:	Ssempebwa	et	al.	(2012).	

Eight	 of	 these	 factors	 are	 traditionally	 known	 to	 be	 positively	 related	
with	mobility	from	poverty.	Indeed,	eight	of	the	factors	the	respondents	
who	 characterized	 their	 households	 as	 poor	 or	 stagnating	 in	 poverty	
cited	for	the	stagnation	of	their	households	contrasted	the	factors	direct‐
                                                 
2	 Multiple	responses	were	elicited.	
3	 Calculated	as	a	percentage	of	164	(number	of	households	in	transiting	category).	
4	 Calculated	as	a	percentage	of	159	(number	of	households	in	stagnating	category).	
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ly.	However,	five	of	the	factors	cited	by	the	households	in	the	stagnating	
category,	namely,	livestock	diseases,	bereavement,	taxes,	climate	change,	
poor	 overhead	 infrastructure,	 and	 inflation,	 are	 also	 applicable	 to	 the	
households	in	the	transiting	category.	The	finding	that	majority	(71%)	of	
the	respondents	in	the	transiting	category	cited	“hard	work”	(described	
in	terms	of	resilience,	diligence,	 innovativeness,	and	diversification)	for	
the	status	of	their	households	suggests	that	the	households	work	hard	to	
overcome	these	impediments.	The	“hard	work”	appears	to	be	supported	
by	 the	 households’	 members’	 educational	 attainment,	 involvement	 in	
gainful	employment,	 inheritance,	 access	 to	markets,	 frugality,	 access	 to	
productive	 resources,	 social	 capital,	 good	 health,	 serendipity,	mobility,	
and	remittances.	However,	the	finding	that	majority	of	the	respondents	
from	these	households	expressed	discontentment	with	 the	households’	
statuses	 (Table	 5)	 gives	 credence	 to	 the	 view	 that	 although	 their	 hard	
work	is	supported	by	these	factors,	they	work	hard	because	they	are	not	
contented	 with	 their	 situation	 (Table	 6).	 Conversely,	 the	 stagnating	
households’	 syndrome	 of	 disadvantage	 is	 compounded	 by	 their	 con‐
tentment	with	their	status	(Table	5).		
Accordingly,	 this	 study	demonstrates	a	basic	point:	despite	 their	 indis‐
putable	 challenges,	 many	 of	 the	 stagnating	 households	 are	 stagnating	
because	they	are	contented	with	their	situation.	This	position	appears	to	
corroborate	Bird	 and	 Shinyekwa’s	 (2005)	 view	 that	 some	people	 stag‐
nate	 in	poverty	because	 they	are	 indolent	albeit	superficially.	Although	
the	 finding	 that	households	 stagnating	 in	poverty	were	contented	with	
the	 statuses	 of	 their	 households	 suggests	 that	 these	 households	 are	
complacent,	 it	 is	 the	 researchers’	 scorecard	 that	 characterized	 them	as	
stagnating	 in	 poverty.	 Incidentally,	 there	were	 disparities	 between	 the	
attributes	 of	 this	 scorecard	 (i.e.	 access	 to	 healthcare,	 education,	 asset	
ownership,	 quality	 of	 water	 and	 sanitation,	 income,	 food	 security	 and	
dwelling)	and	some	of	the	things	respondents	in	the	stagnating	category	
characterized	as	wealth	 (e.g.,	 children).	 It	 is	also	notable	 that	 these	 re‐
spondents	did	not	 simply	 characterize	 their	households	 as	well‐off	 (cf.	
Table	 5);	 they	 possessed	 the	 things	 that	 they	 characterized	 as	 wealth	
(Table	6).	Although	this	does	not	does	not	necessarily	make	them	well‐
off,	the	disparity	between	their	characterization	of	poverty	and	the	con‐
ventional	characterization	of	poverty	has	an	implication	for	the	method‐
ology	of	poverty	reduction	strategies	 in	 the	country.	 In	as	much	as	 the	
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production	of	poverty	and	wealth	is	rooted	in	the	material	production	of	
society	 and	has	objective	 indicators,	 those	 fighting	 to	 alleviate	poverty	
need	to	synchronize	their	definition	of	these	indicators	with	that	of	the	
poor	 whose	 transition	 from	 poverty	 they	 are	 trying	 to	 facilitate.	 Con‐
versely,	review	of	related	literature	indicates	that	the	poverty	alleviation	
programs	that	have	been	implemented	in	Uganda	focused	on	attributes	
of	 poverty/wealth	 that	 are	 similar	 to	 those	 in	 the	 researchers’	 score‐
card—analogous	 to	 fixing	 square	 pegs	 in	 round	 holes.	 This	 appears	 to	
account	 for	 the	 failure	 of	 these	 programs	 to	 positively	 transform	 the	
stagnating	households.	The	 finding	 that	 the	 stagnating	 households	had	
access	 to	 the	 things	 they	considered	 to	constitute	wealth	 suggests	 that	
the	poor	 are	 able	 to	 pursue	 and	 achieve	wealth	 the	way	 they	 know	 it.	
Thus,	closing	the	gap	between	their	perception	of	development	and	that	
of	 development	 planners/	 practitioners,	 with	 the	 result	 that	 the	 poor	
perceive	development	the	way	those	promoting	it	perceive	it,	could	en‐
hance	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 poverty	 alleviation	 programs	 in	 enhancing	
social	transformation.	This	view	is	 in	concurrence	with	the	conclusions	
from	the	study	of	the	critical	success	factors	in	Caritas	Kenya’s	Self‐Help	
program	and	aspects	of	related	studies	conducted	in	DRC,	Mozambique,	
and	Rwanda.	

3.2  Evidence from DRC, Mozambique, and Rwanda 

Teams	of	 researchers	based	at	Université	Catholique	de	Graben	 (DRC),	
Universidade	 Catholica	 do	Mocambique	 (Mozambique),	 and	 Universite	
Catholique	de	Kabgayi	(Rwanda)	surveyed	the	perceptions	poor	people	
in	their	countries	hold	about	their	poverty	and	needs	and	related	their	
findings	 to	 relevant	 poverty	 alleviation	 programs—to	 account	 for	 the	
performance	of	 the	programs.	The	 teams	made	three	common	findings	
that	support	the	case	for	poor‐people‐led	poverty	alleviation	programs.	
As	 in	Uganda,	each	of	 the	research	teams	found	ostensibly	poor	people	
but	who	felt	 that	 they	were	not	poor.	Secondly,	sizeable	proportions	of	
the	participants	who	admitted	to	being	poor	indicated	that	they	are	en‐
dowed	with	valuable	resources,	notwithstanding	their	poverty.	Ironical‐
ly,	 however,	 the	 teams	also	 found	 that	many	of	 the	poverty	 alleviation	
programs	identified	in	the	study	areas	neither	disaggregated	the	poor	by	
their	 perception	 of	 their	 poverty	 nor	 exploited	 the	 resources	 the	 poor	
believed	themselves	 to	possess	 to	 the	poor’s	advantage,	which	appears	
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to	 account	 for	 the	 ineffectiveness	 of	 the	 programs	 in	 enhancing	 social	
transformation.	

4 Implication for the Political Economy of Poverty in 
the Global South 

The	foregoing	discussion	suggests	that	poverty	alleviation	programs	are	
more	 effective	 if	 they	 involve	 the	 poor	 in	 defining	 poverty,	 assessing	
their	needs	and	in	designing	and	implementing	poverty	alleviation	pro‐
grams.	 This	 proposition	 rhymes	 well	 with	 literature	 underscoring	 the	
need	 to	 contextualize	 poverty	 (e.g.,	 Harvey	 and	 Reed,	 1992;	 Hashemi,	
Schuler	and	Riley,	1996;	UMU,	2009;	UMU,	2010).	Conversely,	observa‐
ble	practice	in	many	large‐scale	poverty	alleviation	programs	(mainly	by	
governments	 and	 multilateral	 development	 organizations)	 in	 Sub‐
Saharan	Africa	 is	 at	 variance	with	 the	proposition.	This	 appears	 to	 ex‐
plain	the	persistence	of	poverty	in	the	region	despite	investment	of	co‐
lossal	 financial	 resources	 in	 a	 multiplicity	 of	 poverty	 alleviation	 pro‐
grams	 (cf.	 Collier,	 2007;	Moyo,	 2009).	This	 being	 the	 case,	 it	 is	 recom‐
mended	that	organizations	working	to	alleviate	poverty	from	the	region	
elicit	and	integrate	the	input	of	the	poor	into	the	design	and	implemen‐
tation	 of	 poverty	 alleviation	 programs.	 This	 will	 not	 only	 ensure	 that	
poverty	alleviation	projects/programs	reach	the	people	they	are	intend‐
ed	 to	 reach	 but	 also	 that	 they	 do	 so	 in	 an	 effective,	 cost‐effective,	 and	
sustainable	way.	
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Chapter 6 
SCOPE AND USEFULNESS OF “RIGHT TO INFORMATION” AS 
ANTI-POVERTY TOOL: THE BANGLADESH EXPERIENCE 

Kazi	Nurmohammad	Hossainul	Haque	

Kazi	Haque	undertakes	a	general	overview	of	the	history	of	Right	to	In‐
formation	(RTI)	policies	in	Bangladesh	at	the	same	time	as	he	focuses	his	
scholarly	attention	upon	a	series	of	case	studies	which	emphasize	both	
the	potential	and	 limitations	of	RTI	as	 a	 strategy	 for	both	empowering	
those	 living	 in	 poverty	 and	 facilitating	 their	 attempts	 to	 emerge	 from	
such	crippling	circumstances	socially	and	economically.	The	information	
provided	 does	 point	 to	 the	 power	which	 RTI	 programs	 can	 furnish	 to	
those	who	seek	to	demand	accountability	from	those	in	positions	of	au‐
thority	at	the	local,	state,	and	even	national	level.	At	the	same	time,	how‐
ever,	Haque	effectively	indicates	the	explicit	problems	caused	in	the	ef‐
fective	implementation	of	the	program	and	the	realization	of	its	benefits	
due	to	the	persistence	of	profoundly	institutionalized	corruption	at	nu‐
merous	 sociopolitical	 levels	 as	 well	 as	 the	 lack	 of	 adequate	 education	
and	awareness	as	to	the	nature	and	extent	of	the	program.	

1 Introduction 

Poverty	 is	a	multidimensional	human	state	 that	has	various	manifesta‐
tions.	Keeping	pace	with	changing	scenarios	of	poverty	 in	specific	con‐
texts,	concepts	of	poverty	and	strategies	to	address	it	have	also	changed	
accordingly.	 Academic	 thinking	 related	 to	 poverty,	 which	 has	 in	 some	
cases	had	a	relevant	impact	on	political	thought	and	policy	articulation,	
has	 travelled	 from	 the	 decided	 “narrowness”	 of	 what	 has	 come	 to	 be	
known	as	the	Basic	Needs	Approach	(see	Streeten	et	al.	1981)	to	what	is	
frequently	 referred	 to	 as	 the	 Capabilities	 Approach	 (see	 Sen,	 1985,	
1988)	which,	by	many	estimates,	the	present	authors	included,	is	a	great	
deal	broader	 in	scope	and	much	more	 flexible	 in	 its	potential	 foci.	 In	a	
related	 and	 even	 analogous	 manner,	 anti‐poverty	 strategies	 have	 also	
registered	 a	 significant	 shift:	 moving	 from	 the	 “needs”	 orientation	
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(commonly	 referred	 to	as	 the	Needs	Based	Approach)	and	 focusing	 in‐
creasing	attention	on	what	has	come	to	be	 labeled	the	“rights”	orienta‐
tion	(Rights	Based	Approach)	in	academic	and	policy	discourses.	Taking	
into	consideration	all	of	these	changes	and	the	increasingly	fluid	nature	
of	poverty	studies	in	the	second	decade	of	the	twenty‐first	century	it	just	
may	be	possible	that	some	time	in	the	foreseeable	future	we	will	witness	
the	 creation	 and	 evolution	 of	 something	 akin	 to	 a	 market‐based	 ap‐
proach	 to	 fighting	poverty.	According	 to	certain	scholars	 these	 tenden‐
cies	feed	into	at	the	same	time	as	they	respond	to	the	rising	tide	of	a	ne‐
oliberal	 revival	of	 sorts	which	holds	as	 a	 crucial	 tenet	 the	 centrality	of	
deficit	reduction	in	addressing	financial	crises	throughout	the	globe,	the	
majority	 of	 which	 are,	 apparently,	 taking	 place	 in	 the	 southern	 hemi‐
sphere	(See	Watson,	2012).	
As	 a	manifestation	 of	 rights‐based	 anti‐poverty	 strategies,	 poverty	 has	
increasingly	begun	to	be	treated	as	an	essential	component	of	good	gov‐
ernance	and	the	promotion	of	social	progress	and	welfare.	This	is	a	radi‐
cal	departure	from	previous	strategies	which	emphasized	to	a	great	ex‐
tent	 the	 overbearing	necessity	 to	 eliminate	 or	 at	 the	 very	 least	 reduce	
poverty	 through	the	combined	intervention	of	branches	of	government	
in	the	affected	areas	together	with	oversight	and	assistance	carried	out	
by	representatives	of	both	northern	and	southern	NGOs	who	are	capable	
of	 acting	with	 the	 direct	 and	 active	 support	 of	western	 donors.	 In	 the	
present	 investigation	we	wish	 to	 express	 a	 lingering	 uncertainty	 as	 to	
whether	or	not	those	anti‐poverty	strategies	which	have	been	undertak‐
en	so	far	have	succeeded	in	eliminating	or	reducing	levels	of	poverty	in	
those	areas	where	such	policies	have	been	initiated.	Based	upon	the	evi‐
dence	which	will	be	analyzed	and	synthesized,	here	it	seems	possible	if	
not	 likely	that	 in	many	significant	cases	these	governmental	and	other‐
wise	official	actions	have	actually	(re)produced	poverty	rather	than	real‐
izing	the	goals	which	they	are	ostensibly	attempting	to	achieve.	If	this	is	
indeed	the	case,	then	such	strategies	that	have	supposedly	formed	part	
of	the	implementation	of	good	governance	and	progressive	development	
agendas	are	also	suspect	and	should	be	reevaluated	and	carefully	inves‐
tigated	in	order	to	ascertain	their	true	natures.	In	spite	of	these	decided‐
ly	 problematic	 aspects	 of	 these	 initiatives	 historically	 and	 in	 present	
contexts,	the	volume	of	good	governance‐related	anti‐poverty	strategies	
is	growing	continuously	with	new	tools‐techniques	lining	up	behind	the	
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old	ones	and	vying	for	an	opportunity	to	cut	their	teeth	on	the	grim	real‐
ity	of	poverty	 in	those	communities	which	are	(un)fortunate	enough	to	
be	considered	viable	 test	cases	and	recipients	of	 these	treatments.	RTI,	
among	this	endlessly	proliferating	constellation	of	tools	and	techniques,	
is	increasingly	projected	by	NGOs	as	an	effective	anti‐poverty	innovation	
particularly	 in	 the	 contexts	 of	 Global	 South	 and	 transition	 countries	
where	such	knowledge	might	not	otherwise	be	readily	available	to	those	
disenfranchised	members	of	 the	society	who	are	 largely	excluded	 from	
centers	of	power	and	influence.	RTI	is	often	emphasized	by	development	
practitioners	as	a	means	through	which	the	empowerment	of	the	poorer	
and	marginalized	sections	of	society	may	be	realized.	Such	a	new	found	
status	 of	 strength,	 so	 the	 argument	 goes,	 is	 realized	 by	 securing	 these	
individuals’	and	communities’	access	to	crucial	public	services.	This	ca‐
pacity	to	retrieve	essential	knowledge	will,	it	is	felt,	result	directly	in	an	
increased	scope	being	made	available	to	these	people	which	will	in	turn	
allow	them	to	graduate	out	of	poverty	(MJF,	2011).	Despite	the	seeming‐
ly	idyllic	nature	of	these	propositions	and	the	manner	in	which	they	are	
formulated,	sounding	as	they	do	rather	like	the	panacea	which	is	capable	
of	painlessly	and	immediately	bringing	about	the	termination	of	poverty	
as	we	know	it,	RTI	literature,	the	overwhelming	bulk	of	which	is	techno‐
cratic	 in	nature,	 tends	to	concentrate	on	the	possibility	and	application	
of	these	policies	in	areas	which	include	promoting	democratic	participa‐
tion,	exposing	corruption	and	fostering	accountability:	all	of	which	might	
be	considered	relevant	but	secondary	 factors	 in	poverty	 treatment	and	
reduction.	
Therefore,	as	a	result	of	and	in	careful	consideration	of	the	complex	and	
difficult	 circumstances	 in	which	RTI	has	been	 thrust	both	 theoretically	
and	practically,	this	chapter	attempts	to	adequately	respond	to	two	ma‐
jor	research	questions.	In	the	case	of	the	first,	it	is	our	intention	to	inves‐
tigate	 in	what	manner	precisely	RTI	 can	 contribute	 toward	working	 in	
conjunction	 with	 the	 lived	 experiences	 and	 enduring	 legacies	 of	 pov‐
erties	in	those	areas	most	intensely	affected	by	it.	The	second	issue	is	to	
assess	the	real,	concrete	usefulness	of	RTI	as	an	anti‐poverty	tool	in	the	
specific	contexts	which	are	under	consideration	here.	In	order	to	contex‐
tualize	 and	 respond	 to	 these	 rather	 complex	 research	 agendas,	 this	
study	 will	 be	 based	 upon	 an	 evaluation	 of	 eight	 micro	 case	 studies	
wherein	we	can	observe	and	begin	to	understand	the	exercising	of	RTI	
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by	(and	supposedly	for	the	benefit	of)	persons	and	communities	who	are	
living	 in	 conditions	 of	 poverty.	 The	 topics	 of	 the	 case	 studies	 here	 are	
generally	 concerned	 with	 government	 services	 which	 are	 commonly	
thought	to	be	those	which	are	the	most	useful	for	the	rural	poor	of	Bang‐
ladesh.	These	are	primarily	social	safety	net	programs,	agricultural	sup‐
ply	systems,	maternal	health	care	services,	and	processes	through	which	
khas	 land	 is	allocated	and	utilized.	The	cases	 feature	women,	men,	and	
groups	 which	 are	 comprised	 of	 individuals	 of	 both	 genders.	 We	 have	
chosen	 to	 limit	 the	 scope	 of	 our	 case	 studies	 to	 those	 emanating	 from	
Bangladeshi	contexts	for	at	least	three	salient	reasons.	First	of	all,	Bang‐
ladesh	is	at	present	one	of	the	poorest	countries	in	the	world	according	
to	various	means	of	evaluating	poverty.	At	the	same	time,	however,	the	
country	as	a	whole	has	made	some	 impressive	gains	 in	poverty	 reduc‐
tion	over	the	last	two	decades	and	has	also	had	some	relevant	and	note‐
worthy	successes,	specifically	as	 in	the	case	of	the	anti‐poverty	innova‐
tion	of	microcredit	which	Bangladesh	has	been	instrumental	in	develop‐
ing	 and	 therefore	 giving	 to	 the	world	 as	 a	whole.	 In	 second	 place,	 the	
country	has	introduced	the	RTI	Act	(RTIA)	and	has	been,	on	the	surface	
at	 least,	 aggressively	 promoting	 its	 implementation	 for	 a	 number	 of	
years	now.	 It	 is	also	worthy	of	mention	 that	 this	decision	was	made	 in	
large	part	as	the	result	of	a	civil	society	advocacy	movement.	One	of	the	
major	 selling	 points	 of	 the	 movement,	 which	 allowed	 it	 to	 gain	 such	
momentum	and	achieve	such	results,	was	 the	compelling	 idea	 that	RTI	
would	 enhance	poverty	 alleviation	by	 further	 empowering	 the	poor	 to	
exercise	their	rights.	With	the	third	year	of	the	RTIA’s	implementation,	it	
will	be	good	to	see	how	far	the	law	has	been	capable	of	 living	up	to	its	
fame	 as	 a	 viable	 anti‐poverty	 tool.	 Thirdly,	 the	 present	 researcher	 is	
most	familiar	with	the	conditions	of	Bangladesh	as	it	is	his	home	country	
and	he	has	been	observing	its	RTI	developments	for	the	last	two	years,	a	
period	considered	adequate	for	the	analysis	and	assessment	of	such	pol‐
icies.	The	chapter’s	main	line	of	argument	is	centered	upon	the	idea	that	
RTI	is	much	more	likely	to	become	an	effective	anti‐poverty	tool	should	
steps	 be	 carried	 out	 to	 ensure	 that	 poor	 people	 can	 adopt	 it	 with	 full	
ownership	and	empowerment.	This	is	not	the	case	if	RTI	remains	closely	
linked	 to	 the	 participation	 of	 such	 groups	 in	 limited	 and	 limiting	NGO	
projects.	
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The	chapter	 is	 composed	of	 six	major	 sections	 including	 this	 introduc‐
tion.	 The	 core	 discussion	 of	 the	 chapter	 starts	 in	 the	 second	 section	
where	we	begin	 our	 investigation	by	 exploring	 the	 conceptual	 founda‐
tions	of	 the	right	 to	 information	as	anti‐poverty	 tool.	This	analysis	will	
be	realized	by	drawing	in	large	part	upon	the	capabilities	approach	orig‐
inally	elaborated	by	Sen	(1980,	1985a,	1985b,	1993,	1999)	and	by	taking	
into	consideration	the	human	rights	approach	to	poverty	(Hunt,	Osmani	
and	Nowak,	 2002;	 Sen,	 2004,	 2005).	The	 third	 and	 fourth	 sections	 are	
designed	to	shed	light	on	the	complex	realities	behind	poverty	and	RTI	
scenarios	 of	 Bangladesh	 in	 the	 period	 under	 consideration.	 Section	 5	
analyzes	 the	 case	 studies	 of	 RTI	 application	 by	 poor	 and	marginalized	
peoples	 in	 line	 with	 the	 research	 questions	 which	 have	 been	 stated	
above.	 Finally,	 the	 chapter	draws	 its	 synthetic	 conclusions	 based	upon	
these	theoretical	and	practical	bases	of	knowledge.	

2 Right to Information as Anti-Poverty Tool: Conceptual 
Foundations  

The	idea	of	RTI	is	originally	not	associated	with	poverty	and	its	associa‐
tion	 with	 human	 rights	 is	 also	 a	 more	 recent	 phenomenon	 than	 one	
might	think.	RTI	as	a	social	imperative	emerged	in	the	eighteenth	centu‐
ry	 in	 Scandinavian	 countries	 and	 started	 gathering	 pace	 in	 the	 post‐	
World	War	II	era.	As	early	as	1766,	the	joint	parliament	of	Sweden	and	
Finland	(at	that	time	both	of	these	now	distinct	entities	constituted	parts	
of	 Swedish	 Empire)	 passed	 the	 Access	 to	 Public	 Records	 Act	 that	 is	
commonly	regarded	as	 the	 first	RTI	 law	 in	history.	 In	1946,	 the	United	
Nations	 General	 Assembly	 in	 its	 very	 first	 session	 adopted	 Resolution	
59(I)	that	states,	“Freedom	of	Information	is	a	fundamental	human	right	
and	[…]	the	touchstone	of	all	the	freedoms	to	which	the	UN	is	consecrat‐
ed.”	 Article	 19	 of	 the	 Universal	 Declaration	 of	 Human	 Rights	 (UDHR)	
further	strongly	recognized	the	right	to	information	as	an	essential	part	
of	the	fundamental	right	to	freedom	of	expression.1	This	was	reiterated	

                                                 
1	 UDHR	Article	19:	“Everyone	has	the	right	to	 freedom	of	opinion	and	expression;	

this	right	includes	freedom	to	hold	opinions	without	interference	and	to	seek,	re‐
ceive	and	impart	information	and	ideas	through	any	media	and	regardless	of	fron‐
tiers.”	
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in	 Article	 19	 (2)	 of	 the	 International	 Covenant	 of	 Civil	 and	 Political	
Rights	(ICCPR)	in	1966.2		

While	information	as	a	right	was	considered	to	be	crucial	for	the	articu‐
lation	of	the	human	rights	project	as	a	whole,	the	concept	of	inalienable	
human	rights	was	at	that	time	being	increasingly	regarded	as	central	to	
emerging	 fields	 of	 development	 thinking	 including	 attempts	 at	 a	more	
profound	understanding	of	the	nature	and	causes	of	poverty	in	multiple	
circumstances.	 The	 recognition	 of	 this	 phenomenon	 comes	 from	 Sen	
(2004:	315)	as	he	observed	that:		

Few	concepts	are	as	frequently	invoked	in	contemporary	political	
discussions	as	human	rights.	There	is	something	deeply	attractive	
in	the	idea	that	every	person	anywhere	in	the		 world,	 irrespec‐
tive	of	citizenship	or	territorial	 legislation,	has	some	basic	rights,	
which	 others	 should	 respect.	 The	moral	 appeal	 of	 human	 rights	
has	been	used	for	a	variety	of	purposes,	from	resisting	torture	and	
arbitrary	 incarceration	 to	 demanding	 the	 end	 of	 hunger	 and	 of	
medical	neglect.	

Sen	(1980,	1985a,	1985b)	has	pioneered	research	agendas	focusing	up‐
on	 and	 drawing	 inspiration	 from	human	 rights,	 subsequently	 applying	
such	 ideas	 in	economic	 thinking	by	emphasizing	 the	 importance	of	de‐
veloping	human	capabilities	as	opposed	to	economic	growth	as	the	core	
motivator	 in	 the	amelioration	of	situations	of	poverty	globally.	The	hu‐
man	 capabilities	 concept	 or	 the	 capabilities	 approach	 stipulates	 that	
human	 life	 needs	 to	 be	 considered	 as	 a	 combination	 of	 various	doings	
and	beings.	These	are	various	forms	of	functioning	that	range	from	ele‐
mentary	 ones	 such	 as	 the	 necessity	 of	 one’s	 being	well‐nourished	 and	
disease‐free	extending	on	up	into	more	complex	necessities	which	might	
be	seen	to	include	such	needs	as	that	of	having	self‐respect	and	partici‐
pating	adequately	in	community	life.	The	capability	of	a	person	refers	to	
the	various	combinations	of	functions	that	a	person	can	choose	to	have	

                                                 
2	 UDHR	Article	19	(2):	“Everyone	shall	have	the	right	to	freedom	of	expression;	this	

right	 shall	 include	 freedom	 to	 seek,	 receive	 and	 impart	 information	of	 all	 kinds,	
regardless	of	 frontiers,	 either	orally,	 in	writing	or	 in	print,	 in	 the	 form	of	 art	 or	
through	any	media	of	his	choice.”	
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or,	 in	other	words,	the	freedom	that	a	person	has	to	choose	the	kind	of	
life	which	they	desire	(Nussbaum	and	Sen,	1993:	3).	
It	is	this	centrality	of	freedom	that	provides	one	of	the	core	concepts	de‐
ployed	 in	 order	 to	 connect	 human	 rights	 and	 human	 capabilities	 con‐
cepts.	This	 is	what	Sen	(2005:	152,	155)	is	referring	to	when	he	points	
out	 that	 “(t)he	 concepts	 of	 human	 rights	 and	 human	 capabilities	 have	
something	of	a	common	motivation.”	This	is	a	point	that	he	later	elabo‐
rates	upon,	explaining	that,	“human	rights	are	best	seen	as	right	to	cer‐
tain	 specific	 freedoms	 (and)	 capabilities	 can	 be	 seen	 broadly,	 as	 free‐
doms	of	particular	kind.”	He	also	equates	terrible	deprivations	with	the	
lack	 of	 freedom	 as	 demonstrated	 through	 an	 individual’s	 capacity	 to	
escape	destitution.	He	argues	 that	people	 remain	poor	not	only	due	 to	
indolence	 and	 inactivity,	 as	 highlighted	 in	 numerous	 examples	 which	
might	be	culled	from	previous	literature	on	poverty,	but	also	because	of	
a	 lack	of	 alternative	possibilities	which	are	 in	 fact	 reproduced	 through	
social	institutions	which	continue	to	limit	the	freedoms	of	those	who	are	
forced	to	live	with	poverty.	
In	laying	the	guidelines	of	what	has	now	come	to	be	commonly	referred	
to	 as	 the	 human	 rights	 approach	 to	 poverty	 reduction,	 Hunt,	 Osmani,	
and	 Nowak	 (2002)	 found	 there	 to	 be	 a	 nearly	 perfect	 consistence	 be‐
tween	 this	method	 and	 the	 capabilities	 approach	 to	 poverty	 just	men‐
tioned.	 They	heartily	 accepted	 and	 in	 certain	ways	 adopted	 the	 defini‐
tion	of	poverty	forwarded	by	those	scholars	working	within	the	trajecto‐
ries	defined	by	the	capabilities	approach	such	as	 the	absence	or	 inade‐
quate	realization	of	certain	basic	freedoms	often	due	to	a	marked	lack	of	
access	to	resources,	both	economic	and	political.	They	have	also	demon‐
strated	a	shared	concern	with	the	crucial	importance	of	basic	freedoms	
as	 the	 fundamentals	of	minimal	human	dignity	 in	conceptualizing	pov‐
erty.	
What	ultimately	 took	 shape	 as	 the	 result	of	 the	work	of	Hunt,	Osmani,	
and	Nowak	 (2002)	 is	 a	 document	 entitled	 “Human	Rights	 and	Poverty	
Reduction:	A	Conceptual	Framework”	of	the	Office	of	the	United	Nations	
High	Commissioner	for	Human	Rights	(OHCHR).	This	publication	asserts	
that	a	human	rights	approach	to	poverty	reduction	stipulates	that	those	
measures	 intended	 to	 reduce	 poverty	 and	 reestablish	 adequate	 social	
participation	 and	 status	 should	 be	 perceived	 and	 treated	 as	 an	 obliga‐
tion	rather	than	the	piecemeal	manifestation	of	sporadic	impulses	which	
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find	 their	beginning	and	end	 in	 the	 instability	and	 insufficiency	of	wel‐
fare	or	charity	as	carried	out	in	many	societies.	The	main	features	of	this	
newly	defined	obligatory	systematic	policy	of	poverty	reduction	include	
empowerment	of	the	poor,	explicit	recognition	of	the	national	and	inter‐
national	 human	 rights	 normative	 frameworks,	 accountability,	 nondis‐
crimination	and	equality,	participation,	and	other	human	rights	(OHCHR,	
2004:	iv,	13–20).	
The	 new	 direction	 in	 conceptualizing	 poverty	 brought	 to	 light	 and	 ex‐
plained	 by	 the	 capabilities	 approach	was	widely	 disseminated	 and	 fed	
into	a	programmatic	level	of	activity	through	the	UN’s	human	rights	ap‐
proach	 to	poverty	 reduction.	Backed	by	a	 comprehensive	and	dynamic	
understanding	of	poverty	which	is	based	upon	the	capabilities	approach,	
there	was	scope	for	wider	strategies,	and	the	development	of	tools	and	
techniques	 to	 be	 used	 to	 attack	 poverty.	 Thus,	 the	 availability	 of	 and	
access	 to	 information	 in	 the	 form	 of	 entitlement	 and	 rights	 discourse	
was	also	given	priority	as	part	of	“other	human	rights	of	particular	im‐
portance	 to	 poverty	 reduction	 strategies	 (OHCHR,	 2004:	 20).”	Without	
securing	 the	 right	 to	 information,	poor	people	will	not	be	empowered;	
they	will	be	unable	to	demand	accountability	and	secure	participation	in	
any	 meaningful	 way.	 RTI	 is	 therefore	 one	 among	 other	 human	 rights	
(that	 I	 would	 like	 to	 term	 as	 fourth‐generation	 human	 rights)	 which	
takes	its	place	beside	what	are	considered	to	be	more	fundamental	civil	
and	 political	 rights	 (first‐generation	 human	 rights);	 economic,	 social,	
and	 cultural	 rights	 (second‐generation	 human	 rights);	 and,	 third‐
generation	human	 rights	 as	women’s	 rights,	 children’s	 rights,	minority	
rights,	indigenous	peoples’	rights,	rights	of	the	peoples	with	disabilities,	
and	so	on.	

3 The Poverty Situation in Bangladesh 

The	economic	growth	of	Bangladesh	has	been	accelerating	over	the	last	
few	decades.	From	the	low	growth	rates	which	were	recorded	up	to	the	
1980s,	ranging	between	3%	and	4%,	the	growth	rate	has	accelerated	to	
5–6%	or	 higher	 during	 the	 current	 decade.	 The	 country	 has	 even	 suc‐
cessfully	managed	to	steer	its	way	through	the	last	global	financial	crisis	
since	it	has	continued	to	attain	the	6.7%	growth	target	 in	the	Financial	
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Year	(FY)	2011–2012	supported	by	a	strong	rebound	in	exports	and	the	
consequent	expansion	of	the	manufacturing	sector	(GOB,	2012).	
The	 poverty	 rate	 is	 gradually	 decreasing	 in	 Bangladesh	 but	 absolute	
poverty	is	increasing	with	population	growth.	The	recent	Household	and	
Income	 Expenditure	 Survey	 (HIES)	 has	 shown	 that	 while	 the	 poverty	
reduction	 rate	was	 8.9%	 in	 2000–2005,	 poverty	 reduction	was	 less	 in	
2005–2010,	 being	 registered	 at	 8.5%.	 The	 size	 of	 the	 country’s	 poor	
population	declined	to	31.5%	of	the	population	as	a	whole	in	2010.	The	
upper	poverty	line	in	rural	areas	stood	at	35.2%	in	2010	against	43.8%	
in	2005,	while	in	the	urban	areas	it	was	21.3%	in	2010	against	28.4%	in	
2005.	For	the	previous	two	decades	of	1991–2010,	the	country’s	poverty	
level	dropped	by	25.2%.	Moreover,	the	poverty	gap	decreased	to	6.5%	in	
2010	from	9%	in	2005	which	even	surpasses	the	MDG	target	of	8%	by	
2015.	While	 the	head	of	 the	Bangladesh	Bureau	of	Statistics	(BBS)	saw	
this	 as	 close	 to	 achieving	 the	MDG	 by	 nearly	 halving	 the	 poverty	 inci‐
dence	by	2015,3	Unnayan	Onneshon,	a	nongovernment	 think	 tank,	was	
skeptical	about	such	a	positive	assessment.	Their	report	of	the	country’s	
poverty	reduction	claims	that	the	average	poverty	reduction	was	2.46%	
during	 1991–2010.	 They	 argue	 that	 if	 the	 poverty	 reduction	 rate	 does	
not	accelerate,	then	it	is	likely	that	the	share	of	the	poor	as	a	part	of	the	
national	 population	 will	 still	 be	 sizable	 in	 2021,	 at	 22.9%	 (Unnayan	
Onneshan,	2012).	
In	many	indicators	of	poverty	reduction	set	under	MDGs,	which	include	
such	factors	as	life	expectancy	at	birth,	 infant	and	child	mortality	rates,	
containing	 the	 spread	and	 fatality	 of	malaria	 and	 tuberculosis,	 popula‐
tions	having	access	to	drinking	water	and	sanitation,	adult	literacy	rates,	
and	the	expansion	of	primary	and	secondary	education	with	gender	par‐
ity,	there	have	been	considerable	improvements.	However,	the	absolute	
values	 of	 many	 of	 the	 indicators	 are	 still	 high,	 indicating	 an	 enduring	
legacy	of	poverty‐related	problems	on	large	and	small	scales.	Household	
income	for	all	groups	has	improved,	though	the	distribution	has	become	
more	unequal	nonetheless.		

                                                 
3	 Quoted	in	The	Financial	Express	report	titled	“Poverty	level	declines	to	31.5pc	in	5	

years:	BBS”	published	in	March	20,	2012.	
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4 RTI Situation in Bangladesh 

An	RTI	 law	 compels	Government	Organizations	 (GOs)	 as	well	 as	 other	
entities	as	stipulated	under	its	provisions	to	disclose	information	of	pub‐
lic	 interest	 to	 common	 citizens.	 The	 idea	 behind	 these	 laws	 is	 that	 by	
accessing	 and	 utilizing	 such	 information	 citizens	 will	 be	 able	 to	 claim	
their	 rightful	 entitlements	 from	 the	 government	 and	 other	 authorities	
responsible	 while	 making	 these	 figures	 of	 power	more	 transparent	 in	
their	actions	and	more	accountable	to	their	citizens	and	constituencies.	
By	 adopting	 the	 Right	 to	 Information	 Act	 2009,	 Bangladesh	 joined	 90	
other	 countries	 in	 the	world	 that	 have	 enacted	 similar	 laws	 to	 entitle	
their	 citizens	 to	 exercise	 their	 right	 to	 information	 legally	 and	 rapidly.	
The	 Bangladesh	 RTIA	 includes	within	 its	 purview	 both	 GOs	 and	NGOs	
who	use	foreign/public	funds	to	carry	out	their	projects.	
RTIA	begins	with	a	preamble	that	discusses	core	constitutional	and	legal	
principles	underlying	the	law	and	a	set	of	concerned	definitions.	Article	
2(g)	of	the	laws	defines	“right	to	information”	as	the	right	to	obtain	in‐
formation	from	any	authority.	Article	2(b)	gives	a	detailed	classification	
of	 such	 authorities	 from	 whom	 information	 is	 to	 be	 obtained.	 Article	
2(d)	describes	information	providing	units.	Articles	4–9	have	elaborate	
provisions	 for	right	 to,	preservation	of,	publication	of	and	access	 to	 in‐
formation	including	how	to	file	a	request	for	information	and	the	precise	
procedures	 for	providing	such	 information.	Article	10	of	 the	 law	stipu‐
lates	the	establishment	of	designated	officers	of	the	information	provid‐
ing	 units	 for	 providing	 information.	 Articles	 11–23	 constitute	 detailed	
provisions	pertaining	 to	 the	establishment,	 financial	matters,	and	offic‐
ers	and	employees	of	information	commissions.	Articles	24–29	are	con‐
cerned	with	 those	 remedies	 and	 recourses	 to	be	 sought	under	 the	 law	
when	such	directives	mentioned	above	are	not	adequately	carried	out.	
Based	 on	 the	 powers	 vested	 in	 government	 under	 Article	 33	 of	 RTIA,	
Right	to	Information	Rules,	2009	was	introduced	into	law	on	1	Novem‐
ber,	 2009.	This	document	 lays	down	administrative	procedures	 for	 re‐
ceiving	 information	 request,	 providing	 information,	 appeal	 application,	
use	of	internet,	information	request	fees,	and	information	request	forms.	
An	Information	Commission	was	established	under	Article	11	(1)	of	the	
Act	 and	 a	 three‐member	 commission	was	 appointed	 under	 Article	 12.	
The	current	members	of	the	Information	Commission	at	the	time	of	the	
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composition	 of	 this	 investigation	 were:	 Professor	 Dr.	 Golam	 Rahman,	
Chief	 Information	 Commissioner	 (CIC),	 and	Nepal	 Chandra	 Sarker	 and	
Professor	Dr.	Khurshida	Begum	Sayeed,	Information	Commissioners.	
The	RTI	Rules	2009	stipulate	a	precise	application	 form	which	 is	 to	be	
used	 in	 order	 to	 make	 information	 requests	 to	 designated	 officers	 of	
information	providing	units.	The	 information	requested	should	be	pro‐
vided	 to	 the	 applicant	within	 the	 specific	 time	 unless	 that	 information	
falls	under	the	provision	of	Section	7	(information	that	is	not	mandatory	
to	provide).		
According	 to	 the	Annual	Report,	 2011	of	 the	 Information	Commission,	
the	 total	number	of	 information	 requests	made	 in	2011	using	 the	pre‐
scribed	 form	was	 7,808.	 Among	 them,	 the	GOs	 and	 the	NGOs	 have	 re‐
ceived	 7,671	 (98%)	 and	 137	 (2%)	 applications	 respectively	 (Infor‐
mation	Commission,	2012:	48).	This	is	a	decidedly	paltry	sum	if	we	take	
into	 account	 the	 vast	 size	 of	 the	 country’s	 population	 and	 their	 pre‐
sumed	 information	 needs.	 There	 are	 thirty‐six	 Information	 Providing	
Units	 (IPUs)	of	government	 in	each	upazilla	or	sub‐district,	 the	bottom	
administrative	tier	in	the	country’s	RTI	infrastructure.	These	are	thirty‐
six	different	government	offices	at	the	upazilla	level	that	cover	different	
public	services.	With	500	upazillas	in	total,	there	are	at	least	18,000	IPUs	
which	 are	 government	 run	 in	 the	 country.	 Given	 this	 information,	 the	
number	of	information	requests	made	in	2011	does	not	even	amount	to	
one	information	request	per	each	IPU	of	the	government.		
One	study	of	 the	 implementation	of	RTIA	has	attempted	to	explain	this	
apparent	lack	of	demand	for	information:		

There	is	[sic]	no	reasonable	grounds	for	the	law	to	be	trusted	and	
embraced	by	the	people.	As	a	result,	very	few	people	took	the	law	
seriously	when	it	was	enacted	and	those	who	came	to	know	about	
it	did	not	fully	understand	the	real	objectives	of	the	law.	As	a	re‐
sult,	very	 few	applications	 for	 information,	 relevant	 to	 the	objec‐
tives	of	the	Act,	were	made	by	citizens	to	public	authorities	(RIB,	
2011).	

Despite	such	a	miserably	low	demand,	the	supply	side	may	sound	buoy‐
ant	 from	 the	 highly	 responsive	 IPUs	who	 have	 fielded	 the	 information	
requests.	 The	 Annual	 Report,	 2011	 of	 the	 Information	 Commission	 in‐
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forms	us	that,	out	of	all	the	7,808	information	requests,	7,616	(98%)	of	
these	 requests	 have	 been	met,	 104	 (1%)	 requests	 are	 pending	 and	 88	
(1%)	have	been	discarded.	But	one	independent	study	of	RTI	implemen‐
tation	was	not	so	optimistic	regarding	these	statistics.	It	observed	that,		

Government	officials	too	are	not	helping	to	improve	the	situation	
by	 their	 lack	of	awareness	about	or	negative	attitude	 to	 the	 law.	
Most	 of	 them	 are	 unaware	 about	 it,	mainly	 because	 the	 Govern‐
ment	has	done	little	more	than	basic	publicity	about	the	 law	and	
its	 intents.	Those	 that	have	heard	about	 the	 law	and	sat	 through	
awareness‐building	exercises	either	did	not	understand	it	fully	or	
accept	it	seriously	(RIB,	2011).	

5 RTI as Anti-Poverty Tool: Case Studies from 
Bangladesh 

This	 chapter	 is	now	going	 to	 illustrate	 the	 scope	and	 the	usefulness	of	
RTI	 as	 an	 anti‐poverty	 tool	 through	 a	 set	 of	 micro	 case	 studies	 taken	
from	throughout	Bangladesh.	These	micro	cases	will	be	analyzed	in	the	
light	 of	 the	 conceptual	 foundation	 of	 RTI‐poverty	 linkages	 based	 upon	
the	capabilities	approach	and	the	human	rights	approach	to	poverty	as	
discussed	 earlier.	 RTI	 presents	 anti‐poverty	 potentials	 for	 various	 sec‐
tions	of	the	poor	in	a	wide	range	of	areas	particularly	in	securing	public	
services	 that	 are	useful	 for	 the	poor.	The	micro	 case	 studies	discussed	
here	are	about	the	use	of	RTI	with	respect	to	such	public	services	includ‐
ing	social	safety	net	programs,	agriculture,	land	and	health	care.	Instead	
of	considering	a	few	large	and	potentially	high‐profile	case	studies,	this	
chapter	attempts	to	make	use	of	a	handful	of	micro	case	studies	in	order	
to	 capture	 a	 broader	 understanding	 of	 the	 scopes	 and	 uses	 of	 RTI	 in	
fighting	poverty.	

5.1  Rezia Khatun Gets a VGD Card 

Rezia	Khatun	was	a	36‐year‐old	widow	who	supported	herself	by	beg‐
ging.	She	had	no	valuable	asset	in	the	form	of	cultivable	land	except	the	
small	 land	holding	on	which	her	house	was	situated.	At	a	certain	point,	
she	 came	 into	 contact	with	 Sabikunnahar,	 a	 fieldworker	working	with	



"Right	of	Information"	as	Anti‐Poverty	Tool			167	

 

NGO	D.Net.	As	suggested	by	Sabikunnahar,	Rezia	joined	the	village	group	
being	 organized	 at	 that	 time	 by	 D.Net.	 She	 learned	 about	 government	
social	 safety	 net	 programs	 such	 as	 that	 offered	by	Vulnerability	Group	
Development	 (VGD)	 from	 the	weekly	 awareness	 sessions	 of	 her	 group	
which	she	attended.	As	a	result	of	this	new	found	awareness	she	came	to	
the	 decision	 that	 a	 VGD	 card	would	 be	 helpful	 to	 her.	 She	 established	
contact	with	 the	 local	Union	Parishad	(UP)	Chairman	and	 filled	out	 the	
appropriate	forms	in	order	to	register	her	application	for	a	VGD	card.	In	
spite	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 everything	 appeared	 to	 be	 in	 order	 the	 chairman	
turned	down	her	application	saying	that	there	were	no	VGD	cards	left	in	
the	UP	and	that	there	would	not	be	a	single	card	available	until	the	fol‐
lowing	financial	year.	
Rezia	made	up	her	mind	to	pursue	the	matter	further	and	with	Sabikun‐
nahar’s	help	she	filed	an	information	request	and	delivered	it	to	the	UP	
secretary	under	the	RTIA.	She	requested	the	following	information:	how	
many	VGD	cards	had	been	allotted	to	the	UP	that	year,	whether	she	was	
eligible	 for	 acquiring	a	VGD	card	or	not,	 and	how	VGD	cards	were	dis‐
tributed.	The	UP	Secretary	 complied	with	 the	RTI	application	and	pro‐
vided	the	information	about	the	allotment	of	VGD	cards,	which	showed	
that	Rezia	was	 in	 fact	eligible	 to	receive	one.	As	a	 result,	 the	UP	Chair‐
man	was	compelled	to	allot	a	VGD	card	to	her.	After	receiving	the	VGD	
card,	Rezia	was	able	to	stop	begging	and	devote	herself	to	other	poten‐
tially	more	beneficial	activities.	

5.2  Shamima Akter Secures VGD Cards for Village Women 

Shamima	Akter	 is	 an	18‐year‐old	high	 school	 student	 from	a	 small	 vil‐
lage	 located	 in	 the	Vimkhali	Union	of	 Jamalganj	Upazilla	 in	 Sunamganj	
district	 in	 northeastern	 Bangladesh.	 She	 is	 also	 the	 local	 president	 of	
Ekota	Youth	Network,	 a	 youth	 group	devoted	 to	 civic	 engagement	 and	
participatory	local	governance	which	cooperates	and	coordinates	activi‐
ties	with	 the	 SHARIQUE	project	of	 INGO	 Intercooperation.	As	a	part	of	
these	 cooperative	 endeavors,	 the	 group	members	 received	 training	 in	
RTI	and	learned	about	their	rights	from	Intercooperation.	
At	the	end	of	2010,	Shamima	came	to	know	that	Upazilla	administration	
was	 preparing	 a	 new	 list	 for	 VGD	 beneficiaries	 for	 the	 Financial	 Year	
(FY)	 2011–2012.	 She	 also	 noticed	 that	 some	 extremely	 poor	 women	
living	in	her	village	who	are	eligible	for	VGD	did	not	appear	to	be	includ‐
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ed	on	the	beneficiary	list.	Perceiving	this	to	be	a	discrepancy	she	filed	an	
information	 request	 about	 the	VGD	 list	on	 January	2011	with	 the	 local	
UP	 Chairman	who	 showed	 a	marked	 reluctance	 to	 respond.	 Later	 that	
month,	 however,	 Shamima’s	 information	 request	 came	 to	notice	of	 the	
concerned	Upazilla	Nirbahi	Officer	(UNO).	He	set	up	a	committee	to	re‐
view	the	VGD	list.	As	a	result	of	these	more	meticulous	revisions,	several	
names	that	were	not	eligible	 for	VGS	cards	were	removed	from	the	 list	
and	 the	 names	 of	 four	 other	women,	 who,	 in	 fact,	 were	 eligible,	 were	
included	 forthwith.	 The	VGD	 selection	 committee,	 headed	 by	 the	UNO,	
approved	the	report	of	the	review	committee	as	well	as	the	revised	list.	
On	 February	 2011,	 Shamima	 finally	 received	 the	 revised	 list	 from	 the	
Union	 Parishad.	 Shamima	 and	 her	 group	 could	 then,	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	
information	which	they	received,	verify	if	the	beneficiaries	selected	were	
actually	eligible	according	to	the	established	criteria.	

5.3  Jobeda Begum is Able to Maximize Benefits from Social Safety 
Net Programs 

Jobeda	Begum	is	a	divorcee	single	mother	of	two	children	from	a	village	
located	 in	 the	Bhalukagachchi	Union	of	Putya	Upazilla	 in	Rajshahi	Dis‐
trict.	 In	her	search	for	an	adequate	livelihood,	she	came	to	know	about	
different	social	safety	net	programs	organized	and	implemented	by	the	
government	 in	 order	 to	 improve	 the	 lot	 of	 vulnerable	 peoples	 such	 as	
women,	 the	 poor,	 and	 the	 elderly.	 She	 also	made	 contact	with	 Samata	
Nari	Kalyan	Samity	(SKNS),	a	local	NGO.	As	a	result,	she	participated	in	a	
training	workshop	on	RTI	given	by	SKNS.	Jobeda	was	interested	to	know	
about	government	social	safety	net	programs	in	her	union.	She	submit‐
ted	an	information	request	to	the	secretary	of	the	local	UP	attempting	to	
gather	more	information	regarding	the	number	of	social	safety	net	pro‐
grams	 in	 the	 area,	who	was	 going	 to	benefit	 from	 these	programs	and	
the	details	of	the	procedures	which	needed	to	be	followed	in	order	to	be	
included	on	the	beneficiary	 list	of	 the	programs	 for	 the	FY	2010–2011.	
The	 secretary	 provided	 her	with	 all	 of	 the	 information	which	 she	 had	
requested.	
Jobeda	 shared	 the	 information	 with	 her	 fellow	 villagers.	 They	 noticed	
that	some	of	 the	programs	did	not	appear	 to	be	 implemented	properly	
according	to	the	pertinent	regulations.	The	villagers	set	up	a	Project	Im‐
plementing	Committee	 (PIC)	 to	ensure	a	proper	 implementation	of	 the	
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safety	net	programs	free	from	corruption	and	favoritism.	Jobeda	became	
one	of	the	nine	members	of	PIC.	The	committee	prepared	a	list	of	twen‐
ty‐one	eligible	beneficiaries	who	need	to	be	included	in	the	official	bene‐
ficiaries	list	and	submitted	it	to	the	UP.	As	the	list	was	prepared	through	
consultation,	the	UP	accepted	the	list,	and	as	a	result,	these	names	were	
eventually	included	in	the	official	list.	Union	Parishad	included	everyone	
on	 the	 list	and	 these	people	 received	different	 forms	of	 livelihood	sup‐
port	from	government	social	safety	net	programs.	

5.4  Rafiqul Islam Secures VGF Allocation 

Rafiqul	 Islam	 is	 a	 farmer	 who	 resides	 in	 Cox’s	 Bazar	 district	 in	 South	
East	 Bangladesh.	 He	 formerly	 ran	 a	 salt	 farm	 until	 1991;	 that	 year	 he	
was	unable	to	continue	managing	this	business	as	a	result	of	damage	to	
his	properties	due	to	a	severe	cyclone.	Since	then,	he	has	been	working	
as	a	farmer.	He	also	works	on	a	voluntary	basis	providing	social	services	
to	the	poor.	He	started	volunteering	with	the	NGO	Bangladesh	Disaster	
Preparedness	 Centre	 (BDPC)	 in	 2009	 and	 learnt	 about	 RTI	 law	 while	
undergoing	the	NGO	training	program.	

When	he	heard	that	the	government	was	going	to	begin	distributing	rice	
in	 his	 union	 under	 the	 Vulnerable	 Group	 Feeding	 (VGF)	 scheme,	 he	
asked	the	Project	Implementation	Officer	(PIO)	of	his	Upazilla	about	the	
quantity	 of	 rice	 that	 each	 VGF	 card	 holder	would	 receive.	 Despite	 the	
absolute	 legality	 of	 his	 request,	 the	 PIO	 initially	 denied	 him	 the	 infor‐
mation.	Being	conscious	of	his	rights,	Rafiq	confronted	the	PIO	asserting	
his	right	 to	know	the	requested	 information	under	RTIA.	When	he	was	
faced	with	such	incontrovertible	facts,	the	PIO	gave	in	and	informed	him	
that	10	kg	rice	was	to	be	allocated	per	person	within	his	union.	During	
rice	distribution,	 the	UP	Chairman	advised	those	present	that	that	7	kg	
rice	was	 to	be	allotted	per	person.	Aware	 that	 this	was	not	 the	correct	
amount,	 Rafiq	 immediately	 spoke	 up	 in	 protest	 informing	 this	 official	
that	they	already	know	that	the	allocation	is	10	kg.	The	Chairman	insist‐
ed	that	he	would	have	to	deduct	3	kg	per	person	to	reimburse	transpor‐
tation	costs	and	other	related	expenses.	But	faced	with	people’s	protest,	
the	Chairman	was	 compelled	 to	 give	 at	 least	 9.5	 kg	 rice	 per	 person	 to	
those	present.	
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5.5  Mosharef Hossain Majhi Secures Agricultural Supplies 

Mosharef	 Hossain	 Majhi	 is	 a	 farmer	 from	 Barisal	 District	 in	 Southern	
Bangladesh.	The	Upazilla	Agriculture	Officer	(UAO)	of	his	home	upazilla	
Banaripara	 runs	 the	 Integrated	 Pest	 Management	 (IPM)	 club	 and	 the	
Integrated	 Crop	 Management	 (ICM)	 Farmer’s	 Field	 School	 through	
which	pesticide	equipments	 are	distributed	and	 farmers	are	 trained	 in	
their	use.	UAO	 is	 supposed	 to	allocate	 these	 services	 following	 specific	
procedures	 and	 guidelines	 that	 are	 not	 always	 followed	 properly.	
Mosharef	 learned	 about	 RTIA	 from	 local	 journalist	Mizanul	 Islam	who	
earlier	attended	a	workshop	on	RTIA	given	by	NU.	
With	 the	help	of	Mizan,	Mosharef	 submitted	an	 information	 request	 to	
the	UAO	in	May	of	2010.	After	consulting	with	his	higher	authorities,	the	
UAO	refused	to	deliver	the	requested	information	categorizing	it	as	con‐
fidential	in	July,	2010.	Mosharef	then	filed	an	official	appeal	against	this	
decision	of	the	UAO	to	the	District	Agriculture	Officer	(DAO)	in	Septem‐
ber,	 2010	but	 this	 official	 sustained	 the	UAO’s	decision.	Mosharef	 then	
appealed	 to	 the	Deputy	Director,	Department	of	Agricultural	Extension	
(DAE)	of	Barisal	region	who	forwarded	it	to	Additional	Director	General	
(DG).	 The	 latter	 also	 sustained	 the	 refusal	 of	 information.	 Finally,	
Mosharef	 lodged	a	 formal	 complaint	with	 the	 Information	Commission	
(IC).		
In	March	of	2011,	the	IC	held	a	hearing	with	the	UAO	in	order	to	investi‐
gate	the	reasons	which	had	been	utilized	in	order	to	deprive	Mosharef	of	
information	 and	 for	 labeling	 agriculture‐related	 information	 as	 confi‐
dential.	 The	 Commission	 found	 nothing	 confidential	 in	 the	 requested	
information	 and	 instructed	 the	 UAO	 to	 provide	 the	 requested	 infor‐
mation	by	April,	2011.	The	IC	also	directed	the	higher	authority	of	DAE	
to	appear	in	the	second	hearing	in	order	to	respond	to	charges	of	giving	
misleading	instructions.	

5.6  Poor Women Get Access to Maternal Health Care 

A	landless	organization	associated	with	NGO	Nijera	Kori	(NK)	at	Gangni	
upazilla	 of	 Meherpur	 district	 in	 western	 Bangladesh	 learned	 about	 ir‐
regularities	in	the	allocation	of	cards	under	the	Maternal	Health	Voucher	
scheme	through	which	poor	pregnant	women	are	entitled	to	health	ser‐
vices	 for	a	maximum	amount	of	8,000	Taka	until	 the	child	 is	born.	The	
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group	 members	 heard	 from	 many	 poor	 expectant	 women	 resident	 in	
that	 locality	 that	 the	maternal	health	voucher	cards	were	mainly	being	
distributed	 to	 the	 women	 of	 wealthy	 families.	 It	 additionally	 was	
brought	to	light	that	in	the	case	of	twenty	poor	women	who	were	given	
the	cards,	each	were	charged	200	Taka	by	 the	health	officials	who	dis‐
tributed	them.	Four	members	of	the	landless	organization	jointly	filed	an	
information	request	to	the	Upazilla	Health	Officer	(UHO)	in	July	of	2010.	
They	 asked	 the	 following	 questions:	 How	 many	 cards	 are	 distributed	
monthly	under	 the	Safe	Motherhood	Health	Voucher	project?	What	are	
the	criteria	for	selection	of	families	for	distribution	of	cards?	Who	is	re‐
sponsible	 for	 selecting	 the	 beneficiaries	 and	 distributing	 the	 cards?	
What	 are	 the	 benefits	 and	 services	 that	 card	holders	would	 get?	What	
are	the	registration	fees?		
In	 reply	 to	 their	 information	 request,	 the	 applicants	were	 only	 able	 to	
obtain	 partial	 information	 about	 the	 number	 of	 cards	 distributed.	 In‐
stead	of	appealing	against	the	nondelivery	of	information,	they	collected	
evidence	of	irregularities	in	the	maternal	health	voucher	project.	In	July	
of	2010,	 the	 landless	organization	staged	a	demonstration	attended	by	
200	 men	 and	 women,	 and	 submitted	 a	 memorandum	 signed	 by	 hun‐
dreds	of	people	of	the	locality	to	the	Civil	Surgeon	(CS),	the	senior	most	
government	 health	 official	 of	 the	 district.	 They	 also	 sent	 copies	 of	 the	
memorandum	 to	 other	 government	 high	 officials	 in	 the	 locality	 and	
heads	of	local	governments.	The	applicants	of	the	landless	organization	
also	met	with	 the	Mayor	 of	Meherpur	 town,	 Chairman	 of	 the	 Upazilla,	
and	Upazilla	Health	Officer.	As	a	result	of	these	multiple	actions,	the	CS	
launched	an	investigation	into	the	allegations	and	found	them	to	be	true.	
The	 accused	 health	 official	 was	 transferred	 as	 a	 penalty.	 The	 CS	 dis‐
closed	 detailed	 information	 about	 the	 “Maternal	 Health	 Voucher	
Scheme”	including	the	profiles	of	the	beneficiaries,	beneficiary	selection	
criteria,	 and	 procedures.	 The	 village	 people	 came	 together	 to	 identify	
potential	local	beneficiaries	and	proposed	the	names	of	twenty	pregnant	
poor	women	who	then	received	the	health	card.	

5.7  Landless Peoples Secure Access to Land Records 

While	 agriculture	 is	 an	 important	 sector	 of	 the	 Bangladesh	 economy,	
65%	of	rural	populations	are	still	 landless.	An	important	aspect	of	land	
reform	 policy	 has	 been	 the	 acquisition	 and	 distribution	 of	 khas	 land,	
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which	is	government‐owned	land	that	includes	agricultural	and	nonagri‐
cultural	land	as	well	as	water	bodies.	Out	of	the	3.3	million	acres	of	khas	
land,	 only	 a	 small	 fraction	 has	 been	 distributed	 to	 the	 poor,	 who	 face	
problems	in	both	obtaining	and	retaining	the	land.	In	fact,	only	11.5%	of	
the	agricultural	khas	land	is	effectively	owned	by	the	landless	poor.	
On	September	2010,	a	landless	organization	associated	with	NGO	NK	at	
Ramgati	 upazilla	 of	 Laxmipur	 district	 in	 southern	 Bangladesh	 sought	
information	on	khas	 land	available	in	the	locality	and	their	distribution	
process.	 Riaz,	 a	member	 of	 the	 landless	 organization,	 submitted	 an	 in‐
formation	request	to	the	Assistant	Land	Officer	(ALO)	of	his	union.	The	
ALO	expressed	his	inability	to	provide	the	information	and	suggested	to	
Riaz	that	he	apply	to	the	Assistant	Commissioner	(AC)	Land	at	Upazilla	
Land	 Office	 instead.	 Riaz	 and	 over	 a	 hundred	 fellow	 members	 of	 the	
landless	 organization	 staged	 a	 demonstration	 in	 front	 of	 the	 Upazilla	
Land	Office	in	November	of	2010.	The	AC	(Land)	met	with	the	group	and	
promised	 to	 provide	 them	 with	 the	 requested	 information	 within	 the	
specified	 time	 as	 per	 RTIA	 should	 they	 apply	 by	 submitting	 an	 infor‐
mation	request	to	him.	After	Riaz	complied	accordingly,	he	received	pho‐
tocopies	 of	 the	 information	 on	 December	 2010.	 The	 information	 was	
then	used	to	formulate	the	action	plan	of	the	landless	organization.	

5.8  Fishermen Win Access to Khas Water Body 

Sonaidanga	water	reservoir	of	around	57	acres	is	a	khas	water	body	at	
Raiganj	 Upazilla	 in	 the	 northwestern	 district	 of	 Sirajganj.	 Despite	 the	
decidedly	public	nature	of	this	water	resource,	a	part	of	the	Sonaidanga	
reservoir	was	illegally	purchased	by	two	influential	local	residents	in	the	
1950s.	In	connivance	with	corrupt	land	officials,	they	modified	the	land	
record	by	recording	the	reservoir	in	their	own	name	and	even	changed	
its	 classification	 from	a	water	body	 to	an	agricultural	 land.	As	a	 result,	
the	water	reservoir	lost	its	public	categorization	in	the	government	land	
records	and	ordinary	people	were	denied	their	access	 to	 this	water	re‐
source.	Moreover,	 the	 two	illegal	occupiers	started	to	use	the	reservoir	
for	 commercial	 fishing,	 an	 activity	which	 threatens	 to	 deplete	 and	 de‐
stroy	the	ecosystems	surrounding	the	reservoir.	

In	 2007,	 the	 local	 landless	 organization	 associated	with	NK	 started	 an	
advocacy	campaign	in	order	to	free	Sonaidanga	of	illegal	occupation	and	



"Right	of	Information"	as	Anti‐Poverty	Tool			173	

 

once	 again	 make	 it	 universally	 accessible.	 Following	 the	 formal	 legal	
introduction	of	RTIA,	they	filed	an	information	request	to	the	AC	(Land)	
of	the	area	on	January	2011	requesting	data	related	to	records	and	let‐
ters	related	to	the	reservoir,	and	the	topography	and	nature	of	the	land	
below.	The	AC	(Land)	did	not	accept	the	application.	He	argued	that	the	
reservoir	is	the	private	property	of	the	“illegal	occupiers”	and	gave	pho‐
tocopies	of	the	“false”	record.	
In	 this	 situation,	 the	 landless	 organization	 adopted	 strategies	 of	 both	
street	 agitation	 and	 fighting	 a	 concentrated	 legal	 battle	 to	 release	 the	
khas	water	body	and	annul	the	forged	land	records.	Around	300	fishing	
families	living	along	the	banks	of	the	Sonaidanga	reservoir	sent	a	memo‐
randum	to	the	Upazilla	Nirbahi	Officer	(UNO)	demanding	the	release	of	
the	khas	land.	The	UNO	investigated	the	case	and	submitted	his	findings	
to	 his	 superior,	 the	 Additional	 Deputy	 Commissioner	 (Revenue),	 who	
sent	those	documents	to	the	Department	of	Land	Records	(DLR)	in	Dha‐
ka	for	assessment.	The	findings	of	the	investigation	confirmed	the	com‐
plaints	 of	 the	 landless	 peoples	 that	 the	 land	 ownership	 record	 of	 the	
reservoir	had	been	illegally	changed.	The	landless	organization	also	filed	
a	case	in	the	District	Sub‐Judge	Court‐2	against	the	illegal	change	in	land	
records.	

In	the	meantime,	the	illegal	occupiers	of	the	reservoir	tried	to	turn	it	into	
a	private	fishing	farm	by	installing	bamboo	enclosures	that	cut	off	com‐
mon	people’s	access	to	the	water.	The	local	people	petitioned	to	the	UNO	
to	take	steps	against	these	actions	and	the	local	police	were	directed	to	
act	accordingly.	The	local	police,	however,	did	not	undertake	any	action	
in	order	to	rectify	the	situation.	As	a	result	of	this	inactivity	on	the	part	
of	 the	 police,	 there	was	 a	 protest	 of	 400	men	 and	women	 against	 the	
enclosures	 and	 police	 inaction.	 Then	 the	 landless	 organization	 them‐
selves	removed	the	bamboo	enclosure.	The	illegal	occupiers	complained	
to	 police	 against	 the	 members	 of	 landless	 organization	 and	 NK	 local	
staff.	Police	harassment	ensued.	The	landless	organization	is	continuing	
with	its	agitations	and	a	now	protracted	legal	battle	backed	by	advocacy	
in	local	civil	society.	
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6 RTI as Anti-Poverty Tool: Analysis of Case Studies 

The	case	studies	described	above	have	been	discussed	here	in	order	to	
illustrate	various	aspects	of	 the	application	of	RTI	by	different	 types	of	
poor	peoples	in	their	attempt	to	achieve	or	enhance	their	capabilities	to	
combat	the	economic	and	political	symptoms	of	poverty	which	they	are	
forced	to	live	with	on	a	day‐to‐day	basis.	These	poor	people	come	from	a	
variety	 of	 backgrounds	 and	 are	 faced	with	 a	 diverse	 range	 of	 complex	
problems	 as	 they	 include	both	men	 and	women:	widows,	 students,	 di‐
vorcee	 single	mothers,	 farmers,	 landless	 farmers,	 and	 fishermen.	 They	
mainly	 live	 in	rural	and	semi‐urban	areas.	They	have	sought	 to	gain	or	
ensure	their	access	to	different	public	services	through	RTI:	social	safety	
nets	 like	VGD	and	VGF,	agricultural	supplies,	khas	 land,	and	khas	water	
bodies.		

It	 was	 discussed	 earlier	 in	 this	 chapter	 that	 the	 capabilities	 approach	
tends	 to	 view	 poverty	 as	 the	 absence	 of	 certain	 freedoms	 that	 would	
otherwise	 enable	people	 to	 achieve	 and	 retain	 certain	 capabilities	 that	
ensure	 that	 they	can	enjoy	a	better	quality	of	 life.	Additionally,	 the	hu‐
man	 rights	 approach	 to	 poverty	 reduction	 asserts	 that	 each	 and	 every	
society	should	treat	the	project	of	reducing	poverty	among	its	impover‐
ished	populations	as	an	obligation	founded	upon	legal	rather	than	simp‐
ly	 ethical	 and	 moral	 principles.	 Poverty	 reduction	 is	 deemed	 possible	
through	 empowerment,	 human	 rights,	 accountability,	 nondiscrimina‐
tion,	equality,	and	participation.	If	these	are	enhanced	in	the	case	studies	
discussed	above,	 then	we	 should	as	observers	 consider	 that	 these	 suc‐
cesses	are	a	manifestation	of	the	scope	as	well	as	usefulness	of	RTI	as	an	
anti‐poverty	tool.	
The	case	studies	definitely	show	that	RTI	can	empower	the	poor	 if	 it	 is	
used	properly.	 It	 is	 in	fact	most	useful	 for	the	section	of	the	population	
who	are	least	powerful	in	political	and	economic	terms.	In	the	gendered	
and	hierarchical	rural	power	structure	of	Bangladesh,	it	is	incomprehen‐
sible	 for	a	widow	such	as	Rezia,	a	 teenager	such	as	Shamima,	and	a	di‐
vorcee	such	as	in	the	case	of	Jobeda	to	raise	their	voices	and	to	be	able	to	
secure	their	rightful	share	in	social	safety	net	programs.	Although	poor	
farmers	like	Rafiq	and	Mosharef	are	more	empowered	than	their	women	
counterparts,	 they	 are	 still	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 rural	 power	 structures	 as	
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they	 are	 merely	 small	 landholders	 without	 large	 asset	 bases.	 RTI	 has	
enabled	 them	 to	 exercise	 their	 citizen	 entitlements	 despite	 the	 many	
manipulations	carried	out	by	the	UP	Chairman	(in	Rafiq’s	case)	and	nu‐
merous	 illegal	 rejections	 by	 the	 local	 agriculture	 bureaucracy	 (in	 the	
case	of	Mosharef).	RTI	is	a	source	of	not	only	individual	empowerment	
but	can	also	foment	what	we	might	call	a	collective	empowerment	of	the	
poor	as	illustrated	in	several	cases	of	landless	organizations’	exercise	of	
RTI.	While	 as	 landless	 individuals,	 the	members	of	 these	organizations	
were	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 rural	 power	 structures	 individually.	 However,	
being	 organized	 into	 issue‐based	 groups,	 they	were	more	 empowered	
than	other	 landless	 individuals	who	were	not	organized.	RTI	processes	
available	 through	 RTIA	 made	 available	 channels	 through	 which	 these	
organizations	were	able	to	influence	local	decision	making	and	therefore	
have	 a	 larger	 stake	 in	 determining	 the	 course	 of	 actions	 and	 circum‐
stances	which	had	great	and	constant	impact	upon	their	lives.	
The	chapter	earlier	talked	about	the	idea	of	human	rights	which	can	be	
usefully	divided	into	first‐,	second‐	and	third‐generation	types.	The	cases	
described	here	show	that	RTI	can	be	instrumental	in	advancing	various	
human	rights	particularly	those	which	we	should	consider	to	form	part	
of	 second‐	and	 third‐generation	categories.	As	Rezia,	 Shamima,	 Jobeda,	
and	Rafiq	secured	their	social	safety	net	entitlement	through	RTI	appli‐
cation,	they	were	able	to	exercise	their	basic	economic	and	food	rights:	
aspects	 of	 their	 lives	 which,	 when	 improved,	 brought	 about	 a	 vast	
change	for	the	better	in	their	situations.	RTI	also	facilitated	the	securing	
of	 women’s	 rights	 for	 Rezia,	 Shamima,	 and	 Jobeda.	 Through	 securing	
government	 agricultural	 supplies	 by	 applying	 RTI,	 Mosharef	 also	 se‐
cured	 his	 right	 to	 food	 and	 a	 right	 to	 livelihood.	 As	 poor	 women	 of	
Gangni,	Meherpur,	gained	maternal	health	care	benefits	with	RTI,	 their	
health	rights	were	enhanced.	As	the	landless	farmers	and	fishermen	se‐
cured	access	to	khas	land	and	khas	waterways,	their	rights	of	land,	food,	
and	livelihoods	were	maximized.		
RTI	is	often	emphasized	as	a	viable	accountability	tool.	The	cases	of	this	
chapter	show	how	proper	legal	RTI	application	enhances	both	horizon‐
tal	 and	 vertical	 accountability	 in	 government	 services	 specially	 those	
which	crucial	to	the	maintenance	and	improvement	of	the	limited	liveli‐
hoods	 and	 capabilities	 of	 the	 poor.	When	 Rezia	 asked	 for	 information	
about	VGD,	she	did	not	initially	receive	any	response	meriting	the	name	
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from	the	UP	Chairman.	When	Rezia	applied	legally	under	RTIA,	however,	
she	had	to	be	given	answers	since	rejection	would	have	been	unlawful.	
RTI	thus	enabled	Rezia,	a	poor	widow,	to	exert	horizontal	accountability	
vis‐à‐vis	the	local	UP	and	to	thus	force	him	to	respond	in	a	similar,	legal‐
ly	 justifiable	manner.	 Shamima’s	 information	 request	 initially	 was	 not	
able	to	generate	horizontal	accountability	due	to	the	UP	Chairman’s	neg‐
ligence.	But	 this	 initial	 request	was	 instrumental	 in	generating	vertical	
accountability	 when	 the	 UNO,	 the	 superior	 of	 the	 UP	 Chairman,	 re‐
sponded	to	her	questions	and	carried	out	the	necessary	investigations	of	
relevant	 data	 in	 order	 to	 be	 able	 to	 do	 so.	 Securing	 of	 accountability	
went	much	deeper	in	the	case	of	poor	women	getting	access	to	maternal	
health	 care	with	 revelation	 and	 prevention	 of	 ongoing	 corruption	 and	
penalization	 of	 corrupt	 officials—all	 thanks	 to	 the	 proper	 application	
and	realization	of	RTI	through	legal	channels.	

The	micro	cases	show	how	RTI	can	indeed	be	instrumental	in	establish‐
ing	nondiscrimination	and	equality	for	the	poor	especially	with	regard	to	
their	knowledge	of	and	subsequent	access	to	government	entitlements.	
As	 per	 constitutional	 provisions,	 no	 citizen	 of	 Bangladesh	 can	 be	 dis‐
criminated	against	on	the	basis	of	any	difference	such	as	race,	color,	reli‐
gion,	sex,	socio‐economic	situation,	and	so	on.	In	other	words,	equality	of	
all	 peoples	 is	 overtly	 and	 legally	 stipulated.	 Lack	 of	 information	 with	
regard	to	government	services	for	poor	people	creates	loopholes	which	
are	 breeding	 grounds	 for	 underhanded	 manipulation	 and	 widespread	
corruption.	In	the	case	of	poor	women	getting	access	to	maternal	health	
care,	the	maternal	health	voucher	cards	were	initially	distributed	among	
wealthy	women	of	 the	 locality.	This	was	not	 just	a	violation	of	 the	 law	
but	 also	 anti‐constitutional	 since	 there	 was	 discrimination	 against	 the	
poor	at	work.	The	RTI	was	instrumental	in	revealing	and	addressing	the	
discrimination	 which	 had	 previously	 been	 taking	 place.	 In	 the	 case	 of	
fishermen	winning	access	to	khas	water	body,	poor	fishermen	were	dis‐
criminated	 against	 while	 the	 local	 government	 officials	 were	 unduly	
favoring	 two	 local	 strongmen	 through	 corruption	 and	 illegal	 alteration	
of	records.	 It	was	through	the	processes	of	RTI	and	the	 legitimacy	pro‐
vided	by	it	that	the	local	landless	organization	could	expose	this	discrim‐
ination	and	corruption.	
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Participation	 is	 an	 important	 capability	 that	 can	 make	 the	 difference	
between	 populations	 and	 individuals	 living	 above	 and	 below	 poverty	
lines.	Government	services	intended	to	realize	poverty	reduction	can	be	
fruitless	despite	all	the	good	intentions	upon	which	they	are	founded	if	
at	the	end	of	the	day	the	poor	cannot	participate	in	them	properly.	There	
can	 be	 various	 obstacles	 to	 their	 adequate	 implementation	 due	 to	 the	
persistence	of	corruption,	regulatory	complexities,	and	structural	barri‐
ers	against	which	even	well	meaning	programs	and	actors	may	be	una‐
ble	to	effectively	work	in	order	to	support	the	interests	of	the	poor.	RTI	
can	be	an	effective	tool	in	bridging	the	oftentimes	abysmal	gap	between	
policy	intention	and	policy	materialization.	This	is	evident	from	some	of	
the	 cases	 discussed	 in	 this	 chapter.	 The	 information	 request	 made	 by	
Jobeda	 in	 fact	 led	 to	 a	 participatory	 process	 of	 preparing	 the	 properly	
composed	social	safety	net	beneficiaries	 list.	When	the	 landless	organi‐
zation	 was	 trying	 to	 ensure	 poor	 women’s	 access	 to	 maternal	 health	
care,	 being	 an	 organized	 group,	 they	 were	 already	 seasoned	 in	 the	
thorny	process	of	participation.	RTI,	however,	helped	them	to	purpose‐
fully	 channel	 their	 participation	 toward	 influencing	 decision	 making	
within	 local	 administration	 and	 thus	 aided	 them	 greatly	 in	 achieving	
their	objectives.	

7 Concluding Observations 

The	analyses	 so	 far	of	 the	micro	case	studies	 from	Bangladesh	demon‐
strates	 the	 scope	 and	 usefulness	 of	 RTI	 as	 an	 anti‐poverty	 tool	 and	
shows	its	enabling	effects	on	empowerment,	human	rights,	accountabil‐
ity,	nondiscrimination,	equality,	and	participation	for	the	poor.	However,	
the	extremely	 limited	evidence	of	RTI	application	by	the	poor	from	the	
micro	 cases	 is	not	matched	with	evidence	of	 information	 requests	 car‐
ried	out	under	RTIA	reported	by	 the	 Information	Commission’s	annual	
report	of	2011.	This	 is	not	only	due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	a	 total	of	7,808	 in‐
formation	requests	 for	one	year	are	 to	be	deemed	 to	be	very	 low.	 It	 is	
also	true	that	many	of	 the	 information	requests	were	not	even	actually	
made	 by	 the	 poor	 themselves.	 The	 eagerness	 to	make	 information	 re‐
quests	under	RTI	is	found	to	be	significantly	greater	among	more	afflu‐
ent	 sections	 of	 society,	 such	 as	 the	 middle	 and	 upper	 middle	 classes.	
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Moreover,	many	of	 the	 information	 requests	 submitted	 cannot	be	 con‐
sidered	 fully	 self‐driven.	 The	 information	 requests	 submitted	 by	 the	
poor	are	often	 facilitated	by	 the	NGOs	and	CSOs4	rather	 than	emerging	
from	 the	 initiative	 and	know‐how	of	 impoverished	 individuals	 and	 the	
organizations	in	which	they	participate.	This	 is	also	made	evident	from	
the	micro	cases	discussed	in	this	chapter.	
However,	NGO‐CSO	facilitation	of	 information	requests	does	not	neces‐
sarily	mean	 that	 there	was	no	demand	by	 the	applicants	on	 their	own.	
With	lower	levels	of	education	and	awareness	among	the	country’s	poor,	
third	party’s	facilitation	is	in	some	cases	crucial	for	their	full	realization	
of	RTI.	Besides,	many	people	still	do	not	know	much	about	RTI	and	the	
manner	in	which	it	functions;	one	survey	found	that	44%	people	still	do	
not	know	about	RTIA	(RTI	Forum,	2011:	3)	and	as	noted	by	one	observ‐
er,	 the	majority	of	poor	people	have	no	 idea	how	 to	make	 information	
request	despite	the	fact	that	they	require	information	on	a	daily	basis	in	
order	 to	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 their	 day‐to‐day	 life.5	 In	 this	 circum‐
stance,	NGOs	and	CSOs	also	have	a	role	to	play	in	order	to	educate	poor	
people	 about	RTIA	 and	 its	 proper	 application	 and	potential.	 Education	
and	facilitation	by	NGOs	and	CSOs	withstanding,	for	RTI	to	realize	its	full	
potential	as	a	successful	anti‐poverty	tool,	poor	people	themselves	ulti‐
mately	have	 to	be	 in	 the	driving	seat	rather	 than	 that	of	a	passive	pas‐
senger.	 It	should	not	be	allowed	to	be	 the	case	 that	 they	will	 apply	 the	
legal	rigors	of	RTI	only	when	they	are	encouraged	by	any	NGO,	CSO,	or	
such	third	party	to	do	so.	Poor	peoples	have	to	be	educated	and	motivat‐
ed	about	the	potentials	of	RTI	as	a	powerful	anti‐poverty	tool	and	should	
thus	 be	 capable	 of	 using	 RTIA	 in	 exercising	 their	 government	 entitle‐
ments.	

                                                 
4	 Opinion	 expressed	 by	 Syeed	 Ahamed,	 CEO,	 Institute	 of	 Informatics	 and	

Development	(IID),	a	Dhaka‐based	think	tank	working	to	bridge	information	gap	
in	society.	

5	 Opinion	 expressed	 by	 Zakir	 Hossain,	 Chief	 Executive,	 Nagorik	 Uddog	 (NU),	 a	
Dhaka‐based	NGO	that	work	on	protection	and	promotion	of	RTI.	
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Chapter 7 
PERI-URBAN DWELLING AND SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION  
IN AFRICA 

Innocent	Chirisa	

This	 chapter	 focuses	 upon	 one	 of	 the	most	 persistent	 problems	 facing	
what	are	now	frequently	referred	to	as	“developing”	countries,	in	partic‐
ular	 those	 expanding	 nations	 in	 the	Global	 South.	 The	 persistence	 and	
incrementing	of	peri‐urbanization,	basically	a	euphemistic	term	used	to	
refer	to	the	proliferation	of	slums	and	informal	dwellings	in	cities	and	at	
their	fringes,	 is	a	topic	often	swept	under	the	rug	at	policy	meetings	or	
quietly	relegated	to	the	nether‐realm	of	the	irresolvable	ills	of	develop‐
ment,	industrialization,	and	attendant	urban	expansion.	Chirisa	manages	
to	deftly	sum	up	the	actual	state	of	such	settlements	as	well	as	the	vari‐
ous	 reasons	 behind	 their	 proliferation	 and	 the	 continuing	 basic	 prob‐
lems	 which	 they	 experience	 and	 represent	 to	 the	 cities	 and	 nations	
where	 they	 are	 found.	 The	 author	 concludes	with	 a	well‐reasoned	 call	
for	increased	institutional	responsibility	and	transparency	in	such	coun‐
tries	 where	 peri‐urbanization	 appears	 to	 be	 extending	 beyond	 the	 ca‐
pacities	of	those	in	power	and	the	residents	of	such	settlements	are	now	
taking	matters	into	their	own	agile	hands.	

1 Introduction 

Peri‐urbanization	 is	 pushing	 Africa	 toward	 extreme	 poverty	 owing	 to	
circumstances	 associated	 with	 the	 dynamics	 of	 politics	 in	 peri‐urban	
areas	 (Muzondo	 et	 al.,	 2004;	 Jenkins	 and	 Andersen,	 2011).	 This	 is	 de‐
spite	evidence	of	an	improving	gross	domestic	product	(GDP)	in	a	num‐
ber	of	nations	across	the	continent.	By	way	of	example,	the	Kenyan	GDP	
real	 growth	 rate	 for	 2011	 stood	 at	 4.3%,	 with	 a	 per	 capita	 GDP	 of	
US$1,700.	Rwanda,	whose	agricultural	sector	contributes	about	40%	of	
its	 GDP,	 had	 a	 per	 capita	 GDP	 of	 US$	 355,	 66	 in	 2011.	 The	 aforemen‐
tioned	 examples	 show	 significant	 economic	 growth	 although	 poverty	
levels	remain	high	in	the	same	countries.		
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In	 most	 cities	 of	 the	 developing	 world,	 the	 provision	 of	 proper	 infra‐
structure	 for	 sanitation,	 road	 access,	 drainage,	 and	 water	 supply	 lags	
behind	 the	 growth	 experienced	 in	 such	 urban	 areas.	 Coping	 strategies	
used	 by	 communities	 and	 households	 in	 the	 face	 of	 rising	 peri‐urban	
poverty	Africa	include	vernacular	architecture,	otherwise	known	as	“ar‐
chitecture	without	architects”	 (Vestbro,	2008).	There	are	also	self‐help	
strategies	 toward	 the	provision	of	water	and	sanitation	(Kulabako,	Na‐
lubega	and	Thunvik,	2007;	Pangare	and	Pangare,	2008),	street	vending,	
informal	peri‐urban	farming	(FAO,	2011),	peri‐urban	mining,	and	man‐
aging	 the	 “politics”	 of	 the	 place.	 This	 includes	 claiming	 space	 through	
slum‐lordism,	negotiating	for	land	tenure	and	resisting	planning.	
Peri‐urbanization,	the	settlement	of	populations	beyond	the	boundaries	
of	urban	centers,	is	a	reality	in	Africa	(Simone,	2003;	Agbola	and	Agun‐
biade,	 2009).	 It	 manifests	 itself	 when	 households	 of	 different	 income	
levels	are	pushed	to	the	city	margins	largely	as	a	result	of	the	high	cost	
of	living	in	the	cities	(Melesse,	2005;	Paulo,	Rosário	and	Tvedten,	2007;	
UNHABITAT,	2008a;	Mels	et	al.,	2010;	Ndugwa	et	al.,	2010;	Fieuw,	2011;	
Jenkins	and	Andersen,	 2011;	Mutisya	 and	Yarime,	2011;	Mkula,	2012).	
Peri‐urbanization	 is	 usually	 accompanied	 by	 both	 personal	 and	 envi‐
ronmental	 health	 constraints,	 owing	 essentially	 to	 inadequate	 infra‐
structure	 provision	 (Merkel	 and	 Otai,	 2007,	 Yongsi,	 2009;	 cf.	 Kalimba	
and	 de	 Langen,	 2007).	 In	 Africa,	 it	 is	 largely	 an	 expression	 of	 poverty	
(Muzondo	 et	 al.,	 2004;	 Barry	 and	 Rüther,	 2005;	 Arimah,	 2010).	 This	
chapter	 critically	 analyzes	 peri‐urbanization	 as	 both	 a	 theoretical	 and	
practical	aspect	of	survival	in	an	increasingly	urbanized	world.	The	pur‐
pose	of	 the	chapter	 is	 to	demonstrate	 that	people	are	adapting	 to	pov‐
erty	 by	 capitalizing	 on	 opportunities	 that	 certain	 spaces	 offer	 (Al‐
Khayat,	 2008;	 Kipper	 and	 Fischer	 eds.	 2009).	Most	 African	 peri‐urban	
dwellers	 are	 often	 used	 by	 politicians	 in	 their	 bid	 to	 stay	 in	 power	 as	
they	constitute	a	“market”	for	political	promises	(Nabutola,	2004;	Kudva,	
2009).	

2 Theoretical and Analytical Framework 

A	 complex	 relationship	 exists	 between	 poverty	 and	 politics	 (Murowe	
and	Chirisa,	2006).	Politics	 is	especially	manifest	 in	public	spending	on	
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slum‐upgrading	 processes.	 Public	 spending	 is	 distorted,	 as	 some	 areas	
are	clearly	favored	over	others,	for	political	expediency.	Using	the	inter‐
est	group	model	to	explain	this	phenomenon,	Annez	and	Linn	(2010:	23)	
have	observed	that	

[i]n	order	to	understand	better	how	political	processes	support	or	
impede	 urban	 poverty	 reduction	 …	 the	 “political	 agency	 of	 the	
poor”,	[being]	the	capacity	of	the	poor	to	“select,	reward	and	sanc‐
tion	 the	 leaders,	 institutions,	 policies,	 formal	 rules	 and	 informal	
norms	that	directly	affect	their	lives”	matters….	[A]	key	reason	for	
the	persistence	of	urban	poverty	and	 the	 inability	of	 the	poor	 to	
bring	 about	 conditions	 that	 improve	 their	 lives	 substantially,	 is	
that	 they	 lack	 in	 political	 agency.	 This	 is	 despite	 the	 fact	 that	 in	
many	 countries	 the	 poor	 are	 perhaps	 the	 single	 largest	 interest	
group	 (if	 seen	 as	 a	 cohesive	 group)	 and	 that	 they	 may	 have	 in	
principle	democratic	or	 representative	political	means	 to	pursue	
their	collective	interest.	

The	 excerpt	 shows	 that	 poverty	 and	 politics	 are	 closely	 intertwined.	
Paradoxically,	however,	although	 the	poor	are	 in	 the	majority,	 they	 fail	
to	change	their	destiny.	Slum	dwellers	are	motivated	to	solve	their	own	
problems	without	much	external	 support.	Hooper	and	Ortolano	 (2012:	
111),	referring	to	Kurasini	 in	Dar	es	Salaam,	argue	that	 there	are	three	
explanations	for	this,	namely	“…the	nature	of	payoffs	from	participation;	
owners’	 greater	 belief	 in	 their	 efficacy	 of	 action;	 and	 owners’	 greater	
connection	 to	 place.”	 It	 is	 this	 connectedness	 to	 a	 place	 that	 Chirisa	
(2010)	defines	as	the	“stewardship	of	place.”	The	ensuing	paragraphs	try	
to	expose	the	reality	of	the	peri‐urban	dwelling	using	theories	of	vulner‐
ability,	 resilience,	 capability	 and	 functioning,	 and	 clusters	 of	 disad‐
vantage.	These	theories	show	how	poverty	is	both	an	asset	and	a	liability	
for	politicians,	who	seek	votes	through	it	and	the	poor,	who	have	to	live	
with	it	every	day.	
Using	 the	 vulnerability	 theory,	 one	 can	 see	 how	 the	 majority	 of	 poor	
peri‐urban	dwellers	 live	on	the	margins	of	 life,	making	them	extremely	
vulnerable.	Jenkins	and	Andersen	(2011)	call	this	phenomenon	of	gross	
vulnerability	 “bottom‐end	churning”	 (Mabughi	and	Selim,	2006:	6).	Ac‐
cording	 to	 this	 theory,	 particular	 social	 groups	 are	 at	 risk	 of	 impover‐
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ishment	due	 to	discrimination	based	on	class,	ethnic,	or	related	 factors	
such	as	disability	or	area	of	residence.	Vulnerability	complexes	are	usu‐
ally	determined	by	the	nature	of	household	headship,	such	that	women	
or	 child‐headed	 households	 are	 strongly	 linked	 with	 poverty.	 These	
complexes	are	compounded	by	external	risks,	shocks,	stresses,	and	dep‐
rivation.	 The	 vulnerability	 theory	has	 been	 criticized	 as	 being	 general‐
ized,	 oversimplified,	 and	 of	 doubtful	 validity.	 The	 theory’s	 inability	 to	
account	for	subgroup	variations	in	the	central	characteristics	associated	
with	poverty	partly	explains	why	David	(1970)	dismissed	it	as	offering	
little	 guidance	 with	 regards	 to	 strategies	 in	 managing	 it.	 Despite	 this	
criticism,	evidence	on	the	ground	shows	that	there	is	an	ongoing	battle	
being	waged	against	vulnerability	and	poverty	in	urban	and	peri‐urban	
settlements,	where	the	poor	resort	to	built‐in	mechanisms	of	resilience.	
The	 resilience	 theory	 shows	 the	extent	 to	which	poor	households	 con‐
front	 and	 manage	 poverty.	 Resilience	 is	 the	 expression	 of	 “…positive	
adaptation	 despite	 significant	 life	 adversity”	 (Strumpfer,	 2003:	 70;	 cf.	
Luthar,	 2003;	 Lemay,	 2004).	 Resilience	 initially	 applied	 to	 ecological	
phenomena,	but	has	been	extended	social	circles.	 In	social	analysis,	 the	
theory	holds	that	all	people	have	the	ability	to	overcome	adversity	and	
succeed	in	spite	of	it.	In	this	respect,	it	is	a	strengths‐based	model,	which	
argues	that	support	and	opportunities	lead	to	success	in	individual	and	
group	life.	James	Garbarino	has	argued	that	the	coping	theory	is	superior	
to	resilience,	given	that	the	capacity	to	withstand	adversity	is	not	abso‐
lute.	For	Clarke	and	Clarke	(2000),	extant	differences	in	the	way	individ‐
uals	 experience	 adversity	 and	 overcome	 it	 explain	 how	 resilience	 de‐
creases	as	risks	increase.	Cultural	contexts	and	the	location	of	individu‐
als	 are	 of	 great	 significance	 (Luthar	 and	 Zelazo,	 2003).	 Narrowness	 in	
focus,	 limited	 attention	 to	 broader	 structural	 dynamics	 in	 society	 and	
ethnocentricism	have	been	cited	as	obvious	weaknesses	in	the	resilience	
theory	 (Iwasaki,	 Bartlett,	 MacKay,	 Mactavish,	 and	 Ristock,	 2005).	 De‐
spite	 the	 weaknesses	 mentioned,	 the	 theory	 provides	 a	 critical	 frame	
through	which	to	analyze	the	resilience	of	peri‐urban	dwellers	in	Africa	
vis	à	vis	the	vagaries	of	life.	They	usually	lack	the	necessary	facilities	and	
resources	 to	 lead	 a	meaningful	 life	 but	 continue	 to	 thrive	 in	 (spite	 of)	
adversity.		
The	Capability	and	Functioning	Theory	by	Amartya	Sen	will	shed	some	
light	 on	how	 they	manage	 to	 cope.	This	 theory	was	 coined	 in	1980	by	
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Amartya	Sen,	the	1998	Nobel	laureate	in	economics.	 It	focuses	on	what	
people	 are	 effectively	 competent	 to	 do	 (Robeyns,	 2005).	 It	 is	 a	 broad	
normative	framework	used	to	evaluate	and	assess	individual	well‐being	
and	social	arrangements,	policy	design,	and	proposals	for	social	change	
within	a	society.	Sen	has	argued	that	capability	is	such	that	development	
has	to	enhance	lives	as	well	as	the	freedoms	enjoyed	by	individuals	and	
groups	(Todaro	and	Smith,	2003).	In	Sen’s	view,	poverty	is	not	accurate‐
ly	measured	by	income	but	by	what	a	person	is	or	is	not	capable	of	doing	
(Robeyns,	 2005).	 To	 scholars	 like	 Robeyns,	 the	 capability	 approach	 is	
not	a	 theory	 to	explain	poverty,	 inequality	or	well‐being.	Rather,	 it	 is	a	
tool	and	a	framework	within	which	to	conceptualize	and	evaluate	these	
phenomena.	 Thus,	 people’s	 ability	 to	 function	 in	 terms	 of	 what	 they	
want	to	engage	in,	and	to	be	who	they	want	to	be	is	what	Sen	terms	func‐
tionings	(Robeyns,	2005).	The	capability	approach	does	not	a	determine	
well‐being	 in	 terms	of	utility	but	 capabilities	and	 functionings.	The	ap‐
proach	is	criticized	for	being	too	individualistic,	failing	to	consider	indi‐
viduals	as	part	of	their	social	environment,	socially	embedded	and	con‐
nected	to	others,	and	paying	less	attention	to	groups	and	to	social	struc‐
tures	(Robeyns,	2005).	Sen	generally	fails	to	supplement	his	framework	
with	a	coherent	 list	of	 important	capabilities	(Clark,	2005),	simply	not‐
ing	that	capabilities	are	valuable.	Nevertheless,	evidence	points	to	peri‐
urban	poor	groups	as	enjoying	quite	a	number	of	freedoms	and	capabili‐
ties,	which	have	seen	 the	poor	becoming	 innovative	 in	a	bid	 to	sustain	
themselves	without	being	dependent	on	the	government.		
Another	way	 of	 viewing	 the	 peri‐urban	 poor	 is	 through	 Robert	 Cham‐
bers’	 (1983)	clusters	of	disadvantage,	which	explains	poverty	as	a	 trap	
and	 a	 vicious	 cycle.	 In	 Chambers,	 poverty	 is	multidimensional	 and	 en‐
tails	clusters	of	disadvantage	that	are	poverty	proper	(that	is,	in	financial	
terms),	 physical	 weakness,	 isolation,	 vulnerability,	 and	 powerlessness.	
These	five	clusters	of	disadvantage	interact	with	each	other	to	trap	peo‐
ple	 in	 a	 situation	 of	 disadvantage,	 leading	 to	 deprivation.	 This	 poverty	
trap	is	a	self‐perpetuating	condition	in	which	an	economy	and	the	peo‐
ple	that	define	it	are	“caught	in”	vicious	cycle,	leading	to	persistent	suf‐
fering	and	underdevelopment.	The	main	criticism	 leveled	at	 the	Cham‐
bers	deprivation	trap	is	its	rural	centrism,	which	means	that	it	cannot	be	
fully	applied	in	an	urban	and	peri‐urban	setting.	However,	in	Africa,	the	
challenges	of	poverty	have,	of	late,	been	concentrated	in	peri‐urban	are‐



186			Innocent	Chirisa	

 

as.	It	is	possible	to	socially	transform	the	peri‐urban	areas	of	Africa,	pro‐
vided	 that	 the	 tenets	 of	 theories	 advanced	 by	 Sen	 and	 Chambers	 and	
others	are	 fully	 grasped	and	 the	people	are	empowered	 to	 shape	 their	
destiny	 with	 resilience	 and	 determination	 based	 on	 effective	 poverty‐
fighting	strategies.	

3 The Path of Unsustainability: Constraints and 
Opportunities 

This	section	explains	the	ecological,	institutional,	economic,	and	political	
challenges	bedeviling	peri‐urban	settlements	 in	Africa.	Sustainability	 in	
peri‐urban	living	is	a	complex	issue	dependent	on	ecological,	economic,	
social,	political,	and	technological	factors	(Muzvidziwa,	2005).	

3.1  Ecological Challenges 

Rapid	 population	 growth	 in	 peri‐urban	 areas	 coupled	with	 inadequate	
resource	capacity	and	resources	lead	to	serious	environmental	degrada‐
tion.	This	manifests	 in	 the	 form	of	pollution,	deforestation,	 and	uncon‐
trolled	 development	 on	 fragile	 land	 such	 as	 wetlands.	 Most	 informal	
settlements	in	Africa,	as	elsewhere,	lack	adequate	basic	services	and	are	
usually	 located	 in	 the	 peri‐urban	 and	 environmentally	 sensitive	 areas	
such	as	flood‐prone	areas	(Muzvidziwa,	2005)	which	then	suffer	ecolog‐
ical	disturbances.	Most	housing	units	in	the	informal	settlements	of	Cape	
Town,	 for	 instance,	 are	 located	 on	 disused	 landfills	 and	wetland	 areas	
that	are	ecologically	fragile	and	prone	to	flooding.	Large	amounts	of	fecal	
waste	are	discharged	directly	into	the	environment,	and	a	lot	of	refuse	is	
dumped	 in	wetland	areas,	 causing	 serious	 ecological	 problems	 such	 as	
the	depletion	of	biodiversity.	Practices	such	as	deforestation	are	associ‐
ated	 with	 expansive	 brick	 molding	 as	 households	 seek	 to	 fire	 and	
strengthen	bricks.	Moreover,	most	of	the	peri‐urban	poor	rely	on	wood‐
fuel	 for	 cooking	 and	 other	 domestic	 uses.	 As	 households	 pursue	 peri‐
urban	agriculture,	the	uncontrolled	application	of	pesticides	and	organic	
waste	often	results	 in	soil	and	water	 table	contamination.	The	high	us‐
age	of	pit	latrines	results	in	high	levels	of	pollution	of	underground	wa‐
ter	sources.	High	concentrations	of	pollutants	from	the	burning	of	waste	
and	gaseous	 and	 liquid	 industrial	 emissions	 in	 the	peri‐urban	zone	 re‐
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sult	 in	environmental	deterioration	of	and	squalor	 in	peri‐urban	areas.	
The	 inadequacy	 of	 waste	 treatment	 and	 management	 systems	 in	 the	
informal	settlements	of	Kigali,	for	example,	explains	the	vulnerability	of	
the	places	and	their	inhabitants	(cf.	REMA/UNEP/UNDP,	2007).		
There	are	also	ecological	opportunities,	however.	 In	Nairobi,	 for	exam‐
ple,	 there	 are	 a	 good	 number	 of	 environmental	 resources	 for	 develop‐
ment.	 These	 include	 forests,	 freshwater	 systems	 and	biodiversity	 (City	
Council	of	Nairobi,	2007),	which	have	development	potential	in	the	form	
of	 tourism	 and	 agriculture,	which	 are	 vital	 carbon	 sinks	 for	 the	 entire	
city.	In	peri‐urban	Kinshasa,	organic	waste	has	been	converted	into	high‐
quality	organic	 fertilizer	 through	mechanical	 composting,	 and	 the	poor	
are	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 managing	 the	 processes.	 Recycled	 and	 treated	
wastewater	 has	 been	 used	 to	 irrigate	 fruit	 orchards	 and	 ornamental	
plants.	Moreover,	peri‐urban	areas	with	their	biodiverse	landscapes	can	
contribute	to	the	livelihoods	of	the	residents.	In	South	Africa,	Cape	Town	
is	ecologically	and	strategically	located	within	an	area	of	globally	signifi‐
cant	 biodiversity	 and	 unique	 conservation	 value.	 The	 peri‐urban	 poor	
have	learnt	to	tap	into	the	ecological	asset	and	make	a	livelihood	out	of	
it.	

3.2  Institutional Constraints 

In	most	 African	 cities,	 the	 urban	 sector	 lacks	 the	 powers	 necessary	 to	
effectively	plan	and	manage	investment	in	urban	infrastructure	and	ser‐
vice	delivery.	Various	municipal	structures	are	ill‐equipped	in	the	face	of	
rapid	demographic	expansion	and	growing	urban	informality.	In	Kampa‐
la,	for	instance,	of	the	1,500	tons	of	solid	waste	generated	in	the	city	dai‐
ly,	 only	 about	 35%	 is	 collected	 and	 disposed	 of	 by	 the	 Kampala	 City	
Council	 (KCC).	 The	 rest	 is	 disposed	 of	 or	managed	 indiscriminately	 by	
the	private	sector.	Institutional	obstacles	in	the	informal	peri‐urban	set‐
tlements	 normally	 include	 skills	 deficiencies	 in	 administering	 informal	
areas	and	corrupt	tendencies,	compromising	competence,	performance,	
and	delivery	(Misselhorn,	2008).	In	addition,	there	is	a	serious	erosion	of	
capacity	in	the	private	sector	and	NGOs	and	declining	levels	of	effective	
cooperation	with	the	state	in	projects	aimed	at	improving	conditions	in	
the	 peri‐urban	 settlements.	 Limited	 administrative	 capacity	 and	 finan‐
cial	resources,	weak	institution,	poor	governance,	and	lack	of	capacity	to	
enforce	 laws	 and	 bylaws	 explain	 why	 institutions	 fail	 to	 improve	 ser‐
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vices	in	peri‐urban	areas,	particularly	in	informal	settlements	(UNHABI‐
TAT,	2006).	This	is	further	compounded	by	the	high	turnover	of	experi‐
enced	managers,	bureaucracy	and	corruption	in	local	authorities,	which	
is	 crippling	 the	 capacity	 to	meet	 the	demands	of	 ever‐growing	popula‐
tions.	 Although	 civil	 society	 organizations	 often	 assume	 responsibility	
for	 the	provision	of	services	 in	 the	peri‐urban	areas,	a	good	number	of	
them	 lack	 the	 capacity	 to	 adequately	 fill	 the	 huge	 gap	 left	 by	 the	 gov‐
ernment	 in	 these	 settlements.	 This	 is	 largely	 because	 of	 the	piecemeal	
and	project	approach	that	they	use.	Effective	operation	by	nonstate	or‐
ganizations	 is	 usually	 hampered	 by	 erratic	 funding,	 nonrepresentation	
at	various	levels	of	governance	and	lack	of	technical	support.	Less	than	
half	 (43%),	 for	 example,	 have	 received	 technical	 support	 from	 other	
organizations	 in	Nairobi.	 In	Ethiopia,	peri‐urban	areas	are	managed	by	
sub‐city	 administrative	 units	 such	 as	 the	 “kebeles,”	 institutions	 which	
are	faced	with	a	number	of	challenges	such	as	 lack	of	capacity	to	effec‐
tively	 perform	 their	 duties.	 These	 include	 inadequate	 working	 proce‐
dures,	 institutional	 facilities,	and	manpower	(UNHABITAT,	2008a).	The	
institutions	are	also	not	fully	empowered	especially	in	terms	of	revenue	
collection,	 planning	 systems,	 and	 expenditure,	 and	 central	 city	 admin‐
istration	rarely	supports	them	in	terms	of	planning	and	services.	
In	 city	of	Kigali,	NGOs,	 the	private	 sector,	 community	associations,	 and	
district	 authorities	 are	 operating	 with	 limited	 technical	 and	 financial	
means.	There	is	no	institutional	umbrella	for	the	implementation	of	cer‐
tain	projects	 (Republic	of	Rwanda,	2010).	 Institutions	 such	as	 the	Giza	
Beautification	 and	Cleaning	Authority	 (GBCA),	which	 is	 responsible	 for	
garbage	collection,	are	failing	to	cope	with	the	daily	rate	of	garbage	pro‐
duction	 in	 the	 peri‐urban	 areas	 of	 Cairo.	 The	 Lilongwe	 Water	 Board	
(LWB)	and	the	Electricity	Commission	of	Malawi	(ECM)	are	so	weak	that	
they	cannot	extend	their	services	to	peri‐urban	areas.		
Nevertheless,	there	are	also	some	institutional	opportunities.	The	Great‐
er	Cairo	 region	has	endeavored	 to	 strengthen	 local	 administration	and	
urban	planning	legislation	to	enable	it	to	prepare	its	own	detailed	plans,	
which	are	different	from	the	master	plan.	These	plans	dispose	of	public	
land	and	use	the	proceeds	to	finance	local	service	delivery,	especially	in	
informal	areas	where	service	delivery	is	lagging	behind	(Cities	Alliance,	
2008).	 Municipalities	 are	 outsourcing	 service	 delivery,	 which	 should	
provide	a	window	of	opportunity	 to	 stimulate	 local	 economic	develop‐
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ment	(Pedley,	2010).	A	remarkable	sign	of	good	governance	by	the	state	
is	 the	 involvement	 of	 peri‐urban	 dwellers	 in	 the	management	 of	 their	
own	affairs,	as	advocated	for	by	many	international	institutions.	

3.3  Socioeconomic Challenges 

In	most	 cases,	 the	most	 vulnerable	 groups	 in	 peri‐urban	 areas	 are	 de‐
nied	 access	 to	 microfinance	 to	 start	 or	 boost	 their	 micro‐enterprises	
(Tsinda,	2011).	This	creates	a	vicious	cycle	of	poverty,	as	no	or	low	lev‐
els	of	investment	in	informal	businesses	result	in	low	capital	growth.	In	
peri‐urban	 Lilongwe,	 for	 example,	 the	 informal	 sector	 does	 not	 have	
adequate	 infrastructure,	 including	markets	 and	 credit	 facilities.	 Such	 a	
dearth	in	basic	infrastructure	and	services	has	also	hampered	the	devel‐
opment	of	adequate	entrepreneurial	skills	among	the	poor	(Fransen	and	
Dijk,	 2008;	 UNHABITAT,	 2011).	 This,	 in	 turn,	 explains	 the	 high	 unem‐
ployment	rates	in	the	city	and	its	periphery	(Alder,	1995;	Mathare	Zonal	
Plan,	 2012).	When	 households	 live	 on	 the	margins	 because	 of	 low	 in‐
come	and	are	 confronted	with	high	 land	prices	and	construction	costs,	
they	are	forced	to	live	like	paupers	in	slums	(Batran	and	Arandel,	1998).	
Notwithstanding,	 informal	settlements,	especially	those	 in	South	Africa,	
provide	 several	 economic	 opportunities	 through	 which	 residents	 can	
improve	 their	 socioeconomic	 status.	 The	 peri‐urban	 areas	 generally	
provide	low‐cost	access	to	the	city,	with	few	barriers	of	entry	to	opera‐
tions.	Home‐based	industries	have	been	noted	as	having	the	potential	to	
improve	 the	 average	 household	 income	 and	 general	 welfare	 of	 the	
household.	 Several	 creative	 and	 innovative	 small	 enterprises	 have	 re‐
ceived	full	empowerment,	improving	economic	conditions	in	some	peri‐
urban	areas.	The	education	of	peri‐urban	dwellers	is	also	significant	and	
quite	a	number	of	 them	have	received	adequate	education	 in	basic	en‐
trepreneurship	 (Abdelhalim	 and	 Samra,	 2010;	 Lawanson	 and	
Olanrewaju,	2012).	Responsible	authorities	can	also	use	this	opportunity	
to	 formalize	 illegal	 activities	 to	 raise	 revenue	 for	 upgrading	measures.	
Informal	urban	areas	can	also	be	targeted	with	programs	that	raise	the	
support	of	youth	and	extend	credit	 to	existing	and	newly	 formed	small	
and	microenterprises.	In	Nairobi	and	Cairo,	some	youth	have	developed	
competencies	 in	 information	 technologies	 to	 make	 themselves	 more	
attractive	in	the	competitive	job	market	(Piffero,	2009).	
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3.4  Political Challenges 

Political	power	and	authority	 in	 informal	settlements	 is	often	vested	 in	
powerful	 individuals	or	groupings—the	slumlords	or	warlords.	Moreo‐
ver,	 control	 and	 access	 to	 power	 and	 economic	 opportunities	 are	 con‐
sistently	linked	to	a	ruling	party.	This	promotes	incidences	of	conflicts	in	
informal	settlements	(Piffero,	2009).	Political	interests	in	informal	areas	
are	manifest	in	the	level	of	infrastructure	supply	connections	to	electric‐
ity,	water	and	sewer,	which	become	topical	 issues	during	election	peri‐
ods,	when	 infrastructure	 is	a	highly	 saleable	good.	Peri‐urban	 informal	
settlements	lack	public	sector	and	law	enforcement	agencies,	leading	to	
chaos,	rampant	vandalism	to	public	property,	further	entrenching	levels	
of	 poverty.	 Nonetheless,	 a	 functional	 approach	 to	 slum	 challenges	 re‐
veals	 a	 number	 of	 opportunities	 that	 even	 the	 donor	 community	 can	
exploit	(Dafe,	2009;	Struyk	and	Giddings,	2009;	Annez	and	Linn,	2010).	
Sometimes	 land	 is	 informally	 and	 illegally	 allocated	 by	 politicians	 as	 a	
way	of	rewarding	people	loyal	to	them.	Land	allocation	defines	patron‐
client	relations,	and	is	normally	done	along	ethnic	lines.	In	a	multi‐ethnic	
society	such	as	Kenya,	this	has	the	ripple	effect	of	ethic	divide	and	mis‐
trust.	This,	in	turn,	results	in	violence	in	certain	communities	(cf.	UNDP,	
2007).	

4 Evidence of Peri-urbanization and Related 
Phenomena in Africa 

Following	are	case	studies	drawn	from	different	regions	in	Africa,	name‐
ly	 North	 Africa,	 East	 Africa,	 West	 Africa,	 Central	 Africa,	 and	 Southern	
Africa.		

4.1  North Africa 

In	Sudan,	Khartoum	is	expanding	at	a	tremendous	rate,	with	significant	
environmental	health	problems	being	observed	 in	 its	peri‐urban	areas,	
where	a	host	of	informal	settlements	have	emerged.	These	informal	set‐
tlements	 are	 characterized	 by	 crowdedness,	 squalor,	 unpaved	 roads,	
scanty	water,	as	well	as	poor	sanitation	and	waste	management,	which	
are	 usually	 associated	 with	 an	 increasing	 incidence	 of	 communicable	
diseases.	Most	 peri‐urban	 Khartoum	 dwellers	 have	 embarked	 on	 peri‐
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urban	 agriculture	 to	 supplement	 their	 food	 requirements.	 High‐value	
crops	are	grown.	The	farmers	thus	raise	significant	income	through	the	
sale	of	their	farm	produce	while	providing	the	city	with	a	reliable	supply	
of	perishable	vegetables.	Besides	urban	farming,	the	informal	sector	also	
thrives,	 as	 residents	 are	 involved	 in	 a	 range	 of	 activities	 including	 car	
repairs,	 blacksmithing,	 and	 vending	 at	 the	 local	markets	 and	 the	most	
vulnerable	groups	scavenge	for	food	from	rubbish	dumps.		
Approximately	70%	of	urban	dwellers	 in	Egypt—some	12	million	peo‐
ple—live	 in	 informally	 built	 homes	 on	 privately	 owned	 or	 public	 land,	
which	are	 sprawled	haphazardly	around	major	urban	centers.	The	 fact	
that	over	6	million	of	the	informal	home	dwellers	live	in	peri‐urban	Cai‐
ro	has	been	viewed	as	evidence	of	 the	 failure	by	 the	Egyptian	Govern‐
ment	to	provide	affordable	housing	(Kipper	and	Fischer,	2009).	The	in‐
formal	 structures	 come	 in	 various	 forms—makeshift	 stone	 houses,	
wooden	shacks,	and	crumbling	brick	structures,	all	evidence	of	unregu‐
lated	 construction	 of	 houses.	 As	 in	 Khartoum,	 settlements	 are	 inade‐
quately	 serviced	 with	 poor	 roads	 and	means	 of	 public	 transportation.	
The	 dwellings	 are	 poorly	 ventilated	 and	 garbage	 collection	 is	 inade‐
quate,	 threatening	 public	 health.	 In	 most	 cases,	 basic	 infrastructure	
(sewerage,	piped	clean	water)	is	conspicuously	absent.	There	is	little	or	
no	formal	connection	to	electricity	 in	these	settlements.	As	a	livelihood	
coping	mechanism,	peri‐urban	dwellers	sell	food	informally,	collect	steel	
from	demolished	homes,	or	sort	garbage,	hunting	for	anything	of	value	
to	salvage	or	sell.	Small	businesses	serve	the	community	and	bring	sig‐
nificant	income	to	those	who	run	them	(Jenkins	and	Andersen,	2011).	

4.2  East Africa  

Like	Cairo,	Kampala	 in	Uganda	has	a	 large	percentage	of	 its	population	
(about	60%)	residing	 in	 informal	settlements	 in	poor	 living	conditions.	
The	houses	built	by	inhabitants	are	sub‐standard,	and	made	out	of	such	
materials	as	mud	blocks,	clay	blocks,	mud	and	wattle,	and	burnt	clay	or	
earth	 bricks	 (Musana,	 2011).	 Inadequate	 formal	 housing	 delivery	 has	
forced	 large	 numbers	 of	 people	 to	 settle	 in	 the	 city’s	 peri‐urban	 areas	
where	 land	 is	 cheap	 and	 controlled	 by	 traditional	 leaders.	 It	would	 be	
inaccurate	to	say,	however,	that	only	poor	people	live	in	this	zone.	Mem‐
bers	of	the	well‐to‐do	classes	are	also	resident	in	this	area,	which	bene‐
fits	 the	poor,	who	they	employ	as	gardeners,	nannies,	and	housemaids.	
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In	 the	 slums	 of	 Kampala,	 the	 dearth	 of	 basic	 social	 amenities	 such	 as	
potable	water,	 electricity,	 education,	 health	 care	 service,	 and	 adequate	
shelter	is	a	common	phenomenon.	The	2005	National	Household	Survey	
indicated	that	a	large	proportion	of	households	occupy	single	rooms,	in	
crowded	conditions,	 their	 incomes	are	generally	 low,	and	 that	many	of	
the	city’s	residents	are	employed	in	the	informal	sector,	mostly	in	small	
businesses	and	on	a	subsistence	basis	(Musana,	2011).	Besides,	there	are	
also	home‐based	enterprises	 that	 contribute	 significantly	 to	household	
incomes	and	offer	some	level	of	social	protection.	In	the	informal	settle‐
ments,	80%	of	the	inhabitants	are	classified	as	low‐income	earners.		
In	Ethiopia,	the	unplanned	and	uncontrolled	expansion	of	cities	has	led	
to	several	problems,	including	the	increased	cost	of	infrastructural	pro‐
vision.	 Informal	 housing	 in	 Addis	Ababa	 has	 been	 perceived	 as	 having	
some	ecological	consequences,	since	most	informal	housing	units	occupy	
wetlands	and	hilltops.	Some	of	these	areas	are	susceptible	to	flood	risks,	
exposing	the	residents	of	such	areas	to	serious	environmental	hazards.	
In	Addis	Ababa,	for	instance,	squatter	settlements	are	located	mainly	in	
city	margins	(Ambaye,	2011)	and	their	number	and	size	have	increased	
over	 time.	 A	 study	 conducted	 by	 the	 Urban	 Development	 and	 Works	
Bureau	in	2000	indicated	that	the	total	area	covered	by	squatter	settle‐
ments	in	Addis	Ababa	is	2,000	hectares.	Over	300,000	people	in	600,000	
squatter	 housing	 units	 were	 living	 in	 this	 place.	 A	 large	 percentage	
(84.8%)	of	 the	housing	units	were	walled	 in	wood	and	mud	but	 in	 the	
new	squatter	settlements,	more	than	one‐third	of	the	housing	units	were	
made	of	block	walls;	82.2%	of	the	households	were	using	electricity	for	
lighting,	 and	17.8%	were	using	 lanterns	 (Melesse,	2005).	 48.3%	of	 the	
housing	units	had	 individual	kitchens,	while	0.4%	had	shared	kitchens.	
More	than	half	(51.3%)	of	the	housing	units	had	no	kitchen	facilities	at	
all.	36.5%	of	the	housing	units	had	private	toilets,	1.3%	had	shared	toi‐
lets,	 and	 the	majority	 (63.2%)	 had	 no	 toilet	 facilities	 at	 all.	 Moreover,	
about	 64.8%	 of	 the	 households	 obtained	 water	 supplies	 from	 water	
vendors,	while	33%	of	the	household	obtained	it	from	both	vendors	and	
unprotected	rivers.	Only	2.2%	of	 the	household	heads	 reported	having	
access	 to	 piped	 water	 supply.	 These	 statistics	 reveal	 that	 households	
were	living	under	adverse	conditions	and	in	abject	poverty.		
Irregular	daily	wage	 labor	and	 informal	activities	are	 the	bedrock	sup‐
port	 for	92.3%	of	households.	Cotton	spinning,	 straw	plaiting,	washing	
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laundry,	 hairdressing,	 serving	 as	 traditional	 birth	 attendants,	 pruning,	
brewing	 local	 beer,	 and	 preparing	 food	 are	 sources	 of	 income	 for	 the	
majority	 of	 women.	 A	 few	 young	 females	 are	 employed	 as	 servers	 or	
cleaners	 in	private	hotels.	Other	sources	of	revenue	such	as	peri‐urban	
agriculture	and	horticulture	have	been	instrumental	in	shaping	the	live‐
lihood	 status	 of	 residents.	 Products	 from	 such	 activities	 include	 fruits,	
herbs,	vegetables,	and	mushrooms.	Urban	horticulture	meets	about	30%	
of	 the	 total	vegetable	 requirements	and	60–70%	of	 the	 leafy	vegetable	
requirements	 of	 Addis	Ababa	 (Bahir,	 2010).	 This	 has	 been	 a	 source	 of	
income	and	nutrition	as	well	as	promoting	peri‐urban	food	security.		
In	 Kenya,	 the	 rapid	 urbanization	 of	Nairobi	 has	 increased	 the	 demand	
for	housing	land,	forcing	the	poor	to	settle	in	areas	characterized	by	lack	
of	proper	housing	and	public	services	(Nabutola,	2004).	The	inhabitants	
also	face	numerous	hazards	such	as	floods,	landslides,	and	environmen‐
tal	contamination.	They	live	in	overcrowded	conditions	characterized	by	
poor	 sanitation,	 inadequate	 and	 unclean	water,	 makeshift	 shelter,	 and	
very	unstable	 social	 networks.	The	bulk	of	 the	houses	 is	made	of	mud	
and	wattle	with	iron	sheets.	Between	60%	and	93%	of	slum	households	
rely	on	water	vendors	for	water.	Sewerage	and	human	waste	disposal	in	
informal	 settlements	 pose	 a	major	 threat	 to	 health.	Municipal	 services	
do	not	cover	most	of	these	areas	due	to	the	shortage	of	refuse	collection	
vehicles.	 Other	 inhabitants	 of	 the	 informal	 settlements	 obtain	 water	
from	 illegal	 water	 line	 connections,	 while	 others	 use	 sewage‐
contaminated	 water	 from	 nearby	 rivers	 (APHRC,	 2002).	 Effluent	 and	
fumes	 from	 the	 nearby	 industrial	 areas	 seriously	 pollute	 informal	 set‐
tlements,	as	seen	in	Embakasi	and	Kasarani	in	Kenya.	About	94%	of	the	
residents	rely	on	charcoal	as	a	source	of	energy,	which	increases	the	risk	
of	fire	and	environmental	degradation	(Alder,	1995).	Water,	sewage,	and	
other	 pollutants	 drain	 into	 the	 valley	 from	 surrounding	 communities	
and	 facilities.	Moreover,	 irregular	 solid	waste	 collection	 also	 results	 in	
large,	 exposed	 dumpsites	 (Lawanson,	 Yadua	 and	 Salako	 2012).	 In	
Kibera,	the	use	of	rainwater	is	unhealthy	as	“…it	is	mixed	with	the	stool	
that	people	throw	anywhere	even	on	the	roof”	(APHRC,	2002:	7),	a	phe‐
nomenon	 otherwise	 known	 as	 flying	 toilets.	 In	 1995,	 there	 were	 134	
informal	settlements	with	77,589	inhabitants	in	and	around	the	city.	By	
2007,	the	combined	population	of	these	informal	dwellers	was	estimat‐
ed	 at	 1,886,166	 (City	 Council	 of	 Nairobi,	 2007).	 Rents	 in	 the	 informal	
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settlements	 are	 pegged	 between	 KShs	 500	 and	 700	 per	 month	 for	 a	
house	 with	 significant	 water	 supply	 and	 toilet	 facilities	 (UNHABITAT,	
2005).	Peri‐urban	Nairobi	is	often	targeted	by	politicians,	especially	dur‐
ing	 election	 periods,	 in	 their	 quest	 for	 support	 and	 votes	 (Nabutola,	
2004;	Dafe,	2009).	
Only	one‐third	of	 the	people	 living	 in	Kenya’s	 informal	settlements	are	
employed	 in	 the	 formal	 sector;	 two‐thirds	work	 in	 the	 informal	 sector	
(UNHABITAT,	 2005).	 To	 cope	with	 adversity	 and	 poverty,	 residents	 in	
the	 informal	 settlements	 build	 their	 livelihoods	 on	 their	 resource	 en‐
dowments,	 namely	 skills	 and	 abilities,	 land,	 savings,	 equipment,	 and	
formal	or	informal	support	groups	and	networks	(APHRC,	2002).	A	nu‐
tritional	 survey	 conducted	 in	 2009	 by	 Oxfam	 GB,	 Concern	Worldwide	
and	Care	 International	 in	 two	villages	of	Kibera	 in	Kenya	revealed	 that	
90%	of	the	residents	faced	severe	food	shortages	as	a	result	of	unstable	
sources	 of	 income.	 They	 were	 resorting	 to	 reducing	 the	 quantity	 of	
meals	 they	 consumed,	 thereby	 reducing	 diet	 diversity.	 Informal	 sector	
practices	 include,	 among	 other	 things,	 firewood	 collection	 or	 charcoal	
burning,	petty	trade,	repairs,	carpentry,	and	metalwork.	

4.3  West Africa and Central Africa 

In	Lagos	Nigeria,	the	growth	of	informal	settlements	is	attributed	to	rap‐
id	urbanization	 in	the	city	(Jibril,	2006),	and	the	fact	 that	 two‐thirds	of	
the	population	living	in	slum	neighborhoods.	The	slums	have	been	built	
on	 fills	 or	 perched	 on	 stilts	 over	 open	water.	 Sewage	 and	 solid	 waste	
management	 systems	 in	 the	 city’s	 informal	 settlements	 are	 practically	
nonexistent.	Residents	rely	on	pits	or	dispose	of	human	waste	and	gar‐
bage	directly	into	surface	waters.	The	influx	of	people	to	peri‐urban	are‐
as	and	the	lack	of	affordable	formal	housing	have	resulted	in	the	emer‐
gence	 of	 informal	 settlements,	 which	 are	 an	 eyesore.	 Lagos’	 informal	
settlements	 range	 in	 size	 from	 clusters	 of	 shacks	 to	 entire	 districts,	
which	are	scattered	across	the	city.	In	1984,	42	settlements	were	identi‐
fied	as	blighted	and	by	2004,	the	number	had	increased	to	approximate‐
ly	100	(UNHABITAT,	2008b).	
In	Central	Africa,	 the	Rwandan	capital	of	Kigali	 is	 characterized	by	 the	
massive	peri‐urban	 informal	 settlements,	which	have	degenerated	 into	
slums.	Prodigious	urban	development	in	Kigali	occurred	in	1980.	It	was	
slum‐like	in	shape	and	now	covers	around	70%	of	the	city	(Kalimba	and	
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Langen,	2007).	Inhabitants	of	the	peri‐urban	areas	of	the	city	face	differ‐
ent	 challenges	 including	 lack	of	 basic	urban	 infrastructure	with	 excep‐
tion	of	electricity	 (+/–80%	are	connected)	and	water	distribution	 (+/–
60%	connected).	There	is	a	huge	backlog	in	terms	of	infrastructure	with	
access,	drainage,	and	sanitary	conditions	 in	most	parts	of	 the	city	mar‐
gins	recorded	as	bad.	

4.4  Southern Africa 

In	 Mozambique,	 Maputo	 has	 been	 described	 as	 an	 urbanized	 “cement	
city”	with	informal	peripheral	neighborhoods	inhabited	by	the	majority	
of	 the	 population	 (UNHABITAT,	 2010).	 Conditions	 in	 peri‐urban	 areas	
are	characterized	by	disorderliness,	making	it	difficult	to	provide	essen‐
tial	 infrastructure	 and	 other	 municipal	 services.	 The	 majority	 of	 resi‐
dents	 rely	on	pit	 latrines	and	have	a	poor	solid	waste	disposal	system.	
Woody	 biomass	 consumption	 dominates	 the	 areas	where	 there	 is	 lim‐
ited	electricity.	Public	lighting	is	scanty	and	compromises	the	security	of	
the	 residents.	 Informal	 economic	 activities	 thrive	 in	 the	 peri‐urban	 in‐
formal	 settlements,	 taking	 the	 form	 of	 street	 vending,	 petty	 trade	 and	
waged	 labor	 in	privately	owned	peri‐urban	 farms	 (FAO,	2011).	A	 large	
number	of	women	are	also	involved	in	marketing	their	agricultural	pro‐
duce.	
In	Malawi,	Lilongwe’s	rapid	urbanization	process	is	pegged	at	about	4%	
per	 annum	 (UNHABITAT,	 2011).	 This	 rapid	 urban	 expansion	 explains	
the	city’s	failure	to	provide	basic	services	and	the	development	of	infor‐
mal	 settlements.	 In	 2008,	 about	 76%	 of	 the	 population	were	 informal	
dwellers	 (UNHABITAT,	 2011).	 Low‐income	 areas	 and	 informal	 settle‐
ments	make	up	73%	of	 the	residential	 land	share.	Residents	have	 little	
or	no	access	to	social	infrastructure	and	basic	urban	services.	Houses	are	
in	 poor	 condition	 and	 prone	 to	 fires	 and	 floods.	 Basic	 urban	 services	
such	as	water	and	electricity	are	supplied.	In	informal	settlements,	water	
is	supplied	mainly	through	Communal	Development	Committees	(CDCs)	
and	Water	Users	Associations	(WUAs)	(Devereux,	1999).	
Cape	Town	in	South	Africa	has,	 in	recent	 times,	experienced	a	huge	 in‐
crease	in	its	 informal	settlements	(cf.	Muzondo	et	al.,	2004).	More	than	
220	informal	settlements	with	an	estimated	of	900,000	people	are	faced	
with	a	number	of	challenges	summarized	by	the	Mels	et	al.	(2010:	2)	as	
the	“…[l]agging	behind	of	sanitation	coverage,	with	container	and	buck‐
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ets	being	the	systems	…	[S]ettlements	are	located	on	unsuitable	land	and	
are	difficult	to	access	for	water	and	sanitation	servicing….[Only],	36.5%	
of	 the	 population	 in	 the	 informal	 settlements	 are	 serviced	 with	 basic	
infrastructure.”	Livelihood	and	survival	strategies	 in	the	 informal	areas	
of	Cape	Town	are	very	diverse	and	include	employment	as	casual	labor,	
scrap	 collection,	 begging,	 selling	 petty	 commodities	 and	 running	 plaza	
shops	and	shebeens	and	making	repairs.	Home	industry	entails	baking,	
hairdressing,	dressmaking,	and	children	day	care	centers	 (mainly	done	
by	women).	Households	 in	 the	 informal	 settlements	 of	 Cape	Town	 are	
characterized	by	women	who	generally	lack	economic	security,	with	the	
majority	generating	income	in	the	informal	sector.	Informal	workers	are	
not	protected	by	labor	legislation	and	lack	access	to	credit	facilities	due	
their	 very	 low	 incomes.	 Informal	 settlements	 are	 far	 from	 commercial	
centers,	 such	 that	 residents	 are	 economically	 disadvantaged	 (City	 of	
Cape	Town,	2007).	
Urban	 local	 authorities	 are	 generally	 struggling	 to	 provide	 services	 to	
rapidly	expanding	 informal	settlements.	Poor	strategic	planning,	 inade‐
quate	oversight,	and	misleading	official	statistics	further	exacerbate	the	
capacity	of	urban	authorities.	

5 Conclusion and Policy Options  

The	 foregoing	 discussion	 reveals	 that	 Africa	 and	 its	 cities	 are	 moving	
along	a	very	unsustainable	path,	as	evidenced	by	examples	drawn	from	
the	 sub‐regions	of	North	Africa,	West	Africa,	 Southern	Africa,	 and	East	
Africa.	 Peri‐urban	 informalization	 typified	 by	 poverty	 of	 households,	
institutions,	 and	 the	 state	 at	 large	 has	 produced	 unplanned	 and	 disor‐
derly	spatial	settlements.	Substandard	and	overcrowded	housing,	 inad‐
equate	electricity,	water	and	 sanitation,	 road,	 solid	waste	management	
services,	and	deteriorating	urban	livelihood	options	are	the	hallmarks	of	
peri‐urban	 informal	 settlements.	Mega‐slums	are	mainly	 located	 in	 the	
peri‐urban	areas.	Failure	by	 the	 state	 to	provide	 infrastructure	and	 in‐
vestment	 opportunities	 and	 its	 incapacity	 to	 implement	 housing,	 envi‐
ronmental,	and	urban	policies	are	the	chief	reasons	for	this.	 Innovative	
solutions	and	 strategies	developed	by	 the	urban	poor	 to	 improve	 their	
living	environments	 can	 lead	 to	 the	gradual	 expansion	of	 informal	 set‐
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tlements.	Such	innovations	include	informal	small	businesses,	and	other	
diverse	coping	strategies	such	as	peri‐urban	farming.	Relevant	authori‐
ties	 need	 to	 integrate	 the	 innovations	 of	 peri‐urban	 informal	 dwellers	
into	city	management	systems	(Beattie,	Mayer	and	Yildirim,	2010)	with	
a	view	to	the	social	transformation	of	these	areas.	This	implies	capitaliz‐
ing	and	improving	on	the	innovations	by	the	poor	to	ensure	sustainabil‐
ity.	 Evidence	 from	 elsewhere	 shows	 that	 an	 integrationist	 model	 that	
combines	 ideas	 from	 two	 or	more	 actors	 provides	 a	more	 sustainable	
framework	for	development.	Africa	needs	to	embrace	the	realities	of	its	
current	poverty	through	discourse,	reflection,	and	informed	action.	It	is	
important	to	create	platforms	on	which	local	communities,	local	authori‐
ties,	 central	 governments,	 the	 private	 and	 voluntary	 sectors	 come	 to	
share	ideas	and	contemplate	a	more	sustainable	future	together,	so	as	to	
transform	communities	and	enable	them	to	escape	poverty.	
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Chapter 8 
ANALYSIS OF WOMEN’S ORGANIZATIONS AS DRIVERS OF 
GENDERED SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION: EXPERIENCES FROM 
ZIMBABWE 

Manase	Chiweshe	

Poverty	in	Zimbabwe	is	gendered	in	ways	that	have	ensured	women	are	
the	majority	of	the	poor	with	70%	located	in	the	rural	areas.	Rural	wom‐
en	 constitute	 the	 bulk	 of	marginalized	 people,	 yet	 their	 life	 conditions	
remain	 unproblematized	 at	 the	 policy	 level.	What	 sort	 of	 social	 trans‐
formation	is	required	for	these	women?	Who	should	lead	this	transfor‐
mation?	This	 chapter	explores	 the	 theme	of	 social	 transformation	as	 it	
relates	 to	 structural	 poverty	 and	 gender	 issues.	 It	 questions	 whether	
women’s	movements	and	grassroots	organizations	in	Zimbabwe	can	act	
as	catalysts	for	this	social	transformation.	Through	a	nuanced	analysis	of	
the	 nature,	 activities,	 capacities,	 and	 ideologies	 underpinning	women’s	
movement,	the	author	present	a	complex	picture	of	contradiction,	collu‐
sion,	 differentiation,	 success,	 and	 failure	 of	 the	women’s	movement	 in	
poverty	 alleviation	 in	 Zimbabwe.	 This	 highlights	 the	 different	 actors	
within	women’s	activist	movements	while	narrowing	the	focus	on	vari‐
ous	 grassroots	 agencies	 that	 offer	 opportunity	 and	 hope	 for	 a	 truly	
transformative	process.	

1 Introduction 

Poverty	 is	an	enduring	 legacy	of	human	histories.	The	majority	of	Afri‐
cans	have	long	lived	in	abject	poverty.	After	decades	of	development	aid	
and	 neoliberal‐led	 projects	 designed	 to	 promote	 poverty	 alleviation,	
Africa’s	poorest	are	found	further	at	the	margins.	Poverty	in	Zimbabwe,	
however	defined,	is	highly	gendered	in	ways	that	have	ensured	women	
remain	 the	 majority	 of	 the	 impoverished.	 This	 chapter	 explores	 the	
theme	of	 social	 transformation	as	 it	 relates	 to	addressing	gendered	di‐
mensions	 of	 structural	 poverty.	 It	 questions	 whether	 the	 women’s	
movements	and	grassroots	organization	 in	Zimbabwe	can	act	 as	 social	
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catalysts	 and	 change	 agents	 for	 this	 social	 transformation.	 Through	 a	
nuanced	analysis	of	nature,	 activities,	 capacities,	 and	 ideologies	under‐
pinning	women’s	organizations,	this	chapter	presents	a	complex	picture	
of	 contradiction,	 collusion,	 differentiation,	 success,	 and	 failure	 of	 the	
women’s	movement	in	aiding	poverty	alleviation.	In	analyzing	the	wom‐
en’s	movement	 in	 Zimbabwe,	 the	 chapter	 begins	with	 Eerdewijk’s	 and	
Mugadza’s	assertion	that:	

The	 contemporary	 status,	 and	 the	 future,	 of	 the	women’s	move‐
ment	 in	 Zimbabwe	has	 been	 the	 subject	 of	much	discussion	 and	
debate.	In	the	early	2000s,	a	returning	concern	was	that	“women’s	
movements	 have	 lost	 their	 vibrancy	 and	 resilience,	 and	 are	 no	
longer	 as	 effective	 in	 representing	 women’s	 interests	 in	 their	
counties,	 as	 they	 were	 in	 their	 formative	 years”	 (Masvaure	 and	
Wamwanduka	2008,	p.	1).	

Essof	also	positioned	her	2013	book	Shemurenga	 in	 relation	 to	discus‐
sions	in	the	early	2000s,	when	“some	questioned	whether	women’s	or‐
ganizing	 actually	 constituted	 a	 movement,”	 others	 argued	 that	 the	
movement	 had	 been	 “weakened	 ideologically,”	 whereas	 others	 “recog‐
nised	a	movement	but	saw	it	as	weak	and	dismantled”.	
Women	 in	 Zimbabwe	 are	marginalized	 from	mainstream	economic	 ac‐
tivities	despite	the	fact	 that	they	are	52%	of	the	population.	This	 is	be‐
cause	 the	majority	of	women	are	domiciled	 in	 rural	 areas	 and	 as	 such	
isolated	 from	 policy‐making	 processes.	 Contributions	made	 by	women	
should	be	understood	within	the	social	and	cultural	governance	system	
of	rural	areas,	 in	which	patriarchy	plays	a	key	role	in	determining	how	
and	to	what	extent	they	should	be	involved	in	the	processes	of	develop‐
ment.		

2 History of Women’s Organization 

The	history	of	women	organizations	in	Zimbabwe	can	be	directly	linked	
to	 the	 Christian	 missionary	 movement	 in	 colonial	 Rhodesia.	 The	 very	
first	 documented	 women’s	 organizations	 were	 Christian	 groups	 as	
Ziyambi	(1997:	7)	notes:	
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[…]	[The]	earliest	women’s	groups	 in	Zimbabwe	were	 linked	to	mis‐
sionary	activity	and	the	church.	The	Wesleyan	Women’s	Groups	and	
the	Media	in	Zimbabwe	Methodist	Church	women’s	Ruwadzano	(fel‐
lowship)	movement	had	taken	hold	in	the	then	Southern	Rhodesia	by	
1919…	The	primary	aim	of	these	groups	was	to	teach	African	women	
about	God.	Secondary	aims	included	instructions	on	how	to	maintain	
a	home	that	measured	up	to	Christian	standards	of	cleanliness…	The	
Victorian	ideal	of	virtuous	wife,	selfless	mother,	and	tidy,	industrious	
housekeeper	 was	 the	 goal	 for	 which	 all	 African	 women	 should	 be	
taught	to	strive.	

	
While	these	groups	were	conservative	in	their	approach,	they	provided	
spaces	for	women	to	meet	and	interact	on	their	own.	The	concern	of	the	
organization	was	limiting	women	to	the	private	sphere	and	these	groups	
have	 continued	 in	 postcolonial	 Zimbabwe.	 Women	 are	 taught	 about	
cooking,	home	design,	sewing	and	involved	in	various	health	and	entre‐
preneurial	 activities	 in	 church	 groups.	 It	 is	 only	 around	 1923	 that	 the	
first	 signs	 of	 women	 organizing	 within	 the	 public	 sphere	 begin	 to	
emerge.	Chiweshe	and	Bhatasara	(forthcoming)	note	that	in	1923	wom‐
en	 were	 part	 of	 the	 Southern	 Rhodesia	 Bantu	 Voters	 Association	 and	
they	successfully	organized	a	boycott	of	the	beer	halls	in	1934.	Colonial	
structures	 in	 many	 ways	 suppressed	 women	 from	 actively	 organizing	
within	 the	public	 sphere.	Under	 colonial	 rule	 in	Zimbabwe,	Gaidzanwa	
(1992)	illustrates	how	patriarchy	and	white	colonial	capital	colluded	to	
institutionalize	gender	 inequalities.	Colonial	government	required	male	
labor	in	the	cities	and	mines	but	wanted	women	to	stay	in	the	rural	are‐
as	to	reproduce	labor	and	care	for	the	old,	sick,	and	injured	men.	African	
men	on	 the	other	hand	wanted	women	 to	 remain	 in	 the	 rural	areas	 to	
safeguard	their	land	claims,	which	they	would	use	after	retiring.	As	such	
laws	were	put	in	place	to	curtail	women’s	movement	in	the	urban	areas	
where	most	accommodation	was	for	single	men	in	flats.		
As	 Zimbabwe’s	 fight	 for	 independence	 intensified	 during	 the	 1970s,	
women	 became	 an	 important	 part	 of	 the	 armed	 struggle.	 This	 had	 an	
impact	 on	 gender	 as	 women	 fought	 and	 participated	 in	 the	 war	 with	
their	male	counterparts.	Women	fighters	were	viewed	as	equals	during	
the	war	and	there	was	an	assumption	that	 independence	 from	colonial	
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rule	would	 usher	 in	 gender	 equality.	 In	 understanding	 gender	 and	 the	
liberation	movement	in	Zimbabwe,	Groves	(2007)	argues	that:	

Gender	 politics	 appeared	 increasingly	 institutionalised	 within	
ZANU,	 allowing	 the	 party’s	 Women’s	 League	 to	 declare	 publicly	
that	 “for	 the	 revolution	 to	 triumph	 in	 its	 totality	 there	 must	 be	
emancipation	 of	 women”	 (in	 Seidman,	 1984:	 419)	 …	 Nhongo‐
Simbanegavi	 reports	 that	 “it	 carried	 pictures	 of	 formidable‐
looking	women,	often	 in	 situations	defying	 traditional	notions	of	
femininity”	 (2000:	1).	The	emancipation	of	women	was	possible,	
Weiss	argued,	“thanks	to	the	social	change	that	was	set	in	motion	
by	the	armed	revolution”;	women	were	playing	a	“dynamic	role	in	
the	national	liberation	movement….1	

Mojubaolu	Olufunke‐Okome	(2003:	82)	argues,	“In	both	its	colonial	and	
post‐colonial	 forms,	 the	 African	 State	 has	 discriminated	 consistently	
against	women.”	At	 independence	 in	most	African	 states,	women	were	
simply	co‐opted	 into	the	structures	of	 the	new	ruling	elites.	Gaidzanwa	
(1992)	shows	how	in	Zimbabwe,	women	simply	became	appendages	of	
the	partriachial	ruling	classes	without	any	fundamental	changes	in	their	
conditions.	 The	 postcolonial	 state	 in	 Africa	 has	 thus	 largely	 been	 par‐
triachial	and	co‐opting	women	through	gender	mainstreaming	programs	
which	do	little	to	transform	structures	that	place	women	in	inferior	posi‐
tions.	The	liberation	struggle	did	not	yield	the	benefits	 it	had	promised	
for	women.		

The	Zimbabwean	state	took	a	paternalistic	view	toward	women’s	organ‐
izations	and	issues	as	the	benefits	of	independence	did	not	lead	to	wom‐
en’s	 emancipation.	 The	 government	 implemented	 some	 progressive	
measures	such	as	the	Legal	Age	of	Majority	Act,	which	gave	women	adult	
status	at	 the	age	of	18.	Overall	women’s	organizations	were	 largely	or‐
ganized	 around	 the	 state	 with	 very	 little	 being	 done	 to	 challenge	 the	
patriarchal	 status	quo.	What	 the	 liberation	 struggle	had	done	however	
was	to	provide	opportunities	for	some	women	to	gain	education	outside	

                                                 
1	 http://www.e‐ir.info/2007/12/13/the‐construction‐of‐a‐%E2%80%98liberation	

%E2%80%99‐gender‐and‐the‐%E2%80%98national‐liberation‐movement%E2	
%80%99‐in‐zimbabwe/[accessed	23	June	2014]	
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the	 country,	 lead	 in	various	 spaces	of	 the	 struggle,	 and	 show	 that	 they	
could	do	what	men	can	do	also.	
Women’s	 organizations	 post	 independence	were	 thus	 largely	 subdued	
by	the	state.	Until	the	1990s	such	organizations	focusing	upon	women’s	
issues	would	shy	away	from	making	more	radical	demands	on	the	state,	
preferring	instead	to	work	with	and	in	the	state,	more	often	than	not	as	
an	expression	of	the	personal/	class	interests	which	the	dominant	lead‐
ership	bring	into	the	movement	structures.	It	is	only	in	the	1990s	were	
the	emergence	of	civil	society	organizations	that	we	see	a	radical	change	
in	 the	 women’s	 movement	 as	 organizations	 such	 as	 Musasa	 emerged.	
Such	organizations	defied	the	paternalistic	and	partriachial	structures	of	
the	 state	 and	 demanded	 radical	 change	 in	 the	 situation	 of	 women.	 In	
1983,	 however,	 women	 activists	 had	 already	 began	 to	 challenge	 the	
state	with	the	formation	of	a	Women’s	Action	Group	to	protest	the	arrest	
of	women	moving	on	the	streets	alone	at	night	(Makanje,	Shaba	and	Win	
2004:	 10).	 The	 increased	 education	 for	 women	 and	 access	 to	 interna‐
tional	spaces	where	feminism	and	gender	issues	were	discussed	such	as	
1985	United	Nations	Women’s	Conference	in	Nairobi,	Kenya,	 led	to	im‐
portant	milestones	within	the	movement.	This	was	however	met	with	a	
“backlash	 against	 the	 pioneers	 of	 the	 women’s	 movement	 soon	 after	
independence	was	quite	severe,	especially	 for	those	who	advocated	for	
women’s	emancipation.	This	backlash	was	more	vicious	from	fellow	fe‐
males	than	males”	(Kwinjeh,	2010:	8).	

3 Gendered Social Transformation: Theoretical 
Grounding 

This	chapter	looks	at	social	transformation	from	a	gendered	perspective.	
It	questions	whether	gender	as	defined,	organized,	and	advocated	for	in	
Zimbabwe	holds	any	promise	for	poor	and	marginalized	women.	It	high‐
lights	the	challenges	facing	women’s	movements	and	how	they	can	ulti‐
mately	be	mobilized	as	vehicles	for	gendered	social	transformation.	Only	
when	women	on	the	continent	began	to	speak	on	their	own	experiences	
without	copying	and	pasting	theoretical	assumptions	alien	to	their	exist‐
ence	will	we	begin	to	see	the	women’s	movement	bearing	fruit	for	mil‐
lions	of	suffering	people	on	the	continent.	Social	transformation	is	a	fun‐
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damental	 shift	 in	 how	a	 society	 is	 organized.	 Such	 shifts	 are	 radical	 in	
nature,	 altering	 sociocultural	 systems	 and	 relations.	 Mukaramurenzi	
(2011)	argues	that	the	best	process	of	social	transformation	is	one	that	
eradicates	all	kinds	of	inequalities	and	hierarchies	that	have	been	estab‐
lished	between	men	and	women	throughout	history.	To	understand	bet‐
ter	how	social	transformation	can	lead	to	gender	equality,	I	adopt	Span‐
nos’s	theory	of	complimentary	holism	which	is	an	“alternative	to	histori‐
cal	 materialism,	 which	 would	 keep	 in	 possession	 the	 effort	 to	 under‐
stand	the	historical	 forces	of	change	but	also	bring	the	attention	to	 the	
totality	 of	 social	 relations	 and	 the	 core	 factors	 that	 shape	 people	 and	
society	as	a	whole,	not	only	by	class	struggle,	but	through	all	aspects	of	
life”	 (Mukaramurenzi,	 2011:	 5).	 The	 theory	 of	 complimentary	 holism	
provides	 for	 four	 spheres	 of	 social	 life:	 economic,	 kinship,	 community,	
and	political.	Social	 transformation	depends	on	what	 takes	place	 in	 the	
four	 spheres	 of	 life	 mentioned	 above.	 There	 is	 a	 complementary	 and	
holistic	orientation,	which	does	not	a	priori	assume	 the	primary	domi‐
nance	of	any	of	the	spheres	over	any	of	the	others,	but	instead	seeks	to	
understand	how	the	parts	of	the	whole	are	interdependent	and	relate	to	
one	another.	
Gendered	social	transformation	thus	focuses	and	depends	upon	changes	
in	the	four	spheres	of	life	articulated	by	Spannos	(2008).	This,	however,	
requires	 us	 to	 understand	what	 gender	means	 and	what	 it	 signifies	 in	
those	four	spheres.	Transforming	multiplicity	of	relations	of	subordina‐
tion	 that	 women	 find	 themselves	 under	 requires	 an	 understanding	 of	
gender	 inequalities	 in	 all	 spheres	 of	 society.	 To	 better	 illuminate	 this	
idea,	the	paper	invokes	the	concept	of	intersectionality,	which	allows	for	
a	 better	 analysis	 of	 how	 the	 spheres	 interact	 and	 intersect	 to	 create	
women’s	 subordinate	 position	 (Crenshaw,	 1991).	 Intersectionality	 ac‐
cepts	that	women	carry	multiple	and	conflicting	identities	mainly	based	
on	class,	religion,	caste,	and	ethnicity,	which	affect	their	involvement	and	
action	 in	women’s	groups.	Ramtohul	(2012)	argues	 that	 the	concept	of	
intersectionality	 and	 identity	 has	 shown	 that	 identities	 are	 complex,	
comprising	multiple	intersections	of	class,	gender,	race,	nationality,	and	
sexuality,	causing	 individuals	to	react	differently	at	different	times.	She	
adds	that	women’s	political	actions	do	not	solely	depend	on	their	femi‐
nine	 identity,	 but	 are	 also	 influenced	 by	 other	 social	 traits	with	which	
they	identify.	In	a	study	of	women	in	the	United	States	and	South	Africa,	
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Bahati	 Kuumba	 (2002:	 504)	 notes	 that	 “activism	 of	 women	 and	 their	
organizations	sprang	from	their	particular	positioning	within	systems	of	
multiple	 oppressions	 simultaneously	 experiencing	 racial/ethnic,	 class,	
and	gender	oppression.”	Emergence	of	women’s	organization	in	Zimba‐
bwe	thus	has	to	be	understood	using	intersectionality	theory	which	rec‐
ognizes	that	women	are	often	positioned	and	intersected	within	system	
of	multiple	oppressions	such	as	racial,	patriarchal,	and	class	inequalities.	
Categorization	of	Women’s	Organizations	and	Their	Activities	
Women’s	 organization	 in	 Zimbabwe	 can	 be	 categorized	 in	 different	
ways.	 In	 terms	 of	 size,	 there	 are	 national,	 regional,	 and	 community‐
based	women’s	organizations.	National	organizations	such	as	Women	in	
Politics	Support	Unit	have	a	wider	reach	and	focus	on	issues	at	a	nation‐
al	 scale.	 Operations	 of	 national‐level	 organizations	 are	 geared	 toward	
achieving	 a	 higher	 level	 impact	 at	 policy	 level	while	 community‐based	
organizations	 are	 oriented	 toward	 particular	 needs	 at	 the	 grassroots.	
Regional	organizations	operate	at	ward,	district,	or	provincial	level.	Such	
organizations	are	based,	operate,	and	work	within	specific	areas.	Wom‐
en’s	organizations	can	also	be	formal	and	informal.	Formal	organizations	
are	 registered,	 legally	 recognized	 entities	 which	 are	 funded	 and	 have	
written	 constitutions	 with	 rules	 and	 regulations.	 Such	 organizations	
have	 paid	 staff	 and	 are	 usually	 founded	 by	 individuals	 or	 groups	 of	
women	and	even	men.	They	go	into	communities	and	start	projects	most	
of	which	are	determined	by	donor	funds	and	interventions.	These	organ‐
izations	are	more	visible	and	their	sphere	of	 influence	is	greater.	 Infor‐
mal	 organizations	 are	 usually	 started	 by	 women	 at	 the	 grassroots	 as	
spaces	for	women	to	meet,	socialize,	share,	teach	each	other,	and	initiate	
projects	such	as	revolving	groups.	Such	organizations	are	based	on	trust	
and	are	limited	to	women	who	know	and	live	near	each	other.	They	are	
not	 registered	 and	 are	 not	 recognized	 by	 the	 state.	 The	 groups	 are	
ephemeral	in	nature,	depending	on	continued	social	capital.		
Women’s	organizations	are	located	in	different	locations	namely	urban,	
peri–urban,	 and	 rural	 areas.	 The	 majority	 of	 organizations	 are	 urban	
based	though	they	still	have	programming	within	rural	areas.	Some	have	
offices	 in	 the	 rural	 areas	 they	 operate	 in	 but	 these	 face	 challenges	 in	
terms	of	electricity,	communication,	and	networking	access.	Location	is	
important	 in	 terms	of	 visibility	 and	access	 to	donors	and	 it	 also	deter‐
mines	 the	 type	 of	 programming	 as	 programs	differ	 in	 urban	 and	 rural	
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areas.	Women’s	organizations	in	Zimbabwe	are	mainly	involved	in	poli‐
cy	and	advocacy	work.	Organizations	such	as	the	Women’s	Lawyers	As‐
sociation	 for	 example	 are	 involved	 in	 understanding	 how	 inheritance	
and	 customary	 laws	 affect	 women.	 Few	 organizations	 are	 involved	 in	
women	empowerment	yet	a	change	in	policy	or	laws	alone	will	not	lead	
to	equality	 in	other	spheres	of	 life.	With	sexual	violence	being	a	preva‐
lent	 problem,	 especially	 domestic	 and	 gender‐based	 violence,	 it	 is	 dis‐
heartening	to	see	very	few	organizations	involved	in	such	work	especial‐
ly	supporting	rape	victims.	Another	way	to	categorize	women’s	organi‐
zations	is	by	focusing	on	the	age	group	they	work	with.	There	has	been	
an	 increase	 in	 youth‐based	organizations	while	 those	 focusing	 on	 chil‐
dren	such	as	the	Girl	Child	Network	have	operated	for	years.		
There	are	also	organizations,	especially	at	donor	and	international	level,	
that	 are	 not	 necessarily	women’s	 organizations	 but	 do	 a	 great	 deal	 to	
promote	gender	equality.	Such	organizations	are	involved	in	either	fund‐
ing	women’s	 organizations	 or	 implementing	women	 related	 programs.	
One	 example	 are	 organizations	 such	 as	 SIDA	 and	 USAID	 which	 have	
largely	funded	women’s	organizations	operating	in	various	parts	of	the	
country.	 There	 are,	 however,	 complex	 challenges	 involved	 with	 such	
donor	agencies,	as	Diana	Jeater	(2011)	argues:	

The	perception	amongst	workers	who	are	trying	to	make	a	differ‐
ence	at	the	grassroots	in	Zimbabwe	is	that	big	aid	agencies	such	as	
UNICEF	and	DfID	don’t	engage	with	communities	to	find	out	what	
they	need;	they	deliver	to	them.	Jeannie	Sinclair	described	turning	
up	 for	 a	 session	with	her	 care‐givers	one	day,	 to	 find	 the	 village	
filled	with	DfID	Land	Cruisers	and	people	from	the	district	whom	
she	 had	 not	 met	 before.	 Apparently	 this	 was	 the	 “˜delivery’	 of	
DfID’s	 gender‐based	 violence	 programme.	 The	 DfID	 team	
swooped	in,	gave	everyone	free	Coca‐Cola	and	a	text	to	keep	about	
GBV,	and	then	swooped	out	again.	The	free	drink	and	the	hoohah	
attracted	 scores	 of	 participants,	 who	 could	 be	 recorded	 on	 the	
programme	report.	Job	done?	A	combination	of	tight	auditing	and	
external	agenda‐setting	influences	the	evaluation	of	projects,	and	
this	 in	 turn	 affects	 the	project	 design.	 In	 order	 to	 be	 reportable,	
outcomes	must	 be	 measurable.	 In	 order	 to	 be	measurable,	 they	
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must	be	 tangible.	There	 is	a	common	complaint	 is	 that	aid	agen‐
cies	only	recognise	“things”	as	outcomes,	not	relationships.2	

There	 are	 also	 international	 organizations	 which	 come	 in	 two	 broad	
categories	working	within	the	women’s	sector	in	Zimbabwe.	Firstly,	are	
the	UN	agencies	working	in	various	ways	to	promote	women’s	interests.	
UN	Women	 is	 directly	 involved	 and	 can	 be	 categorized	 as	 an	 interna‐
tional	 women’s	 organization.	 UN	 Women’s	 mandate	 in	 Zimbabwe	 is,	
however,	 aided	 by	 other	 agencies	 such	 as	 UNDP,	 UNFPA,	 and	UNICEF.	
The	major	challenge	with	UN	organizations	 is	apparent	when	one	con‐
siders	the	uncoordinated	nature	of	their	programs.	This	may	be	because	
they	operate	as	separate	entities	and	issues	of	control	may	lead	to	con‐
flicts.	Secondly,	are	those	international	NGOs	such	as	CARE	Internation‐
al,	World	Vision,	Plan	and	Goal.	All	these	organizations	have	gender‐	or	
women‐focused	programs	of	one	form	or	another.	The	major	challenge,	
however,	 is	 that	these	programs	tend	not	to	question	or	challenge	par‐
triachial	norms	but	 rather	 focus	upon	piecemeal	activities	 such	as	gar‐
dens,	revolving	funds,	and	projects.	Another	problem	is	the	limited	reach	
of	such	organizations	that	work	in	only	a	few	districts	in	the	country.	

4 Class and Ideological Basis of Women’s 
Organizations 

Women’s	organizations	are	a	kaideloscope	of	differing	interests	and	ide‐
ologies.	It	can	be	argued	that	differences	of	education,	job	opportunities,	
and	cultural	possibilities	also	get	filtered	through	the	lenses	of	class	and	
ethnicity	which	structures	 the	 individual	experiences	of	women	and	as	
such	their	organizing.	Thus,	 it	 is	mainly	educated,	middle‐class,	and	ca‐
reer	women	who	initiate	and	run	women’s	organization.	We	could	also	
argue	 that	 the	 women’s	 movement	 in	 Zimbabwe	 allowed	 access	 for	
women	 into	 the	 middle	 class	 which	 has	 both	 advantages	 and	 disad‐
vantages	 for	 the	movement.	 The	disadvantage	 is	 that	 this	 severely	 un‐
dermined	its	political	viability	and	effectiveness	as	a	movement	while	it	
also	created	new	sources	of	identity	for	women	in	the	public	which	fur‐

                                                 
2	 http://africanarguments.org/2011/08/08/parasites‐of‐the‐poor‐international‐

ngos‐and‐aid‐agencies‐in‐zimbabwe‐by‐diana‐jeater/	(accessed	May	12,	2013).	
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thered	their	cause	for	equality.	Like	other	middle‐class‐led	movements,	
women’s	organizations	 in	Zimbabwe	 face	 a	 severe	disconnect	with	 the	
grassroots.	There	is	a	 lack	of	understanding	of	gender‐related	concepts	
by	 a	 significant	 number	 of	 civic	 organizations	 working	 in	 the	 “gender	
sector”	in	Zimbabwe.	The	concept	of	gender	is	widely	used	in	Africa	but	
what	this	concept	precisely	denotes	remains	fraught	with	contestations.	
We	 have	 to	 question	 the	 essentializing	 tendencies	 of	 much	 feminist	
scholarship	which	tends	to	promote	binary	views	of	gender	that	reduce	
women	to	their	vaginas	and	generalize	these	individuals	into	an	under‐
class	of	victims	under	 the	overwhelming	oppression	of	patriarchy.	The	
existence	 of	 patriarchy	 in	many	 societies	 in	Africa	 is	 not	 disputed	 and	
that	 it	 subjugates	 women	 and	 relegates	 them	 to	 the	 private	 sphere	 is	
well	 documented.	What	 is	missing	 is	 a	 nuanced	 understanding	 of	 how	
gender	 interlinks	 and	 interplays	 with	 various	 other	 forms	 of	 identity	
such	as	class,	age,	ethnicity,	religious	affiliation,	nationality,	and	status	to	
determine	our	lives.	To	proclaim	gender	as	the	overarching	factor	in	all	
situations	 is	 to	hide	various	 fascinating	and	crucial	modes	of	 identities	
which	 are	 constantly	 being	 created	 and	 recreated	 by	 active	 agents	 in	
their	everyday	lives.	
Ramtohul	(2012)	argues	that	women’s	organizations	need	to	mobilize	a	
feminist	 consciousness	 if	 they	 are	 to	 transform	 unequal	 gender	 rela‐
tions.	There	are	thus	many	contested	feminist	positions.	For	some	femi‐
nist	 consciousness	 is	 the	 awareness	 by	 women	 that	 they	 belong	 to	 a	
subordinate	group	and	that,	as	members	of	such	a	group,	they	have	suf‐
fered	wrongs.	 It	 is	 recognition	 that	 their	 condition	 of	 subordination	 is	
not	natural,	but	societally	determined.	This	will	lead	to	the	development	
of	a	 sense	of	 sisterhood;	 the	autonomous	definition	by	women	of	 their	
goals	and	strategies	 for	changing	 their	condition;	and	 the	development	
of	 an	 alternate	 vision	 of	 the	 future.	 This	 consciousness	 needs	 to	 be	
steeped	 in	 the	 everyday	 lived	 experiences	 of	women	on	 the	 continent.	
Feminist	 consciousness	 calls	 for	 sisterhood	 and	 unity	 among	 women	
through	 transcending	 their	 intersectional	 identities.	 Nzegwu	 (in	
Oyewumi,	 2004:	 vii),	 however,	 is	 suspicious	 of	 this	 as	 she	 argues	 that	
there	is	a	myth	of	sisterhood	among	women,	yet	what	pertains	is	actual‐
ly	a	“sisterarchy.”	Any	talk	of	solidarity	among	women	has	to	avoid	rec‐
reating	other	forms	of	inequality	among	them.	For	example,	rural	wom‐
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en	and	educated	middle‐class	activists	with	exposure	from	travel	across	
the	world	already	face	distinct	differences	despite	their	similar	gender.	
In	a	blog	narrating	her	personal	experiences,	Delta	Ndou	highlights	how	
the	 mainstream	 women’s	 movement	 in	 Zimbabwe	 is	 mainly	 Harare‐
based	(capital	city).	Other	areas	have	sub‐offices	but	remain	outside	the	
mainstream.	 She	 outlines	 how	 for	 young	 women	 outside	 Harare	 the	
movement	 remains	 inaccessible	 and	 hopelessly	 out	 of	 touch	 with	 the	
grassroots.	Women	who	have	been	at	the	helm	of	the	movement	do	not	
invest	 in	 training	 the	 next	 generation;	 transferring	 skills,	 knowledge,	
wisdom	 and	 fostering	 a	 culture	 of	 continuity.	 Without	 mentoring	 the	
next	generation	of	leaders,	the	work	done	by	these	women	activists	will	
be	interred	with	them.3	This	is	what	Murungu	(2008)	has	described	as	a	
lack	of	 succession	plans	 in	most	organizations	where	competition	over	
resources	or	survival	has	led	to	older	members	closing	doors	for	young	
members.We	 can	 propose	 a	 serious	 critique	 on	 the	 radical	 and	 trans‐
formative	nature	of	urban‐based	civil	society	in	Zimbabwe.	Civil	society	
in	Zimbabwe	(which	includes	women’s	organizations)	has	been	thought	
of	 as	 progressive,	 yet	 “…civil	 society	 itself	 is	 in	 various	ways	 a	 site	 of	
domination,	 inequality	 and	 conflict:	 the	 moment	 of	 social	 domination	
inscribed	within	civil	 society	 is	 ignored”	 (Helliker,	2012:	11).	Women’s	
organizations	 fall	 prey	 to	 problems	 that	 generally	 affect	 all	 other	 civil	
society	 groupings,	 for	 example	 upward	 accountability	 and	 urban	 bias.	
They	are	answerable	to	donors	and	women	at	the	grassroots	have	little	
say	in	how	or	what	happens	with	programming.	There	has	been	a	grow‐
ing	 literature	denouncing	 the	undemocratic	 tendencies	within	 the	 civil	
society	in	Zimbabwe	(Makumbe,	1998;	Mhlanga,	2008).	Women’s	organ‐
izations	are	sadly	part	of	this	civic	context	in	which	people	have	created	
cults	and	protection	around	positions	and	spaces.	

5 Challenges Facing Women’s Organizations 

Ziyambi	(1997)	argues	that	women’s	groups	in	Zimbabwe	have	histori‐
cally	operated	within	a	tight	resource	base	as	they	have	always	existed	
outside	 government	 support.	 In	Zimbabwe,	 funding	 flow	 from	 interna‐

                                                 
3	 http://itsdelta.wordpress.com/an‐open‐letter‐to‐the‐womens‐movement‐in‐

zimbabwe/	(accessed	August	12,	2012).	
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tional	 donors	 to	 local	 civic	 organizations	 has	 gradually	 declined	 from	
around	US$2.6	million	to	just	over	US$1	million	since	2007	(Joint	Donor	
Steering	Committee,	2010).	Most	formal	women’s	organizations	depend	
on	 international	 donor	 funding	 which	 has	 its	 own	 serious	 pitfalls:	 for	
example,	such	funds	are	usually	tied	to	short‐term	projects	which	might	
not	necessarily	help	in	the	long‐term	battle	against	inequality.	With	the	
reduction	of	donor	 funds	there	 is	also	 increased	competition	 for	donor	
resources	as	various	organizations	battle	for	relevance.	This	has	led	to	a	
lack	of	coordination	and	at	 times	outright	confrontation	among	organi‐
zations.		
The	space	for	organizing	in	Zimbabwe	has	shrunk	and	the	material	con‐
ditions	(infrastructure,	political	space,	capacity)	that	support	organizing	
have	been	severely	eroded	(Jones,	2008).	Post	2000,	women’s	organiza‐
tions	 turned	 to	 survival	mode	 as	 they	 faced	multiple	 threats	 and	 chal‐
lenges	from	a	state	and	its	agents	who	became	more	violent	and	an	eco‐
nomic	context	which	made	 it	difficult	 to	operate.	With	many	arrests	of	
female	activists,	most	women’s	organizations	have	 to	be	apolitical,	and	
to	 be	 more	 service	 oriented	 and	 hence	 keep	 in	 a	 safe	 space	 (Jones,	
2008).	 Another	 problem	 is	 that	 politically	 the	women’s	movement	 re‐
mains	weak.	Major	political	parties	remain	male	dominated	and	patriar‐
chal	 in	orientation.	Women	are	 represented	 in	 the	 two	biggest	parties,	
the	MDC	and	ZANU	PF,	yet	 the	women’s	wings	of	 these	parties	remain	
oriented	toward	the	political	goals	of	leaders.	Without	women‐centered	
political	party	 the	efforts	of	women	within	 these	patriarchal	structures	
will	achieve	very	little	as	women’s	activist	Thoko	Matshe	notes,	“Zimba‐
bwe	will	 still	be	a	patriarchal	state	no	matter	who	wins	 [the	elections]	
currently,	 so	 for	women	 it	 is	 ‘Aluta	Continua’—the	 struggle	 continues”	
(Jones,	2008).	
One	of	 the	biggest	challenges	 for	 the	women’s	movement	has	been	 the	
question	of	the	state.	The	state	in	this	instance	is	not	simply	the	govern‐
ment	but	rather	the	whole	authoritarian	structure	based	on	partriachial	
and	masculine	 control	 of	 and	over	women:	 their	 bodies	 and	 identities.	
The	period	following	the	2000	crisis	made	this	question	more	pertinent	
as	Win	(2004)	notes,	“The	crisis	has	left	the	women’s	movement	in	dis‐
array…	A	major	blockage	for	the	Women’s	Coalition	is	its	lack	of	a	clear	
position	on	its	relationship	with	the	State.”	Pietrzyk	(2009)	argues	that	
the	women’s	movement	 remains	 problematically	 betwixt	 and	 between	
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this	issue	of	relating	to	the	state.	Complicating	matters	here	are	the	indi‐
vidual	relationships	of	some	activists	with	the	state.	As	Pietrzyk	(2009)	
points	 out,	 the	 women’s	 movement	 in	 Zimbabwe	 has	 never	 really	 re‐
bounded	 from	Operation	Clean	Up	of	1983	when	 the	state	violated	 the	
rights	 of	 ordinary	 citizens	 by	 arresting	 thousands	 of	 women	 for	 the	
“crime”	of	being	on	the	street	alone.	As	noted	earlier,	this	led	to	the	birth	
of	 Women’s	 Action	 Group	 (WAG)	 which	 was	 followed	 by	 many	 other	
organizations	some	of	which	challenged	the	state,	others	remained	apo‐
litical	and	yet	still	others	were	co‐opted	and	captured	by	the	state.	This	
confrontational	 approach	 to	 the	 state	 by	WAG	meant	 that	 it	 remained	
isolated	from	the	growing	women’s	movement	and	they	were	disowned	
by	 some	women’s	organizations	 in	public.	 Even	 for	other	women	 their	
confrontational	 approach	 to	 state	 and	 patriarchy	 was	 untenable.	 Pre‐
sent‐day	women’s	movement	 is	 still	 riddled	with	 this	 problem	 in	 rela‐
tion	to	state	and	patriarchy.	The	differences	in	approach	and	worldview	
toward	 the	 state	and	patriarchy	have	often	 seen	divisions	between	or‐
ganizations.	 Thus	 we	 have	 organizations	 all	 working	 for	 the	 develop‐
ment	of	women	but	yet	miles	 apart	on	what	 this	 really	means	and	 the	
extent	to	which	they	will	challenge	entrenched	power	relations.	
Political	polarization	in	Zimbabwe	makes	it	difficult	for	many	organiza‐
tions	to	operate.	Organizations	working	in	governance	and	human	rights	
issues	are	often	seen	as	representatives	of	positions	of	support	or	con‐
demnation	of	 ZANU	PF	or	 its	 opponents.	 It	 is	 not	 only	political	 parties	
that	carry	this	perception	but	also,	media,	donors,	and	women’s	organi‐
zations	 themselves.	 This	 has	 brought	 about	 attacks	 on	many	organiza‐
tions	especially	the	“silencing”	of	the	women’s	movement	on	Prime	Min‐
ister	 Morgan	 Tsvangirai’s	 (leader	 of	 the	 Movement	 for	 Democratic	
Change)	treatment	of	women	in	his	personal	life.	Different	women’s	or‐
ganizations	have	over	the	years	found	ways	to	make	strategic	and	selec‐
tive	linkages	with	the	state	and	various	other	political	movements	such	
as	 National	 Constitutional	 Assembly	 (NCA),	 Movement	 for	 Democratic	
Change,	 and	other	women’s	 organizations.	 It	 remains,	 however,	 an	 im‐
portant	issue	going	forward	for	the	women’s	movement	to	analyse,	out‐
line,	and	strategize	how	they	relate	to	the	state	and	various	other	agen‐
cies.	 Essof	 (2005:	 13)	 notes	 that,	 “Whether	 women	 should	 organise	
within	the	state	or	stay	outside	of	it	has	been	the	subject	of	much	debate	
internationally.	 Some	 commentators	 believe	 that	 effective	 reform	 can	
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only	 come	 via	 state	 instruments,	while	 others	 argue	 that	 the	 state	 co‐
opts	women’s	issues.”	

6 Is There a Women’s Movement(s) in Zimbabwe? 

This	question	is	based	on	an	ongoing	internal	conversation	within	Zim‐
babwean	women’s	organizations.	 In	my	view,	 the	particular	 concern	 is	
whether	there	is	unity	of	purpose	and	general	agreement	toward	similar	
goals	and	outcomes.	A	women’s	movement	presumes	a	coalition,	a	com‐
ing	together	of	different	minds,	forces,	groups,	and	organizations	work‐
ing	toward	fulfilling	women’s	interests.	Shareen	Essof	(2005),	in	analyz‐
ing	 the	 outcomes	 of	 a	meeting	 in	 2001	 of	women’s	 organizations	 that	
was	meant	 to	discuss	 the	question,	asks	 the	question,	 “does	Zimbabwe	
have	 a	women’s	movement?”	 and	 notes	 three	 responses.	 Firstly,	 there	
were	those	who	questioned	whether	the	activities	of	Zimbabwean	wom‐
en’s	organizations	constitute	a	movement;	secondly,	those	that	suggest‐
ed	 that	 the	movement	 had	 been	 so	 ideologically	weakened	 that	 it	was	
reduced	to	perpetuating	the	patriarchal	status	quo;	and	lastly,	those	that	
recognized	a	movement,	but	described	it	as	weak,	paralyzed,	and	in	dis‐
array.	What	is	interesting	at	that	time	is	how	unsure	women’s	organiza‐
tions	were	about	being	a	movement.	When	concentrating	on	their	differ‐
ences,	these	organizations	appear	as	a	loose	collective.		

In	answering	the	question	of	whether	there	is	a	women’s	movement	in	
Zimbabwe.	

Shaba	 (2001)	 argues	 that	 the	women’s	movement	 can	 be	 explained	 as	
being	 a	 loose	 formation	 of	 development	 organizations	 and	 individuals	
who	apply	a	feminist	ideology	to	development	activities	aimed	at	uplift‐
ing	 the	 status	 of	women	 in	Zimbabwe.	There	 are	 those	who	 stress	 the	
divisions	 and	 challenges	 that	 paralyze	 the	 movement.	 For	 them	 the	
movement	 is	 at	 best	 weak	 and	 polarized.	 Political	 polarization	 in	 the	
country	has	caught	up	with	women’s	organizations	in	Zimbabwe.	Wom‐
en’s	 movement	 in	 Zimbabwe	 is	 a	 collection	 of	 fragmented	 sections	
caught	up	in	politicking	at	the	expense	of	people’s	welfare.	The	constitu‐
tion	making	process	has	provided	another	space	to	spell	out	the	differ‐
ing.		
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Win	(2004:	19)	asks	“…if	the	Zimbabwean	women’s	movement	can	rise	
above	 the	 challenges	 of	 the	 current	 context,	 and	 coalesce	 once	 more	
around	shared	interests,	with	our	sense	of	these	interests	made	stronger	
by	 an	 awareness	 of	 the	 differences	 between	 us.”	 This	 question	 arises	
from	the	need	to	understand	whether	being	a	woman	is	reason	enough	
to	join	others.	Why	privilege	gender	at	the	expense	of	all	other	forms	of	
inequalities?	Women’s	interests	diverse	depending	with	where	they	are	
located	in	space	and	time.	Building	coalitions	of	people	with	diverse	in‐
terests	and	values	requires	further	understanding	of	diversity	and	find‐
ing	 common	 ground.	 Musonza	 (2012)	 then	 asks	 a	 pertinent	 question:	
What	are	women’s	issues	anyway?	One	of	the	interesting	aspects	within	
the	Zimbabwean	context	is	the	issue	of	sexuality.	Zimbabwe	has	a	hege‐
monic	 discourse	 of	 heteronormality	 based	 on	 the	 power‐constructions	
of	male‐domination,	political	 interference,	and	the	rise	of	religious	 fun‐
damentalism.	Sexual	 rights	are	a	contentious	 issue	within	 the	women’s	
movement.	 For	women	who	 are	 lesbian	 or	 transsexual,	 their	 interests	
mainly	revolve	around	earning	their	rights	in	a	country	were	queer	and	
alternative	 sexualities	 are	 repressed	 and	 stigmatized.	 Most	 women’s	
organizations,	 especially	 those	 based	 on	 religious	 philosophies,	 do	 not	
support	 the	 fight	 for	 sexual	 rights;	politically	based	organizations	 such	
as	ZANU	PF	Women’s	League	 follow	the	party	 line,	 thus	being	outright	
hostile	to	homosexuality.	Gays	and	Lesbians	Zimbabwe	(GALZ,	2012:	5)	
argue	that:	

During	 the	Committee	on	 the	Elimination	Discrimination	 against	
Women	(CEDAW)	reporting	planning	meetings	held	 in	Harare	 in	
October	2011,	GALZ	was	not	 invited	to	participate	in	the	process	
and	this	has	resulted	in	the	organisation	producing	this	report	in‐
dependently.	 The	 exclusion	of	 LBT	people	 in	 the	women’s	 rights	
space	 is	a	challenge	as	 issues	 that	are	presented	by	women’s	or‐
ganisations	and	coalitions	fail	to	reflect	abuse	and	violations	expe‐
rienced	by	this	“minority	group”	and	serve	to	highlight	homopho‐
bia	within	the	women’s	human	rights	space.	

Women	find	themselves	at	different	intersections	and	thus	their	experi‐
ences	differ	with	respect	to	class,	ethnicity,	race,	sexuality,	religion,	edu‐
cation,	 location,	 age,	 and	 physical	 attributes.	 For	 example,	 women	 in	
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rural	Matabeleland	 live	 in	a	dry	 region	 that	has	historically	 faced	mar‐
ginalization	 and	 thus	 face	 severe	 food	 insecurities.	 There	 interests	 do	
not	necessarily	correlate	to	those	of	most	organizations	that	are	located	
in	 the	capital	city	Harare,	 far	away	 from	their	everyday	 lives.	Women’s	
interests	are	not	unitary	but	we	can	 try	 to	 transcend	 these	differences	
and	intersectionalities.	How	this	process	of	transcending	should	happen	
when	 issues	 that	 are	 divisive,	 such	 as	 sexuality,	 politics	 and	 ethnicity,	
are	 involved	 is	 highly	 contested.	 McFadden	 (2002)	 narrates	 her	 own	
experiences	with	 the	women’s	movement	 in	 Zimbabwe	where	 she	 did	
not	 get	 any	 support	when	 deported	 for	 “betrayal	 of	 ‘Zimbabwean	 cul‐
ture’	 and	 ‘family	 values’	 and	 identified	 as	 a	 lesbian.”	 Even	 though	 she	
was	heterosexual,	her	feminist	stance	and	views	against	homosexuality	
as	 inauthentic	 and	 criminal	 were	 deemed	 dangerous.	 Yet	 none	 of	 the	
women’s	 organizations	 came	 out	 to	 her	 support.	 As	 she	 notes:	 “The	
deafening	 silence	with	which	 this	was	 greeted	 by	 the	Women’s	Move‐
ment	 in	 Zimbabwe	 spoke	 volumes	 about	 the	 hegemony	 of	 patriarchal	
nationalism,	of	the	deeply	ingrained	right‐wing	definitions	of	alternative	
sexual	choices	as	culturally	alien,	and	of	 the	political	and	discursive	si‐
lencing	of	women	 through	 the	surveillance	of	 their	 sexuality”	 (Macfad‐
den,	2002).	

In	discussing	this	question	of	whether	a	movement	exists	in	Zimbabwe,	I	
think	it	is	pertinent	to	discuss	one	such	effort	by	various	actors	to	build	a	
coalition	based	on	women’s	interests.	The	Women’s	Coalition	(WC)	was	
set	up	 in	1999	as	a	way	to	push	women’s	demands	 in	 the	constitution.	
This	was	around	the	time	where	a	coalition	of	diverse	organizations	un‐
der	the	banner	of	National	Constitutional	Assembly	(NCA)	was	formed.	
Among	 the	 commendable	work	 they	 have	 done,	 one	 is	 to	 fight	 for	 the	
increase	in	participation	of	women	in	the	constitution‐making	processes	
in	Zimbabwe.	WC	had	members	within	the	NCA	which	successfully	cam‐
paigned	 for	 a	 “No”	 vote	 on	 the	 government	 promoted	 constitution	 in	
2000.	The	authors	of	the	new	constitution	were	chosen	by	government	
under	what	was	 known	 as	 the	 Constitutional	 Commission	 (CC),	 which	
co‐opted	some	members	of	the	NCA	and	WC	and	this	created	crisis	and	
mistrust	within	wider	 civil	 society	 and	 the	women’s	 coalition.	WC	was	
faced	by	a	crisis	of	divergent	interests	and	questions,	which	Win	(2004)	
succinctly	outlines:	
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Was	confronting	the	State	a	desirable	tactic?	What	kind	of	alliance	
would	 the	women’s	movement	 have,	 if	 any,	 with	 the	 opposition	
political	parties	 in	 this	process?	Was	a	good	constitutional	docu‐
ment	 all	 the	 women	 wanted,	 or	 was	 it	 critical	 that	 this	 should	
emerge	from	an	inclusive	process?	What	exactly	would	constitute	
“good	enough”	participation,	by	and	 for	women?	How	would	 the	
question	of	race	and	racism	be	tackled	both	within	our	own	ranks,	
and	in	the	wider	political	discourse?	

Yet	going	forward	any	talk	of	a	women’s	movement	in	Zimbabwe	needs	
to	 deal	with	 this	 pertinent	 issue.	 It	 is	 about	managing	 the	 diversity	 of	
interests’	 and	 tactics	 of	 different	 organizations	 while	 maintaining	 a	
common	goal.		
Commodification	of	Resistance:	Women’s	Movement	and	Donor	Funding	
in	ZimbabweWhile	it	is	not	advisable	to	generalize	with	regard	to	all	civil	
society	organizations,	post	2000	Zimbabwe	has	shown	increasing	com‐
plications	when	dealing	with	donor	funding.	Zeilig	(2008),	in	explaining	
the	evolution	of	 the	student	movement	 in	Zimbabwe,	outlines	an	 inter‐
esting	 concept	 introduced	 by	 the	 International	 Socialist	 Organization	
(ISO).	He	notes	that:	

The	term	commodification	of	resistance	was	coined	by	the	ISO	to	
describe	how	resistance	was	privatized	(or	perhaps	a	better	term	
is	“bought”)	by	NGOs	in	Zimbabwe.	This	is,	perhaps,	a	symptom	of	
the	 frustrated	 transition,	 and	 the	 decline	 in	 the	 movement	 that	
gave	birth	to	the	MDC,	which	is	regarded	as	having	distorted	grass	
roots	activism	by	 the	 introduction	of	donor	money	 (Zeilig,	2008:	
230).	

This	phenomenon	 is	 apparent	 across	 all	 civil	 society	 sectors	 in	Zimba‐
bwe.	Donor	funding	while	necessary	and	helpful	to	building	up	civil	so‐
ciety	 organizations	 has	 led	 to	 serious	 problems	 at	 the	 grassroots.	 At	 a	
time	when	 the	 country	was	 suffering	a	 serious	economic	 crisis	 (2000–
2008),	activists	in	different	organizations	with	access	to	foreign	curren‐
cy	and	trips	outside	the	country	became	an	elite	class.	This	class	was	in	
many	ways	divorced	from	the	realities	of	many	people	at	the	grassroots	
especially	 in	 the	rural	areas.	Competition	 increased	 in	attracting	donor	
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funding	 as	 fundraising	 and	 not	 grassroots	 mobilization	 became	 the	
business	 of	 the	day	 for	many	organizations,	 some	of	which	had	mush‐
roomed	in	response	to	the	crisis.	Zeilig	further	notes	that:	

John	 Bomba	 captures	 these	 distortions	 and	 the	 effect	 the	 “com‐
modification	 of	 resistance”	 has	 on	 the	 student	 movement:	 [I]t	
brings	 in	 the	 question	 of	 how	 the	 international	 community	 has	
been	able	 to	assist	us	 in	advancing	 the	cause	and	 in	some	sense,	
there	has	also	been	an	element	of	misplaced	international	support	
that	has	actually	drawn	us	back.…	With	the	crisis	in	Zimbabwe	…	
there	has	been	massive	monies	coming	into	Zimbabwe.	You	find	a	
plethora	of	NGOs	…	that	do	nothing	that	is	relevant	to	the	plight	of	
Zimbabwe	 but	 none	 the	 less	 they	 are	 getting	 massive	 financial	
support.	So	there	is	this	element	…	[with]	people	now	selling	the	
ability	to	resist	(Zeilig,	2008:	230).	

As	activism	becomes	more	embroiled	in	careerism,	it	loses	contact	with	
the	grassroots,	the	very	people	that	it	claims	to	speak	for.	The	women’s	
movement	 in	 Zimbabwe	 has	 been	 caught	 up	 in	 this	 process.	 Without	
women	at	the	helm	of	efforts	of	women’s	organization,	a	gendered	social	
transformation	will	not	succeed.			
Gender	activism	and	scholarship	has	been	co‐opted	into	global	process‐
es	which	has	stifled	the	movement	fighting	against	the	impoverishment	
of	 the	 poor,	 especially	 rural	 women,	 by	 a	 global	 system	 which	 favors	
powerful	multinational	corporations.	The	hegemony	of	global	 imperial‐
ism	is	increasingly	eroding	feminism	and	radical	cultural	expression	and	
discourses	in	civil	society	at	an	international	level.	In	many	ways	gender	
activism	 has	 become	 a	 career	 path	 for	 many	 educated	 middle‐class	
women	 within	 academia	 and	 NGOs	 who	 are	 using	 the	 experiences	 of	
rural	women	and	poor	urban	women	as	a	platform	to	build	careers	and	
make	 a	 living.	 Feminist	 scholarship	 has	 become	 a	 market	 commodity	
within	 research	houses	and	organizations	where	knowledge	about	and	
for	poor	rural	women	is	used	for	 fundraising	and	project	making	with‐
out	 fundamental	 challenge	 to	 the	 structures	 that	keep	 these	women	 in	
poverty.	Gender	 activism	as	 promoted	 currently	does	not	 speak	 to	 the	
needs	and	experiences	of	a	differentiated	class	of	women	on	 the	conti‐
nent.	 It	can	be	argued	that	the	present	context	of	 limitless	 information,	
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globalized	 power	 relations,	 transnational	 media	 oligarchies,	 and	 com‐
moditized	 academic	 knowledge	mystifies	 patriarchal	 and	 neo‐imperial	
injustice	 through	 the	 rhetoric	of	 “liberalisation”	and	“legitimate”	pater‐
nalist	 protection	 and	 patriotism.	 Feminist	 demands	 under	 such	 a	
framework	are	easily	and	readily	co‐opted,	dismissed,	and	marginalized.	

7 Women’s Organizations and Gendered Social 
Transformation in Zimbabwe 

In	this	section	I	invoke	Spannos	(2008)	theory	of	complimentary	holism	
to	understand	how	women’s	organizations	can	effectively	institute	gen‐
dered	social	transformation.	As	noted,	the	theory	of	complimentary	ho‐
lism	provides	for	four	spheres	of	social	life:	economic,	kinship,	commu‐
nity,	and	political.	In	Zimbabwe,	women’s	poverty	and	gender	inequality	
is	 rooted	 in	 these	 four	 spheres	 yet	women’s	 organizations	 have	 rarely	
challenged	them	in	a	holistic	manner.	Only	through	a	coalition	can	con‐
certed	 efforts	 by	 organizations	 working	 in	 these	 various	 sectors	 be	
properly	orchestrated	and	directed.	What	Spannos’s	theory	shows	us	is	
that	without	complementarity	the	individual	work	of	organizations	will	
not	 achieve	 transformation	 of	 existing	 partriachial	 systems	 that	 have	
entrenched	women	in	poverty.	The	theory	of	complimentary	holism	thus	
recognizes	 the	need	 for	coalitions.	 In	Zimbabwe,	sharing	a	gender	may	
not	 be	 enough	 for	 coalition	building	 (Win,	 2004).	 Yet	despite	 intersec‐
tional	 differences	 of	women,	 there	 is	 a	 common	 thread	 of	 partriachial	
control	 and	 domination.	 Building	 a	 complimentary	 network	 requires	
embracing	all	these	various	interests,	manage	diversity,	and	respect	dif‐
ferences.	This	has	to	be	based	on	the	equality	of	people	or	groups	within	
the	various	organizations	by	avoiding	creating	sisterachies	and	promot‐
ing	 certain	positions	 at	 the	 expense	of	 others.	The	political	 sphere	has	
seen	organizations	such	as	WiPSU	working	toward	increasing	the	num‐
ber	of	women	 in	political	positions.	 Increasing	numbers	without	a	 fun‐
damental	 shift	 in	 the	 policy	 framework	 will	 not	 achieve	 much	 for	 the	
majority	of	women.	The	goal	should	be	 to	change	politics	and	promote	
women’s	 interests	 in	 their	 diversity.	 Gendered	 social	 transformation	
begins	at	the	grassroots	with	the	investment	of	communities	in	the	erad‐
ication	 of	 structural	 constraints	 that	 leave	 women	 poorer	 than	 men.	
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Within	 the	 Zimbabwean	 context,	 the	women’s	movement	 as	 presently	
operating	 offers	 little	 hope	 for	 a	 holistic	 transformation	 of	 women’s	
lives.	 What	 is	 required	 is	 an	 internal	 reengineering	 based	 on	 the	
knowledge,	 needs,	 and	 lived	 experiences	 of	 all	 women	 despite	 their	
class,	ethnicity,	religion,	or	creed.		
The	important	lesson	to	be	learned	from	the	Zimbabwean	context	is	that	
being	women	is	not	the	only	prerequisite	for	coming	together	and	build‐
ing	a	coalition	for	transformation.	Privileging	biology	over	other	identity	
markers	and	talk	of	a	women’s	movement	solely	based	on	sharing	simi‐
lar	organs	only	creates	hierarchies	between	women.	Rather,	a	frank	as‐
sessment	of	where	women	are	located,	who	they	are	and	their	politics	is	
important	 in	 order	 to	 build	 a	 common	 interest.	 Spanno’s	 theory	 thus	
provides	an	important	recommendation	for	women	in	Zimbabwe:	com‐
plementarity	and	not	competition.	Discord,	turf	wars,	ideological	differ‐
ences,	and	generational	gaps	all	weaken	the	movement	and	thereby	af‐
fect	the	achievement	of	a	society	in	which	gender	or	class	can	be	used	as	
the	basis	of	discriminating	against	another.	Yet	Eerdewijk	and	Mugadza	
(2015)	 highlight	women’s	 organizations’	 positive	 contribution	 to	 com‐
munities’	 development.	 They	 note	 that	 “the	 history	 of	 the	 women’s	
movement	 in	 Zimbabwe	 is	 not	 only	 about	 engagement	 with	 the	 state,	
but	also	in	community‐based	organizing.	The	positive	effects	of	commu‐
nity‐based	 organizing	 in	 terms	 of	 improving	 livelihoods	 or	 facilitating	
access	to	services	are	widely	acknowledged,	in	diverse	domains,	such	as	
entrepreneurship,	 savings	 and	 credit	 and	 HIV/AIDS”	 (Eerdewijk	 and	
Mugadza,	2015:	37).	

8 Conclusion  

Gendered	 social	 transformation	 remains	 a	work	 in	 progress	 in	 Zimba‐
bwe.	This	chapter	has	explored	the	women’s	movement	in	Zimbabwe	as	
a	potential	source	for	this	transformation.	It	has	examined	the	historical	
evolution	of	the	movement,	noting	its	weaknesses,	challenges,	successes,	
and	 opportunities.	 There	 is	 need	 for	 new	 forms	 of	 engagement	 with	
people,	especially	vulnerable	groups,	based	on	mutual	camaraderie	and	
not	top‐down	approaches	utilized	by	mainstream	civil	society.	Women’s	
organizations	 need	 to	 break	 from	 the	mainstream	ways	 of	 conducting	
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business	and	engage	with	rural	spaces	where	the	majority	of	the	women	
are	 located.	 Competition	 and	 contestations	 achieve	 very	 little	 for	 the	
ultimate	 cause	 of	 emancipating	women	 from	 poverty.	While	 there	 are	
many	challenges	facing	women’s	organization,	what	is	important	is	that	
there	is	already	a	starting	point	to	allow	for	network	building	and	began	
to	grapple	with	sustaining	a	movement	 for	social	change.	African	 femi‐
nist	scholars,	activists,	and	policy	makers	need	to	be	steeped	in	the	prac‐
tices	 of	women’s	 organizations	 as	way	 to	 promote	 action	 research.	 As	
such,	 in	 Zimbabwe	women’s	 organizations	 require	 an	 ideological	 basis	
nourished	 from	below.	For	 long,	women’s	organizations	have	mirrored	
the	top‐down	approach	and	vertical	accountability	of	other	civil	society	
organizations,	being	answerable	to	donors	and	not	to	communities.	En‐
gaging	 with	 the	 grassroots	 as	 equal	 partners	 remains	 a	 priority.	 The	
movement	 cannot	 afford	 to	 be	 urban	 centric	 and	 concentrated	 within	
the	 capital	 city.	Their	 constituency	 is	 relegated	 to	 rural	 spaces	 as	 such	
organizations	should	respond	and	concentrate	their	work	in	these	areas.	
The	realities	of	most	middle‐class,	urban‐based,	and	university‐educated	
activists	and	scholars	are	totally	different.	Overcoming	these	important	
intersectionalities	is	possible	if	members	of	these	groups	and	organiza‐
tions	focus	upon	transcending	differences	and	concentrating	upon	their	
shared	needs	and	objectives.		
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Chapter 9 
CIVIL SOCIETY MOVEMENTS AND RIGHTS DISCOURSE IN POST-
APARTHEID SOCIOECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION 

Christopher	G.	Thomas1	

South	Africa’s	political	transition	of	1994	promised	to	transcend	colonial	
and	 apartheid	 legacies	 of	 poverty	 and	 disenfranchisement.	 Two	 years	
into	 its	 rule,	 the	 African	 National	 Congress	 government	 dropped	 the	
populist	 participatory	 transformation	 policy	 framework	 of	 the	 Recon‐
struction	and	Development	Program	for	the	neoliberal	orientation	of	the	
Growth,	Employment	and	Redistribution	(GEAR)	macroeconomic	policy.	
GEAR	 worsened	 unemployment,	 social	 inequality,	 and	 poverty.	 It	 has	
been	in	 this	context	 that	 the	rights‐based	transformation	project	of	 the	
negotiated	transition	has	been	pressed	to	effect	changes	in	the	quality	of	
life	of	the	marginalized	black	majority.		
The	central	question	driving	 this	chapter	 is:	Can	a	philosophy	of	rights	
inspire	policies	 and	actions	which	effectively	procure	 significant	 socio‐
economic	transformation	in	the	lives	of	the	now	enfranchised	black	ma‐
jority	with	 a	 constitutionally	 legitimated	 claim	 to	 the	 full	 scope	of	 citi‐
zenship	 rights?	 He	 then	 looks	 at	 how	 post‐apartheid	 economic	 policy	
making	 followed	 globally	 hegemonic	 neoliberalism	 and	 worsened	 un‐
employment,	 inequality,	 and	poverty,	 consequently	 increasing	depend‐
ence	 on	 welfarist	 state	 support.	 Constitutionally	 recognized	 socioeco‐
nomic	 rights	are	 to	be	realized	under	 this	neoliberalist	 framework.	So‐
cial	movements	have	developed	in	opposition	to	government’s	neoliber‐
al	policies	and	contemplated	whether	socioeconomic	rights	adjudication	
creates	 opportunities	 for	 reforms	 which	 bring	 relief	 to	 impoverished	
subordinate	classes.	

                                                 
1	 Senior	Lecturer	in	Department	of	Sociology,	University	of	South	Africa.	
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1 Introduction 

Rights	discourse	of	the	“Age	of	Rights”	emanating	in	European	moderni‐
ty	and	its	arguably	global	hegemony	following	the	formation	of	the	post–
World	War	I	and	II	League	of	Nations	and	United	Nations	influenced	the	
struggle	against	colonialism	and	four	decades	of	apartheid	in	South	Afri‐
ca.	Discourse	about	equal	enjoyment	of	all	citizenship	rights	was	promi‐
nent	 in	 the	 struggle	 against	 the	misery	 visited	 on	 the	 disenfranchised	
black	majority,2	and	has	been	influencing	social,	political,	and	economic	
transformation	projects	since	a	political	 transition	 in	1994.	A	new	con‐
stitution3	 recognizing	 the	 rights	 all	 citizens	 may	 equally	 claim	 is	 the	
overarching	 legal	 framework	 of	 rights‐based	 transformation	 projects.4	
Negotiations	 for	 a	new	constitution	 and	 incorporating	 rights	discourse	
transcended	a	 legacy	of	previous	governments	and	constitutions	by	 in‐
cluding	a	bill	of	 justiciable	human	rights.5	Constitutional	 recognition	of	
first‐generation	and	redistributivist	second‐generation	rights,6	however,	
has	 not	 satisfactorily	 delivered	 housing,	 water,	 and	 employment	
prompting	community	protests,	organized	mobilization	by	social	move‐
ments	 and	 courtroom	 contestation	 for	 the	 realization	 of	 such	 rights.7	

                                                 
2	 Odendaal	(1984)	writes	about	a	mission	educated	African	elite	and	trading	class	

that	expressed	their	anti‐colonial	struggle	in	the	language	of	“national	rights,”	“Af‐
rican	 rights,”	 “civic	 rights,”	 and	 “political	 rights”;	 Dugard	 (1978)	 analyzes	 how	
apartheid	policies	were	a	denial	of	 internationally	 reknown	“human	rights”;	and	
Asmal	et	al.	(2005)	write	about	how	the	language	of	rights	were	prominent	in	the	
various	documents	of	the	premier	liberation	movement,	the	African	National	Con‐
gress.	

3	 The	 “Final”	 or	 “New”	 constitution,	 namely,	 Republic	 of	 South	 Africa,	 1996,	
Constitution	of	the	Republic	of	South	Africa,	1996,	Act	No.	108	of	1996,	replaced	
the	political	transition’s	Interim	Constitution.	It	was	adopted	by	the	Constitutional	
Assembly	on	8	May	1996.	An	amended	text	was	passed	on	11	October	and	signed	
by	President	Mandela	in	Sharpeville	on	10	December.	

4	 Klare	 (1998:	 150),	 sees	 South	 Africa’s	 rights‐based	 constitution	 as	 “trans‐
formative”	 because	 it	 entails	 a	 long‐term	 project	 of	 “constitutional	 enactment,	
interpretation	and	enforcement”	to	transform	social	and	political	inequalities	in	a	
democratic,	participatory	manner.	

5	 See	Kotze	(1996:	138).	
6	 TH	 Marshall’s	 1949	 address,	 Marshall	 and	 Bottomre	 (1992),	 “Citizenship	 and	

social	 class,”	 is	 the	 seminal	 argument	 about	 the	 evolutionary	 emergence	 of	
different	generations	of	rights	and	the	welfarist,	redistributivist	 intent	of	second	
generation	 rights	 which	 deal	 with	 the	 social	 class	 inequalities	 produced	 by	
capitalist	social	relations.	

7	 See	Forrest	(2003),	Habib	(2003),	and	Bearak	(2009).	
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This	 reality,	 two	 decades	 into	 post‐apartheid,	 is	 in	 tension	 with	 opti‐
mism	about	the	constitution’s	transformative	framework.	
In	 some	 circles,	 and	 in	 a	 “post‐socialist	 world”,8	 rights	 discourse	 is	
deemed	an	ideal	strategy	to	redress	a	 legacy	of	social	 inequality.	None‐
theless,	 African	 scholars	 are	 uneasy	 about	 rights	 discourse	 in	 Africa’s	
socioeconomic	 development	 and	 transformation	 projects.	 Makau	 wa	
Mutua	sees	rights	discourse	as	inappropriate	for	addressing	asymmetric	
power	between	citizens	and	generally	for	Africa’s	struggles	to	undo	so‐
cial	 inequality,	 particularly	 in	 South	 Africa,9	 which	 has	 vaunted	 its	
rights‐based	 constitution	 as	 the	 most	 advanced	 in	 the	 contemporary	
world.	 Protagonists	 contend	 the	 constitution’s	 legitimation	 rests	 on	 its	
unique	inclusion	of	justiciable	socioeconomic	rights	which	the	poor	may	
claim	to	improve	their	living	conditions	while	simultaneously	not	prom‐
ising	too	much.	The	European	Union’s	Charter	of	Fundamental	Rights	is	
parsimonious	compared	to	the	“avant	garde”	explicit	inclusion	of	socio‐
economic	rights	in	the	constitution.10	
Rights	 discourse	privileges	 a	 prominent	 role	 for	 organs	 of	 the	modern	
state	in	the	realization	of	rights	that	effect	transformation	in	the	lives	of	
citizens.	 Impatience	about	 the	 realization	of	 socioeconomic	 rights	 fuels	
erratic	protests	and	poses	a	challenge	to	the	place	of	rights	discourse	in	
post‐apartheid	 transformation	 projects.	 In	 addition,	 anti‐statist	mobili‐
zation	spurns	dependence	on	state	institutions	to	effect	liberation.11	
The	 central	 question	 driving	 my	 research	 in	 this	 sphere	 of	 struggles	
against	economic	globalization	and	worsening	poverty	is:	Can	a	philoso‐
phy	of	rights	 inspire	policies	and	actions	which	effectively	procure	sig‐
nificant	 socioeconomic	 transformation	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 the	 now	 enfran‐
chised	black	majority	with	a	constitutionally	legitimated	claim	to	the	full	
scope	of	citizenship	rights?	I	look	at	how	post‐apartheid	economic	policy	
making	 followed	 globally	 hegemonic	 neoliberalism	 and	 worsened	 un‐

                                                 
8	 	Francis	Fukuyama	(1989)	is	a	preeminent	non‐marxist	account	of	the	decline	of	

socialist	alternatives	and	a	“post‐socialist”	world	characterized	by	a	contemporary	
convergence	 to	 capitalist	 liberal	 democratic	 social	 orders,	 an	 institutional	
arrangement	girded	by	the	language	of	rights.	

9	 See	 respectively,	 Makau	 wa	 Mutua	 (2008),	 Human	 rights	 and	 powerlessness;	
1997,	Hope	and	despair	 for	 a	new	South	Africa:	 the	 limits	of	 a	 rights	discourse;	
and,	more	generally,	1996,	The	ideology	of	rights.	

10	 Hogan	(2001:	7)	and	Heyns	and	Brand	(1999).	
11	 John	 Holloway	 emerges	 as	 a	 leading	 proponent	 of	 this	 position	 in	 “Change	 the	

world	without	taking	power.”	
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employment,	 inequality,	 and	poverty,	 consequently	 increasing	depend‐
ence	 on	 welfarist	 state	 support.	 Constitutionally	 recognized	 socioeco‐
nomic	 rights	are	 to	be	realized	under	 this	neoliberalist	 framework.	So‐
cial	movements	have	developed	in	opposition	to	government’s	neoliber‐
al	policies	and	contemplated	whether	socioeconomic	rights	adjudication	
creates	 opportunities	 for	 reforms	 which	 bring	 relief	 to	 impoverished	
subordinate	classes.		

2 Post-apartheid Transformation and Development 
Strategies and Poverty Trends 

The	 constitution’s	 welfare	 state	 aspirations12	 and	 acquiring	 the	 fiscal	
resources	for	state	social	spending	are	constrained	by	how	much	it	may	
actually	acquire	from	its	tax	revenue	base,	 the	economy’s	performance,	
and	 the	 actual	 social	 spending	 regime	 embarked	 upon.13	 The	 political	
setting	 of	 South	 Africa’s	 elite‐pact14	 has	 certainly	 been	 effected	 by	 the	
present	era	of	globalized	capitalism	and	the	hegemonic	shift	toward	ne‐
oliberal	economic	policies	which	force	the	decline	of	welfare	state	social	
spending.	
The	African	National	Congress	(ANC)	overcame	a	major	political	hurdle	
by	securing	a	63%	majority	in	the	National	Assembly	following	the	1994	

                                                 
12	 The	specific	sections	of	the	Bill	of	Rights	recognizing	such	rights	are:	Section	3	on	

labour	relations,	Section	26	on	the	progressive	realization	of	the	right	of	the	right	
of	 access	 to	 adequate	 housing,	 Section	 27	 on	 the	 progressive	 realization	 of	 the	
right	of	access	to	health	care	services,	food	and	water,	and	social	security,	Section	
28	on	children’s	rights	to	basic	nutrition,	shelter,	health	care	and	social	services,	
and	Section	29	on	the	right	to	education.	“Third	generation”	environmental	rights	
are	included	in	Section	24.	

13	 Marxists	 political	 economists	 O’Connor	 (1973)	 and	 Offe	 (1984)	 argue	 that	 the	
state’s	 attempts	 to	 increase	 its	 social	 spending	 capacity	 through	 tax	 increases	
negatively	 impacts	 upon	 individual	 citizens	 and	 the	 profit	 motivations	 of	
corporations.	Gough	(1979),	shows	how	social	spending	came	to	consume	almost	
half	of	all	state	expenditure.	

14	 Political	 scientists	 Guillermo	 O’Donnell	 and	 Philippe	 Schmitter	 (1986)	
popularized	 the	 term	 “elite	 pacts”	 as	 a	 mode	 of	 transition	 to	 an	 enduring	 and	
consolidated	 democracy.	 Its	 defining	 element	 is	 the	 agreed‐upon	 compromises	
made	 between	 elites	 that	 lean	 toward	 conservative	 policies	 and	 result	 in	
protecting	 the	 property	 interests	 and	 economic	 policy	 preferences	 of	 the	 ruling	
elite.	A	variety	of	analysts	document	how	this	transpired	in	South	Africa,	namely,	
Alexander,	1993;	Ginsburg,	1996;	Bond,	2000,	and	2006;	Terreblanche,	2002.	
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elections,	 but	 the	 challenge	 to	 redistribute	 income	 remained.	A	promi‐
nent	 indicator	 of	 the	 ANC’s	 cautious	 approach	 to	 reconstruction	 is	 its	
approach	to	property	relations.	Although	it	 is	 the	majority	party,	 it	has	
not	embarked	upon	a	drastic	alteration	of	property	relations	shaped	by	
three	centuries	of	colonial	conquest	and	race	domination.15		
While	political	 parties	 negotiated	 the	mechanics	of	 the	political	 transi‐
tion,	economists	debated	economic	policies	to	ensure	income	redistribu‐
tion	 necessary	 to	 achieve	 a	 stable	 and	 democratic	 society.	 Prominent	
themes	 in	 the	 debate	 about	 effecting	 growth	 and	 redistribution	 in	 a	
model	 that	 accommodated	 local	 political	 and	 social	 interests	 entailed	
choices	 between	 economic	 growth	 with	 persistent	 class	 inequality	 as	
opposed	 to	 growth	 accompanied	 by	 redistribution,	 as	 well	 as	 eclectic	
emulation	of	 the	 capitalist	orientations	of	 developed	 industrial	nations	
with	 some	 state	 intervention,	 European	 welfare	 state	 economies	 and	
Third	World	and	Soviet	bloc	socialism.16	The	persistent	challenge	to	re‐
alize	 the	 constitutional	 redistributive	 promises	 must	 be	 understood	
against	the	background	of	the	ANC	government’s	choice	of	development	
strategies	and	 the	outcomes	of	 the	 latter.	The	ANC	adopted	 the	Recon‐
struction	 and	 Development	 Program	 (RDP)	 policymaking	 framework	
guidelines	for	post‐apartheid	reconstruction	and	economic	policy	short‐
ly	 prior	 to	 the	 transitional	 elections	 of	 1994.	 Its	 trade	 union	 ally,	 the	
Congress	of	South	African	Trade	Unions	(COSATU),	which	had	endorsed	
the	ANC’s	Freedom	Charter	in	1987,	played	a	major	role	in	drafting	the	
RDP.	
The	 RDP’s	 “people‐centred”	 participatory	 development	 strategy	 saw	
state,	civil	society,	and	private	sector	partnerships	addressing	the	struc‐
tural	problems	of	decades	of	isolation	of	a	pariah	economy	and	a	legacy	
of	socioeconomic	inequality,	making	promises	that	an	ANC	government	
would	build	1	million	houses	for	the	poor	 in	 five	years.17	 Its	Keynesian	
orientation	emphasized	the	state’s	leading	role	in	the	economy	and	em‐
ployment	creation	to	facilitate	growth,	development,	reconstruction,	and	
redistribution.18	 In	 this	 paradigm,	 growth	 and	 development	 are	 the	
products	of	a	policy	emphasizing	reconstruction	and	redistribution.	The	

                                                 
15	 Marx	(1997,	477–478).	
16	 	Kaplinsky	(1991)	and	Moll	(1991:	1,	57–70).	
17	 African	National	Congress	(1994).	
18	 Adelzadeh	(1996:	66)	and	Le	Roux	(1997).	
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RDP	acknowledged:	demand	for	raw	material	and	mineral	exports	cen‐
tral	to	the	apartheid	economy	did	not	guarantee	a	significant	income	for	
the	state	in	a	global	economy	with	pressures	for	free	trade	and	competi‐
tion	in	manufactured	goods;	demand	for	such	goods	stagnated;	and,	do‐
mestic	manufacturers	faced	international	competition	in	the	production	
of	manufactured	goods.19	The	ANC	soon	realized	it	would	have	to	spurn	
rhetoric	about	nationalization	of	economic	assets	and	socialism	in	order	
to	attract	international	investors.20	
Makau	wa	Mutua	 is	apprehensive	 that	 the	permeation	of	 the	RDP	with	
rights	 talk	 and	 blind	 optimism	 about	 correcting	 the	 apartheid	 legacy	
does	 not	 identify	 concrete	 measures	 and	 policies	 to	 that	 effect	 and	 is	
“romantic”	 about	 its	 egalitarian	 goals,	 but	 steers	 clear	 of	 explicitly	 de‐
claring	where	 the	 resources	 for	 such	 goals	would	 come	 from,	 and	 the	
impact	 it	 may	 have	 on	 the	 stock‐pile	 of	 white	 privilege.21	 The	 RDP	
framework	must	 be	 judged	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 actual	 provision	 of	 houses,	
jobs,	 safe	 water,	 health	 care,	 nutrition,	 relevant	 education,	 and	 safety	
and	 security	 to	 citizens.	 Between	 1994	 and	 1996	 the	 RDP	 fund	 con‐
trolled	 R15.5	 billion,	 but	 many	 political	 leaders	 were	 soon	 convinced	
that	 it	 was	 not	 the	 optimal	 approach	 to	 solving	 South	 Africa’s	 prob‐
lems.22	Its	“mass‐participation”	discourse	rejected	the	“delivery	from	on	
high	approach.”	The	ANC	faced	criticisms	of	nondelivery	especially	of	the	
promised	one	million	houses	in	the	five	years.	Closure	of	the	RDP	Office	
in	the	Cabinet	on	March	28,	1997	encouraged	rumours	that	the	RDP	was	
“dead,”	 and,	 along	 with	 it,	 the	 “people‐driven”	 development	 strategy.	
Nonetheless,	 the	 ANC	 retorted	 that	 its	 macro‐economic	 policy	 shift	
would	 make	 the	 RDP	 sustainable.	 Minister	 of	 Finance	 Trevor	 Manuel	
stated	 that	 although	 the	 separate	 RDP	 allocation	was	withdrawn,	 gov‐
ernment’s	view	was	the	budget	as	a	whole	was	now	directed	toward	the	
RDP	 goals,	 making	 a	 separate	 allocation	 unnecessary.23	 Despite	 criti‐
cisms,	toward	the	end	of	the	first	term	of	a	post‐apartheid	government,	
analysts	 noted	 “impressive”	 achievements,	 in	 a	 short	 space	of	 time,	 on	
delivery	 of	 housing,	 clean	 water,	 electrification,	 land	 reform,	 primary	
                                                 
19	 African	National	Congress	(1994,	10).	
20	 See	Sogoni	(1990,	13)	in	the	ANC’s	main	policy	journal,	Sechaba	and	Hirsch	(2005:	

29–30).	
21	 Makau	wa	Mutua	(1997).	
22	 Bond	and	Khosa	(1999:	61–62).	
23	 Republic	of	South	Africa,	Debates:	Index	(1996a:	1760).	
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health	 care,	 and	public	works.24	The	RDP’s	 critics25	 contended	 that	 the	
allocation	 to	 housing	was	 only	 about	 1.5%	of	 the	national	 budget;	 key	
role	players,	 such	 as	banks,	were	not	 eager	 to	 extend	 loans	 to	 subsidy	
recipients	to	make	“top	up”	improvements	and	extensions	to	their	basic	
houses;	contractors	were	not	matching	the	expected	housing	standards;	
confusion	 prevailed	 about	 how	 many	 houses	 were	 actually	 delivered;	
constitutional	 protection	 of	 property	 rights	 restricted	 peri‐urban	 land	
acquisition	 for	 low‐income	housing	projects;	 and	pushed	 such	projects	
away	from	the	cities.		
In	 1995	 the	 ANC	 contended	 that	 the	 economy’s	 growth	 rate	 of	 3%	
curbed	government’s	delivery	on	RDP	promises.26	This	contextual	factor	
abetted	 the	drift	 from	state	 interventionism	 to	a	 convergence	with	 the	
old	white	 elite’s	 own	drift	 to	 neoliberal	 policies	 before	 entering	 into	 a	
negotiated	 political	 transition.	 President	 Mandela’s	 opening	 of	 parlia‐
ment	address	in	1996	acknowledged	modest	economic	growth	and	little	
job	creation,27	called	 for	a	 “new	patriotism”	 to	accept	 the	challenges	of	
structural	changes	to	the	economy,	and	advocated	neoliberal	ideas	about	
achieving	international	competitiveness	in	a	new	macro‐economic	poli‐
cy.	 In	 1996	 the	 ANC	 dominated	 Government	 of	 National	 Unity	 (GNU)	
announced	 its	 preference	 for	 an	 open	 economy	 and	 adopted	 Growth,	
Employment	 and	 Redistribution:	 a	 Macroeconomic	 Strategy	 (GEAR),	
which	the	ANC	elite	 leadership	claimed	would	realize	RDP	objectives.28	
The	ANC	leadership	did	not	engage	its	alliance	partners	about	the	policy	
change,	thus	adding	to	COSATU’s	criticisms	of	GNU’s	privatization	strat‐
egy	 over	 the	 RDP’s	 preference	 for	 a	 greater	 state	 role	 in	 coordinating	
economic	growth.29	
Marais	 (2001)	 argues	 that	 the	 evolution	 of	 ANC	 political	 thought	 en‐
tailed	the	view	that	seizure	of	state	power	would	facilitate	the	easy	rem‐
edying	 of	 a	 legacy	 of	 social	 and	 economic	 inequalities.	 The	 Freedom	
Charter	 contained	 some	 formulations	 on	 the	 restructuring	 of	 a	 post‐
apartheid	economy,	but	while	 in	exile	 the	ANC	did	not	refine	any	post‐
apartheid	economic	policy	and	was	not	in	a	strong	position	to	argue	the	
                                                 
24	 Lodge	(2002:	57).	
25	 Bond	and	Khosa	(1999:	10–13).	
26	 African	National	Congress	(1997).	
27	 Mandela	(1996).	
28	 Mandela	(1996a).	
29	 Davenport	and	Saunders	(2002:	569–570,	583–584).	
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structure	and	workings	of	a	post‐apartheid	economy.30	Adopting	GEAR	
was	a	dramatic	change	of	economic	policy	and	promises	of	eventual	re‐
dress.	 Effectively,	 the	ANC’s	 elite	 leadership	 followed	 the	 advice	 of	 big	
business	 think	 tanks	 and	 the	 elite	 beneficiaries	 of	 black	 economic	 em‐
powerment	ventures,	and	converged	with	principles	of	the	National	Par‐
ty’s	reform	period	neoliberal	paradigm	evident	in	The	Key	Issues	in	the	
Normative	Economic	Model	of	1993,	as	well	as	a	document	by	the	Mac‐
ro‐Economic	Research	Group	which	advised	against	state	spending,	and	
models	developed	by	big	business	associations,	 the	Development	Bank	
of	 SA,	 the	 Bureau	 of	 Economic	 Research,	 the	WB,	 and	 the	 SA	 Reserve	
Bank.31	
GEAR	recognized	the	population	growth	was	faster	than	the	economy’s	
growth	 rate	 (GDP	 grew	 by	 1.3%	 in	 1993,	 2.7%	 in	 1994,	 and	 3.5%	 in	
1995),	and	the	unemployment	rate	at	GEAR’s	inception	was	between	38	
and	 40%.32	 It	 emphasized	 “a	 competitive	 fast‐growing	 economy	which	
creates	sufficient	jobs	for	all	workseekers,”	in	order	to	achieve	“a	redis‐
tribution	 of	 income	 and	 opportunities	 in	 favour	 of	 the	 poor.”33	 An	 ex‐
port‐oriented	 economy	was	 expected	 to	 attract	 investment	 and	 create	
jobs	 as	 a	 means	 of	 effecting	 redistribution.	 GEAR’s	 lofty	 expectations	
entailed:	 an	 average	 growth	 rate	 increase	 of	 4.2%	 for	 four	 years,	 then	
6%	by	2000;	 creating	1.35	million	 jobs	or	400	000	 jobs	per	annum	by	
2000;	increasing	exports	by	an	average	of	8.4%	per	annum,	and	improv‐
ing	infrastructure.34	A	shift	away	from	reliance	on	raw	materials	exports	
to	promoting	exports	of	manufactured	goods	and	an	end	to	tariff	protec‐
tion	of	local	industries	was	expected	to	force	firms	into	restructuring	for	
international	competitiveness.	The	plan	to	put	 the	economy	into	a	new	
growth	 path	 through	 restructuring	 industries	 and	 increasing	 their	
openness	 to	 international	 competitiveness	was	 expected	 to	 have	 long‐
term	 benefits	 of	 increasing	 employment	 opportunities,	 and	with	 some	
later	redistribution	gains	through	wages.35	
GEAR’s	 critics	 dubbed	 it	 “trickle	 down”	 economics	with	 flawed	projec‐
tions	 of	 employment	 increases	 and	 economic	 growth	 increases	 of	 6%	
                                                 
30	 Marais	(2001:	85,	123–124).	
31	 Adelzadeh	(1996:	66–68)	and	Marais	(2001:	160–163).	
32	 African	National	Congress	(1997:	6,	10).	
33	 African	National	Congress	(1996,	1997:	16).	
34	 African	National	Congress	(1996:	2)	and	Marais	(1996:	31).	
35	 African	National	Congress	(1996),	Appendix	1.	
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and	 then	 12%;	 it	 was	misguided	 in	 its	 privileging	 of	 growth	 first	 and	
redistribution	 later	 after	 a	 period	 of	 some	 sustained	 economic	 growth	
redistribution.36	 In	 hindsight,	 low	 economic	 growth	 rate	 has	 been	 ap‐
parent	 along	 with	 increased	 unemployment	 in	 the	 economy’s	 modern	
and	agricultural	sectors,	and,	generally,	most	seriously	affecting	the	po‐
tential	Black	labor	force.	The	Treasury	Department	and	the	International	
Monetary	Fund	acknowledged	in	2007	that	the	economy	was	unlikely	to	
reach	 the	6%	growth	rate	 targeted	 for	2010	and	beyond.	The	 IMF	pre‐
dicted	 that	 the	 growth	 rate	will	 persist	 at	 4.8%	up	 to	 2012,	while	 the	
Treasury	Department	revised	its	projections	to	a	5.1%	growth	rate.	The	
thrust	 of	 criticisms	 of	 economic	 policy	 has	 been	 that	 it	 followed	 the	
Washington	consensus	principles	of	 international	 financing	 institutions	
prescriptions	for	reform	or	liberalization	of	financial	movement	policies	
as	a	means	of	attracting	 foreign	direct	 investment,	only	 to	see	 the	out‐
flow	of	 capital.	 Investment	has	not	materialized	 in	 the	proportions	 the	
policy’s	architects	hoped	for.37	The	National	Economic	Development	and	
Labour	 Council	 (NEDLAC)	 38	 a	 corporatist	 economic	 policy	 advisory	
council	made	up	of	labor,	business,	government	and	development	organ‐
izations,	links	the	high	unemployment	rate	to	liberalization	of	the	econ‐
omy	 about	 investment	 and	 outflows,	 and	 non‐realization	 of	 expected	
domestic	and	foreign	investment	rates	because	of	the	volatility	of	global	
financial	markets:	 gross	 domestic	 investment	 as	 a	 percent	 of	GDP	was	
expected	 to	 increase	 to	26%	but	did	not	 exceed	14.9%;	between	1999	
and	 2000	 foreign	 direct	 investment	 declined	 from	R9.2	 billion	 to	 R6.1	
billion39;	 portfolio	 investment	 into	 South	 Africa	 declined	 from	 R83.9	
billion	 in	 1999	 to	 R11.8	 billion	 in	 2000;	 overall,	 a	 net	 inflow	 of	 R52.4	
billion	shifted	 to	an	outflow	of	R13.8	billion	 in	2000.	Foreign	direct	 in‐

                                                 
36	 See	Terreblanche	(2002).	
37	 Bond	(2001:	141).	
38	 National	Economic	Development	and	Labour	Council	(NEDLAC)	(2001:	7).	
39	 Ankie	Hoogvelt,	2001,	sees	the	current	phase	of	the	globalization	of	capitalism	as	

characterized	 by	 processes	 of	 “exclusion”	 and	 “implosion”	 where	 industrialized	
countries	 prefer	 to	 invest	 among	 themselves	 and	 there	 is	 a	 decrease	 in	 foreign	
direct	 investment	 from	 industrialized	 counties	 in	 the	 economies	 of	 the	 global	
“South”.			
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vestment	decreased	by	78%	in	2010	to	$1.3	billion	from	$5.7	billion	in	
2009.40	
GEAR	predicted,	 under	prevailing	 economic	 structures	 and	policies,	 an	
unemployment	 growth	 trend	 reaching	 37%	 by	 2000.	 In	 1995,	 in	 the	
strict	 definition	 of	 unemployment,	 which	 treats	 workers	 who	 are	 dis‐
couraged	 from	 seeking	 work	 as	 outside	 of	 the	 labor	 force,	 it	 stood	 at	
16.5%,	 but	 the	 expanded	 definition	 put	 unemployment	 at	 29.3%	 that	
year.41	 In	 a	 total	 national	 population	 of	 44.8	million	 (the	 2001	 figures,	
but	50	million	according	to	 the	2011	census),	and	with	a	national	pov‐
erty	line	of	R569	per	month	per	adult	equivalent,	about	21	million	peo‐
ple	 still	 live	below	 that	 line;	 income	 inequality,	when	measured	by	 the	
Gini	 coefficient	worsened;	 it	 increased	 from	0.596	 in	 1995	 to	 0.635	 in	
2001.42	Despite	excitement	about	constitutionally	entrenched	socioeco‐
nomic	rights	with	expected	redistributive	effects,	as	well	as	government	
spending	on	the	social	wage	as	President	Mbeki’s	Advisor,	Vusi	Gumede,	
contends,	 countervailing	 forces	 produced	 increased	 inequality	 when	
using	the	Gini	coefficient	as	an	indicator.		
Putting	brakes	on	 increasing	 the	 state’s	 role	 is	 contrary	 to	many	other	
expectations	and	to	the	state’s	“positive”	role	in	the	realization	of	socio‐
economic	 rights.	 Increasingly,	 the	 dominant	 trend	 in	 the	 broad	 recon‐
struction,	growth,	and	redistribution	debate,	marginalized	the	role	of	the	
state	in	favor	of	market‐led	solutions,	and	increased	disappointment	and	
criticism	 by	 those	 still	 seeking	 solutions	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 re‐
forming	capitalism.	Activists	in	post‐apartheid	social	movements	regard	
developments	in	the	economy	on	employment,	the	subsequent	inability	
to	 pay	 bonds,	 as	 reducing	 many	 households	 from	 fairly	 good	 circum‐

                                                 
40	 Loyiso	Langeni	(2011)	draws	these	figures	from	a	United	Nations	Conference	on	

Trade	and	Development	report.	
41	 South	 African	 Institute	 of	 Race	 Relations	 (1996/1997:	 358–359).	 The	 United	

Nations	 Development	 Programme’s	 (UNDP)	 (2003:	 19–20)	 discussion	 of	 the	
disastrous	 outcomes	 of	 South	 Africa’s	 macro‐economic	 policy	 highlights	 the	
figures	of	the	expanded	definition	of	unemployment;	it	reported	unemployment	in	
March	 2003	 reached	 31.2%	 (5.2	 million),	 but	 in	 an	 extended	 definition	 of	
unemployment	 the	 figure	 stands	 at	 42.1%	 (8.4	million)	 in	 a	work	 force	 of	 29.6	
million	(UNDP	2003:19–20).	Neva	Seidman	Makgetla	(2004),	pp.	264–265,	notes	
the	 expanded	 definition	 includes	 workers	 who	 are	 discouraged	 from	 seeking	
work,	and	claims	the	unemployment	figure	for	2003	is	more	than	40%,	and	affects	
mostly	youth,	blacks,	and	women.	

42	 United	Nations	Development	Programme	(2003).	
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stances	to	surprising	destitution,	a	levelling	impoverishment	that	is	the	
source	of	disharmony.	Concern	about	developments	on	the	volatile	issue	
of	housing	rights,	access	to	health	care,	employment,	and	food	are	prom‐
inent	 in	 the	 statements	 of	 critical	 opinion‐makers.	 The	 realization	 that	
socioeconomic	rights	 is	not	occurring	 in	 line	with	 the	expectations	of	a	
large	segment	of	the	public,	even	if	these	masses	do	not	explicitly	use	the	
language	of	rights	to	demand	such	services.	These	ambiguous	outcomes	
from	macro‐economic	policy,	which	suggest	certain	positive	 indicators,	
but	simultaneous	signals	of	further	exclusion	of	segments	of	the	popula‐
tion	because	of	the	worsening	of	poverty	and	unemployment	levels,	and	
the	diminished	capacity	of	many	households	to	complement	state	assis‐
tance	on	realizing	housing	rights	can	only	possibly	contribute	to	the	in‐
tensification	of	social	conflict.		
The	adoption	of	the	Accelerated	and	Shared	Growth	Initiative	for	South	
Africa	(AsgiSA)	in	February	2006	promised	to	halve	poverty	and	unem‐
ployment	 by	 2014.	 Achieving	 that	 goal	 remains	 out	 of	 reach	 given	 an	
economic	growth	rate	of	2.5%	for	2012	as	reported	by	Finance	Minister	
Pravin	Gordhan.	Unemployment	for	2012	hardly	changed	from	its	25%	
rate	through	2011.43	

3 Post-apartheid Civil Society Movements 

Trade	 unions	 and	 civics	movements	 were	major	 forms	 of	 civil	 society	
mobilization	and	opposition	to	the	apartheid	state	and	by	endorsing	the	
Freedom	Charter	 they	 ideologically	aligned	 themselves	with	 the	ANC.44	
This	 likely	 contributed	 to	 civil	 society	 organizations	 being	 poorly	 pre‐
pared	 for	 their	role	 in	a	democracy.	The	RDP	spoke	of	a	major	role	 for	
civil	society	structures	in	the	reconstruction	and	development	after	the	
political	 transition;	however,	 it	 turned	out	 that	 civics	 seemed	useful	 to	
the	new	government	only	insofar	as	they	could	end	bond,	rent	and	ser‐
vice	 boycotts,	 and	 get	 communities	 in	 line	 with	 government’s	 drift	 to	
market	policies	for	the	provision	of	services	by	accepting	the	neoliberal	
disciplining	 of	 paying	 for	 services.	 It	 appeared	 that	 social	 movements	
whose	actions	were	vital	to	bringing	about	a	political	transition	in	South	

                                                 
43	 Statistics	SA	(2011:	4).	
44	 See	Seekings	(2000).	
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Africa	were	 to	 be	 demobilized	 in	 a	 fashion	 similar	 to	 that	 observed	 in	
other	 contexts	 in	 the	 corpus	of	 “transition	 theory,”	once	political	 elites	
drifted	 to	 neoliberalism.45	 Some	 civic	 organizers	 anticipated	 being	
watchdogs	 that	 were	 included	 in	 the	 policy‐making	 process46	 but	 the	
ANC	government	avoided	consulting	with	 them	and	 it	 implemented	 its	
own	projects.		

Following	 the	 unfolding	 of	 GEAR’s	 neoliberal	 logic	 of	 the	 privatization	
and	the	cost	recovery	approach	to	the	provision	of	social	services,	sever‐
al	 “new”	 social	movements	 have	 arisen	 in	 an	 environment	 enabled	 by	
democratization	processes	and	are	largely	animated	by	the	consequenc‐
es	of	neoliberal	economic	policies.	Several	combinations	of	relationships	
are	 evident	 between	 civil	 society	 organizations	 and	 the	post‐apartheid	
state:	some	organizations	operate	in	marginalized	communities	assisting	
them	in	their	daily	survival	struggles;	others	are	openly	adversarial	and	
challenge	the	government’s	neoliberal	policies.47	Organizers	 in	 the	new	
social	movements	point	to	government’s	ditching	of	 the	RDP	for	GEAR,	
as	a	prompt	for	the	growth	of	an	adversarial	relationship	between	gov‐
ernment	 and	 civil	 society	 organizations,	 as	well	 as	 the	 growth	 of	 new	
social	 movements	 opposed	 to	 the	 thrust	 of	 the	 neoliberalism,	 for	 in‐
stance,	 the	 Anti‐Privatization	 Forum.48	 Some	 new	 social	 movements	
draw	 from	 class‐based	 ideologies	 calling	 themselves	 “socialist	 move‐
ments”	with	explicit	 counter‐hegemonic	projects	against	 the	state;	oth‐
ers	 have	 formal	 relationships	 or	 partnerships	 with	 the	 state;	 in	 some	
cases,	 there	 is	 vacillation	 between	 these	 strategies;	 in	 some	 instances,	
the	movements	use	 the	 constitution’s	 socioeconomic	 rights	 framework	
to	further	their	goals.49	The	fortune	of	the	latter	strategy	is	explored	in	
order	to	answer	the	paper’s	research	question.		
In	the	field	of	the	right	of	access	to	adequate	housing,	it	may	have	been	
that	the	South	African	National	Civics	Organisation	(SANCO),	which	once	
played	the	premier	role	in	opposing	apartheid	housing	and	rent	policies,	
if	not	moribund,	had	succumbed	to	more	of	a	partnership	role	with	the	

                                                 
45	 Ginsburg	(1996:	74–76).	
46	 Ndletyana	(1999:	34).	
47	 Habib	(2003).	
48	 Ngwane	(2003).	
49	 Ballard,	Habib	and	Valodia	(2007:	17,	400,	402).	
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state,	whereas	it	could	have	used	rights	discourse	to	mobilize	about	slow	
or	nondelivery	of	housing.	It	lost	cadre	to	the	state	and	its	apparent	de‐
cline	created	space	for	organizations	drawn	to	an	adversarial	approach	
on	housing	issues.	Participation	in	the	state	subsidised	low‐income	RDP	
housing	scheme	remains	out	of	the	reach	of	many	households	that	can‐
not	 afford	 the	 necessary	 deposit.	 The	 vacant	 space	 for	 mobilizing	 on	
housing	 rights	 has	 sometimes	 been	 filled	 by	 spontaneous	 actions	 and	
ephemeral	organizations,	as	well	as	those	proving	to	last	longer	such	as	
the	Landless	People’s	Movement	(LPM)	and	Abahlali	baseMjondolo	(“the	
shackdwellers”).50	 Both	 organizations	 are	 independent	 of	 the	 ANC	 and	
have	an	“adversarial”	strategy	of	engagement	with	the	state	animated	by	
an	 opposition	 to	 neoliberal	 economic	 policies,	 which	 have	 worsened	
unemployment	and	poverty.	
The	LPM’s	main	concerns	include	land	rights,	land	reform,	and	realizing	
the	right	of	access	to	adequate	housing.	Its	name	misleadingly	suggests	
they	are	concerned	predominantly	with	 rural	 land	reform	 in	 the	 inter‐
ests	 of	 people	 seeking	 agricultural	 livelihoods;	 however,	 its	 campaigns	
have	linked	the	urban	housing	shortage	to	a	need	for	urban	land	reform	
too.	Press	releases	of	LPM	marches	and	campaign	demands	 in	Gauteng	
Province	 involving	 squatters	 in	 Protea	 South	 and	 Kliptown	 (Soweto),	
Thembelihle	(Lenasia),	and	Thembisa	(Kempton	Park)	reveal	a	concern	
with	issues	of	an	urban	nature,	namely,	the	issues	of	the	urban	homeless	
with	an	 interest	 in	securing	permanent	urban	livelihoods	 in	opposition	
to	the	plans	of	city	authorities	to	clear	out	informal	settlements	and	pre‐
vent	land	occupations.51	Slogans	announcing	the	claims	behind	a	specific	
march	read:	“HOUSING!	LAND!	WATER	AND	ELECTRICITY!	AN	END	TO	
FORCED	 REMOVALS!	 AN	 END	 TO	 POLICE	 BRUTALITY	 AGAINST	 THE	
POOR!”.52	Although	the	LPM	was	formed	after	a	prominent	land	occupa‐
tion,	where	access	to	housing	was	one	of	the	underlying	issues,	it	has	yet	
to	use	the	strategy	of	litigation	about	constitutionally	guaranteed	hous‐
ing	rights.	
Abahlali	baseMjondolo	(AbM)	has	undertaken	a	well‐reasoned	struggle	
over	slow	delivery	of	housing	and	the	enduring	plight	of	shackdwellers.	

                                                 
50	 “Shackdwellers”	in	Zulu,	see	Gibson	(2008).	
51	 Greenberg	(2004:	12).	
52	 Landless	People’s	Movement	(2007).	
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Its	statements53	reveal	an	adversarialism	distrustful	of	notions	of	rule	of	
law	 underlying	 the	 constitution	 as	 well	 as	 of	 left‐wing	 intellectuals:	
“When	Abahlali	marched	…	a	number	of	left	intellectuals	declared	them	
criminal	in	the	national	press	…	it	was	clear	that	competing	elites	in	the	
state	and	 the	 institutionalised	 left	were	united	on	 the	position	 that	 the	
poor	should	not	think	their	own	politics	and	that	doing	so	rendered	the	
movement	 ‘out	 of	 order’	 and	 even	 criminal.	 Abahlali’s	 intellectual	 pro‐
ject	is	founded	on	the	decision	that	‘when	order	means	the	silence	of	the	
poor	then	it	is	good	to	be	out	of	order’”.54	

4 Landmark Socioeconomic Rights Adjudication 

The	trias	politica	principle	of	the	statemaking	process	of	the	negotiated	
political	 transition	 saw	 agreement	 on	 the	 institution	 of	 a	 bill	 of	 rights	
and	a	constitutional	court.	Against	the	background	of	GEAR’s	poor	per‐
formance	on	economic	growth	and	rising	unemployment,	landmark	cas‐
es	prompted	the	Constitutional	Court	to	interpret	the	realization	of	soci‐
oeconomic	 rights.55	 The	 constitution,	 the	 international	 human	 rights	
agreements	 that	 South	Africa	 signs,	parliament	and	 the	 legislation	 that	
passes	through	it,	rulings	made	in	the	Constitutional	Court,	the	functions	
of	the	South	African	Human	Rights	Commission	(SAHRC),	and	the	activi‐
ties	of	NGOs	as	well	as	civil	society	organizations	make	up	a	configura‐
tion	of	institutions	and	structures	that	impact	contestation	of	the	mean‐
ing	of	 rights	 and	 state	obligations,	 in	nurturing	a	 culture	of	 rights,	 and	
ultimately	redressing	the	legacy	of	inequality.	The	position	of	the	Consti‐
tutional	 Court’s	 justices	 possibly	 has	 effectively	 positioned	 them	 in	
terms	of	the	rarefied	speaking	subject	that	Foucault	spoke	of	where	cer‐
tain	agents	are	elevated	to	speak	authoritatively,	a	practice	that	excludes	
or	silences	other	discourses.56	

                                                 
53	 Abahlali	base	Mjondolo	(2006).	
54	 Their	strategy	of	not	engaging	the	state	is	arguably	akin	to	that	advocated	by	John	

Holloway.	
55	 Although	 these	 cases	may	 not	 be	 argued	 to	 have	 been	 initiated	 by	 civil	 society	

organizations	as	such,	 the	cases	nevertheless	 form	the	basis	of	 landmark	rulings	
that	 in	 the	 litigation	 strategy	 of	 Critical	 Legal	 Studies	 are	 vital	 to	 reformist	
victories	for	subordinate	classes.	

56	 Foucault	(1972:	50).	
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The	rituals	and	reverence	associated	with	the	Court	and	the	selection	of	
its	highly	experienced	judges,	acting	as	an	independent	judiciary	as	pre‐
scribed	in	a	separation	of	powers	of	doctrine,	still	may	not	prevent	the	
Court	 from	 subjecting	 itself	 to	 the	 dominant	 discourse	 on	 social	 and	
economic	 rights	 and	 the	 capacity	 of	 states	 to	 act	 in	ways	 that	 citizens	
may	 enjoy	 these	 rights.	 Hirschl	 (2004)	 says	 democratization	 in	 South	
Africa	followed	a	similar	worldwide	process,	namely,	the	transfer	of	sig‐
nificant	powers	from	representative	institutions	to	judiciaries;	however,	
the	global	swing	to	“juristocracy”	was	because	the	“juristocracy”	would	
protect	 the	neoliberal	 framework	 that	 economic	 elites	 are	 comfortable	
with.	 These	 types	 of	 constitutional	 outcomes	 preserve	 and	 protect	 the	
interests	and	hegemony	of	three	types	of	elites	who	favor	a	trend	to	“ju‐
ristocracy”	 in	 connection	 to	 a	 preference	 for	 neoliberal	 economic	poli‐
cies.	These	elites	include	the	old	ruling	elite	that	wishes	to	retain	its	po‐
litical	 hegemony	 from	 democratization,	 the	 economic	 elites	 who	 see	
constitutions	 as	 a	 means	 of	 promoting	 a	 neoliberal	 economic	 agenda,	
and	the	judicial	elite	that	wished	to	increase	their	political	influence.57	
Contestation	 in	 courts	 is	 crucial	 in	 a	 context	 where	 the	 obligations	 of	
government	in	the	realization	of	rights	are	not	always	concrete.	A	repos‐
itory	 of	 Constitutional	 Court	 decisions	 about	 socioeconomic	 rights	 as	
well	as	disputes	between	organs	of	state	has	evolved	over	two	decades	
since	1994	and	a	few	notable	cases	frame	the	basis	for	the	interpretation	
of	 the	 realization	 of	 socioeconomic	 rights.	 The	 Soobramoney	 case	pre‐
ceded	Grootboom,	but	the	Grootboom	judgment	emerges	as	the	founda‐
tion	of	future	socio‐economic	judgments.	

4.1  Soobramoney: The Right of Access to Health Care Services58  

Mr	 Thiagraj	 Soobramoney,	 an	 unemployed	 41‐year‐old	 diabetic	 with	
heart	 disease,	 developed	 chronic	 renal	 failure,	 and	 required	 dialysis	
treatment.	His	multiple	diseases	condition	disqualified	him	for	a	kidney	
transplant	in	terms	of	the	resource‐rationing	policy	of	a	state	hospital	in	
KwaZulu‐Natal,	which	consequently	discontinued	his	state‐funded	renal	
services.	He	exhausted	his	financial	resources	and	could	not	pay	for	dial‐
ysis	treatment.	Although	he	wished	to	present	his	case	for	state‐funded	

                                                 
57	 Hirschl	(2004:	43).	
58	 Soobramoney	v	Minister	of	Health,	KwaZulu‐Natal.	
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dialysis	 treatment	 as	 an	 “everyone	has	 a	 right	 to	 life”	 issue	 as	 held	 by	
section	11	of	the	constitution,	the	Constitutional	Court	heard	the	issue	as	
a	section	27	matter—a	“right	to	health	care”	matter.	
Soobramoney	argued	that	terminally	ill	persons	whose	life	could	be	pro‐
longed	 were	 entitled	 to	 emergency	 medical	 treatment	 in	 terms	 of	 s	
27(3),	 which	 held:	 “No	 one	may	 be	 refused	 emergency	 medical	 treat‐
ment.”	His	 view	of	 the	 state,	 its	 obligations,	 and	 capacity	 to	 create	 the	
funds	or	resources	to	be	of	service	to	people	in	his	situation	led	him	to	
believe	the	state	must	make	additional	funds	available	to	the	renal	clinic.	
The	court	determined	it	as	27(1)	and	27(2)	matter	and	asserted	that	the	
state’s	obligations	are	qualified	by	the	preceding	clause	s	27(2),	“within	
its	available	resources.”	Soobramoney’s	claim	required	that	s	27(3)	“be	
read	as	meaning	that	everyone	requiring	life‐saving	treatment	who	was	
unable	 to	 pay	 for	 such	 treatment	 was	 entitled	 to	 have	 the	 treatment	
provided	at	a	State	hospital	without	charge.”59	
The	 justices’	 majority	 judgment	 acknowledged	 that	 the	 constitution	
sought	to	address	a	legacy	of	disparities	in	wealth	but	the	state’s	obliga‐
tions	were	constrained	by	the	extent	of	its	resources:	

We	live	in	a	society	in	which	there	are	great	disparities	in	wealth.	
Millions	of	people	are	living	in	deplorable	conditions	and	in	great	
poverty.	There	is	a	high	level	of	unemployment,	inadequate	social	
security,	 and	many	do	not	 have	 access	 to	 clean	water	or	 to	 ade‐
quate	health	services.	These	conditions	existed	when	the	Constitu‐
tion	 was	 adopted	 and	 a	 commitment	 to	 address	 them,	 and	 to	
transform	our	society	into	one	in	which	there	will	be	human	digni‐
ty,	freedom	and	equality,	lies	at	the	heart	of	our	new	constitution‐
al	order.	For	as	long	as	these	conditions	continue	to	exist	that	as‐
piration	will	have	a	hollow	ring.	

What	is	apparent	from	these	provisions	is	that	the	obligations	im‐
posed	 on	 the	 State	 by	 sections	 26	 and	 27	 in	 regard	 to	 access	 to	
housing,	health	care,	 food,	water	and	social	 security	are	depend‐
ent	upon	 the	 resources	available	 for	such	purposes,	and	 that	 the	
corresponding	rights	themselves	are	limited	by	reason	of	the	lack	

                                                 
59	 Butterworth’s	Constitutional	Law	Reports,	1997	(12),	p.	1697.	
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of	 resources.	 Given	 this	 lack	 of	 resources	 and	 the	 significant	de‐
mands	on	them	that	have	already	been	referred	to,	an	unqualified	
obligation	to	meet	these	needs	would	not	presently	be	capable	of	
being	fulfilled.	This	is	the	context	within	which	section	27(3)	must	
be	construed.60		

The	 justices	 accept	 that	 even	 if	 the	 right	 were	 not	 qualified,	 the	 state	
would	still	not	be	able	 to	meet	 the	obligation,	and	 there	 is	a	 rationality	
about	which	state	organs	use	 their	 resources.	The	provincial	health	de‐
partment’s	resources	position	about	the	rationality	behind	the	use	of	its	
available	resources	swayed	 the	High	Court	 judge	and	 the	Constitutional	
Court	supported	that	ruling.	The	justices	were	mindful	of	the	state’s	fiscal	
position;	 they	were	wary	 of	 the	 pressures	 on	 the	 provincial	 health	 de‐
partment’s	resources;	it	had	overspent	its	current	budget	with	the	expec‐
tation	of	future	overspending.61	

President	 of	 the	 Constitutional	 Court,	 Justice	 Chaskalson	 re‐
marked:	“One	cannot	but	have	sympathy	for	the	appellant	and	his	
family,	who	face	the	cruel	dilemma	of	having	to	impoverish	them‐
selves	 in	 order	 to	 secure	 the	 treatment	 [Soobramoney]	 seeks	 in	
order	 to	prolong	his	 life.	The	hard	and	unpalatable	 fact	 is	 that	 if	
[Mr	Soobramoney]	were	a	wealthy	man	he	would	be	able	to	pro‐
cure	 such	 treatment	 from	 private	 sources;	 he	 is	 not	 and	 has	 to	
look	to	the	State	to	provide	him	with	the	treatment.	But	the	State’s	
resources	are	limited…”62	

The	justices	noted	that	extending	the	availability	of	the	dialysis	machines	
meant	additional	costs	in	overtime	wages	and	putting	stress	on	machines	
that	were	showing	signs	of	wear.	The	penurious	Mr	Soobramoney’s	ap‐
peal	was	unsuccessful;	he	died	three	days	after	the	Constitutional	Court	
handed	down	judgment.		
The	issue	dealt	with	a	provincial	health	department’s	reasoning	about	its	
rational	use	of	 its	 available	 resources	but	 also	 the	Court’s	 views	on	 the	
state’s	national	budget	allocations.	 It	refrains	 from	challenging	the	state	

                                                 
60	 BCLR,	1997	(12),	pp.	1700–1701.	
61	 BCLR,	1997	(12),	p.	1704.	
62	 BCLR,	1997	(12),	p.	1706.	
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on	 the	 rational	 allocation	 of	 resources	 because	 it	 accepts	 the	 argument	
that	state	resources	are	limited.	If	judges	force	a	state	to	realize	one	right,	
it	comes	at	the	expense	of	other	services	and	of	other	people	seeking	to	
enjoy	 the	 same	 right.	 Furthermore,	 judges	 do	not	have	 the	 expertise	 to	
decide	on	the	state’s	priorities.	Following	the	trias	politica	principle,	the	
Constitutional	 Court	 justices	 declined	 to	 probe	 the	 state’s	 rationality	
about	the	use	of	its	resources.	

4.2  Grootboom: The Right to Have Access to Adequate Housing63  

Mrs	Irene	Grootboom	was	among	a	group	of	 indigent	squatter	camp	in‐
habitants	numbering	390	adults	and	510	children	who	applied	 for	 low‐
cost	municipality	housing	but	 remained	on	waiting	 lists	 for	years.	They	
moved	 out	 of	 an	 overpopulated	 squatter	 settlement	 to	 occupy	 an	 area	
they	believed	was	vacant	land	renaming	it	“New	Rest.”	They	were	evicted	
and	 appealed	 to	 the	 High	 Court,	 which	 referenced	 the	 Constitutional	
Court’s	 ruling	 in	 Soobramoney	 about	 the	 provincial	 health	 authorities’	
rational	use	of	available	budget	resources;	it	ruled	that	the	local	authori‐
ties	did	have	a	rational	housing	program	within	the	means	of	its	available	
resources	and	 the	courts	 should	not	 judge	on	 the	suitability	of	 such	ra‐
tional	programs.		
Some	 temporary	 relief	 came	 for	 the	 squatters	 because	 the	 High	 Court	
made	a	ruling	in	terms	of	s	28(c),	that	children	have	an	unqualified	right	
to	shelter.	The	 judge	 ruled	 that	 the	children	being	protected	 thus	could	
not	 be	 separated	 from	 their	 parents;	 this	 compelled	 the	 authorities	 to	
provide	emergency	relief	for	these	homeless	people.	In	turn,	the	various	
branches	of	government	later	appealed	to	the	Constitutional	Court	basing	
their	appeal	on	the	grounds	that	s	26	is	about	the	right	of	“access	to”	ade‐
quate	housing	and	the	obligation	on	the	state	is	to	take	reasonable	legis‐
lative	 and	 other	measures	 to	 ensure	 the	 progressive	 realization	 of	 this	
right	within	 its	 available	 resources.	The	 case	made	an	 issue	of	whether	
the	state	was	solely	responsible	for	this	obligation,	or	more	of	a	facilita‐
tor	of	the	conditions	for	the	realization	of	the	right:	

The	right	delineated	in	subsection	(1)	was	a	right	of	“access	to	ad‐
equate	housing”	as	distinct	from	the	right	to	adequate	housing	en‐

                                                 
63	 Government	of	South	Africa	and	Others	v	Grootboom	and	Others	in	2000.	
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capsulated	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 International	 Covenant	 on	 Economic,	
Social	and	Cultural	Rights.	…	Access	to	adequate	housing	also	sug‐
gested	that	it	was	not	only	the	State	which	was	responsible	for	the	
provision	of	houses,	but	that	other	agents	within	society,	including	
individuals	themselves,	had	to	be	enabled	by	legislative	and	other	
measures	 to	provide	housing.	The	 State	had	 to	 create	 the	 condi‐
tions	 for	 access	 to	 adequate	 housing	 for	 people	 at	 all	 economic	
levels	of	society.64	

The	Constitutional	Court	decision	in	200065	was	based	on	a	deliberation	
of	s	26;	it	ruled	the	homeless	people’s	appeal	in	terms	of	the	right	of	ac‐
cess	 to	adequate	housing	provided	through	the	state’s	resources	unsuc‐
cessful.	Some	relief	was	found	through	a	creative	 interpretation	of	s	28,	
the	children’s	right	 to	shelter.	Nevertheless,	eyewitness	accounts	report	
that	one	year	after	receiving	materials	for	such	relief,	the	community	still	
lived	 in	 deplorable	 conditions	 and	with	 a	 sense	 of	 being	 abandoned	by	
the	 Court.66	 Irene	 Grootboom	 died	 in	 2008,	 still	 living	 in	 a	 shack	 and	
waiting	for	an	RDP	house.67	
Jurisprudence	on	these	rights	is	still	developing	but	the	Court	revealed	its	
deliberations	and	decisions	are	cognizant	of	fiscal	limits	to	social	spend‐
ing,	 which	 influenced	 the	 constitution’s	 architects	 when	 choosing	 lan‐
guage	about	the	state’s	positive	obligations	on	the	realization	of	positive	
rights.	The	Soobramoney	ruling	clarified	the	Court’s	understanding	of	the	
“within	its	available	resources”	clause	of	s	26(2):	

[T]he	 obligation	 does	 not	 require	 the	 State	 to	 do	 more	 than	 its	
available	 resources	 permit.	 This	means	 that	 both	 the	 content	 of	
the	obligation	in	relation	to	the	rate	at	which	it	is	achieved	as	well	
as	 the	 reasonableness	 of	 the	measures	 employed	 to	 achieve	 the	
result	are	governed	by	the	availability	of	resources.68	

Justice	Yacoob	also	pointed	out	that,	although	South	Africa	had	signed	the	
International	 Convention	 on	 Economic,	 Social	 and	 Cultural	 Rights	

                                                 
64	 BCLR,	2000	(11),	pp.	1171,	1189.	
65	 Government	of	the	Republic	of	South	Africa	and	Others	v	Grootboom	and	Others.	
66	 van	Huyssteen	(2003:	295).	
67	 Joubert	(2008).	
68	 BCLR,	2000	(11),	p.	1192.	
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(ICESCR),	there	was	a	difference	in	the	wording	of	the	ICESCR	and	South	
Africa’s	constitution	on	the	obligation	of	states	toward	the	realization	of	
socioeconomic	rights.	The	ICESCR	provided	for	an	absolute	and	unquali‐
fied	“right	to	housing.”	However,	the	South	African	constitution	acknowl‐
edged	 “the	 right	 of	 access	 to	 housing.”	 This	 qualification	 of	 the	 right	 is	
dependent	upon	 the	state	demonstrating	 that	 it	was	 taking	 “reasonable	
legislative	 and	 other	 measures”	 which	 would	 enable	 it	 “to	 achieve	 the	
progressive	 realisation”	 of	 the	 right	 to	 housing,	 and	 that	 this	 was	 de‐
pendent	on	its	“available	resources.”	
It	was	apparent	that	while	the	state	progressively	built	up	its	resources,	
claims	by	 the	homeless	 to	 the	 right	 to	housing	and	 the	actions	 they	 re‐
sorted	 to	 encroached	 on	 other	 people’s	 right	 to	 private	 property	 and	
land.	In	2004,	the	case	of	Port	Elizabeth	Municipality	v	Various	Occupiers	
and,	 in	 2005,	 the	 case	 of	 President	 of	 the	 Republic	 of	 South	 Africa	 and	
Another	 v	Modderklip	Boerdery	 and	Others	were	 about	 the	 eviction	 of	
squatters	from	private	property.	Judgments	here	were	guided	by	s	27(3)	
of	the	Bill	of	Rights	and	the	Prevention	of	Illegal	Eviction	from	an	Unlaw‐
ful	Occupation	of	Land	Act	of	1998	(also	called	the	“PIE	Act”).	Arguably,	
these	 judgments	 affect	 the	 approach	 to	 socioeconomic	 rights	 since	 the	
issue	of	 the	pace	of	 the	state’s	use	of	 its	 resources	 to	provide	adequate	
housing	was	raised	again	and	 the	manner	 in	which	 the	constitution	ap‐
proached	 the	 interrelationship	between	 land	hunger,	homelessness	and	
respect	for	property	rights.	In	the	latter	two	cases,	the	Court	upheld	the	
protection	 of	 private	 property	 rights,	 and	 that	 homeless	 people	 or	
evictees	could	not	demand	of	the	state	immediate	fulfilment	of	the	right	
to	 adequate	 housing.	 Furthermore,	 the	 Court	 would	 not	 demand	 such	
action	 by	 the	 state.	 The	 constitution	was	 an	 instrument	 developed	 in	 a	
particular	 social,	political,	 and	economic	context	 that	 required	 transfor‐
mation	 and	 achieving	 equality,	 and	 would	 have	 to	 be	 reinterpreted	 as	
these	conditions	themselves	changed.		
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4.3  The Treatment Action Campaign: The Right of Access to Health 
Care Services69 

One	of	the	most	well‐organized	civil	society	organizations,	the	Treatment	
Action	Campaign	(TAC),	initiated	the	case	of	Minister	of	Health	and	Oth‐
ers	vs.	Treatment	Action	Campaign	and	Others	in	2002.	TAC	opposes	the	
national	health	department’s	policy	on	the	link	between	the	Human	Im‐
munodeficiency	Virus	 (HIV)	 and	Acquired	 Immunodeficiency	Syndrome	
(AIDS).	It	has	challenged	the	government’s	neoliberal	approach	to	health	
care	policies,	and	has	used	both	protest	and	litigation	to	realize	constitu‐
tionally	guaranteed	rights.		
This	 case	 was	 about	 the	 right	 of	 access	 to	 health	 care	 services	 (s	 27),	
which	TAC	had	earlier	brought	to	the	Transvaal	High	Court.	Specifically,	
TAC	 demanded	 that	 government	 make	 available	 in	 state	 hospitals	 the	
drug,	Nevirapine,	which	is	used	by	pregnant	women	in	the	prevention	of	
mother‐to‐child‐transmission	 of	 the	 Human	 Immunodeficiency	 Virus.	
The	High	 Court	 ruled	 that	 state	 health	 authorities	must	make	 the	 drug	
available	 to	 pregnant	women	with	HIV	who	 gave	birth	 in	 public	 health	
facilities,	as	well	as	to	their	babies.	The	matter	of	the	separation	of	execu‐
tive	and	judiciary	powers	became	an	issue.	Government	departments	felt	
TAC	was	asking	the	Court	to	make	a	policy	choice	whereas	it	should	only	
rule	on	whether	that	department’s	policy	to	gradually	realize	the	enjoy‐
ment	of	 the	right	was	reasonable.	Wesson70	sees	 the	TAC	case	as	 trans‐
cending	 the	 Grootboom	 case	 because	 it	 extended	 individual	 rights	 to	 a	
particular	 group.	 Furthermore,	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 state’s	 fiscal	 limits,	
there	were	 limited	 cost	 implications	 to	 extending	 this	 entitlement,	 and	
the	Court	was	guided	by	 the	Grootboom	approach	 in	 the	sense	 that	 the	
state	takes	reasonable	measures	in	availing	this	service.	
In	hindsight,	TAC	organizers	reflect	on	their	involvement	in	the	HIV/AIDS	
medicines	 issue	 and	 the	 court	 ruling	 victory	 places	 that	 struggle	 in	 a	
larger	 social	 structural	 context.71	 Their	 struggle	 for	 medicines	 and	 im‐
proved	access	for	health	care	services	for	the	poor	is	seen	in	the	context	
of	global	austerity	trends	and	decreases	in	state	spending	on	health	care	
services,	and	growing	poverty	and	inequality	trends	and	how	these	exac‐

                                                 
69	 Minister	of	Health	and	Others	vs.	Treatment	ActionCampaign	and	Others	in	2002	

(CCT8/02).	
70	 Wesson	(2004),	p.	296.	
71	 Heywood	(2010).	
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erbate	the	vulnerability	of	the	poor	to	illness	and	HIV.	TAC	found	that	the	
constitution	and	its	rights	ethos	played	a	major	role	in	facilitating	its	mo‐
bilization	and	 legal	victory	despite	 the	prevailing	despondency	of	South	
Africa’s	 left‐wing	 thinkers	about	using	 rights	discourse	as	well	as	 right‐
wing	views	opposing	the	broadening	of	the	notion	of	rights	to	the	realm	
of	social	and	economic	rights.	

4.4  Khosa: The Right to Have Access to Social Security72 

In	 2004,	 the	 cases	 of	 Khosa	 v	 Minister	 of	 Social	 Development	 and	
Mahlaule	v	Minister	of	Social	Development	were	about	the	rights	of	per‐
sons	who	are	not	citizens	but	“permanent	residents”	to	claim	social	secu‐
rity	inscribed	in	s	27,	as	well	as	the	equality	of	such	persons	with	other	
citizens	in	the	enjoyment	of	rights	held	in	the	“Equality”	clauses	of	s	9	of	
the	Bill	of	Rights.	These	judgments	contended	omission	of	the	words	“or	
permanent	 resident”	 in	 the	 Equality	 clauses	 was	 inconsistent	 with	 the	
constitution.	Although	the	challenge	concerned	one	of	the	constitutional‐
ly	guaranteed	socioeconomic	rights,	it	was	not	about	the	meaning	of	the	
right,	rather,	it	was	about	who	may	enjoy	the	right.	

4.5  Mazibuko: The Right to Water73  

Mrs	 Lindiwe	 Mazibuko	 and	 five	 other	 residents	 of	 Phiri,	 Soweto,	 chal‐
lenged	the	City	of	Johannesburg’s	installation	of	prepaid	water	meters	as	
a	violation	of	 their	s	27	 (1)	b	right	 to	sufficient	water.	The	proceedings	
from	 the	 local	 court	 to	eventually	 the	Constitutional	Court	 interrogated	
the	notion	of	“sufficient	water”	which	the	Constitutional	Court	asserted	it	
was	not	appropriate	for	the	courts	to	decide,	nor	was	the	notion	of	mini‐
mum	core	content	apt	in	this	instance,	or	in	the	Grootboom	and	TAC	cas‐
es	too.	The	Court	asserted	it	could	enforce	obligations	on	the	state	if	it	did	
not	make	provision	for	those	 in	desperate	need.	Nevertheless,	 it	upheld	
its	position	that	it	would	respect	the	policymaking	of	other	arms	of	gov‐
ernment.	 Its	 views	 on	 the	 positive	 aspects	 of	 episodic	 litigation	 about	
social	and	economic	rights	assert	that	it	is	a	way	of	getting	government	to	
account	to	citizens	as	to	whether	its	policies	are	indeed	“reasonable”	or	
should	 be	 reconsidered.	 Furthermore,	 the	 Constitutional	 Court	 praised	

                                                 
72	 Khosa	and	Others	vs.	Minister	of	Social	Development	and	Others.	
73	 Mazibuko	and	Others	vs.	City	of	Johannesburg	And	Others.	
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the	prominence	of	NGOs	assisting	 in	such	 litigation	 in	the	service	of	 the	
poor.	

4.6  What Choices Remain for Further Socioeconomic Rights 
Litigation? 

The	constitution’s	weak	statement	of	the	state’s	social	rights	obligations	
feeds	 conclusions	 that	 the	 judiciary’s	 adjudication	 of	 these	 rights	 still	
functions	to	protect	the	hegemony	specifically	of	the	economic	elite,	de‐
spite	the	latter’s	outwardly	transformed	nonracial	appearance.	It	may	be	
possible	 to	 pronounce	 on	 the	 outcomes	 of	 adjudication	 in	 terms	 of	 the	
consequences	 of	 rulings	 on	 the	 class	 interests	 of	 affected	 parties.	 The	
class,	 income,	 and	 indigent	 circumstances	 of	 the	 appellant	 in	 the	
Soobramoney	 case,	 the	 community	 in	 the	 Grootboom	 case,	 and	 the	 in‐
tended	beneficiaries	in	the	TAC	case	raise	questions	about	the	qualitative	
changes	a	constitutional	order	has	meant	for	poorer	segments	of	society	
and	 their	 dependence	 on	 positive	 state	 actions.	 Unfortunately	 for	 Mr	
Soobramoney,	 there	was	 no	 creative	 interpretation	 of	 the	 law	 to	 bring	
him	emergency	medical	relief	as	happened	in	the	Grootboom	case,	where	
similar	issues	of	a	rational	use	of	available	resources	could	be	proven,	but	
a	creative	interpretation	of	the	law	found	emergency	relief	for	a	number	
of	homeless	people	not	immediately	targeted	to	enjoy	the	right	of	access	
to	housing.	The	Grootboom	judgment	made	it	clear	that	people	were	not	
entitled	to	demand	housing,	or	any	other	socioeconomic	right,	 from	the	
state.	Wesson74	feels	the	interpretations	of	the	law	in	Soobramoney	and	
Grootboom	 still	 leave	 society’	 most	 vulnerable	 members	 unprotected,	
and	to	advance	from	this,	it	is	for	the	courts	to	incorporate	the	notion	of	
“minimum	core”	in	their	 judgments	as	used	in	the	ICESCR	which	entails	
the	minimum	essential	 levels	a	state	must	attain	 in	allocating	resources	
toward	 the	 realization	 of	 socioeconomic	 rights.	 However,	 Justice	 Sachs	
recalls75	that	when	the	amicus	curiae	(“friend	of	the	court”)	in	the	Groot‐
boom	case,	the	SA	Human	Rights	Commission,	begged	the	judges	to	make	
a	decision	based	on	the	ICESCR’s	concept	of	a	minimum	core,	the	judges	
did	not	reject	the	notion;	they	merely	declined	because	they	felt	the	lan‐
guage	of	 the	constitution	expresses	itself	sufficiently	and	is	an	adequate	

                                                 
74	 Wesson	(2004:	297–299,	305–307).	
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guide;	furthermore,	there	was	no	clear	evidence	of	what	such	a	minimum	
core	entailed.		
Partisans	in	the	“new”	social	movements	offer	unsympathetic	appraisals	
of	 the	 Constitutional	 Court	 and	 its	 decisions.	 Bond’s	 appraisal	 of	 the	
Court	is	a	social	structural	approach	tied	to	a	critique	of	the	ANC‐led	gov‐
ernment’s	 neoliberal	 policies	 and	 accepts	 no	 excuses	 resorting	 to	 the	
trias	politica	idea	of	separating	the	powers	of	the	state	where	judges	ac‐
cept	the	executive	performs	its	task	in	terms	of	a	rational	use	of	available	
resources.	He	 feels,	despite	 the	 fact	 that	South	Africa	has	a	 constitution	
promising	 socioeconomic	 rights,	 the	 judges	 are	 afraid	 to	 challenge	 the	
state’s	neoliberal	policies.76	

5 Taking Socioeconomic Rights Seriously  

Foucault’s	notion	of	discourse	captured	the	capacity	of	humans	to	resist	
power	 and	avoids	 the	notion	of	 ideology	 and	 its	 representation	of	 sub‐
jects	in	a	homogenized	fashion.	To	see	rights	simultaneously	as	discourse	
implies	rights	are	an	object	of	knowledge,	statements	are	made	about	the	
truth	 of	 that	 object,	 and	 processes	 about	 their	 nature	 exclude	 subordi‐
nate	 groups	 from	 challenging	 that	 truth.	 Subordinate	 classes’	 struggles	
are	 advanced	 by	 including	 strategies	 for	 an	 alternative	 discourse.	 In	
pragmatic	 approaches	 to	 rights	 discourse,	 this	 is	 seen	 as	 a	 Gramscian	
counter‐hegemonic	project.77	Class	domination	is	achieved	through	coer‐
cion	 as	 well	 as	 consent,	 and	 the	 struggle	 for	 liberation	must	 challenge	
dominant	beliefs,	values,	law,	myths,	and	so	on,	bringing	forth	the	coun‐
ter‐hegemonic	 worldview	 of	 subordinated	 classes.	 Counter‐hegemonic	
projects	of	 subordinate	classes	entail	developing	concepts	and	 ideologi‐
cal	weapons	in	ways	which	challenge	the	prevailing	intellectual	and	mor‐
al	order.	Subordinate	classes	must	challenge	those	intellectuals	and	“rar‐
efied	 speaking	 subjects”	 who	 dominate	 the	 discourse	 on	 the	 nature	 of	
rights	and	who	complement	the	hegemony	of	dominant	classes	by	defin‐

                                                 
76	 See	Bond	(2004).	
77	 Purvis	and	Hunt	(1993:	483–484).	Bartholomew	and	Hunt	(1990:	52)	partly	draw	

on	 Foucaultian	 notions	 of	 “discursive	 struggles,”	 but	 opt	 more	 explicitly	 for	
similar	 Gramscian	 notions	 of	 struggles	 for	 hegemony,	 Bartholomew	 and	 Hunt	
(1990:	 55–56),	 which	 are	 more	 attentive	 to	 the	 commonsense	 of	 subordinate	
classes	about	political	issues.	
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ing	the	nature	of	rights.	To	achieve	this	“counter‐hegemony”	we	must	ask	
whether	 the	 ideas	 and	practices	 about	 rights	 of	 the	major	 interpreters,	
and	social	agents	and	institutions	dealing	with	their	realization	are	flexi‐
ble	when	encountered	with	each	challenge.		
Noting	 how	 the	 University	 of	 Witwatersrand	 Legal	 Aid	 Clinic	 became	
involved	in	a	case	which	reached	the	Constitutional	Court,	namely,	Occu‐
piers	of	51	Olivia	Road,	Berea	Township	and	Others	v	City	of	Johannesburg	
and	Others,	and	the	subsequent	optimistic	statement	of	one	of	its	public	
interest	 litigation	activists	 about	 the	 role	 rights	discourse	played	 in	 the	
case	about	evicting	the	illegal	occupants	of	an	inner	city	building:	“We	are	
absolutely	delighted.	This	is	a	victory	for	human	rights	and	a	vindication	
for	the	rights	of	the	poor	people	to	housing,”78	I	investigated	the	possible	
build	up	of	a	momentum	about	socioeconomic	rights	 litigation	and	how	
other	similar	organizations	have	become	involved	in	assisting	the	public	
with	such	rights.	My	optimism	was	however	dealt	a	blow	following	dis‐
cussions	with	the	director	at	the	University	of	South	Africa	Law	Clinic.79	
Upon	querying	 their	 involvement	 in	 the	provision	of	1,	372	 community	
legal	 aid	 services	 including	 litigation,	 it	 turned	 out	 that	 the	 seventeen	
“Evictions”	matters	for	2011	were	largely	disputes	between	family	mem‐
bers	 who	 wish	 to	 evict	 other	 family	 members	 following	 disputes	 over	
informal	 agreements	 about	 occupying	 homes	 that	 have	 been	 inherited.	
This	 distressing	 revelation	 caused	me	 to	 ponder	whether	 the	 situation	
may	be	the	same	with	legal	aid	clinics	at	other	universities.	In	conversa‐
tion	with	the	director	of	the	legal	aid	clinic	at	the	University	of	Western	
Cape	it	was	clear	that	evictions	of	illegal	occupants	of	inner	city	buildings	
are	not	an	 issue	 in	 the	Cape	Town	metropolis.	However,	an	area	where	
they	 do	 have	 a	 considerable	 caseload	 of	 assisting	 indigent	 people	 is	 in	
that	of	divorce	which	has	further	ramifications	for	the	realization	of	the	
right	 to	housing.	The	RDP	house	 that	divorcing	 indigent	people	acquire	
can	only	pass	on	to	one	former	spouse	and	the	other	spouse	will	not	re‐
ceive	a	subsidy	for	another	RDP	house.80	The	director	of	the	University	of	
Cape	 Town	 (UCT)	 legal	 aid	 clinic	 shared	 the	 view	 that	 the	 metropolis	

                                                 
78	 Cox	and	Seale	(2008).	
79	 Interview	 with	 Hadley	 Saayman,	 University	 of	 South	 Africa	 Law	 Clinic,	 June	 7,	

2012.	
80	 Interview	 with	 Shamiel	 Jassiem,	 University	 of	 Western	 Cape	 Legal	 Aid	 Clinic,	

February	23,	2016.	



254			Christopher	G.	Thomas	

 

does	not	have	an	inner	city	illegal	occupation	and	eviction	issue.	Howev‐
er,	 the	UCT	clinic	has	become	 involved	 in	an	ongoing	action	supporting	
the	 legal	 struggle	 of	 the	 residents	 of	 Hangberg,	 using	 the	Prevention	of	
Illegal	 Eviction	 from	 an	Unlawful	Occupation	 of	 Land	 Act	 of	 1998	 (also	
called	 the	 “PIE	Act”),	against	 the	city’s	and	provincial	officials’	 resort	 to	
the	courts	 to	have	 them	evicted	 from	about	2010.81	The	Hangberg	 resi‐
dents	 are	 reluctant	 to	 move	 from	 their	 informal	 settlement	 dwellings	
while	 there	 is	 slow	 development	 about	 low	 income	 housing;	 they	 also	
resort	to	an	indigenous	peoples’	land	claim	to	an	area	which	has	a	majes‐
tic	 view	of	 the	Hout	Bay	harbour	and	 surrounding	mountains	and	with	
nearby	upmarket	housing.82	
Except	for	the	case	involving	the	Treatment	Action	Campaign,	organized	
civil	society	groups	do	not	appear	to	have	been	prominent	rights	action	
protagonists	in	the	abovementioned	landmark	cases.	The	TAC	continues	
to	be	active	with	regards	to	health	services	and	conditions	in	state	hospi‐
tals.	The	emergence	of	a	new	public	interest	law	center	in	2010,	namely,	
SECTION	27,	marks	a	new	direction	in	terms	of	civil	society	groups	fore‐
grounding	 litigation	 as	 a	 strategy	 to	 “change	 the	 socio‐economic	 condi‐
tions	that	undermine	human	dignity	and	development,	and	prevent	poor	
people	from	reaching	their	full	potential.”83	Despite	taking	its	name	from	
the	section	of	 the	constitution	on	 the	 right	of	access	 to	health	care	 ser‐
vices,	food,	water,	and	social	security,	it	has	a	commitment	to	“a	broader	
focus	on	socio‐economic	rights.”	In	2012	it	became	very	prominent	in	its	
litigation	action	against	the	Limpopo	Province’s	Education	Department’s	
maladministration	of	the	delivery	of	primary	schools	textbooks,	a	matter	
which	it	successfully	got	the	North	Gauteng	High	Court	to	rule	as	a	viola‐
tion	 of	 the	 right	 to	 basic	 education,	 a	 section	 29	 right	 of	 the	 Constitu‐
tion.84	Non‐realization	of	 the	 right,	 largely	due	 to	 the	 state’s	maladmin‐
istration,	 continues	 to	 marginalize	 poor	 black	 learners,	 constrains	 up‐
ward	 social	 mobility,	 and	 reinforces	 inequalities	 in	 society.	 The	 ruling	
created	 an	 opportunity	 for	 a	 civil	 society	 organization	 to	 have	 a	 close	
relationship	with	a	state	organ	about	its	progress	with	delivery	of	a	ser‐
                                                 
81	 Interview	 with	 Yellavarne	 Moodley,	 University	 of	 Cape	 Town	 Legal	 Aid	 Clinic,	

February	23,	2016.	
82	 See	 Daneel	 Knoetze,	 Hangberg:	 “a	 view	 too	 good	 for	 poor	 people,”	 2014,	
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84	 See	John	(2012),	Still	no	textbooks.	



Civil	Society	Movements	and	Rights	Discourse		255	

 

vice,	nonetheless,	 the	relationship	soured	once	 it	was	apparent	 that	 the	
state	 organ	 remained	delinquent	 about	 its	 obligations	 and	 SECTION	27	
took	the	matter	to	court	once	again.		
In	 addition,	 the	 Socio‐Economic	 Rights	 Institute	 of	 South	 Africa	 (SERI)	
emerged	as	a	nonprofit,	public	 interest	 law	center	assisting	in	the	fields	
of	housing	and	evictions,	access	to	basic	services	and	political	space,	and	
has	provided	legal	assistance	in	prominent	cases	such	as	the	evictions	of	
inner	 city	 residents	 challenging	 the	 courts’	 interpretations	 of	 the	 “PIE”	
Act.85	SERI	also	provides	legal	assistance	to	the	families	of	miners	killed	
by	police	at	Marikana	mine	in	2012.	

6 Taking Rights Seriously: Africa’s New Constitutions  

While	it	may	be	apparent	that	South	Africa’s	rights‐based	transformation	
and	its	pioneering	constitutional	protection	of	socioeconomic	rights	has	
stalled	the	pace	of	socioeconomic	transformation,	one	must	add	that	the	
neoliberal	 framework	 in	 which	 it	 operates	 exacerbates	 this.	 The	 opti‐
mism	 of	 the	 new	 ruling	 elite	 has	 been	 that	 its	 transformation	 project	
would	offer	lessons	worth	emulating	for	other	countries	undergoing	po‐
litical	 transformation.	 Establishing	 the	 lessons	 to	 be	 learned	 from	 the	
South	Africa	may	be	too	difficult	to	make	in	this	chapter;	however,	I	con‐
sidered	it	important	to	look	at	the	incorporation	of	rights	discourse	in	the	
constitution‐making	 of	 some	 of	 the	 recent	 state‐making	 and	 political	
transitions	in	selected	parts	of	Africa.		
In	 the	 Constitution	 of	 the	 Republic	 of	 Somaliland	 approved	 by	 referen‐
dum	in	May	2001,	a	series	of	articles	under	Part	Three	explicitly	organiz‐
es	the	spectrum	of	first‐	and	second‐generation	rights	relating	to:	Rights	
of	 the	 Individual,	 Fundamental	 Freedoms	 and	 the	Duties	of	 the	Citizen;	
Political,	 Economic,	 Social	 and	 electoral	 Rights;	 Freedom	 of	 Movement	
and	 Association;	 The	 Right	 to	 Life,	 Security	 of	 the	 Person,	 Respect	 for	
Reputations,	 and	 Crimes	 against	 Human	 Rights;	 The	 Right	 to	 Liberty,	
Guarantees	and	the	Conditions	of	Rights	and	Freedoms;	The	Right	to	Own	
Private	 Property;	 The	 Rights	 of	Women.	 The	 statement	 of	 the	 Political,	
Economic,	 Social	 and	 electoral	 Rights	 in	 Article	 22	 is,	 however,	 neither	
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elaborate	 nor	 ambitious	 as	 in	 the	 South	African	 constitution.	 It	 runs	 as	
follows:		

Article	22:	Political,	Economic,	Social	and	Electoral	Rights	
	 1.	Every	citizen	shall	have	the	right	to	participate	in	the	polit‐
ical,	 economic,	 social	 and	 cultural	 affairs	 in	 accordance	with	 the	
laws	and	the	Constitution.	
	 Following	episodic	internal	conflict	and	unrest,	Kenya’s	con‐
stitution	reform	in	2010	produced	a	Bill	of	Rights	which	included	
social,	economic	and	cultural	rights	and	a	range	of	civil	society	ac‐
tors	are	active	in	the	realisation	and	safeguarding	of	these	rights.86	

In	the	Transitional	Constitution	of	the	Republic	of	South	Sudan	released	
in	April	2011,	Part	Two	is	a	Bill	of	Rights	explicitly	recognizing	socioeco‐
nomic	rights	such	as	public	health	(s	31)	and	housing	(s	34).	The	 latter	
bears	 similarities	 to	 the	 SA	 Constitution	 and	 opens	 an	 avenue	 for	 re‐
search	about	what	civil	society	mobilization	and	litigation	processes	may	
unfold	toward	the	realization	of	the	right:	

Right	to	Housing		
	 34.	 (1)	 Every	 citizen	has	 the	 right	 to	 have	 access	 to	 decent	
housing.		
	 (2)	 The	 State	 shall	 formulate	 policies	 and	 take	 reasonable	
legislative	measures	within	 its	available	resources	 to	achieve	 the	
progressive	realization	of	these	rights.		
	 (3)	No	one	shall	be	evicted	from	his	or	her	lawfully	acquired	
home	 or	 have	 his	 or	 her	 home	 demolished	 save	 in	 accordance	
with	the	law.		

When	 looking	 at	 constitution‐making	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 the	 “Arab	
Spring”	in	North,	locating	an	English	version	of	Morocco’s	draft	constitu‐
tional	proposals	of	June	2011	have	proved	difficult	and	more	attention	is	
given	 to	 those	of	Egypt	and	Libya.	A	 search	 for	 terms	such	as	 “right/s,”	
“housing,”	 “health,”	 “education,”	 and	 “water”	 in	 the	 2011	 Provisional	
Constitution	of	Egypt	reveals	minimal	commitment	to	the	notion,	that	is,	
the	emphasis	is	on	first‐generation	rights	of	association	and	equal	appli‐
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cation	of	 law.	Article	14	can	be	 regarded	as	 referring	 to	housing	 rights,	
but	not	in	the	manner	anticipated:	

Article	 14:	 It	 is	 not	 permitted	 for	 any	 citizen	 to	 be	 denied	 resi‐
dence	in	a	particular	area,	nor	requiring	him	to	reside	in	a	particu‐
lar	place,	except	in	cases	designated	by	law.	

Following	a	period	of	no	official	constitution	for	almost	forty	years,	Lib‐
ya’s	 Draft	 Constitutional	 Charter	 for	 the	 Transitional	 Stage	 of	 August	
2011	commits	itself	to	the	rights	discourse	of	 international	declarations	
and	evokes	commitment	to	socioeconomic	rights:	

Part	Two	
	 Rights	and	Public	Freedoms	
	 Article	 (7)	 Human	 rights	 and	 basic	 freedoms	 shall	 be	 re‐
spected	by	the	State.	The	state	shall	commit	itself	to	join	the	inter‐
national	 and	 regional	 declarations	 and	 charters	 which	 protect	
such	rights	and	freedoms.	The	State	shall	endeavor	to	promulgate	
new	charters	which	 shall	honor	 the	human	being	as	being	God’s	
successor	on	Earth.	
	 Article	 (8)	The	State	 shall	 guarantee	 for	every	citizen	equal	
opportunities	and	shall	provide	an	appropriate	standard	of	living.	
The	State	shall	also	guarantee	the	right	of	work,	education,	medi‐
cal	 care,	 and	 social	 security,	 the	 right	 of	 intellectual	 and	 private	
property.	The	State	shall	further	guarantee	the	fair	distribution	of	
national	wealth	among	citizens,	and	among	the	different	cities	and	
districts	thereof.	

Such	promising	developments	inspire	trust	in	a	process	where	increased	
civil	society	input	is	urged—health	care	professionals	have	urged	thus:	“	
[D]iscussion	 of	 the	 right	 to	 health	 deserves	 to	 be	 featured	 in	 socio‐
political	 discourse,	 through	 conventional	 media,	 through	 social	 media,	
and	through	appropriate	government	forums”.87	

Also	prompted	by	the	Arab	uprisings,	Tunisia’s	constitutional	reform	has	
brought	 forth	 a	 new	 constitution	 which	 includes	 first‐	 and	 second‐

                                                 
87	 Salhin	and	Elkhammas	(2014:	296).	
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generation	 rights;	 however,	 concern	 remains	 that	 “[T]he	 majority	 of	
these	 rights	 is	 expressed	 in	 just	 a	 few	words	 each,	 and	 says	 very	 little	
about	 how	 these	 rights	 are	 to	 be	 exercised.”88	 Egypt’s	 revolution	 has	
brought	 forth	 a	 constitutional	 reform	 expanding	 the	 state’s	 obligations	
toward	 socioeconomic	 rights	 in	Article	 11,	 yet	 enthusiastic	 civil	 society	
engagement	with	 the	 constitution	 is	 skeptical	 about	 its	 vague	 formula‐
tions	and	the	privileging	of	private	sector	interests.89	
Contrary	 to	 the	 pessimist	 dimension	 of	wa	Mutua’s	 appreciation	 about	
rights	discourse,	these	developments	indicate	that	rights	discourse	is	far	
from	being	dispatched	to	the	trashcan	of	history	in	Africa’s	quest	for	so‐
cioeconomic	justice	and	democratic,	participatory	institutions.90	Citizens	
seeking	 socioeconomic	 justice	 in	 these	new	states	will	 go	 through	 their	
own	 trials	 of	mobilizing	 and	 litigating	 for	 the	 realization	 of	 rights,	 and	
likely	 push	 for	 fresh	 interpretations	 thereof	 by	 their	 respective	 courts	
and	state	organs	committed	to	their	realization.	An	upsurge	of	critiques	
of	Eurocentricism	and	rights	philosophy	needs	to	be	cognizant	that	while	
rights	philosophy	may	have	 facilitated	 the	emergence	of	 capitalism	and	
its	attendant	social	and	economic	inequalities,	rights	philosophy	evolved	
in	a	manner	to	safeguard	the	interests	of	capitalism’s	subordinate	classes,	
and	 it	 is	 in	 this	 global	 system	 of	 inequality	 that	 capitalism	 has	 turned	
into,	where	subordinate	classes	in	societies	outside	of	Europe	can	include	
rights	philosophy	in	their	struggles	against	the	inequalities	which	capital‐
ism	has	produced	in	their	own	territories.91	

7 Conclusion  

Pessimism	prevails	about	whether	rights	discourse	can	effect	significant	
socioeconomic	 transformation	 in	 Africa.	 Contrarily,	 Africa’s	 new	 states	
and	 their	 respective	 constitutions	 reveal	 an	 imminent	 jettisoning	 of	

                                                 
88	 Al‐Ali	and	Romdhane,	Donia	(2014:	5).	
89	 Taha	(2013).	
90	 Wa	Mutua’s	oeuvre	in	this	 field	is	critical	of	the	Eurocentric	genesis	of	rights,	 its	

links	with	the	ideologies	of	liberalism	and	political	democracy,	emphasis	on	first‐
generation	 rights	 and	 realization	 of	 socioeconomic	 rights	 through	 free	 market	
institutions,	but	appreciates	that	rights	philosophy	can	be	adapted	and	beneficial	
to	Africa’s	social	and	economic	reconstruction.	See	wa	Mutua	(2009).	

91		 Amin	 (1989)	 offers	 this	 appreciation	 of	 European	 paradigms	 which	 have	 been	
beneficial	in	struggles	against	social	and	economic	inequality.	
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rights	discourse	 is	unlikely.	The	critical	 legal	 studies	approach	of	North	
American	pedigree	 that	 underlaid	my	 research	 question	was	 a	 concern	
about	whether	rights	discourse	limits	the	aspirations	of	the	black	work‐
ing	 classes	 or	 is	 it	 significantly	 positively	 impacting	 the	 gradual	 trans‐
formation	from	the	apartheid	legacy	of	race	and	class	inequality	and	im‐
proving	the	socioeconomic	conditions	of	poorer	classes.	Succinctly,	does	
the	 experience	 about	 rights	 contestation	 as	 promised	 in	 South	 Africa’s	
“avant	garde”	constitution	hold	lessons	for	Africa’s	new	political	dispen‐
sations?	Clearly,	 it	 is	 a	 reformist	 strategy	 about	episodic	 and	piecemeal	
amelioration	of	the	poor’s	access	to	and	realization	of	housing,	food,	wa‐
ter,	 education,	 and	 health	 care	 services.	 Global	 hegemony	 of	 neoliberal	
policies	and	austerity	about	social	spending,	and	the	privatized	provision	
and	 commodification	 of	 the	 latter	 needs	 have	 forced	 communities	 into	
protest	and,	where	legislatively	possible,	to	explore	litigation	as	a	means	
of	accessing	these.		
Rights	discourse	remains	a	means	of	protecting	the	interests	of	the	pow‐
erful	and	privileged	and	adjudication	by	the	highest	courts	hardly	steps	
outside	 of	 the	 bounds	 of	 neoliberal	 thinking	 about	 how	 socioeconomic	
rights	are	to	be	progressively	realized.	Nevertheless,	it	does	serve	to	mo‐
bilize	and	empower	subordinate	classes	to	bring	short‐term	relief,	which	
is	consistent	with	critical	legal	studies’	advocacy	that	it	is	a	strategy	that	
must	be	explored	“until	the	uprising	of	the	masses	comes.”	
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CONCLUSION 

Mariano	Féliz	and	Aaron	L.	Rosenberg		

This	book	was	built	on	a	modest	idea:	to	present	several,	not	necessarily	
converging	studies	regarding	the	production	and	combat	against	poverty	
in	the	Global	South.	Such	project	came	about	as	a	result	of	several	days	of	
discussions	in	CLACSO’s	conference	in	the	city	of	Cairo	in	2012.	The	flow	
of	 ideas	was	 so	powerful	 those	days,	 in	 the	midst	 of	 the	 “Arab	Spring,”	
that	we	couldn’t	 let	 them	go	to	waste.	From	that	background,	 this	book	
attempts	to	provide	a	diverse,	thorough,	and	grounded	discussion	capa‐
ble	 of	 contributing	 to	 the	 struggle	 against	 poverty	 across	 the	 Global	
South.	
Poverty	 is	 an	 intrinsically	 controversial	 concept	 and	process.	Even	 if	 in	
everyday	 conversation,	 in	 the	 press	 or	 in	 policy	 discussions,	 poverty	 is	
represented	as	something	self‐evident	and	even	crystal	clear,	 it	actually	
feeds	into	the	whole	of	the	world’s	complexity	and	contradictions.	Situa‐
tions	of	poverty	result	 from	the	myriad	processes	operating	throughout	
networks	of	global	capitalism;	products	of	the	history	of	colonialism	and	
imperialism.	The	production	of	poverty	 is	a	deeply	political	process	en‐
trenched	within	the	constitution	of	contemporary	societies,	extending	to	
the	most	profound	levels	of	their	very	cultural	and	social	fabric.	
Poverty	is	not,	however,	an	agentless	process;	on	the	contrary,	it	is	filled	
with	 and	 powered	 by	 agency.	 Concrete	 actors	 and	 institutions	 work	
through	 the	 social	 structure	 in	 order	 to	 produce	 (their)	wealth	 and	 at‐
tendant	positions	of	power	which	are	often	realized	together	with	(oth‐
er’s)	misery	and	marginalization.	But	this	does	not	mean	that	population	
which	 live	 in	 conditions	of	poverty	are	passive	bystanders.	On	 the	 con‐
trary,	 as	 the	chapters	 in	 this	book	show,	 “the	poor”	are	not	passive	ob‐
servers	waiting	to	be	helped	or	rendered	helpless	in	their	poverty.	They	
work	 hard	 and	 through	 concerted	 channels	 in	 order	 to	 organize	 them‐
selves	in	several	ways	to	confront	the	processes,	relationships,	and	social	
actors	that	have	impoverished	them.	They	not	only	dwell	in	poverty	but	
struggle	 against	 it,	 against	 its	 stigmatizing	 effects,	 as	well	 as	 against	 its	
persistence	and	those	who	impose	it.	These	articles	also	demonstrate	the	
manner	 in	which	poverty	 is	produced	and	reproduced	by	a	set	of	social	
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processes	and	practices.	Poverty	as	we	know	it	 is	not	 just	a	state,	but	a	
social	construction,	the	result	of	the	production	and	reproduction	of	val‐
ue	and	capital	and	its	attendant	systems	of	thought.	Contemporary	pov‐
erty	 is	 without	 a	 doubt	 capitalist	 poverty,	 produced	 and	 expanded	 be‐
cause—not	 in	 spite—of	 the	 ever‐mounting	 exploitation	 of	 labor	 for	 its	
transformation	 into	 surplus‐value.	 Féliz’s	 contribution	 among	 others	
shows	how	the	dynamics	of	capitalist	social	reproduction	in	a	dependent	
setting	can	foreclose	an	all‐out	struggle	against	poverty.	
As	such,	poverty	 in	our	days	 is	also	 the	result	of	 the	works	of	capitalist	
and	capitalist‐oriented	states.	In	effect,	the	way	in	which	the	creation	and	
persistence	 of	 poverty	 has	 become	 tantamount	 with	 the	 dynamics	 of	
economic	development	should	force	us	as	both	researchers	and	citizens	
of	 the	newly	glocalized	world	 to	open	our	eyes	 to	an	apparently	simple	
fact:	 namely	 that	 neoliberal	 or	 developmentalist,	 developed	or	depend‐
ent,	national	states	and	the	political	forces	that	run	them	bear	the	brunt	
of	the	responsibility	for	the	persistence	of	poverty	throughout	their	lim‐
ited	spheres	of	immediate	influence,	and,	through	their	networks	of	dis‐
persed	 soft	 and	 hard	 power,	 across	 the	 world.	 Thomas’	 reflections	 on	
South	Africa	provide	an	example	of	this	through	their	exploration	of	ne‐
oliberal	strategies	designed	to	foment	“development”	in	accord	with	ob‐
jectives,	directives,	 and	models	developed	 in	and	 imposed	by	American	
and	 European	 financial	 institutions.	 Public	 policies	 and	 development	
strategies	cannot	be	expiated	from	their	role	in	the	promotion	of	the	sub‐
stantive	processes	and	 interests	 that	perpetuate	 impoverishment	of	 the	
masses	 and	 hinder	 their	 agency,	 as	 Pérez‐Bustillo	 makes	 abundantly	
clear	in	his	contribution.	
As	the	different	chapters	make	explicit,	poverty	is	not	a	simple,	objective	
fact.	 The	 (re)production	 of	 poverty	 is	 also	 involved	 in	 the	 continuous	
construction	of	 the	concept	of	poverty	 in	distinct	and	often	overlapping	
sociocultural	spheres.	 In	a	sense,	 there	are	a	multitude	of	 forms	of	pov‐
erty,	 and	 as	 a	 relational	 concept,	 its	 definition	 depends	 on	 the	 side	we	
adopt,	 or	 in	which	we	are	 forced	 to	move,	 in	 each	and	every	particular	
relationship	 which	 our	 individual	 and	 collective	 lives	 encompass.	 The	
chapters	 in	 this	 book	 abound	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 possible	ways	 and	means	
through	which	we	as	both	observers	and	participants	may	 identify,	un‐
derstand,	and	potentially	rectify	the	lived	experiences	and	economic	exi‐
gencies	 of	 poverty	 throughout	 the	 Global	 South	 and	 its	 diasporas	
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throughout	other	parts	of	 the	world.	 In	particular,	 these	 intellectual	 in‐
terventions,	 based	 as	 they	 are	 upon	 the	 particular	 circumstances	 and	
thoughts	 of	 communities	 in	 these	 physical	 and	 cultural	 geographies,	
show	that	the	“top‐down,”	institutional,	academic,	definition	of	the	expe‐
rience	 of	 poverty,	 its	 causes	 and	 consequences	 do	 not	 necessarily	 (and	
most	 likely	will	not)	coincide	with	 the	bottom‐up	 interpretation.	This	 is	
an	overarching	conclusion	we	reach	upon	reading	the	whole	set	of	chap‐
ters,	and	particularly	stressed	by	Ssempebwa	and	Nakaiza	in	their	work	
on	several	African	countries.	
Of	course,	this	conclusion	cannot	simply	be	taken	at	face	value	since	the	
production	of	poverty	 through	capitalist	networks	of	exchange	 is	at	 the	
same	time	the	propagation	and	strengthening	of	the	ideology	of	its	natu‐
ralization,	and	acceptance	on	a	massive	scale.	Together	with	these	appar‐
ently	 quantitative	 definitions	 of	 wealth	 and	 poverty	 it	 must	 be	 under‐
stood	that	the	rhetoric	and	study	of	poverty	is	embedded	within	and	con‐
tributes	to	the	constitution	of	a	particular	way	of	 looking	at	wealth.	De‐
velopment	 and	 poverty,	 wealth	 and	 deprivation	 are	 not	 just	 words,	 in	
abstraction	of	the	sociopolitical	context	of	the	“society	of	capital.”	Putting	
into	question	poverty	implies	at	the	same	time	discussing	wealth,	how	it	
is	produced	and	distributed.	Chirisa’s	chapter	shows	the	ambiguities	 in‐
volved	 in	 this	 debate.	 Not	 paradoxically,	 but	 probably	 enlightening	 to	
many,	 this	 books	 shows	 that	 while	 an	 idealized	 form	 of	 capitalism	 at‐
tempts	to	provide	a	universal	pattern	of	well‐being,	 the	realities	of	eco‐
nomic	 scarcity	and	alienation	have	 led,	 if	 not	outright	 forced,	people	 in	
different	 parts	 of	 the	 Global	 South	 to	 construct	 their	 own,	 often	 vastly	
divergent	idea	of	a	good	life.	Rosenberg’s	chapter,	for	example,	makes	use	
of	popular	culture	in	the	form	of	songs	from	Kenya	and	Jamaica	in	order	
to	 formulate	and	dispute	 the	validity	or	 invalidity	of	alternate	means	of	
generating	wealth	in	economically	disadvantaged	contexts.	
This	being	said,	poverty	is	not	just	a	subjective	feeling	or	perception.	The	
experience	 of	 capitalist	 impoverishment	 runs	 through	 people’s	 bodies	
and	minds,	 creating	 conditions	 that	 violently	 limit	 their	 possibilities	 of	
happiness	 and	 their	 ability	 to	 imagine	 and	 to	 therefore	 work	 toward	
building	a	future	of	actual	freedom	for	themselves	as	well	as	their	fami‐
lies	and	communities	on	a	variety	of	levels.		
Finally,	we	would	 like	 to	 close	 this	 discussion	with	 the	 realization	 that	
poverty	is	not	and	should	not	be	equated	with	helplessness.	Even	as	capi‐
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tal	 attempts	 to	build	 a	world	or	bend	 it	 to	 its	 own	 image,	 those	people	
who	are	caught	up	in	these	complex	processes	strive	to	build	something	
else.	 In	many	 cases	 these	 efforts	 are	 directed	 toward	 the	 creation	 of	 a	
world	based	on	diverse,	even	contradictory,	values,	a	world	where	peo‐
ple’s	rights	come	about	as	the	result	of	the	actual	struggle	for	a	good	liv‐
ing	and	not	 the	relentless	drive	of	 forces	which	are	perceived	to	be	be‐
yond	their	ken	and	control.	Chiweshe’s	contribution	makes	 this	clear	 in	
the	context	of	women’s	struggles	in	Zimbabwe.	These	struggles	mold	the	
field	for	a	better	future,	a	future	with	less	poverty	and	less	severe	experi‐
ences	of	it.	Let	us	hope	that	studies	of	the	sort	contained	here	may	con‐
tribute	 to	 this	 in	ways	 that	 so	many	 “anti‐poverty	 strategies”	 from	 top‐
notch	institutions,	be	them	national	or	transnational,	have	not.	
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