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Chapter 7: Poverty, human rights and citizenship 

‘Poverty is the principal cause of human rights violations in the world.  It also prevents people from assuming not only their duties as individuals, but also their collective duties as citizens, parents, workers and electors’ (OHCHR, 1999: para. 9).  

‘The World Conference on Human Rights affirms that extreme poverty and social exclusion constitute a violation of human dignity’ (UN General Assembly, 1993: para. 25).  

‘Poverty is increasingly seen to be a denial of fundamental rights.  This is how those affected experience it themselves…The worse-off individuals and families are, the more of all their civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights they lose.   These situations clearly show how indivisible and interdependent rights are in daily life’ (EAPN, 1999: 3).

‘The human rights frameworks contributes to the achievement of the objective of enabling all people to be active citizens with rights, expectations and responsibilities’ (DfID, 2000c: 1).

‘Poor people lack voice and power’ (Narayan et al., 2000: 265).

‘No-one asks our views…But we are the real experts of our own hopes and aspirations…We can contribute if you are prepared to give up a little power to allow us to participate as partners in our own future, and in the future of the country’ (Moraene Roberts, National Poverty Hearing [Russell, 1996: 4]).

The nexus of (the lack of) human rights, citizenship, voice and power, illustrated by these quotations, represents the subject of this chapter.  An understanding of poverty in these terms is located firmly at the relational/symbolic rim of the poverty wheel.  Such an understanding provides a ‘pro-poor’ perspective on relations between ‘the poor’ and the wider society and political structures.  While the implications can be very concrete, there is also a symbolic resonance that is significant for the conceptualization and politics of poverty.  So, for example, a rights discourse may lay claim to concrete legal entitlements; but even in the absence of such entitlements it can generate a symbolic rhetorical force that appeals to the imagination.  An example is President Lula’s cry that impoverished young people in Brazil ‘are losing the right to dream’ (da Silva, 2003).  

From the UN and the World Bank to anti-poverty campaigns, such as the US Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign and the European Anti Poverty Network (EAPN), the use of elements of this vocabulary – of rights, voice and power - constitutes an alternative poverty discourse to that discussed in Chapter 5.  While these various actors do not always subscribe to a common interpretation of such terms, anti-poverty campaigners are deploying them in a political discourse that serves to link their struggles to wider concerns about human rights, citizenship and democracy.  The chapter explores the ways in which our understanding of poverty can be enlarged when it is conceptualized in terms of diminished human rights and citizenship, lack of voice and powerlessness.

Human Rights

 The equation of extreme poverty with a denial of human rights was formally affirmed in the 1993 UN Vienna Declaration on Human Rights.  Important influences on UN thinking have been the work of Sen and the 1987 Wresinski Report, adopted by the French Economic and Social Council.  Joseph Wresinski was the founder of ATD Fourth World, ‘a human rights organisation working in partnership with families experiencing long-term poverty, to develop their potential abilities and to enable them to participate fully in the life of their communities’ (ATD Fourth World, 2000a: 56).  In line with ATD’s philosophy, the report was drafted in consultation with people living in persistent poverty (ATD Fourth World, 1991; Ochoa, 2001).  One of its key arguments is that ‘as the various insecurities – material, cultural, social and civic – accumulate, they reinforce each other and lead to the loss of fundamental rights’ (cited in ATD Fourth World, 1991: 13).  

Sen was responsible for providing the conceptual framework for the 2000 UNDP Human Development Report on Human Rights and Human Development.  In the first chapter, he refers to the ‘fundamental commitment to promoting the freedom, well-being and dignity of individuals in all societies’ that inspires human rights thinking (UNDP, 2000: 19; see also Vizard, 2001).  ‘Human rights’, he argues, are ‘ultimately grounded in the importance of freedom for human lives’ (UNDP, 2000: 20).  Freedom, in this view, is not simply, as new right thinkers would argue, about freedom ‘from’ coercion and interference.  It is a more positive and substantive capability ‘to choose a life one has reason to value’ (Sen, 1999: 74).  Freedom ‘to’ is shackled by poverty.

Since the Vienna Declaration, the UN has published a number of expert reports on ‘human rights and extreme poverty’ and a set of draft guidelines on ‘a human rights approach to poverty reduction strategies’. 
  The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has expressed ‘the firm view that poverty constitutes a denial of human rights’ (CESCR, 2001: para. 1).  According to the OHCHR, a human rights conceptualization of poverty: 

leads to more adequate responses to the many facets of poverty…It gives due attention to the critical vulnerability and subjective daily assaults on human dignity that accompany poverty.  Importantly, it looks not just at resources but also at the capabilities, choices, security and power needed for enjoyment of an adequate standard of living and other fundamental civil, cultural, political and social rights (www.unhchr.ch/development/pov-02.html).

Two key tenets underpin this statement.  First is ‘respect for the inherent dignity of all members of the human family which is the foundation of…all human rights’ (OHCHR, 2002: 42; van Genugten and Perez-Bustillo, 2001).  Article 22 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that ‘Everyone…is entitled to realisation…of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable to his [sic] dignity…’.  It can be the everyday indignities that make poverty so difficult to bear.  For instance, poverty activist Willie Baptist tells how the main concern of a group of homeless people in the US was the indignity of having to line up daily to receive a ration of five pieces of toilet paper.  ‘That infuriated them’, he writes, ‘it took them beneath any level of dignity they might have’ and it was around that indignity, rather than the wider issue of their homelessness, that they were prepared to organize (www.kwru.org/educat/orgmod2.html; see also Warah, 2000).

Second is the notion of the ‘indivisibility’ and ‘interdependence’ of human rights – ‘the fact that the enjoyment of some rights may be dependent on or contribute to the enjoyment of others’ (OHCHR, 2002: 2).  Thus, for example, it is difficult to exercise political and civil rights to the full, if hungry or homeless.  People do not experience the denial of their rights as bifurcated between civil and political rights on the one hand and socio-economic and cultural rights on the other (Nyamu-Musembi, 2002).  The principle is enshrined in the 1976 UN International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  The Covenant’s preamble declares that ‘the ideal of free human beings enjoying freedom from fear and want can only be achieved if conditions are created whereby everyone may enjoy his [sic] economic, social and cultural rights, as well as his civil and political rights’.  The principle was later endorsed in the UN Vienna and Copenhagen Declarations and also the report of the European Commission’s Expert Group on Fundamental Rights (1999).  

A number of other advantages are claimed for a human rights approach to poverty.  It implies an ‘ethical’ or ‘moral’ claim that can be translated into the duties of others to help realise these rights (Sen, 1999: 229; Pogge, 2002: 46).  It strengthens needs-based claims on resources (Ferguson, 1999).  This means it can underpin and strengthen the livelihoods framework discussed in Chapter 6 (Moser and Norton, 2001).  A rights approach supports the demands of people in poverty for their voices to be heard (discussed below).  It constructs people in poverty as active and ‘legitimate claimants of entitlements’ rather than as ‘beneficiaries of government largesse’ (UNDP, 1997: 96).  Rights ‘are shaped through actual struggle informed by people’s own understandings of what they are entitled to’ (Nyamu-Musembi, 2002: 1; Stammers, 1999).  A human rights approach thus acknowledges and promotes the agency of people in poverty. 

The language of indivisible human rights has proved a valuable mobilizing tool for some groups.  In Europe it underpins the anti-poverty and social exclusion strategy propounded by the EAPN (www.eapn.org).  More specifically with regard to children, Euronet and others frame their analysis and demands with reference to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which includes ‘the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for the child’s physical , mental, spiritual, moral and social development’ (Ruxton and Bennett, 2002).  

Even in the US, where there is not a strong socio-economic rights tradition (despite the 1960s welfare rights movement), people in poverty and homeless people have now come together in the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign ‘to raise the issue of poverty as a human rights violation’ (www.kwru.org/ehrc/ehrcfaq.html; Baptist and Bricker-Jenkins, 2002).  The campaign has: conducted a number of ‘poor people’s national marches for economic human rights’; held an ‘economic human rights tribunal’; and filed a case against the US Government at the Inter-American Commission of Organization of American States to hold the Government ‘accountable for economic human rights abuses being caused by downsizing, poverty and welfare reform’ (www.kwru.org).  In Canada, ‘the human right to food and its application to issues of food poverty is now on the agenda of an emerging…food security movement’ (Riches, 2002: 660).  In the province of Quebec people in poverty were among those who mobilized to achieve ‘Law 112’, in which are enshrined ‘respect of the dignity of human beings’ and recognition of rights, creating the potential for a rights-based anti-poverty strategy (International Movement ATD Fourth World, 2003).   

Proponents of a human rights perspective argue that its global resonance helps to legitimize claims made in its name (Ferguson, 1999; Moser and Norton, 2001).
  In fact, with the notable exception of France (in principle at least), Western governments have not generally endorsed an indivisible human rights approach with regard to domestic poverty (Choffé, 2001; Dean, 2002); nor, at a global level, has the World Bank (Maxwell, 2000).  Moreover, more sceptical observers highlight the gap between the promise of international human rights instruments and the reality of ‘underfulfillment’ particularly of socio-economic rights (Pogge, 2002: 91; Townsend and Gordon, 2002).  While a human rights discourse performs an important symbolic and mobilizing function and throws new light on the meaning of poverty, the ultimate test of its effectiveness as a political tool will be the closing of that gap between promise and reality.  

Citizenship 

Citizenship rights 

In the context of individual nation states, this moves us on to the terrain of citizenship rights, which can be understood as the specific interpretation and concretization of the more abstract and universalisable human rights.  Thus, for example, the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign has been described as a commitment to ‘struggle to translate the concepts of economic human rights into real programs for real people’ (Baptist and Bricker-Jenkins, 2002: 153).  As with human rights, the triad of civil, political and social citizenship rights, identified by T. H. Marshall (1950), is indivisible and interdependent (Lister, 1990).  These rights, too, can be understood as vital to human dignity and respect (Honneth, 1995, 2003).  Poverty pay, for example, can represent an affront to human dignity (Toynbee, 2003).  A low paid worker, involved in a Living Wage Campaign in the UK, challenged a shareholders’ meeting at the head office of the bank where he cleans: ‘I am asking you for a living wage so that I and my colleagues can have the same dignity as ordinary people’ (The Independent, 31 May 2003).  A concern with dignity and respect also animates the more recent notion of cultural citizenship rights, which include the rights to ‘symbolic presence and visibility (vs. marginalisation)’ and ‘dignifying representation (vs. stigmatisation)’ (Pakulski, 1997: 80).  While such rights are rarely embodied in the form of legal entitlements, the discussion in Chapter 5 underlined their potential symbolic significance for people in poverty.  The articulation of new forms of citizenship rights, together with struggles to defend and extend existing rights through political action, underlines how claims-making around rights is an active process involving agency.  

Although, as we saw in Chapter 4, the denial of full citizenship rights is frequently identified as a signifier of social exclusion, it is also important to the conceptualization of poverty (Scott, 1994).  This is reflected in how some people with first hand experience talk about poverty (UKCAP, 1997; Beresford et al., 1999).  Historically, in countries such as the UK, US and France, receipt of public assistance meant the forfeit of certain political and/or civil rights.  Today, ‘the poor’ are no longer formally required to forfeit political and civil rights in exchange for social assistance.  Nevertheless, poverty and welfare receipt can still mean that these rights are compromised in practice.  Homeless people without a fixed address, for example, are unable to vote unless special measures are adopted, as is the case in France (Choffé, 1991; Dean, 1999).  As noted earlier, for Ehrenreich the surrender of ‘basic civil rights’ was the most offensive characteristic of low waged work, as workers were subject to ‘routine indignities’ such as handbag searches and drugs-testing (2001: 208-9).  In Gilliom’s US study of increasingly sophisticated and extensive welfare surveillance techniques, the women he talked to tended to concentrate on ‘the degradation and hassle of constant scrutiny’ (2001: 67).
 

Gilliom comments that welfare investigations have generally been designed ‘with little attention to the dignity of the client’ (2001: 14).  Dignified and respectful treatment of welfare state users has been identified as a ‘procedural’ citizenship right, which regulates ‘process’ rather than ‘outcome’.  Procedural rights represent something of ‘a hybrid between civil and political rights’ (Coote, 1992: 9).  They also embrace the accessibility of services and the availability of comprehensible information, which can be crucial in bridging the gap between formal and de facto rights faced, in particular, by disadvantaged groups (Goetz and Gaventa, 2001).  Forms to claim means-tested assistance, for instance, can be extraordinarily complicated, contributing to imperfect take-up, yet potential claimants are likely to be over-represented among those with a low reading age, lacking ‘document literacy’ (OECD, 2000).  In the digital age, the inability to access information and communication technology also has implications for citizenship (Warschauer, 2003).

Citizenship participation 

Citizenship rights derive from membership of a particular society.  At the first European Meeting of Citizens Living in Poverty, in 2001, ‘participants stressed that they were first and foremost “citizens” before being “people experiencing poverty”.  Citizenship is something to which we all stake a claim and means “being part of the mainstream of society” (EAPN, 2003: 4, emphasis in original).  ‘Being part of the mainstream of society’ involves participation in the social, economic, political, civic and cultural spheres.  Poverty inhibits such participation and can lead to second-class citizenship.  The Amsterdam Declaration on the Social Quality of Europe, signed by over 800 social scientists, states that: 

to be able to participate, citizens must have access to an acceptable level of economic security and of social inclusion, live in cohesive communities, and be empowered to develop their full potential.  In other words, social quality depends on the extent to which economic, social and political citizenship is enjoyed by all residents of Europe (www.socialquality.nl/declaration.htm). 

The Declaration continues with a list of enforceable citizenship rights essential to participation and the achievement of social quality.  However, governmental discourses of citizenship today are more likely to emphasise obligations - in particular work obligations – than rights.  ‘No rights without responsibilities’ is a central tenet of the politics of the ‘third way’ espoused most fervently by New Labour (Giddens, 1998: 65).  Yet, as the Wresinski Report underlined, poverty can undermine people’s capacity to fulfil their responsibilities as citizens (ATD Fourth World, 1991; Ochoa, 2001).  Rights serve to underpin responsibilities (APPG, 1999; ATD Fourth World, 2000a).  In the words of a study of disabled people’s citizenship, ‘the ability to contribute to or participate in society as a full citizen requires a basic level of access to essential goods, services and facilities’ (Knight et al., 2002: 10).

The centrality of participation to the meaning of citizenship indicates how citizenship represents a practice, involving agency, as well as a status carrying rights and responsibilities.  Political participation is of particular significance given that in the civic republican tradition it was political participation that represented the essence of citizenship.  Participation and rights converge in the growing demands, in both North and South, for more accountable and democratic forms of welfare provision in which users have a right to ‘a say’. 

Voice

A number of political theorists have posited the idea of a basic ‘right of participation in decision-making in social, economic, cultural and political life’ (Gould, 1988: 212; Janoski, 1998).  With regard specifically to poverty, draft UN guidelines declare that 

a human rights approach to poverty reduction…requires active and informed participation by the poor in the formulation, implementation and monitoring of poverty reduction strategies.  The international human rights normative framework includes the right to take part in the conduct of public affairs.  This is a crucial and complex human right that is inextricably linked to fundamental democratic principles (OHCHR, 2002: 2).  

It is a crucial human and citizenship right because it explicitly recognises the agency of rights-bearers and underpins the effective realisation of other rights (Gould, 1988; Ferguson, 1999).  It goes to the heart of the voicelessness and powerlessness associated with poverty (COPPP, 2000; Narayan et al., 2000).  ‘Voice’ is about having a ‘right to a say’ (ATD Fourth World, 2000a: 32).  It means being listened to and heard in democratic spaces, as encapsulated in the title of the Commission on Poverty, Participation and Power’s report: Listen Hear: The Right to be Heard (2000).  Listening to marginalized voices can, in turn, be understood as a responsibility of citizenship (Porter, 2000).

In both North and South people in poverty identify lack of voice as critical to understanding their situation (Beresford et al., 1999; Narayan, 2000).  It reflects and reinforces the powerlessness of ‘the poor’, discussed below, and also the processes of objectification and Othering that were the subject of Chapter 5 (Beresford and Croft, 1995).  Calls for the voices of the marginalized to be heard in policy-making and campaigning are becoming more vocal.  For example, the final text of the first European meeting of Citizens Living in Poverty demanded that ‘a voice is given to us, citizens who are ourselves faced with poverty and social exclusion, in the whole policy-making process…[and that] there is a legal framework that enforces our right of participation’ (www.eapn.org/wdocs/summitp_en.doc) 
.  In the UK, a number of organisations that involve people in poverty attempt to promote their voices and place the right to a say at the heart of their campaigning work (Beresford et al., 1999; ATD Fourth World, 2000a).  The US Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign emphasises ‘the leadership of the poor’ in the struggle against poverty (www.kwru.org/educat/orgmod2.html).  

In addition to the fundamental plank of participation as a human and citizenship right, the case typically draws on a number of arguments.  As an element of social inclusion, participation represents an end in its own right.  There is a contradiction when the development of policies to promote social inclusion does not include those who are affected (Howarth et al., 2001).  Moreover, it belies attempts to promote more participatory democracy.  As Young asserts, ‘a democratic public should provide mechanisms for the effective recognition and representation of the distinct voices and perspectives of those of its constituent groups that are oppressed or disadvantaged’ (1990: 184).  

The process of participation strengthens democracy and the accountability of government.  It also enhances people’s capacity to act as effective citizens.  Experience in the UK indicates that, with support, the experience of participation can enhance people in poverty’s confidence in their ability to speak out and become active citizens (APPG, 1999; ATD Fourth World, 2000a).  In the US, research suggests that involvement in participatory poverty programmes ‘encourages more positive orientations toward political involvement’ generally (Soss, 1999: 374). 

‘Insider expertise’

A further argument is that the involvement of people with experience of poverty enhances the effectiveness of anti-poverty campaigning and policy-making (Beresford and Croft, 1995;  Robb, 2002).  The political and policy-making process is strengthened when the standpoints, perspectives and experiences of affected groups are directly represented (Young, 2000; CEC, 2001).  At issue here is a demand for recognition of and respect for the understanding and expertise borne of experience alongside those forms of knowledge and expertise that have traditionally been privileged.
  In the words of the statement from the European Meeting of Citizens Living in Poverty, ‘poor citizens must be recognized as experts’ (www.eapn.org/wdocs/summitp_en.doc).  The demand reflects a frustration at being treated as ‘objects of other people’s knowledge, not as authors of their own development – as problems…but not as people with views and voices of their own’ (Bennett, 1999: 16).  As ‘people with views’ they do not simply want the space to tell their stories and describe what it is like to be poor but they are also asking for their analysis and prescriptions to be heard.  

Participatory research in the South is demonstrating ‘poor people’s capacity to analyse and problematize their own experience’ (McGee, 2002: 17).  In the North, the work of ATD Fourth World with people in long-term and extreme poverty testifies to how they ‘are capable of thinking for themselves and have the best knowledge of their own difficulties and dreams’ (ATD Fourth World, 1996: 12; 2000).  Particularly revealing was a two-year project in France, which aimed to ‘produce a new kind of knowledge through the merging of three different types of knowledge…gained through experience,…action and academic knowledge’.  The result was ‘a clearer picture of what constitutes poverty and [of]…progressive ways forward in the fight against it (ATD Fourth World, u.d.: 1).  It involved ‘personal transformations’ and ‘letting the intelligence, thought, and points of view of people living in poverty re-educate society from the inside’ (u.d.: 26, 24; Bennett with Roberts, 2004).  The Commission on Poverty, Participation and Power, half of whose members had direct experience of poverty, represents another attempt at forging a new form of knowledge out of experiential, academic and professional sources of expertise.  Again, through an ‘extraordinary process’, participants learned, with difficulty, to respect one another’s expertise.  The result was a report that was ‘generally seen as offering different insights in a different tone [as] it speaks from the heart and “touches” people’ (del Tufo and Gaster, 2002: 6, 7).  

Wresinski told a UNESCO meeting in 1980 that even ‘the best researchers can hardly imagine’ the reality –and in particular the constant humiliation - of extreme poverty (cited in Bennett with Roberts, 2004).  Gradually, the need for a new form of ‘poverty knowledge’, which incorporates the ‘insider expertise’ of people in poverty, is gaining acceptance among some – though by no means all - poverty researchers (O’Connor, 2001: 293-4; Richardson and Le Grand, 2002: 513).  It has been identified as ‘a trend within and beyond the World Bank that is challenging personal, professional, and institutional norms’ (Robb, 2002: 1).  The World Bank’s 2000/2001 World Development Report places considerable emphasis on the need for participatory mechanisms that can ‘provide voice to…those from poor and excluded segments of society’.  It contends that ‘the poor are the main actors in the fight against poverty.  And they must be brought center stage in designing, implementing, and monitoring antipoverty strategies’ (2001: 12).  

Voice without influence?

Such ‘professions of participatory intent’ have become common currency in development discourse (Cornwall, 2000: 11).  They are reflected in the UN Copenhagen Declaration, which states that ‘people living in poverty and their organizations should be empowered by involving them fully in the setting of targets and in the design, implementation, monitoring and assessment of national strategies and programmes for poverty eradication and community-based development, and ensuring that such programmes reflect their priorities’ (1995, para. 28).  In the EU, this principle is supposed to inform member states’ development of regular National Action Plans on Social Inclusion.  The 2003 UK Plan claims that ‘the recognition that people with a direct experience of poverty have much to offer a successful anti-poverty strategy is beginning to transform the UK’s approach’ (DWP, 2003c: 1).  Progress is, nevertheless, slow.   

The growing acceptance of the principle of participation does not, however, necessarily translate into ‘voice with influence’ (Gaventa, 2002: 2).  There is often a reluctance to accept that ‘a human rights perspective on participation means moving beyond and above local-level processes of consultation through to ensuring poor people’s participation in broader formal and informal systems of decision-making’ (DfID, 2000b: 19).  More generally, the literature identifies two main forms of participation.  The first creates genuinely democratic and participatory ‘spaces for citizen action’, in which the role of citizens is transformed from ‘users and choosers to makers and shapers’ (Cornwall and Gaventa, 2000: 59, 50; Cornwall, 2002).  More common, though, are ‘instrumental’ or ‘consumerist/managerialist’ approaches, in which agendas are still set from above (Cornwall, 2000; Beresford, 2002).  These can too easily become ‘devices for managing rather than “hearing” the voices of the poor’ (Rademacher and Patel, 2002: 180).  One of the clear messages received by the Commission on Poverty, Participation and Power was that ‘people experiencing poverty see consultation without commitment, and phoney participation without the power to bring about change, as the ultimate disrespect’ (2000: 18).  Lack of feedback on consultation invalidates the process and can leave participants feeling as if they do not matter (Cook, 2002).  

Such phoney participation serves to reinforce the distrust that many people in poverty have of the formal political system (Bennett, 1999; ATD Fourth World, 2000a).  Not surprisingly, it can mean that people are reluctant to participate when offered the opportunity.  It thus represents one of a number of institutional barriers to participation identified by the Commission and others (see also DWP 2003c: Annex F).  Professional cultures and practices can mean that participation exercises are experienced as exclusionary (Scottish Executive, 1999).  Jargonistic and complex language ‘that doesn’t connect can simply create another barrier’ (CoPPP, 2000: 29).  Professional norms of communication and ‘articulateness’ can intimidate and silence people who feel that they lack the necessary communication skills to participate (Young, 2000: 56; Charlesworth, 2000; Richardson and Le Grand, 2002).  

Other barriers stem from the lack of material, personal, cultural and physical resources associated with poverty and from the processes of Othering described in earlier chapters.  They include: not having the ‘right’ clothes; feeling out of place; low self-confidence; lack of information; inadequate access to affordable childcare or transport; poor health or exhaustion; the toll taken by the struggle to survive (Cars et al., 1998; ATD Fourth World, 2000a).  Genuine and effective participation requires time, resources and ‘capacity-building’ for professionals as well as people in poverty (CoPPP, 2000).  Participation is a process that has to be nurtured, not a ‘quick fix solution’ (Farrell, 2003: 1; Cook, 2002).  Participation has also to be genuinely voluntarily – not another demand that makes people feel even more inadequate if they cannot meet it (Henderson and Salmon, 2001; Toynbee, 2003).

‘Power not pity’

Demands for effective voice and participation are inextricably linked with the question of power.  Oxfam conceptualizes poverty as ‘a state of powerlessness in which people are unable to exercise their basic human rights or control virtually any aspect of their lives’ (Hocking, 2003: 236).  In the words of the UNDP, ‘reducing poverty depends as much on whether poor people have political power as on their opportunities for economic progress’ (2002).  Lack of voice is both a symptom of the political powerlessness of people in poverty and a cause of their feelings of powerlessness (Beresford and Croft, 1995; Narayan et al., 2000).  Participation takes place within ‘policy spaces’ that are shaped and permeated by dynamics of power (Cornwall, 2002: 51).  Genuine and effective participation involves unsettling these power dynamics in favour of the less powerful (Beresford, 2002; OHCHR, 2002).  In contrast, phoney participation can act as a fig-leaf to mask power dynamics, while intensifying the powerlessness experienced by people in poverty (Bachrach and Baratz, 1970; CoPPP, 2000).  

Power is important too to understanding the nature of human and citizenship rights.  Power relations mediate the construction and exercise of rights, yet rights can, at the same time, provide people in poverty with a weapon for challenging inequalities in power (Stammers, 1999; Cornwall, 2002).  According to the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, ‘while the common theme underlying poor people’s experiences is one of powerlessness, human rights…can help to equalize the distribution and exercise of power within and between societies’ (CESCR, 2001: para. 6).  Power also frames the other dimensions of poverty we have discussed.  From the structural divisions and processes described in Chapters 3 and 4, through the relational/symbolic process of Othering (Chapter 5), to the various resources that people in poverty can draw on to exercise agency and the constraints they face (Chapter 6), issues of power are pivotal.  It is not surprising therefore that powerlessness and lack of control over the conditions of one’s life are a recurrent theme in the narratives of people in poverty in both North and South (Holman, 1998; Narayan, 2000; Mumford and Power, 2003). 

‘Poverty’, writes Kincaid, ‘involves a particular sort of powerlessness, an inability to control the circumstances of one’s life in the face of more powerful groups in society’ (1973: 171).  Two inter-related aspects of power are at play in this ‘particular sort of powerlessness’: power ‘to’ and power ‘over’ (Kabeer, 2000a: 29-30).  Power ‘to’ is about the ‘generative’ capacity to achieve desired outcomes; power ‘over’ represents the ‘hierarchical’ ability of a group or individual to exert their will over others (Giddens, 1991: 211-214).  There is also a third aspect of power: the unspoken assumptions that legitimate the existing order through an invisible process of ‘non-decision-making’, which keeps challenges to that order off the political agenda (Bachrach and Baratz, 1970: 44; Lukes, 1974).  

Hierarchical and unspoken processes of power sculpt the experience of poverty in both its material and relational-symbolic aspects (Stammers, 1999).  They also constrain the ability of people in poverty to exercise the power ‘to’.  This is frequently manifest in psychological feelings of powerlessness (Narayan et al., 2000).  The effects are insidious.  Not only can powerlessness, in its various forms, circumscribe what people in poverty are able to do in all the dimensions portrayed in Figure 6.1.  It can also affect what they think and feel so as to cramp their worldview and stunt their aspirations for something better, individually and collectively (Lukes, 1974; Hoggett, 2001).  

Empowerment

The answer to the powerlessness associated with poverty is commonly held to be ‘empowerment’.  The discourse of empowerment is particularly dominant in the development and community renewal fields.  It is, though, a chameleon ‘feel-good’ term that means different things to different people in different contexts, reflecting, in part, which meaning(s) of power inflect its articulation (Mayo and Craig, 1995).  ‘Once redolent with the struggles of the oppressed for voice, rights and recognition, it is now used by some as a shorthand for an agenda of economic and institutional reform, largely instigated and driven by supranational institutions’ (Cornwall, 2000: 73).  In a context of widening inequality, such top-down approaches tend to be about empowering the powerless to adjust to the consequences of economic restructuring, without addressing underlying socio-economic and power structures (Mayo, 2004).  The model is frequently one of consumer rather than citizen power in which choice masquerades as power.  

At local community level, if empowerment is limited to strengthening the self-confidence and capacity for action of some individuals, it might not benefit the community as a whole or might even exacerbate community divisions at the expense of the most marginalized (Taylor et al., 2000; Henderson and Salmon, 2001).  Nevertheless, individual empowerment can release the capacity ‘to make strategic life choices and to participate in the processes of decision-making which help to frame such choices’ (Kabeer, 2003: 3).  In more transformative understandings, such individual empowerment opens up the potential for collective political/citizenship strategic agency, which in turn can further empower both individuals and groups.  It is ‘not something that can be done to people, but something people do by and for themselves’, albeit often with the support of professionals notably community development workers (Cornwall, 2000: 33; Mayo, 2004).  Community development is, in part, ‘about changing power structures to remove the barriers that prevent people from participating in the issues that affect their lives’ (SCCD, 2001: 5).  As a member of the Manchester and Salford participatory Community Pride Initiative observes, ‘people may have been disempowered, but they are finding new ways of organising themselves – they’re not sitting down, they’re getting on’ through involvement in local government decision-making (www.oxfamgb.org/ukpp/heard/compride.htm).  In doing so, they are enhancing their power ‘to’ effect change.  Nevertheless, ultimately, transformative change will require also a shift in hierarchical power relations.

Conclusion

The struggles of some individuals and groups in poverty to claim more power over their lives is illustrative of the demand for ‘power not pity’, as articulated by the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign.  The conceptualization of poverty in terms of human rights, citizenship, voice and powerlessness strengthens the analysis of poverty.  It also reinforces earlier arguments about the agency of people in poverty and the constraints that relative powerlessness places on that agency.  It points to rights-based and participatory approaches to anti-poverty policies.  But it also does more.  By drawing on the narratives of people in poverty themselves, it opens up a new way of thinking about the politics of poverty.  This will be a central focus of the concluding chapter.

� These and other relevant UN documents can be found at � HYPERLINK http://www.unhchr.ch ��www.unhchr.ch�.


� It should, however, be noted that the legitimacy of the idea of universal human rights is not uncontested (see Sen, 1999, ch. 10; Lister 2003: 215 for a discussion).    


� However, although their privacy rights were at stake, this group of women did not generally use a rights discourse to express their resentment.  Gilliom is consequently sceptical of its value for welfare claimants.  For a discussion of some of the arguments against rights-based approaches see Dean (2002).  


� Euronet also emphasises the need specifically to listen to children in poverty (Ruxton and Bennett, 2002).


� This demand echoes those of new social movements who have challenged traditional definitions of what counts as knowledge (Wainwright, 2003).


� The phrase comes from Willie Baptist of the Kensington Welfare Rights Union and Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign (� HYPERLINK http://www.kwru.org/educat/orgmod2.html ��www.kwru.org/educat/orgmod2.html�). 





