
2015
What leading thinkers 
say about development.
Kapuściński Development 
Lectures 

2015



2KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

The series “The Kapuscinski Development Lectures”, named after Ryszard Kapuściński, 
a Polish writer and renowned reporter who covered in his articles and books developing 
countries, is organized jointly by the European Commission, the United Nations 
Development Programme and partner universities and development think-tanks. 
Since 2009 there have been over 70 lectures which have gathered more than 25,000 
participants. In the period from October 2014 to December 2015 the Lectures 
were organised in all the EU Member States to contribute to the European Year for 
Development 2015. 

The Lecture series offers students from the European Union Member States an 
unprecedented opportunity to learn and discuss about development issues such 
as climate change, human rights, aid effectiveness, Europe-Africa relations, and the 
Millennium Development Goals among others. They aim to contribute to the debate 
and formulation of the European development policy.

The project is a joint initiative of the European Commission, the United Nations 
Development Programme and the Host Institutions.

The project is funded by the European Commission.

Video recordings of the lectures are available on the website:  
http://www.kapuscinskilectures.eu
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Ryszard Kapuściński (1932-2007) was a Polish journalist and writer who covered devel-
oping countries. Kapuściński, whose books were translated into many languages, was 
often named the “Third World Chronicler” or the “Voice of the Poor” for his famous 
reportages and books describing developing countries on all continents. 

Kapuściński was born in 1932 in Pinsk (Polesie, modern-day in Belarus), where he ex-
perienced his first “clash of civilizations” with the Soviet occupation of Poland. After 
the II World War, he studied history at the University of Warsaw. As a junior reporter, 
he covered stories on Poland, and after the fall of the Stalinist regime in October 1956 
and the subsequent ‘thaw’ that followed, he started covering revolutions and national 
liberation struggles in the Third World as a correspondent for the Polish Press Agency 
and two journals – Polityka and Kultura. He spent 50 years (1956-2006) travelling the 
world as a reporter and visited more than 100 countries.

In Poland, his work “The Emperor”, a book of literary reportage from Ethiopia, and 
“Shah of Shahs”, an account of the Islamic revolution in Iran, were interpreted as a 
great metaphor on the collapse of autocratic regimes and the changes that usually 
follow. Kapuściński’s knowledge of the developing world gave him an excellent grasp 
of the essence of the Solidarity revolt in Poland. He became one of the world’s most 
prominent Polish writers and commentators on great transformations. His books have 
been translated into 36 languages.

Ryszard Kapuściński’s books in chronological order:

Bush in Polish [Busz po polsku], 1962 
Black Stars [Czarne gwiazdy], 1963 
The Kyrgyz Dismounts, [Kirgiz schodzi z konia], 1968 
If All Africa…, [Gdyby cała Afryka], 1969  
Why Karl Von Spreti Died [Dlaczego zginął Karl von Spreti], 1970 
Christ with a Rifle on His Shoulder, [Chrystus z karabinem na ramieniu], 1975 
Another Day of Life [Jeszcze dzień życia], 1976 
The Soccer War [Wojna futbolowa], 1978 
The Emperor [Cesarz], 1978 

“One of Kapuściński’s greatest gifts was his talent for capturing 
the lives of ordinary people. His endless capacity for escaping 
press minders and straying off the beaten track brought him into 
contact with people living in the back streets, refugee camps and 
war-zones. And that contact produced some compelling accounts 
of life on the margins in post-colonial Africa”

Kevin Watkins, Overseas Development Institute at the 
Kapuscinski Development Lecture in Stockholm, 5.03.2013.
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Shah of Shahs [Szachinszach], 1982 
The Notebook [Notes], 1986 (poems) 
Lapidarium, 1990 
Imperium [Imperium], 1993 
Lapidarium II, 1995 
Lapidarium III, 1997 
The Shadow of the Sun. My African Life [Heban], 1998 
Lapidarium IV, 2000 
From Africa [Z Afryki], 2000 (photographic album) 
Lapidarium V, 2001 
Self-Portrait of a Reporter [Autoportret reportera], 2003  
Travels with Herodotus [Podróże z Herodotem] 2004 
Laws of Nature] Prawa natury, 2006 (poems) 
The Other [Ten Inny], 2006 
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The The Commission’s Directorate-Gen-
eral for International Cooperation and 
Development (DG DEVCO) is responsible 
for designing European international co-
operation and development policy and 
delivering aid throughout the world.

DG DEVCO is responsible for formulating 
European Union development policy and 
thematic policies in order to reduce pov-
erty in the world, to ensure sustainable 
economic, social and environmental de-
velopment and to promote democracy, 
the rule of law, good governance and 
the respect of human rights, notably 
through external aid. We foster coor-
dination between the European Union 
and its Member States in the area of de-
velopment cooperation and ensure the 
external representation of the European 
Union in this field.

http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid

The United Nations Development 
 Programme (UNDP) works in nearly 
170 countries and territories, helping 
to achieve the eradication of poverty, 
and the reduction of inequalities and 
exclusion. We help countries to devel-
op policies, leadership skills, partnering 
abilities, institutional capabilities and 
build resilience in order to sustain devel-
opment results.

http://w w w.undp.org
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A recent dispatch from India in the New York Times said the following: “The govern-
ment is digging deeper in a coal rush that could push the world into irreversible climate 
change, scientists say. India’s coal mining plans may represent the biggest obstacle 
to a global climate pact to be negotiated at a conference in Paris next year. While the 
United States and China announced a landmark agreement that includes new targets 
for carbon emissions and Europe has pledged to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
by forty percent, India – the world’s third largest emitter – has shown no appetite 
for such a pledge. ‘India’s development imperatives cannot be sacrificed at the altar 
of potential climate changes many years in the future’ India’s Power Minister Piyush 
Goyal said at a recent conference in New Delhi. ‘The West will have to recognize we 
have the needs of the poor’.” 

If India’s poor have rights that can be satisfied only through economic development, 
only by for example electricity for the hundreds of millions of Indians, the massive 
burning of the world’s dirtiest coal, which India is the cheapest source of, the ener-
gy that India has the infrastructure to exploit, will make the air in major Indian cities 
far more polluted even than the notoriously polluted air of Beijing. In addition it will 
greatly reduce the odds of limiting climate change across the globe to levels that are 
already now dangerous for billions of people across many generations. What should 
be done? And how much of this, if any, is our problem here in Dublin? Do we share 
the responsibility to find a way out of this dilemma and if so, why and how much?
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In a probing 1995 philosophical article called “Individual responsibility in the global 
age”, philosopher Samuel Scheffler suggested that our inherited conception of re-
sponsibility rests in part on what he called a ‘complex phenomenology of agency’, 
a set of assumptions about what matters, what we do and what we don’t do. Specifi-
cally, he saw that among the concepts deeply ingrained in our understanding of the 
world are the following two assumptions: First, the near effects are more important 
ethically than the remote effects. Second, the effects we produce as individuals are 
more important ethically than the effects we produce as members of the group. These 
assumptions reflect their urges in simpler times. 

The first, that the near effects of one’s actions are more significant than the remote 
effects, made sense in an earlier century when in fact one’s most powerful influence, 
for most people most of the time one’s only influence, was local. Centuries ago if one 
wanted to have some effect on people elsewhere than where one lived, one needed 
to go to that other place in order to act there. Now one’s greenhouse gas emissions 
over the course of one’s life in Ireland contribute to the level of sea rise on, say, the 
coast of Africa. 

The second assumption, that the effects one produces acting alone are ethically more 
significant than the effects one produces as a member of a group, was, I suspect, 
never entirely true, because apart from hermits, like the homeless and stateless, the 
ordinary individuals are normally embedded in communities. The assumption that 
what matters as individual action is partly explained, I think, by our Western individ-
ualistic ideological commitments. But however true it may or may not have been in 
the past, it’s not true now, that the effects of what one does by oneself are always 
more important than the effects of one’s participation in institutions and practices 
like being a customer in a consumer society based on carbon energy. 

Climate change is indeed a giant example of remote global effects that are also the 
group effects of individuals participating in an international energy regime, that is 
dependent on coal, oil and natural gas. Climate change is a powerful reason why we 
need to try to rethink our understanding of responsibility, which, I hope, we can begin 
to do now. Any normal person who’s conception for their self extends beyond per-
sonal material comforts and psychological pleasures, has self-interested reasons for 
caring about climate change because of its potential to disrupt everyone’s ordinary 
lives. Ordinary humans who care about at least some of the people and activities that 
survive them have good reason to take action to limit the climate change. 

But as my title indicates, I’m inviting us to think about most people, all the people who 
are strangers to us, in many cases distance strangers for whom we have no reason to 
feel affection and whose activities and practices we may have no instinctive reason to 
care about, that is, the vast majority of the other people in the world. Do we have any 
responsibility towards them with regard to climate change? If so, why and how much? 

Our own societies are each to some degree engaged in some kind of effort to re-
spond to climate change. We need to reflect on both the climate problem itself and 
the proposed responses – because, of course, every response to a problem comes 
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with its own problems. We should consider any responsibilities we might have to dis-
tant strangers, either regarding the climate change itself or our responses to climate 
change, half-baked and otherwise. 

I can’t believe that this audience truly needs to be told the dangers of climate change 
itself. So I’ll simply remind you of two of their more notorious features. First, the dis-
tribution of the dangers bears no relation to the distribution of the benefits from the 
emissions that are causing the dangers. Sea level rise for example will affect those 
who live near sea level, thus hundreds of millions in Bangladesh, in India, who do 
not even have electricity, will suffer from encroachment, flooding and storm surges 
caused by the emissions. Second, the death tolls from storms are heavily affected by 
the wealth of the society that suffers the storm. Hurricanes that hit the United States 
kill relatively few people, because buildings are sturdy, communication of warnings 
is effective, and the medical care is excellent, while Cyclones that hit the Philippines 
regularly, have high death tolls. Anyone may be affected by climate change, but gen-
erally speaking it is the poor who will suffer the most. 

The dangers that will come from the response to climate change are less well known. 
By far the most important factor in causing climate change is the accumulation in the 
planet’s atmosphere of carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels. And it turns out 
that this is because carbon dioxide remains in the atmosphere for almost unimaginably 
long times, between roughly ten percent and twenty five percent stays for several 
hundred thousand years. The crucial factor is the cumulative amount of carbon diox-
ide emitted since around say 1870, when the Industrial Revolution really got rolling, 
the bulk of which still remains in the atmosphere. The atmospheric physicists have 
established that there’s a fairly specific cumulative carbon budget for not exceeding 
each degree of temperature rise beyond the pre-Industrial Revolution global average 
temperature. The cumulative carbon budget for a temperature rise of not more than 
two degrees centigrade would, if current trends in emissions continue, be exceeded 
by November, 2039. Twenty five years from now. 

So if we are serious about the official goal of not exceeding a two degree centigrade 
rise, it is critical for global emissions to peak and then start to go down sharply very 
soon, which is physically possible. It simply has to be made politically possible. A strong 
trailing off of emissions would move the date for exceeding the cumulative budget 
back from November, 2039 further into the future, and by about 2050 carbon dioxide 
emissions from energy use must completely stop. This obviously is because if we keep 
adding to the cumulative total, the atmosphere of the concentration must exceed 
the budget for two degrees centigrade. However, it will occur within your life times 
– of those of you, who are students. Either way it will be an amazing time to be alive. 

I want to focus here on the danger that comes with our responses to climate change. 
Fossil fuels, especially coal, which is by far the worst, need to be made extremely unat-
tractive, extremely fast. Governments could simply regulate and eventually ban them, 
and perhaps the Chinese government actually will. But no democratic government 
so far has had the guts to regulate fossil fuel use to save the climate. 
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So all the proposals for reducing fossil fuel use involve making it more expensive un-
til consumers choose to turn away from it to other energy sources. It could be made 
more expensive in either of these two ways: a carbon tax, or so-called cap-and-trade. 
My impression is that a carbon tax would be more straightforward and efficient, but 
so far no national government has had the courage to impose it. So cap-and-trade 
may win by default. Provided politicians could bring themselves to act seriously, fossil 
fuels will begin to become more expensive. This is where the danger for developing 
countries from our necessary response to the dangers of climate change begins. This 
danger means the response to climate change must not have only one dimension. 
The danger is disrupting development by depriving the poorest of the only energy 
source that they can currently afford – fossil fuel. 

There is no good reason why fossil fuels should be the cheapest energy source. This 
is the result of two mistaken policies. First, many poor countries’ governments heav-
ily subsidize fossil fuels as part of their effort to promote development. Second, the 
price of fossil fuel is as low as it is because a gross lack of regulation has permitted all 
of the enormous health and environmental costs to be externalized. Neither a carbon 
tax nor cap-and-trade would be necessary if the price of fossil fuel covered the huge 
health costs of the lung diseases and shortened life spans caused by the pollutants 
from coal burning and the monumental environmental costs, the despoliation of the 
land and pollution of the water from the extraction of all fossil fuels including coal 
mining, especially strip mining, which India plans to do. Much of the environmental 
damage is hidden from our view here because it’s in the developing world – such as 
for example the gigantic mess Shell has made in Nigeria with horrific oil leaks that it 
has failed for years to clean up, leading to deaths in protest by the Nigerian people. 

In general, fossil fuels and corporations like Shell, BP, and Exxon have been given by 
far the biggest free ride of any corporations in human history and, in addition, govern-
ment tax breaks. In any case if we act against climate change by pricing carbon, the 
prices of fossil fuels will rise. What is now the most affordable energy for the poorest 
will become more expensive, and will specifically become unaffordable for many of 
the poor who can afford it now. We have no choice but to limit climate change, but 
if we do it in this way, the implications for development are ominous. Our efforts to 
limit climate change cannot be pursued in isolation. We must simultaneously pursue 
complimentary policies that avoid undermining development and forcing those who 
are already humanity’s worst off, to become even more worse off. 

We must encourage the rapid spread of alternative forms of energy by the most ef-
fective means possible. This could mean feed-in tariffs, as used by Germany, which 
could be subsidized in India for example, or special tax concessions for entrepreneurs, 
and/or early adopters of new technology, or increased research and development 
funds for universities or other techniques that a philosopher like me would be the 
last person to know about. The crucial goal is that the alternative forms of energy 
must be made accessible and affordable to the poorest in the developing world. If the 
state subsidies come off the fossil fuels and or perhaps are put on alternative ener-
gy instead for a transition period at least, there’s no reason why non-carbon energy 
cannot become competitive in price with fossil fuels. The prices of for example solar 
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and wind energy have plummeted in recent years and they’re already in some places 
competitive in price with the fossil fuels, even with the fossil fuel subsidies. Not only 
will sufficiently affordable alternative energy help to overcome energy poverty in the 
developing world but it will directly assist in the eliminating of carbon emissions by 
making a replacement readily available in the developed world. 

In the affluent world much of our energy is wasted. We can fairly easily use less carbon 
energy without replacing it with anything by simply reducing waste. But where peo-
ple are unwilling or unable to reduce energy usage, they will give up carbon energy 
only if they have a replacement for it. In order to stay within the cumulative carbon 
budget for the planet as a whole, carbon emissions need to come down sharply in 
the developed world but not go up very much in the developing world. So at both 
ends of the line affordable non-carbon energy is crucial. For once at least the same 
response to alternative energy serves the desires of the rich and the needs of the poor. 

I’ve tried to be reasonably concrete about what needs to be done, although I’ve not 
tried to say which specific forms of alternative energy should be encouraged, since 
I don’t think that needs to be a top-down decision. I should perhaps mention that I’m 
counting effective forms of carbon capture and storage, if they are ever developed 
as an alternative energy. If energy is provided without injecting carbon dioxide into 
the atmosphere, that’s alternative energy. Carbon capture and storage so far remains 
undeveloped because the fossil fuel companies have refused to invest in making the 
products they sell less polluting. If they get serious about carbon capture and stor-
age, they may be able to rescue the value of their reserves which otherwise are liable 
to become stranded because people cease to be willing to tolerate the damage that 
carbon emissions do.

Now I want to return to the question of responsibility. Why do we, in the rich coun-
tries, share the responsibility for the dissemination of alternative energy within the 
developing countries? How did this get to be a task that falls to us? There are some 
less familiar, but I think important and interesting reasons that have to do specifically 
with climate change. 

India’s Power Minister says that the Indian government must serve India’s poor who 
suffer from energy poverty and that for this reason massive strip mining in India, as 
well as the import of Australian coal, is needed. His premise is of course correct – 
the Indian government ought to give priority to reducing poverty in India. But his 
conclusion does not follow. On the contrary, India will cut its own throat if it ejects 
large additional amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere and contributes to 
humanity’s exceeding the cumulative carbon budget for some manageable amount 
of temperature rise, not to mention creating dangerous amounts of ground level 
pollution that will multiply the cases of lung and heart disease within Indian cities. 

It is vital, however, to recognize that additional Indian carbon emissions would be 
such a dangerous problem for the planet only because of past emissions from devel-
oped nations and more recently from the surge of coal-driven development by China. 
The cumulative carbon emissions of the United States, Great Britain and China, each 
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considerably exceed the cumulative carbon emissions of India at this point, although 
this could change rapidly if India really does throw itself into the arms of cheap coal. 
Like China a decade ago, India is on the threshold of rapid massive increases in ener-
gy consumption. Meanwhile China is not pledging to cap its carbon emissions until 
2030, although India so far has not pledged to cap it’s emissions ever. Now as Indian 
and Chinese leaders argue, it would be wildly unjust for us in the rich countries to say: 
“Sorry, but our own development has used up most of the cumulative carbon bud-
get so there’s not room within the budget for more emissions. You will unfortunately 
simply have to remain poor”. 

On the other hand, the cumulative carbon budget is an unrelenting feature of the 
dynamics of the climate of the planet. If we exceed the cumulative carbon budget for 
a given temperature rise, the temperature rise will be larger and the subsequent cli-
mate change will be more dangerous. There is no overdraft privilege for the planetary 
carbon budget. It would be profoundly unjust if India and China and Africa could not 
develop because the emissions budget is about to be all used up. But development 
produced at the price of exceeding the emissions budget would not be sustainable; 
it would undercut itself. Therefore development must proceed sustainably, which 
means with declining carbon emissions. The only good alternative is a rapid scaling 
up of non-carbon energy. This is a tremendous challenge politically and technologi-
cally though it is not in the least impossible. 

So we have seen, first that India’s looming emissions are dangerous only because our 
emissions preceded them. Secondly, it is our decision to discourage carbon emissions 
by raising the price of carbon that risks pricing poor Indians out of the market. Both 
exactions causally contribute to India’s plight and make us causally responsible. Thirdly 
and very closely related, if we allow the world’s poorest to bear the brunt of the tran-
sition out of carbon energy and into alternative energy, we are balancing the energy 
transition on the backs of the poor. Putting it less informally, we would in effect be 
producing an upward redistribution of wealth from the poor to the rich by making 
those who are already among the worst off members of humanity suffer the costs of 
the transition rather than contributing some of our own wealth to lighten their costs. 
We would be saving the climate by leaving the world’s poorest in misery – that they 
had no means to escape.

These are three good reasons why we have responsibility. We should not use so much 
inexpensive fossil fuel that our own emissions do not leave enough of the cumulative 
carbon budget to allow others to rely on inexpensive fossil fuel to satisfy their needs. 
We should not in the course of preventing the cumulative carbon budget from being 
exceeded, price the poorest entirely out of the energy market, even if the danger 
of climate change requires discouraging the burning of fossil fuels and we are not 
to pursue a policy that creates benefits for most people but only costs for the poor. 
And we have seen that an alternative policy is readily available. We can contribute 
substantially to make alternative energy accessible and affordable for the poorest 
who are living today. 



16KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

ET
H

IC
S 

O
F 

EM
ER

G
IN

G
 T

EC
H

N
O

LO
G

IE
S

Yet one group is even more vulnerable than the poorest living today – the poorest 
who will live in the future. Our relationship with future generations is totally asym-
metrical. We control the world in which they will have to shape their lives, but they 
have no way to influence our decisions about them. The people of the future need 
two things from us. First, they need sustainable development now. The best way to 
improve the lives of tomorrow’s poor is to improve the lives of today’s poor, who will 
bring them into the world. Second, they need for us to bring climate change under 
control and to fix as firm a ceiling as we can on the disruptions that climate change 
will bring if they are to be spared extreme climate change. This is the basis for one 
crucial and final but underappreciated responsibility for us. 

The critical time to consider is not the time at which damaging events will begin to 
occur. The critical day is what we can call the date of last opportunity. That is, the last 
time at which it’s still possible to prevent the effect in question, which for some of 
the effects is now. This is starkly and tragically embodied in the melting of the West 
Antarctic Ice Sheet. When I began to work on climate change in the early 1990s, the 
debates had already begun about what should be the target of mitigation efforts. 
This year two different teams of scientists have converged on the conclusion that the 
melting of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet is now irreversible. The date of last opportu-
nity has receded into history as a tragic lost opportunity. The kilometers deep and 
hundreds of square miles wide and long West Antarctic Ice Sheet will melt. From this 
additional water alone, ocean levels will rise about four or five meters above their 
current level. It will definitely happen and we cannot even imagine any way consis-
tent with physics to now stop it. This would be catastrophic for several million people 
who live in coastal cities and who will be forced to abandon their homes. And it will 
be at best deeply burdensome economically for their fellow citizens who will bear 
the tax burden from the forced relocations, and in many cases the influx into their 
communities of additional people. 

Nevertheless, other catastrophic thresholds loom in the not very distant future – like 
various thresholds for the massive release of methane. As you know, the direct effects 
of the methane would be very brief compared to the effects of carbon dioxide but 
even a brief surge of a lot of methane would drive the average global temperature 
past the thresholds for the melting of various additional ice, most notably, Green-
land’s ice sheet. 

One can view the fact that weather profoundly important events that will occur 
centuries into the future, will be determined by the choices made by the present set 
of generations, and is a kind of structural feature of the relationship between past 
generations and generations in the far future. It shows decisively in yet another way 
why the elements of our phenomenology of agency – that Scheffler expressed as the 
primacy of near effects over remote effects and the primacy of individual effects over 
group effects – are profoundly mistaken. But perhaps it would have been an exces-
sive burden on one set of generations to have prevented even a disaster involving 
massive human losses, as avoiding the irreversible melting of the West Antarctic ice 
sheet would have done. 



17KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

ET
H

IC
S 

O
F 

EM
ER

G
IN

G
 T

EC
H

N
O

LO
G

IE
S

However, a crescendo of reasons supports the conclusion that it need not be an 
excessive burden on any recent set of generations. First, even when a threatening 
disaster is in no way one’s own causal responsibility, if the disaster can be prevented 
at relatively modest cost and the disaster is extreme, one ought to act to prevent it. 
I think it appeals to something like a fundamental sense of proportionality. It seems 
absurd that one should allow such a great difficulty to persist, when it would involve 
so little trouble to deal with it. 

Second, the climate change case is not in fact a case in which a threatening disas-
ter is in no way one’s own causal responsibility. If one belongs to a nation with high 
cumulative carbon emissions that are continuing, like the United States, this is one 
point at which the intergenerational argument cannot be entirely separated from the 
international one. One’s responsibility to deal with intergenerational climate threats 
is affected by one’s general responsibility for the occurrence of climate change, and 
such causal or historical responsibility varies across nations, very roughly according to 
the extent of their industrialization. In general, most people think that such a negative 
responsibility, where you are a cause, deserves a high priority, and that where one is 
actively contributing to harm and damage, one’s duty is to stop it even if stopping 
it involves considerable cost. One has no right to be creating threats to the lives and 
welfare of others, whoever they are. 

The third and final reason why the burdens would not be excessive for a single set of 
generations is simply that they could be the ones with the last chance to avoid the 
addition of finality to the severity of the possible loss. Beyond the sheer magnitude 
of the catastrophe that one set of generations might be contemplating in terms of 
numbers of rights toward it and the numbers of lives in the future, I think it’s import-
ant – whether it relates to those alive now or the ones alive at the date of last oppor-
tunity – the last opportunity to avoid the finality of the disaster. Why is its being a last 
chance important, beyond the magnitude of the disaster that it’s the last chance to 
avoid such a disaster? If one misses the last opportunity to prevent a loss, that change 
becomes irreversible. And what is lost is irretrievable. I am not sure one can give any 
deeper reason why the irretrievable loss of important goods is important to avoid.  But 
one can add this, before the change for the worst becomes irreversible – there is the 
hope that it can be avoided, and hope can be precious. Irreversibility is the death of 
hope. In the case of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, we’ve lost a major battle before we 
had even begun to fight. We’ve lost any hope of avoiding a major rise in sea level up 
every coast, on to every continent. This is discouraging, and one thing that humanity 
cannot do without in the struggle to limit climate change is hope. 

I talk about this case not to discourage you. We cannot succeed in preventing addi-
tional disasters unless we lick our wounds and return to the fight full of hope and be 
determined to succeed. Rationally of course the frustration of one specific hope, even 
a major one like the West Antarctic, is no reason to abandon other specific hopes. 
There are many more battles that we can win. But it’s important to understand that 
if we do nothing, we will not win. 
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If, say in 1992, leaders had realized that the generations then alive could still prevent 
the melting of the West Antarctic ice sheet, that they were the last ones, it seems to 
me that they not only should have expended the share of effort and expense that 
would be the fair share of any similar set of generations, but put more effort into the 
expense. Precisely because they were the last to have the opportunity. How much 
more? Quite a bit more. 

In the important battle one should do one’s fair share every day. If one could some-
how know that the decisive day has arrived and that the outcome would be decided 
on this day, it seems to me that any ordinary person would think that one should give 
even more on this day, because it’s the last chance to win. In these circumstances the 
value of the sacrifices one has already made depends on the sacrifices one makes on 
this day and whether they are adequate for victory. It is as if everything depends on 
the effort made on the last day. That can determine victory or defeat. 

Humanity has already failed to prevent all climate change. My generation has failed. 
The climate is changing now and this will be especially difficult for the less developed 
nations to adapt to. But ahead lie many more important battles that can be won and 
whose outcome will determine how severe and dangerous climate change becomes. 
I hope that you will take up the responsibility to join these battles and keep hope alive 
for those who will live in the world we shape.

The lecture took place on 4th of December 2014, in Dublin, Ireland 
It was hosted by University College Dublin and Trinity College Dublin
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Every day brings us new technological advances and things we had never dreamed 
of become reality. The main focus of this lecture is on the scale of the technological 
changes and their global impact, also in the North – South dimension. 

The technology and its diffusion in the context of developing countries has been a 
subject of analysis in all major development theories, with general agreement that 
it is necessary or even imperative for economic and social development. The current 
mainstream approach indicates that for developing countries, technological prog-
ress is strongly influenced by their ability to access, adapt and diffuse technological 
knowledge that has been generated abroad. It is strongly reflected in three different 
Sustainable Development Goals: 

 – Goal 7: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern en-
ergy for all.  

Energy is central to nearly every major challenge and opportunity the world 
faces today. Be it for jobs, security, climate change, food production or in-
creasing incomes, access to energy for all is essential.

 – Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable industrialization 
and foster innovation. 

Technological progress is the foundation of efforts to achieve environmen-
tal objectives, such as increased resource and energy-efficiency. Without 
technology and innovation, industrialization will not happen, and without 
industrialization, development will not happen.

 – Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

Affordable, scalable solutions are now available to enable countries to leap-
frog to cleaner, more resilient economies. The pace of change is quickening 
as more people are turning to renewable energy and a range of other mea-
sures that will reduce emissions and increase adaptation efforts. 

Suggested readings:

1. Al-Rhodan, N. (2011). The Politics Of Emerging Strategic Technologies: Impli-
cations For Geopolitics, Human Enhancement And Human Destiny. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

2. Global Economic Prospects 2008: Technology Diffusion in the Developing World. 
Washington DC: The World Bank; on line access here.  

3. International Science and Technology Co-operation. Towards Sustainable De-
velopment. Paris: OECD Publishing, 2001; on line access here. 

4. Miah, M., Omar, A. (2011). Digital Age: Technology Progress in Developing 
Countries. ISECON Proceedings v28 n1630. EDSIG; on line access here. 

5. Scheffler, S. (2002). Boundaries and Allegiances: Problems of Justice and Re-
sponsibility in Liberal Thought. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

6. Transfer of technology and knowledge-sharing for development: Science, tech-
nology and innovation issues for developing countries. Geneva: United Nations 
Publication 2014; on line access here. 
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FROM CRISIS TO STABILITY 
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We certainly live in turbulent times. It was a little more than a decade ago that the 
European Union in its first European Security Strategy loudly proclaimed that “Europe 
has never been so free, so secure, nor so peaceful. The violence of the first part of the 
20th century has given way to a period of peace unprecedented in European history” 1. 
But now as the European Union is trying to put some strategic thoughts to paper, it 
has to say that: “The world has become more dangerous, divided and disorienting.”

The perspective from other actors is certainly not dissimilar. Appearing before a Sen-
ate committee a couple of months ago, Henry Kissinger said: “As we look around the 
world we encounter upheaval and conflict. The United States has not faced a more 
diverse and complex array of crises since the end of the Second World War.” To quote 
another statesman, President Putin of Russia, in his Valdai speech of last year, said very 
bluntly that: “Changes of the World Order and what we are seeing today are events 
on the scale that have usually been accompanied by if not by global war and conflicts 
then by chains of intense local level conflicts”. 

A decade ago globalization was the decisive trend in global affairs. It had been given 
a boost by the opening up of China, by the demise of the entire Soviet empire, the 
widening of the European Union, by the profound reforms in India and by the new 

1 “Europe has never been so prosperous, so secure nor so free. The violence of the first half of the 
20th Century has given way to a period of peace and stability unprecedented in European history.” 
Source: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cmsupload/78367.pdf

Ph
ot

o:
 C

hr
is

to
ph

er
 H

er
w

ig
 / 

U
N

. 



23KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

FR
O

M
 C

RI
SI

S 
TO

 S
TA

BI
LI

TY

technologies starting to reform our economies and societies. Davos with its annual 
gathering of the great and the good of globalization was a symbol of this emerging 
world of globalization. But today there is an undoubtedly very different scenario. Not 
only is the performance of the global economies somewhat lackluster but it is also 
seen that geopolitical rivalry and tension are making a fairly dramatic comeback. 

There is a widespread debate about the long-term consequences of not only the 
economic but also the political rise of China. Here in Europe we have seen not only 
what is sometimes referred to as the hybrid warfare of the Russians ‘smash and grab’ 
operation to take over Crimea, but also the conventional battles of the mechanized 
battalions of the Russian army in Eastern Ukraine. Donetsk can be seen as the symbol 
of this comeback of geopolitics today. 

For a while there was the belief or perhaps rather hope that the tide of terror had been 
turned back. The rise of DAESH or ISIS, and its ability to strike out in Ankara, in Beirut, 
in Paris, has made us acutely aware of also this reality of our modern world. For me 
the village of Dabiq outside of Aleppo in Northern Syria is a symbol of this tendency 
of our time. This is the place of the coming Armageddon of the Jihadist fundamental-
ists. It is also the title of the DAESH propaganda magazine. So there we have it. Davos, 
Donetsk and Dabiq – these are the forces dominating our times. 

The task of policy makers in these times is far from an easy one. We face a series of 
complex challenges that have severely strained the ability of the international com-
munity, be that the United Nations system in all its different incarnations, or be it the 
structures that we have built here in Europe to secure our peace and to promote our 
prosperity. We have to try to contain the forces of chaos and conflict and we have to 
do our utmost to create the stability that is necessary for peace and prosperity. Time 
after time we are likely to be called upon to intervene in one way or the other to 
help with this. We have learnt that instability also in faraway places does impact also 
upon our own societies in different ways. Refugees arrive, terror thrives, organized 
criminality gains ground and conflict can easily escalate. It can escalate horizontally 
as well as escalate vertically. The price of indifference risks being very high indeed. 

Interventions can take very many different forms – from the least statements of poli-
cy, over more ambitious diplomatic efforts, to full scale interventions – both military 
and political. As we discuss the different options that there are, we must do so based 
on the sometimes rather bitter experiences we have endured during the last few de-
cades in these respects. We have faced new conflicts in Europe itself. I am now, as a 
matter of fact, on my fifth war in Europe. Bosnia until 1995, Kosovo in 1999, Macedonia 
in 2001, Georgia in 2008 and Russia-Ukraine since 2014. But we have answered the 
call for intervention in Afghanistan and we are now more and more affected by the 
increasingly grave situations in the wider Middle East. 

My first war and my first peace were in Bosnia. Let me, based upon what I learned there, 
share with you some of the lessons that I believe are important also for the future. This 
autumn it is two decades since international efforts finally managed to end the war in 
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Bosnia and that it entered a period of peace and state and nation building, that was to 
be far more complicated and far more demanding than most people had anticipated. 

The story of the international community and the decade of wars involving the dis-
solution of what was once Yugoslavia is not a particularly honourable one. We failed 
to see the war coming and as we finally saw it coming, we failed to prevent it and 
might even have contributed to initiating it. Then, as millions of people were forced 
to flee and tens of thousands lost their lives, we quarrelled and thereby undermined 
one peace effort after  another. It was only when the horrors defied belief, when those 
that were engaged on the ground threatened to get out and those that hadn’t risked 
being dragged in, that our own minds were sufficiently focused to produce that inter-
national coherence around a realistic plan for peace without which the conflict would 
have dragged on for much longer. It is a sad, not a very heroic, story. 

Then we failed again. Instead of using the momentum that was there and moving 
forward on an obvious issue like Kosovo, we rested on the laurels that we had given 
ourselves and then became little more than witnesses to the slide of Kosovo into 
open conflict. Late in the day of that conflict, we tried to secure a peace agreement 
at a place called Rambouillet but when we failed to secure that particular peace, we 
stumbled into a war that ended without a clear peace. We had to hand over Kosovo 
to a decade in limbo under a United Nations protectorate, before some decided that 
independence was the least bad option and just moved ahead, leaving until this day 
key legal stability issues unresolved. But it is not only the decade of war of dissolu-
tion in former Yugoslavia that has tested the wisdom of the international community 
during these decades. 

Suddenly it was necessary to crush the Taliban regime in Afghanistan that by harbour-
ing terrorists had turned itself into a threat against the international order and tried 
to set up a new legitimate state by the Hindu Kush. Then some found it necessary to 
depose the regime in Baghdad, to destroy the state that had been there and to try to 
build a decent democracy in the ancient land of the Tigris and Euphrates. Continuing 
in the same spirit, international forces rushed to give our support to the rebellion along 
the shores of Libya, eventually bringing down what little there was of a functioning 
state in the old lands of Cyrenaica, Tripolitania and Fezzan. 

In parallel, of course, we have seen a return to conflict across the old post-Soviet 
space. The old issues, Nagorno-Karabakh, and Transnistria, have not been sorted out 
and disputes over Abkhazia and South Ossetia were used as a pretext for the Russian 
move against Georgia. Recently we have seen Russian aggression against Ukraine in 
an attempt to stop that country’s wish to be part of the European integration. As a 
result, we now have no less than six more or less open, or more or less frozen, conflicts 
in this wider region. With all the dangers for the future that this obviously represents. 
But for today, I will leave those particular issues aside. 

Looking at the other challenges, and after the rather bitter experience of these de-
cades, one would hope that there is a general recognition that is not only winning or 
ending a war that is the important thing, it is the transition to wining at peace that 
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is important; and the phase of winning and ending the war must be seen as just the 
initial part of the far more complex and much more demanding task of winning a 
peace and paving the way for true development. 

To separate war weary armies is after all a somewhat less complex task than to bring 
together people that have been bitterly divided by the brutality of war. That is what 
we tried twenty years ago in Bosnia. It took hard discussions until there was the readi-
ness to accept even a rudimentary structure for political and civilian implementation. 
As history moved on, there was an effort to include the lessons that we have learned 
in the Balkans in the different efforts that were to follow. But even the most positive 
observer must conclude that success even then has been somewhat elusive. The 
tendency of the international community to walk away from the more demanding 
task of peace, and state and nation building, unfortunately that tendency is still there. 
Looking back over these, often painful, experiences I believe there are several lessons 
of nation building that I would like to share with you. I have updated them in the light 
of developments over the years.

Lesson 1: After a conflict it is imperative to establish a secure environment and to do 
it very fast. This involves far more than separating armies or the secure withdrawal of 
an army or demilitarization of armed groups as in Kosovo, or the defeat of the armed 
formations of the old regimes as in Afghanistan, in Iraq or in Libya. The role of force in 
the post-conflict phase is to remove the military or violent options that are otherwise 
available to different actors so that all of them are forced to explore political options 
and so that all of them are truly free also to do so. As long as a gun is seen as the fastest 
way to power or property, we can be certain that it will be used and there simply will 
be no room for either democratic dialogue to develop or for the entrepreneurship 
that is the basis for economic recovery. The absence of a secure environment also 
impedes the different international efforts, not least in the humanitarian field, that 
are so absolutely essential in the immediate post-conflict phase when there is often 
no alternative to the use of military forces to establish a secure environment. It is an 
illusion to believe that there will ever be international police forces ready to deploy 
sufficiently fast in anything resembling the necessary numbers in such situations. Any 
serious security effort will also be able to have, or to call an escalation, dominance in 
any possible situation, and that effectively means that military forces will have to be 
a critical part. We face the consequences of failure in these respects time after time. 
In Bosnia we failed to secure a peaceful transfer of territories and populations in the 
critical three months period after the peace agreement came into force. There were 
suddenly up to one hundred thousand refugees from the peace that were to vastly 
complicate the subsequent political process as well as the process of refugees’ return. 

In Kosovo the mandate given to the NATO forces explicitly gave them overall security 
responsibility. But we still failed to give the remaining minority populations adequate 
protection. We could celebrate the speedy return of close a million Kosovo Albanese, 
but we could not prevent that close to a quarter of a million Serbs and other minorities 
fled or were driven away, with all of the consequences. 
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In Afghanistan, after the fall of the Taliban regime we deliberately limited the man-
date for the International Security Assistance Force to Kabul, in spite of the requests, 
not least of the responsible UN officials. Then, from 2005 onwards, we saw a gradual 
comeback of the Taliban forcing a very substantial expansion of the international se-
curity efforts in order to protect the legitimate government of the country. 

In Iraq after the 2003 invasion it was obvious the planning for the post-conflict phase 
left much to be desired and that there was a serious shortage of both the quantity of 
soldiers and plans for how they should be used. The decision by the Bremer 2 US Ad-
ministration to disband virtually all of the structures of the previous regime, including 
the entire army, is probably one of the worst decisions in the history of efforts like 
these. It certainly contributed to the opening of the doors to instability that today 
haunts the entire region. 

In Libya, after 2011, after the Gaddafi regime had been destroyed, naivety reached new 
heights, as virtually no effort was made to disarm different groups, some of which had 
been even armed by the international community and some of which could use the 
looted massive arms stores of the previous regime. And here, we saw the effects of 
instability also spread across the Sahara, making new interventions and international 
peace operations necessary. The Mali intervention first by France, and now substan-
tial UN forces, was only one of the consequences. Thus the first lesson that we have 
to learn is that there should be no military planning for war operations that does not 
extend into equally serious planning for the post-war task of establishing a secure 
environment. If this fails, everything else will also fail. 

Lesson 2: The central challenge is not economic reconstruction, but state building. 
Too often it is said that the immediate task after the conflict is reconstruction: pouring 
in money to rebuild houses. But I would argue that the key to success is to get the 
priorities right from the very beginning. The central challenge is nearly always state 
building. If that succeeds, other tasks will have the possibility of succeeding too. While 
if it fails, we can be certain that everything else is bound to fail as well. Thus right from 
the start the focus of the international community effort has to be on the core task 
of building a political infrastructure that unites competing forces and ensures some 
sort of order and an infrastructure of economic governance that promotes jobs, trade 
and growth. 

Somewhat under the influence of the US terminology there is talk of ‘nation building’, 
but the real task is the state building, because the essence of the situation, that we 
have often confronted with, is that there is too much nation and too little state. The 
central task therefore is to build a state that has the legitimacy necessary to transcend 
the different national, ethnic, cultural and religious agendas, which otherwise risk 
tearing everything apart. 

2  Paul Bremer – an American diplomat, best known for leading the Coalition Provisional Authority of 
Iraq from May 2003 till June 2004. 
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Lesson 3: To build a state, you need to know what state to build. States do come in 
different incarnations and it is important to have it very clear which type of state to 
build. The longer uncertainty on this central issue lingers, the more difficult will it be 
to secure the agreement that is necessary for the process to succeed over time. Nor-
mally this requires an agreement on a constitution or a constitutional framework. In 
many cases this means trying to resolve some of the core issues that led to conflict 
from the beginning. 

In all of what I call the post-Ottoman area, from Bihać in Bosnia in the North-West, 
to Basra by the Gulf in the South-East, we have been faced with essentially the same 
challenge of devising a constitutional framework that can be accepted by different 
national, culture, religious or ethnic groups. Yugoslavia, Iraq and Syria were formed at 
the same time out of the same debris of Empire and their respective areas had many 
of the same problems in this particular aspect. The Kosovar and the Kurdish issues 
show obvious similarities. Throughout the Muslim world there’s also the rising issue 
of identity between Sunnis and Shias and in parts there’s also the continued and en-
during importance of tribal structures. 

Though all of the extensive efforts made since 2003, there is no denying the fact that 
Iraq as a state today faces a serious crisis over its legitimacy from key groups and that 
it’s dissolution, with vast implications for the entire region, is a real possibility. As for 
Syria its future is highly uncertain. More than four years of war have not only brought 
a vast physical destruction but also torn apart much of the social fabric of the country. 
Much of the talent of the country has been forced to flee, many probably to make 
important contributions to the future development of Sweden or Germany, to the 
detriment of the future of their own country.

We also have the efforts in the divided island of Cyprus, where one peace effort or 
the other has failed over the years. Only now negotiations are perhaps bringing some 
hope of resolution, but it is taking a long time. It was in 1963 that the United Nations 
first deployed troops on the island and when it’s joint governance structures collapsed 
and have remained collapsed since then. In all of these cases the task of state building 
is the state of preventing disintegration and getting different groups to accept that 
any lasting solution would have to be one that meets the minimum demands of ev-
eryone, while not meeting the maximum demands of anyone. This must be facilitated 
by the international community very early and with a certain firmness, setting out the 
parameters of what can be accepted. The longer the uncertainty over which state to 
build, the harder will be the positions that one day will have to be overcome. Until 
there is progress on which state to build, progress on setting up the different function-
al state structures will be limited, with most other tasks accordingly held up as well. 

Lesson 4: There must be an early focus on the preconditions for long-term economic 
growth. While humanitarian issues are always the focus in the initial phases of the 
conflict, it is dangerous to let them dominate over the longer-term issues. There 
must be an early focus on how to set up the economic frameworks and institutions 
most conducive to the creation of self-sustaining economic growth in the area, with 
an early focus on issues like currency, customs and taxation systems and commercial 
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law and the creation of viable financing systems, debt restructuring and clearing 
any legal obstacles to accessing international capital markets. In areas affected by 
economic sanctions, the problems are normally worse than in areas only affected by 
war. While war destroys physical infrastructure, sanctions also destroy the econom-
ic fabric of the society by plunging the honest people into poverty and propelling 
the dishonest into sometimes truly immense richness. Sanctions destroy the hard 
working and honest middle class that are the basis for any stable society. And while 
destruction can be fast, rebuilding is a very slow process indeed. Iraq can be seen as 
a prime example of this development. We saw there how prewar sanctions drove the 
middle class out of the country, while sanctions-busting and smuggling created as we 
saw in the Balkans structures of richness and organized criminality, that when peace 
arrives are still there, and it takes a long time indeed to get rid of them. This lesson is 
an important one to learn. 

Lesson 5: There has to be a benevolent regional environment. In the Balkans, political 
change in Zagreb and Beograd was key to improving the prospects in Bosnia as well 
as Kosovo. Subsequent steps towards regulating the position of Kosovo have been 
dependent on a common approach of the region to the question of integration with 
and within the European Union. In Afghanistan, which is bridging South and Central 
Asia, the open or tacit cooperation of all the neighbouring states and regional actors 
is a precondition for long term stability. And this has been somewhat belatedly rec-
ognized in the still much too tame, so called Istanbul process since 2011. 

Iran was key to the bond process of setting up a new Afghan state in 2002. But the 
role of Pakistan and it’s different instruments are proving far more debatable and de-
stabilizing. It can certainly be argued that until Pakistan and India can overcome the 
bitter legacy of the petition of 1947, conditions for stability in Afghanistan will remain 
fairly precarious. In the case of Iraq there is no question that the failure to establish 
a benevolent and coherent regional framework has contributed to the continuation 
of conflicts inside the country. With both Tehran and Riyadh seeing fundamental 
interests at stake, long-term stability has been difficult to achieve. The same applies 
to the failure to end the conflict in Syria where we have seen the vicious wrenching 
away of influence from those in the UN Security Council to the different regional ac-
tors, making any peace effort up until this time very difficult indeed. In the meantime 
the conflict has become an amalgam of civil war, of sectarian strife, and of proxy war 
by regional and global actors. If there’s any hope, it now rests with the process of di-
alogue initiated in Vienna, which is still in its very early stages. Any conflict and any 
peace process must be seen in their regional context.  

Lesson 6: The greater the international support, the easier the process. Peace efforts 
are demanding, they are long-term and they must be broadly based. Accordingly, 
one must seek a peace effort, preferably an even broader coalition than you have for 
either waging a war or closing down a conflict. Here some sort of framework provided 
by the United Nations, all the legitimacy that can only be given by the resolution of 
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the UN Security Council, is always extremely helpful, irrespectively of who and which 
actors are the operational ones on the ground. 

Lesson 7: Nation building or state building or peace building takes a longer time and 
requires more resources than practically anyone initially believes in the middle of the 
conflict. I was the first high representative in Bosnia after the war, during the years 
1995 to 1997, and I was told by the wisdom of the international community that ev-
erything should be concluded within a year. When the folly of that was recognized, 
a new deadline of two years was given very generously. But it is now twenty years 
after the war and there is still one of my successor’s as high representative sitting in 
Sarajevo, with some international actors still considering this absolutely necessary in 
order to keep the country together. Peacebuilding requires an abundance of patience, 
as well as an abundance of resources. 

Today there are around one hundred and ten thousand persons deployed in United 
Nations peacekeeping operations across the world, to which should be added all 
those serving under the flags of the European Union, NATO, the African Union or 
other regional actors. But the demands of operations in primarily the Balkans and 
Afghanistan has led to the fact that their share, supplied by our countries of Europe, 
has diminished from forty percent two decades ago to a mere seven percent today. 
The United States today provides no more than eighty two persons out of those 
hundred and ten thousand persons in UN peacekeeping operations. But for all of 
the deficiencies that are there, in troop numbers, we face even larger deficiencies in 
other critical areas. Civilian administrators, judges, policemen, engineers, lawyers, 
the list is nearly endless. This only underlines the wisdom of the necessity of making 
a peace coalition as wide as possible in order to be able to draw on as large a pool of 
resources, talent, experience and expertise as possible. It is a complex undertaking 
that requires all these people. But in spite of the fact that the experience of the last 
decades has led many to turn away from these tasks because they’re seen as too dif-
ficult and too demanding, there’s no doubt that we must prepare ourselves for more 
of these missions in the future. 

We know all failed or failing states, also in some distant areas, can and do threaten our 
security and there is no safe protection until stability and order have been brought 
back to these areas. We also live in an era of migration. But the refugee challenge 
that the world faces today is of a dimension we have not seen since the years of, and 
immediately after, World War II. There are no barriers high enough to shield us if the 
carnage of the wider Middle East continues. We have to engage and we have to work 
together for a solution and at times we also have to intervene to hold conflicts at bay 
and try to build peace.

As we sit here, efforts continue in Paris to reach an agreement to limit the effects of 
warming of our planet in the decades ahead. There is also of course not only devel-
opment but also a security perspective on this. Europe was once referred to as the 
Fertile Crescent, where mankind first learned to farm and where some of the first 
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civilizations were set up. Rising temperatures makes farming no longer possible in 
some areas. The implications of this also for us will be vast. The same applies when 
discussing the future of the soon to be billion people south of the Sahara, a couple 
of decades ahead going to be two billion people. The economic, social and political 
development of these areas is a security issue, also for Europe and our societies. 

The countries of the Middle East and North Africa are approaching a population of 
four hundred million people, but in a couple of decades that figure will be 50 percent 
higher. This could, under the best of circumstances, be a demographic dividend for 
them and an economic opportunity for us. But with conflicts proliferating and the 
economy stagnating, the risks are rather, as they say in the financial markets, distinctly 
on the downside. As we look around them, the turbulence is obvious. 

The tension seems to be rising and it is imperative for us all, the so-called international 
community, to think hard what we can and what we must do to prevent further con-
flicts, to meet the humanitarian needs that are out there and to provide the path to 
peace and prosperity to those regions that are now torn apart by chaos and conflict. 
This is my main point today based also on what we have learnt from our collective 
mistakes in the past. 

Thank you. 

The lecture took place on 4th of December 2015, in Warsaw, Poland.  
It was hosted by the Journalism & Political Science Faculty, University of Warsaw, 
and the Ronald Reagan Foundation, Poland.
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Carl Bildt’s lecture touches some of the fundamental issues – war, political crisis and 
their impact on development. In the lecture he shares his experiences of a global 
leader involved in solving some of the major conflicts of the 20th and 21st centuries.

The Peace and Conflict Studies have arisen as a strong, interdisciplinary specialisation 
within Development Studies focusing on the prevention, de-escalation, and solution 
of conflicts by peaceful means. It derives from such disciplines as political science, 
geography, sociology, history, religious studies, gender studies and many others. 
More on peace from the gender perspective can be found in Lecture 6 – From War 
to Development – Women Leading the Nation by Leymah Gbowee. 

With the currently ongoing armed conflicts in numerous countries, the significance 
of peace and just politics is particularly important for the implementation of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals and it is underlined in a separate Goal:

 – Goal 16: Promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies.

The rule of law and development have a significant interrelation and are 
mutually reinforcing, making it essential for sustainable development at the 
national and international level.

Suggested readings:

1. Das, O. (2013). Environmental Protection, Security and Armed Conflict: A Sus-
tainable Development Perspective. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing.  

2. Fagoyinbo, J.B. (2013). The Armed Forces: Instrument of Peace, Strength, Devel-
opment and Prosperity. Bloomington: Author House Press. 

3. Hintjens, H., Zarkov, D. (Ed.) (2015). Conflict, Peace, Security and Development: 
Theories and Methodologies. London: Routledge.

4. Muscat, R.J. (2002). Investing in Peace: How Development Aid Can Prevent Or 
Promote Conflict. New York: M.E. Sharpe. 

5. Newman, E., Schnabel, A. (2002). Recovering from Civil Conflict: Reconciliation, 
Peace, and Development. London: Franc Cass.

6. Paupp, T.E. (2014). Redefining Human Rights in the Struggle for Peace and De-
velopment. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
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BRINGING PRODUCTION BACK  
TO DEVELOPMENT
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A famous man once said, “What is wrong with the French is that they don’t have the 
word for entrepreneurship”. Of course, entrepreneurship exists in the French dictionary, 
so he didn’t get it quite right – but what he said reflects a common Anglo-American 
prejudice against France as an undynamic and laidback country full of meddling bu-
reaucrats, pompous waiters and sheep burning farmers. They think the French people 
enjoy their lives, have long lunches and don’t work. And, I will prove to you in a minute 
that this conception of France is actually completely wrong. 

The perspective behind this statement is actually quite widely accepted. People agree 
that to have a successful economy, entrepreneurs are needed. So in this view the pov-
erty of developing countries is attributed to the lack of entrepreneurship. 

So, when people from rich countries go to a developing country they often say: “Aha! 
I know why this country is poor. Look at all the men sitting in a cafe, having eleven cups 
of mint tea every day, piping on the hookah. This country needs entrepreneurship. 
Those people need to go ahead and make money. That’s how they will become rich”. 

Sadly these people don’t know what they’re talking about. Although these are scenes 
that are more typical of developing countries, if you are from or if you have at least 
lived in a developing country for an extended period of time, you know it’s not true. 
There are millions of people who try to sell everything that we can think of and even 
things that you didn’t know could be sold. They are very entrepreneurial and try to 
adjust to the opportunities that arise in their neighborhood.  
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When I was young, if you wanted to get a visa interview at the American embassy in 
South Korea, you had to queue. There was no system of going through the answering 
machines and internet registration, so you actually had to be there physically. And of 
course there was a long queue. So this created a new interesting category of profes-
sion which I can only describe as the profession of ‘queuer’. 

People wake up at four thirty in the morning, go and line up in front of the American 
Embassy and around a quarter to nine some guy in a nice suit comes and says: “Well 
your spot looks very nice. Will you mind selling it to me?” And of course the ‘queuer’ 
doesn’t sell that easily, so he says: “Oh you know I have an uncle who lives in America, 
he is very sick. I’ve to go and see him. I am not going to sell this”. But the guy in the 
suit has a lot of money, so he offers: “How about 200 dollars?” “Oh no no! My uncle is 
going to die next week”. And the bargain continues. “How about five hundred dol-
lars?” And the ‘queuer’ agrees” “OK! Well maybe he will survive a few more days, give 
me the money.” And that’s how a week’s living was earned. 

Developing countries are full of people who are desperate to make money. And they 
come up with all kinds of wonderful ideas of creating income. In contrast, more cit-
izens of rich countries are nowhere near becoming an entrepreneur. Most people 
work for companies which sometimes employ thousands of people. And they all do 
very highly specialized jobs. 

In Norway only less than 7% of people are entrepreneurs in the sense that they own 
their own business. In Benin, 89% of people own their own business. Of course, these 
businesses are small farms, the stores selling small things, but they would be running 
their own show. What about France and the USA? Only 7.5% of Americans have their 
own business, whereas in France the ratio is 8.6%, so France is even a bit more entre-
preneurial than the United States, but compared to Ghana or Bangladesh it is more 
or less on the same low level. On average, people from developing countries are far 
more entrepreneurial than people from developed countries. 

Now, knowing these figures, you would naturally ask this question: “So people are 
far more entrepreneurial in developing countries, then why are they poor?” The most 
popular answer to this has been that these people lack credits. When starting a busi-
ness, credit is needed to buy raw materials, and hire workers. In the last ten to fifteen 
years there has been a very popular movement called the microfinance movement, 
which involves lending very small sums of money – maybe twenty dollars or a hun-
dred dollars – to poor people in developing countries so that they can use it to start 
their own business and stand on their own feet. 

In 2006, a microfinance bank in Bangladesh called The Grameen Bank and its founder 
Dr. Muhammad Yunus received a Nobel Prize. The prize was the Nobel Peace Prize – in 
recognition of the fact that this was pulling people out of poverty – or more impor-
tantly helping people pull themselves out of poverty, using their own entrepreneurial 
energy. But increasingly evidence is coming out that the spread of microfinance actu-
ally has done very little to lift people out of poverty on a permanent basis. 
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There are many reasons behind this, but one of them is that the interest rates charged 
on the micro-loans are very high. I mean the Grameen Bank charges 30-40% – which 
you might think very high. But there are microfinance banks in Mexico charging over 
100%. In countries like Nigeria, microfinance banks charge a 200% interest rate. The 
other, more important problem, is the low productive capability of the individuals 
taking these microfinance loans.  

In 1997, the Grameen Bank teamed up with Telenor, the state owned telephone com-
pany of Norway. The Grameen Bank got mobile phone handsets at a low price from 
Telenor and lent money to the ladies in poor villages to buy these phones. As at that 
time most Bangladeshi villagers didn’t have any telephone, they used to go to these 
telephone ladies and they paid them a small amount of money to make phone calls. 
The telephone ladies made somewhere between 750 dollars and 1200 dollars per year 
on this phone renting business. Since this was so profitable, many ladies wanted to 
get into the same business. And after a while the market became saturated and they 
couldn’t make money any longer. By 2005, there were so many telephone ladies that 
their average income per year fell to 70 USD. In the meantime, Bangladesh’s national 
average income went up to 450 USD. So instead of making 4 times the average na-
tional income, as it was at the beginning, after a few years these ladies were making 
less than 1/4th of the average national income. So what went wrong? There was over 
competition. 

Cambodia is another country with a lot of microfinance banks. In Phnom Penh, the 
capital city, there are so many people selling noodles on the street with a micro-loan 
that there are more people who sell noodles than people who can eat the noodles.

From these examples we can clearly see that microfinance has failed to work. The 
main reason is a limited range of businesses that the poor in developing countries 
can take on, due to their low productive capability. Those few businesses they can get 
into become very crowded. And I argue that this short story of microfinance is very 
symptomatic of the current state of discourse on economic development.

In the 1970s there was a general consensus that economic development is essentially 
about transforming the abilities to produce or, in other words, the productive capabil-
ities. And people had a huge debate on how to achieve it. People on the right argue, 
following an American model, that making developing countries more industrialized 
will bring them to the higher level of development. On the left, the dependency 
theorists argued the need to break away from the world capitalist system, and state 
a nationalist or socialist revolution as the only way to develop. But no one had ques-
tioned that development required developing the capabilities to produce. 

Let’s have a look at the examples. Having a very high income, Dubai or Brunei still 
are not considered as developed countries, whereas after the end of the II World War 
per capita income in Germany fell to the level of that in Mexico and Peru, but no one 
suggested that from now on we have to reclassify Germany as a developing country. 
These details show we are implicitly saying that economic development is about the 
capability to produce rather than simply about a command over income or resources. 
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During the last three decades the dominant view of development has become that 
economic development is basically about poverty reduction. The most representative 
of this is the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) agenda. From next year we are 
going to replace this with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In the SDGs 
the issue of the productive capabilities is going to be included, whereas MDGs were 
all about poverty reduction and providing better health and education, which are all 
very important goals but this is not what we used to mean by economic development. 

The development discourse has been radically changed over the last three decades. 
Beyond this radical transformation there have been three important intellectual 
trends as well: 

First is neo-liberalism, the economic doctrine that believes that the best economic 
policies are basically a slightly updated version of the nineteenth century liberal pol-
icy of laissez-faire. Neoliberals accept a slightly bigger role for the government in the 
economy than their predecessors, whereas in the nineteenth century the liberals were 
even against having a central bank. Neo-liberalism is not synonymous with neo-cluster 
economics but it is, at its core, neo-cluster economics. Neo-cluster economics is basi-
cally about market exchange and has little to say about production. In the neo-cluster 
economic theory, the issue surrounding the development productive capabilities are 
shooed away as it takes these capabilities as given. The crucial issues like the ability 
to use more sophisticated technologies, the ability to use a more complex division of 
labour and to organize the production in general, are neglected from the beginning. 
And third, there is believing in the power of the free market. The neo-liberal discourse 
criticizes any attempt to deliberately enhance productive capabilities through public 
policy intervention as being at best futile, and at worst counterproductive. 

Second, since the 1980s, there has been a ‘humanist’ reaction against what was seen 
as the collectivist, materialistic biases of the early development discourse. The ear-
ly development theories were mainly about transforming the productive structure 
through policies affecting aggregate variables, like investments and total labour 
supply. In applying these theories, individuals were forgotten and, worse, repressed 
in the name of the greater good, called economic development. This has made the 
‘humanists’ emphasise the need to enhance individual capabilities through health, 
education, and empowerment, as reflected in the MDGs.

Third, is the so called post-industrial discourse. According to this view, rising income 
has brought about a shift up in demand for services – making material production 
increasingly less important. So the share of manufacturing is declining both in terms of 
output and employment in all developed countries. And this is the trend of the future, 
making things doesn’t matter anymore. And the proponents of this argument point 
out cases like Switzerland and Singapore as examples of service based prosperity. 

Let me critically examine these arguments, because to correctly understand what is 
going on in these areas is crucial in improving our understanding of development. First 
of all, regarding the neo-liberal view, there is ample evidence showing that industrial-
ization is necessary for economic development, but showing also that industrialization 
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does not happen automatically through market forces. The fact is that neo-liberal 
policies have failed to generate economic development in the last three decades and 
this is true even if you define economic development narrowly as economic growth. 

Let’s focus on Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa now. These are two regions that 
have practiced these neoliberal policies most diligently because they are under the 
auspices of the structural adjustment programme of the IMF and the World Bank.In 
the days of import substitution, per capita income used to grow at 3.1% between the 
1960s and 1970s on average. Even sub-Saharan Africa, which did not progress as well 
as other regions, was growing at 1.6%. It became much worse in the 1980s and 1990s, 
when the average per capita income fell at a rate of 0.7% per year in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. In Latin America it was stagnant at 0.3%. Between 2000 and 2010 economic 
growth picked up in these regions again. But the average over 30 years between 1980 
and 2010 per capita growth in Latin America was one quarter of what it used to be, 
which is 0.8%, and the Sub-Saharan African income was growing at one eighth of the 
speed of what it used to be, that is 0.2% per year against 1.6% per year in the 1970s. If 
a country is growing at 0.2% per year after thirty years it’s income is 6% higher than 
what it was thirty years before! In a good year China grows that much in six months. 
So this is the scale of (the) failure. 

Of course, there are some increasing developing economies in the last decade, but 
unfortunately a lot of this is due to the commodity boom driven by China’s economic 
growth rather than a development in productive capabilities. So this is now becoming 
very difficult to sustain with the fall in commodity prices and the slow-down of the 
Chinese economy. 

Another type of evidence comes from history. As I tried to show in my earlier books 
‘Kicking Away the Ladder’ and ‘Bad Samaritans’, almost all of today’s rich countries, 
including Britain in the eighteenth century, the United States in the nineteenth cen-
tury, Sweden, Germany, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan – they all developed by using state 
intervention like trade protectionism, industrial subsidies, state owned enterprises 
and the regulation of foreign direct investments.

The scale of the misrepresentation of history is most evident in the case of the United 
States. The theory of in firm industry protection was invented by the first American 
finance minister. The United States up till the II World War for about 120 years had the 
highest average industrial tariff rate in the world. Almost throughout 120 years of its 
history the United States was the most protectionist country in the world. And we 
have been brainwashed to believe that this is the country that subsidies its economy 
because of free trade. 

The problem with the humanist groups is not that they are not interested in raising 
productive capabilities. They are! But the humanists try to do it mainly by making indi-
viduals more capable by investing in their health and education. There is no recogni-
tion that a lot of the productive development happens actually at the enterprise level. 
Economic development requires a series of collective institutions that encourage and 
help different economic actors work together. In addition, you need the development 
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of collective institutions that encourage and help different economic actors to work 
together, you need capital-labour collaboration within firms, cooperation among firms 
within and across sectors, government-business interaction (including, but not just, 
industrial policy), and industry-academia partnership, and humanists tend to ignore 
these. Having clever individuals is not enough. The neglect of the collective dimen-
sions of the productive capabilities is a very important gap in the humanist tradition. 

Let’s have a closer look at the post-industrial economy discourse – the increasing share 
of services does not mean that the material production is not important any more. 
We are in fact consuming more material goods than ever before. Many countries are 
in absolute terms producing more material goods than ever. The rise in the share of 
services happens mainly because services are becoming relatively more expensive, 
given the faster rise of productivity in the manufacturing sector. A lot of recent pro-
ductivity growth in service sectors like finance and retail has been illusory. The high 
productivity growth of the financial sector has been based on dubious asset valuation 
and has come at huge costs to the rest of the economy. A lot of the increases in retail 
service productivity in countries like the US and Britain have been bought by lower-
ing the quality of the retail service itself – fewer sales assistants, longer drives to the 
supermarket, lengthier waits for deliveries, etc. Most high-value services – finance, 
engineering, IT services, consulting, etc. – mainly sell to the manufacturing sector, so 
they cannot prosper without a strong manufacturing base. 

But how about Switzerland, how about Singapore? In a movie of 1949, called ‘The 
Third Man’, an American actor Orson Welles says: “In Italy under the Borges you had 
all the bad things about human nature you can imagine. Murder, terror, bloodshed 
but they gave us the Renaissance. In Switzerland five hundred years of brotherly love 
and peace. What did they give us? The cuckoo clock.” And this is the image that most 
people have of Switzerland. The conception is they either make money by taking care 
of black money deposited by dictators or making and selling packaged souvenirs like 
cuckoo clocks and power banks to the American and Japanese tourist. But in truth 
it is not a service economy, it is literally the most industrialized country in the world. 

Lets look at the figures in table 1 in terms of the per capita output of manufacturing. 
Switzerland is by far the highest in the world, and very interestingly another supposedly 
services based economy, Singapore, is number two. Switzerland produces on a per 
capita basis 77% more manufactured goods than the United States. And we think it is 
a service economy. Well it is partly because the country is very small. There are eight 
million people so even if it produces a huge amount in per capita terms we don’t see 
many ‘made in Switzerland’ products. Another reason is that they specialize in what 
economists call producer goods, machine tools, professional measuring equipment 
and industrial chemicals. Although in terms of consumer goods they don’t produce 
that much, on a per capita basis it is the most industrialized country in the world. 
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Table 1:  Manufacturing Value Added per capita, 2011 (in constant 2005 USD;  
index USA=100).

Country Manufacturing Value Added per capita in USD 

Switzerland 10,110

Singapore 8,966

Finland 8,097

Sweden 7,419

Japan 7,374

Korea 6,046

USA 5,714

United Kingdom 3,882

Mexico 1,482

China 1,063

Brazil 779

India 158

 
Source: Lecture presentation; UNIDO, Industrial Development Report, 2013.

Also another service success story – India – is not what we think. Between 2004 (un-
til then India had a deficit in service trade) and 2011, India recorded a service trade 
surplus equivalent to 0.9% of GDP, which covered only 17% of its merchandise trade 
deficit (5.1% of GDP). This means that, unless it increases its service trade surplus by 
6 times (an implausible scenario given that its service trade surplus has not even been 
on a firm rising trend since 2004), India can not maintain its current pace of economic 
development without a serious balance of payments problem.

This raises a question about the theories that say we do not need to worry about 
production. Are they theoretically wrong or does it really matter? I will say it matters 
a great deal because it has had many negative consequences resulting from neglect-
ing production. 

Neglect of productive capabilities has made people think that what countries produce 
does not matter: “it doesn’t matter whether you produce potato chips or micro-chips”. 
This has, in turn, made a lot of developing countries complacent about their depen-
dence on commodities or cheap assembly. However, in the long run, different eco-
nomic activities give different scopes for growth and technological development. So 
even from a purely growth oriented point of view, this line of thinking is problematic. 
That was a reason why countries like South Korea got into steel and electronics. In 
the 1960s, Hyundai, the South Korean car company, was producing 6 cars per day, 
and that was a conscious choice and the government supported it. Everyone thought 
they were crazy, but the South Koreans knew that if they continue producing things 
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like cheap garments and Nike shoes in which they were specialized, they would have 
no future. It is true that Sri Lanka had export processing zones before Korea did, but 
they just stopped at that stage and now still it is a very poor country. Korea started 
with export processing, but they knew that sooner or later they would move into 
electronics, automobile and steel, and this had very important implications for the 
country’s future.

The neglect of productive capabilities has also meant that our assessments for policies 
have acquired short-term biases. Policies that reduce current consumption with a view 
to increasing long-term productive capabilities, such as infant industry protection or 
policies to deliberately increase investments, were too easily dismissed. It took the 
Japanese forty years of protection before they became competitive in car manufactur-
ing. The Koreans did it a bit faster, but they still needed 30 years. Why should people 
buy less goods and more expensive cars made by a domestic producer like Hyundai, 
when they could be importing American and Japanese cars which are better and 
cheaper? But in the long run, that’s what you need. Unfortunately, when you don’t 
think like this your policies become very short-term oriented.

The collective dimensions of productive development were neglected, making people 
ignore the issues of how to develop modern firms and other institutions. There is of 
course a lot of talk of private sector development, but it is mainly a ‘negative’ agenda 
in the sense that deregulation and cutting taxes are seen to automatically lead to 
enterprise development. The neglect of production has also led to a very partial view 
of our individual well-being. Envisaging people as consumers rather than producers, 
issues of employment, quality of jobs, and workplace welfare have been ignored.

With these negative consequences of neglecting production I argue that we need to 
reconstruct our discourse and economic development by bringing production back 
into the centre of the discussion. Of course, this does not mean that we go back to 
the old production tradition of the 1960s; we need to incorporate the more recent 
theoretical developments into it. 

We need to incorporate the insights from the humanist tradition and pay greater at-
tention to the non-material aspects of development like freedom, equality, solidarity, 
and community. We need to take individuals more seriously – not just as consumers 
(as in the neo-liberal economics) nor just as citizens with entitlements (as in the hu-
manist approach), but also as producers, in whose life employment and the contents 
of their work are very important dimensions.

Our understanding of production itself needs to be improved, with attention paid 
not just to the technologies but also to organisations, institutions, culture, and even 
politics. Environmental sustainability has to be incorporated. Contrary to conventional 
wisdom, the development of productive capabilities, especially in the manufacturing 
sector, is crucial in preventing and adapting to climate change. 

Let me give you one very good example. Several years ago there was a famous earth-
quake in Haiti which killed two hundred thousand people and the country still has not 
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recovered from that. That earthquake was 7 on the Richter scale. Japan has Richter 
scale 7 earthquakes every other week. Maybe one person dies, maybe two people 
die. So it is not a stronger earthquake that had left such devastating consequences 
in Haiti. Unlike Japan, Haiti has no technological and organizational capabilities to 
mitigate the impact of the earthquakes. 

It shows clearly how the same kind of environmental impact can have very different 
consequences depending on the technological and organizational capabilities pos-
sessed by the affected country. This means that developing countries need to acquire 
those capabilities and many of them can only be acquired through industrialization. 
Simply speaking – the service sector is not going to develop the technologies allowing 
building the kind of houses that the Japanese build. 

The rich countries need to further develop their productive capabilities in the area 
of green technologies, even just to cope with the adverse consequences of climate 
change. Developing countries need to further develop technological and organi-
sational capabilities, many of which can only be acquired through industrialisation.

To conclude, I would say that enriching the traditional production with the addition of 
these new elements drawing on the humanist tradition, is the future of development. 
This will not be easy, but I think it’s absolutely necessary if we are to promote more 
rapid but economical and environmentally more sustainable economic development 
in the future. 

Thank you very much.

The lecture took place on 27th of April 2015, in Bilbao, Spain.  
It was hosted by Reedes (Spanish Network of Development Studies) and the Univer-
sity of the Basque Country, the Hegoa Institute.
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In the 1960s and 1970s production – or, more precisely, the transformation of produc-
tive structure and capabilities – used to be at the heart of the debate on economic 
development. However, the issue of production has almost disappeared from the 
development discourse in the last few decades and development has become almost 
synonymous with poverty reduction. Ha-Joon Chang argues that it needs to be in the 
forefront of development again as the only way to achieve real progress. After a few 
decades of focus on the social aspects of development economic growth is brought 
back to the international agenda in the Sustainable Development Goals: 

 – Goal 8: Promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment 
and decent work for all.

Roughly half the world’s population still lives on the equivalent of about US$2 
a day. And in too many places, having a job doesn’t guarantee the ability to 
escape from poverty. This slow and uneven progress requires us to rethink 
and retool our economic and social policies aimed at eradicating poverty.

Ha-Joon Chang gives many examples of successful business links between North and 
South – the case of Grameenbank and its cellular network is one of them. In lecture 
19 – Pivotal Digital – Iqbal Quadir who launched the Grameenphone gives the full 
background to this case. 

Suggested readings:

1. Altenburg, T. (2011). Industrial Policy in Developing Countries. Overview and 
lessons from seven country cases. Bonn: German Development Institute; on 
line access here.

2. Chang, H-J. (1993). Political Economy of Industrial Policy. London and Bas-
ingstoke: Macmillan.  

3. Chang, H-J., Grabel, I. (2004). Reclaiming Development: An Alternative Economic 
Policy Manual. London: Zed Press.  

4. Cimoli, M., Dosi, G., Stiglitz, J.E. (2009). Industrial Policy and Development: The 
Political Economy of Capabilities Accumulation. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

5. Rodrik, D. (2015). Premature Deindustrialization. VOX – CEPR’s Policy Portal; 
on line access here. 

6. Rowden, R. (2011). Poverty reduction is not development; The Guardian Global 
Development Blog; on line access here. 
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I have been wondering what would be the best approach to addressing you today. 
Because of my experience with Transparency International, but also with some other 
transparency organizations, I would like to situate what I am going to talk about in the 
context of the contribution of organized civil society to a good global governance. 
Corruption is just one part of a bad global governance. It is partly the reason for bad 
global governance, but it is also the result of bad global governance. 

I really fear that in the globalized economy we are facing what one can call ‘failing 
governance’. Many of us apply this term to failed states like the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, or Syria, and some time ago to Sierra Leone and Liberia; but very rarely does 
this term apply to the world at large and the governance of a globalized economy, 
which seems to have escaped the premise of politics and the capacity of society to 
shape markets and to shape the global market rather than being itself shaped by those 
markets. The markets are operating at the global level and our present governance 
system seems to be quite inadequate to respond. 

What I would like to talk about is basically the fact that our present paradigm of global 
governance is inadequate. It is not able to deal with a world which is global, in partic-
ular in its economic, but also in its cultural and political dimensions. For me, coming 
from a football nation like Germany, all this resembles a football field in which you 
have different referees in charge of different parts of the field. One field applies the 
rules of baseball, another field applies the rules of basketball, another one the rules 
of rugby, and in other areas the holy rules of football. Of course, in a situation like this 
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you cannot possibly have a good game, in which the teams can control what they are 
able to achieve. This is our present system of global governance – a system which is 
based on the premise of sovereign states and their national governments. They are 
the main pillars of our present formal system of governance. My observation is that 
this system simply doesn’t work anymore and there are at least three asymmetries 
which make it so difficult for national governments to do their work. 

The first one is that of course they don’t have the global reach that they would need 
in order to regulate the global market. The large actors of international markets, mul-
tinational corporations, but also smaller enterprises which are participating in the in-
ternational marketplace, are operating across borders. For them, borders are just one 
element of the strategies of maximizing profits and minimizing risks. For the states to 
regulate this multitude of economic actors is impossible. This is the first asymmetry, 
the limited geographic reach of the national governments. 

The second one is the time horizon of the national governments, in particular in de-
mocracies the time horizon of two or three years, from one election to the next, when 
the politicians have to serve their constituencies in order to make sure that they are 
reelected. The time horizon of the issues of global governance is much longer. If you 
talk about climate change, if you talk about environmental destruction, about poverty 
alleviation worldwide, about war and human rights violations, if you want to deal with 
these issues, you have to have a much longer time horizon. We are now at the end of 
a slightly longer period of time, at the end of the Millennium Development Goals, and 
we are trying to design Sustainable Development Goals for the post-2015 period. But 
again, these time zones are so much different from the reality of global governance. 
The incentives and sanctions which come with these time horizons are simply out of 
whack when it comes to confronting the reality which has to be regulated. 

Then, of course, the constituencies which national governments serve are disbursed, 
very particularistic and therefore they are not the constituencies that are necessary 
to make sure that a global reality is created with more justice, more peace and more 
sustainability.

These are the three important reasons why our present system of national govern-
ment-based global governance is inadequate. National governments have the same 
interests in mind, the same constraints when they operate, as members of intergov-
ernmental organizations like the United Nations, the World Bank, the IMF or regional 
institutions. In many ways they translate their own parochial interests into a lowest 
common denominator. Many of these organizations are therefore inapt and incapable 
of really creating a global governance. 

The result of this failing global governance is unacceptable. We have one billion peo-
ple living in the world below the absolute poverty line; we have inadequate access 
to drinking water and about two billion people living in the world without sanitation. 
Women and children in these societies die of the most banal poverty related diseases. 
If you look at the violence, and the refugees who we have nowadays, at the destruc-
tion of the environment, not to talk about the climate change, we simply have to say 



48KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

TH
E 

RO
LE

 O
F 

C
IV

IL
 S

O
C

IE
TY

 IN
 G

LO
BA

L 
G

O
V

ER
N

A
N

C
E

this is a world which is unacceptable. Therefore, there is a need to develop a new 
paradigm of governance. 

Now I come to the issue of corruption, because corruption is one of the elements 
of poor governance. When I worked as the Director of the East Africa Office of the 
World Bank in Nairobi, I observed that many countries were unable to do anything 
about grand corruption. Well, some of them were unable to do it, some of them 
were unwilling to do it. The countries like Germany, the UK, France or Japan didn’t 
want to do anything against corruption, because they feared that in the globalized 
economy, where there is no sound and effective governance, everybody has to fend 
for themselves. Therefore, since everybody else was bribing, the Germans allowed 
German companies to go out of the borders of Germany and bribe. They gave ten 
million dollars, twenty, thirty or fifty million dollars, put them in Swiss bank accounts 
and in return they got hundreds of millions, perhaps billions of dollars in contracts. 
Very often these were contracts for very bad projects, destroying the economy and 
the world in which we live. 

This was the reality which I saw when I was there. Often when I told people I was 
from Germany, they said: “In Germany you do not allow people to bribe, but here in 
Kenya, when a German company comes and bribes a minister, you even give them 
a tax write off. You subsidize corruption in these countries by insuring them through 
Hermes and through other government support facilities.” That was the world we 
found at the time. 

Therefore I proposed that the World Bank, which had a lot of conditionalities, had a 
lot of ideas on how to strengthen economic policy in its member countries, and held 
a lot of tools to also implement these policies, developed a systemic holistic approach 
to fight corruption. I began to put together a team of people who wanted to do this 
with me. But no sooner had I started to interact with this task force, than I received 
a memorandum of the World Bank in which they said what I was doing was illegal 
and it violated their policies. They wanted me to stop immediately. In that case I said, 
I would do this in my own time; I would do it after 5 o’clock. I continued to build up 
this idea on how one could systemically fight corruption. We tried to look for where 
the weaknesses of integrative systems were and then to address them. We began this 
and about two weeks later I received a phone call from the President of the World 
Bank, Mr. Conable 1 who said, I was not allowed to do this as long as I was the director 
at the World Bank. So this is when I left the Bank.

I went back to Germany in 1991 and I began to promote this idea further. I was told by 
the German government, they cannot stop German business bribing outside Germany, 
because everybody else was doing it and it was impossible to do something about this. 

This was the sort of ‘invisible hand’ – not of Adam Smith but of the globalized econo-
my – which has a tendency to run havoc and escapes the control, supervision and the 

1  Barber Benjamin Conable, Jr. was the President of the World Bank from 1986 to 1991. 
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regulation of society. And not only the German government at the time said this but 
also the business community, also the academia and universities. I remember there 
was one Professor of Business Ethics at Frankfurt University, who said: “Who are we to 
impose our Judeo-Christian values on societies only because we want to do business 
there? If you go to Indonesia, if you go to China, if you go to Nigeria, we have to do 
as it is customary under their value system not under ours.” He was defending the 
foreign bribery of German companies. In fact, the same thing was basically true in 
all of the OECD countries at the time, except the United States which introduced the 
Foreign Corrupt Practices Act in 1977 under the value-driven President, Jimmy Carter. 
The American community expected that other civilized countries would follow their 
example but it was far from being the case. The German, the French, the British, the 
Japanese and the Canadian business people were gloating over the fact that their 
competitors from the United States were not allowed to bribe decision-makers in 
other countries and they continued their systematic bribery worldwide. 

This is a shameful period in our history, but it is my opinion very indicative of the fact 
that the global economy has created dilemmas for national governments, or for us, 
relying on the national governments and their institutions, which are very hard to solve. 

When in 1993 we set up Transparency International, we were really a very small group 
of people, some of whom had moved from the World Bank, some enlightened young 
people from Africa or Latin America. We began to put our heads together to see 
what could a small civil society organization do to change this situation. Very quickly 
we came up with three principles which still are guiding the work of Transparency 
International. 

The first principle was that we should not try to preach honesty and integrity from 
Berlin where the Secretariat of Transparency International was established. We should, 
rather, empower the civil society in participating countries, in the interested countries, 
to help them gain the professional independence to diagnose their own corruption 
problems, to make proposals on how to deal with these problems and then hopeful-
ly create alliances in their own societies, with their own government, with their own 
private sector in which they would together propose reforms and introduce these 
reforms and implement them and monitor their success. That was the first principle 
which we had. We thought we have to find a way in which we can bring civil society 
into a constructive working relationship with governments and with companies, even 
if they are corrupt. We also had to find enlightened people in these other institutions 
because corruption, in particular grand corruption in the international marketplace, 
is so complex that you only can deal with it if you really understand it. Very often 
companies, in particular in Germany, were very unhappy with the need to bribe in 
the international marketplace. They would rather compete in a corruption free mar-
ket because they offer high quality, good prices, and reliable delivery. Therefore you 
can really find allies both in the public sector and the private sector. This is what we 
started at the time. 

The second principle was that we were ourselves going to investigate corruption cases 
and bring them to justice by ourselves. We would rather focus on weaknesses of the 
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integrative system in the country, which was mainly focused on prevention, including 
criminal sanctions. It is though the only one weapon in the fight against corruption 
and not the main one. Criminal sanctions are normally quite blunt, because in par-
ticular in a democracy you have to observe all kinds of legal protections before you 
can punish people under criminal law. Setting incentives for honesty are much more 
effective in most societies. 

So this was for us the third important element of our approach – a holistic approach 
towards integrative systems as we called it. In the beginning it was rather simplistic, 
like a cookbook. We set up checklists of the various elements of the integrative sys-
tem: procurement, dealing with conflicts of interest, getting access to government 
information, dealing with corruption in hiring and firing, dealing with trading with 
influence – many different elements that, like a mosaic, in their totality make up the 
integrative system which can protect society against corruption. 

In an amazing way our approach worked. As late as 1995/6 we were told that getting 
for instance the OECD countries to stop their own exporters and investors from brib-
ing outside their borders would be impossible. But it has happened!

We organized meetings at the Aspen Institute in Berlin with about twenty business 
leaders from Germany, Austria and Switzerland, and we discussed with them why they 
thought corruption was necessary in the international marketplace. The companies 
were afraid of the civil society, they thought they would discuss with us and then we 
would turn around and run a campaign against them. That is why the first meeting 
was chaired by Richard von Weizsäcker 2 who had just ended his presidency in Ger-
many, and who joined us to guarantee that this was a professional meeting focused 
on substance. 

We had three meetings like this in the course of two years. In the first meeting the 
participants, the top people from Siemens, Daimler-Chrysler, Lufthansa, ABB, many 
of the most respectable companies in Germany, denied bribing. They would just give 
somebody fifty million dollars and he could do with it what he wanted as long as 
he brought out a contract worth five hundred million dollars. At the end of the first 
meeting we were pretty hostile to each other. In the second meeting they said what 
they were doing in these other countries, they would never do in their own countries 
because here people would call it bribing. But since there was no global government 
it was necessary. In the third meeting, they came to us and said they would love to 
stop but they couldn’t. They were caught in a prisoner’s dilemma because the first 
actors who suddenly don’t bribe, they lose all their business in China, in Nigeria or in 
Russia. But in this third meeting we finally managed to develop a system which we 
are still applying right now. We said we would try to get everybody to stop bribing 
simultaneously and make sure that other competitors in a given competitive situation, 
i.e. in the World Bank procurement, promise in a legally binding way not to bribe. 

2  Richard von Weizsäcker was the 6th President of Germany from 1984 to 1994.
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We, as Transparency International, would be monitoring. At that time we called this 
‘The Island of Integrity Approach’; now we call it ‘The Integrity Pact’, that is applied 
in hundreds of countries. 

This is how we got the cooperation of the German companies. They wrote an open 
letter to the Kohl 3 government in which they asked for German support for the ef-
forts of the OECD to stop bribery. The OECD had been working on this for years, but 
always thinking only of a recommendation to the member countries. The German 
government said that if they were to participate, there had to be a binding convention. 

In the fall of 1997 the ‘great miracle’ happened. The OECD convention against for-
eign bribery was signed by all member countries and a few other exporting nations 
in Paris and entered into force in the spring of 1999. This was an absolute change in 
our anti-corruption battle. 

I am telling you this in detail because it gives you a sense on how organized civil 
society organizations work. We don’t have power, we cannot send cannonballs; we 
have to convince people to work with us and this is exactly what has happened in 
fighting corruption. Most of you know the results. The European Union was one of the 
first organizations to join us. At that time it had to renegotiate the Lomé Convention 
with the ACP-countries and an anti-corruption clause was introduced into the text. 
A few years later most of the other international organizations, states and companies 
began to join us. Then of course early in this millennium the UN convention against 
bribery was signed in Mexico. By now it has been ratified by most of the signatory 
states. It has become basically the common agreement of the world community that 
bribery, foreign bribery, domestic bribery, grand corruption, petty corruption, all of 
these things, are absolutely damaging and have to be changed. 

We are of course very proud of this and my message to you today is that this has only 
been possible because of civil society organizations. There are issues which they have 
to defend, they have to serve in communities which have lost confidence in govern-
ments, which have lost confidence in the private sector. Therefore civil society can 
create credibility and legitimacy. 

Legitimacy is a word which perhaps I should focus on a bit. Most people say NGOs 
don’t really have legitimacy, because they were not elected by anybody. They ask who 
has authorized NGOs to speak on behalf of the millions and billions of the poor in the 
world. Here I would like to distinguish between ‘input legitimacy’ and ‘output legiti-
macy’. Input legitimacy is when you have a process which leads through an election 
to a capacity of representatives to speak with legitimacy for the others. The output 
legitimacy arises from the product of organizations. If this product is accepted, if one 
convinces society that they should follow these ideas, that if they finance NGOs, i.e. 
Amnesty International, Greenpeace, Planned Parenthood International etc., then out 
of this comes what we call output legitimacy. 

3  Helmut Kohl served as Chancellor of Germany 1982 to 1998.
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My theory is that you can apply this in many different areas, not only in fighting cor-
ruption. For instance, we are now are proposing in the Humbolt-Viadrina Governance 
Platform a transparent system for the fishery sector, because we see that hundreds 
of countries are robbed of the fisheries stock by international fishing fleets’ trawlers. 
In consequence, local fishery communities cannot survive. We have been asked by 
Mauritania, Senegal and the Seychelles to create a fisheries transparency system. 
Since the Rana Plaza accident in Bangladesh we have been working on the garment 
industry transparency initiative, in which we are trying to bring together the factory 
owners of about six thousand factories in Bangladesh, where about six-seven million 
people work in terrible working conditions. We find a lot of interest in European im-
porting companies because they are embarrassed that they are sourcing such cheap 
textiles; it is creating a reputational risk for them. In Myanmar, in Sri Lanka, in Vietnam, 
in Cambodia, in Ethiopia, we work together in this sort of magical triangle of interac-
tion between governments, civil society and the private sector to enforce the labour 
standards, but also other standards of the sound production of the textile sector on 
the same basis as we are fighting corruption in Transparency International.

About ten years ago I helped to set up an organization to do the same thing in the oil 
and gas sector, the Extractive Industry Transparency Initiative (EITI), which has now 
gathered forty-eight resource-rich countries which apply a system of the regular re-
porting of the payments of oil and gas companies. For the first time in i.e. Nigeria the 
media, the legislators in the parliament, or the civil society organizations, know how 
much money is made by the power elite in Nigeria from oil and gas. 

I am sure nobody in this room can imagine how much money is taken in taxes, div-
idends and so on by the Nigerian government from the oil and gas companies. It is 
more than 50 billion dollars every year. This is more than the whole development 
programme for the whole of Africa, and more than the whole lending programme of 
the World Bank. This money is collected by a power elite in the country where about 
half of the population lives below the poverty line. Last year they found out that 20 
billion USD was missing. The governor of the Central Bank of Nigeria said 23 billion was 
missing and the President said it was only 6 billion. This is an amazing situation – and 
this used to be the rule in Africa and Latin America and Asia, in many oil and mining 
rich countries. Very often even the Minister of Finance didn’t know how much money 
was collected by a state company and then shared with the President and his clique. 
Even today, for instance in Angola, these numbers are unknown and therefore open 
the door to grand corruption and the grand plunder of the country’s resources. The 
EITI is an amazing step forward through transparency. How? By bringing together the 
governments both of the buying countries and of the producing countries, companies 
and civil society. About 400 NGOs together elect one third of the board which works 
with about 80 big companies, like Exxon, Anglo-American, Chevron, Total and about 
70 governments. This is the magic of the interaction between civil society, the private 
sector and government. And also the magic of transparency. 
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In conclusion, I would like to say that we are faced with a system of failing governance 
for the globalized economy. In my opinion, one of the very promising solutions which 
can be approached is the empowerment of organized civil society to play a construc-
tive role as one of the three main actors of global governance. Of course, civil society 
organizations have to do quite a lot in order to grow into this role. They have to be 
much more open themselves, they have to inform about their financing and their 
own governance, and have a modicum of participatory governance. Civil society has 
also to become much more competent and this is sort of a challenge for universities. 
One should have a focus on training the leadership of civil society organizations. 
Some of the NGOs have an annual budget of a billion dollars. They have thousands 
of employees all over the world, they have to be managed, and they have to be run 
in a professional and responsible way just as a big international corporation. 

I hope you get the sense of the difficulty of this last challenge for civil society. They 
have to learn how to act closely with the other actors, with the establishments, with 
governments, with the World Bank, with the UN, with private companies, the Siemenses 
of this world, Exons of this world, without losing their independence and credibility. 
My wife Gesine Schwan called this in her writings “the antagonistic cooperation be-
tween the actors”, but it is an amazing relationship between the governments, the 
civil society and the private sector, which can bring out these great results, both the 
diagnosis of the problems of global governance reforms and the implementation of 
those reforms. 

My personal creed is that if the civil society organizations grow into this role and if they 
are welcomed by governments and international institutions at the table, this can be 
a tremendous promise for the good. There will be a more just, more sustainable and 
more peaceful world than what we have now. 

Thank you.

The lecture took place on 16th of June 2015, in Sofia, Bulgaria. 
It was hosted by the University of Sofia.
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Corruption disrupts economies, wreaking havoc on human lives and the environment. 
The equivalent of 1 trillion US dollars is lost every year to corruption, bribery, theft 
and tax evasion. 

In December 2000, the UN General Assembly recognized that an effective international 
legal instrument against corruption was needed and decided to establish an ad hoc 
committee for the negotiation of such an instrument in Vienna at the headquarters 
of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. The text of the United Nations Con-
vention against Corruption was negotiated between 21 January 2002 and 1 October 
2003. The Convention was adopted by the General Assembly by resolution 58/4 of 31 
October 2003 and entered into force on 14 December 2005 1.

Professor Peter Eigen, founder of Transparency International, gives his recommenda-
tions on how to strengthen global governance and explains how it goes beyond the 
Millennium and the Sustainable Development Goals perspectives:

 – Goal 16: Promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies. 

Broaden and strengthen the participation of developing countries in the 
institutions of global governance. 

Suggested readings:

1. Bardhan P. (1997). Corruption and Development: A Review of Issues. ‘Journal 
of Economic Literature’, Vol. 35, No. 3, American Economic Association; on 
line access here.

2. Convention on Combating Bribery of Foreign Public Officials in International 
Business Transactions and Related Documents. OECD, 2011; on line access 
here and Country reports on the implementation of the OECD Anti-Bribery 
Convention available here. 

3. Gray, C.L., Kaufmann, D. (1998). Corruption and Development. ‘Finance & De-
velopment’; on line access here. 

4. Learning from the Past, Visioning for the Future, Report from the 6th UNDP Global 
Policy and Programme Dialogue on Anti-corruption (31 August – 1 September 
2015). UNDP; on line access here.

5. The anti-corruption catalyst: Realising the MDGs by 2015. Transparency Inter-
national, 2010; on line access here. 

6. United Nations Convention on Corruption. UNODC, 2004; on line access here.

1  See more at: https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CAC/. 
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FAILURE TO COLLIDE: EBOLA AND 
MODERN MEDICINE
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I was a big fan of Ryszard Kapuściński from the first time I went to Africa. I enjoyed 
reading his works, which are really beautiful. Today, I was looking at a chapter of his 
book “The Shadow of the Sun” which starts with the word “collide” – it might be 
“collisions”. But the title of my lecture is also a tribute to Kapuściński, who started 
one of his books in Ghana in 1958. There was this violent collision between himself 
and, as he put it: “not Africa but some people in some parts of Africa”, and a lifelong 
fascination with and love for places on that continent. For me it is an honour to give 
a lecture in his name.

‘Development’ is a term about which I will be less ambivalent. Evidently, I am not 
going to say much about the notion of development which is contentious, especially 
among academics. I have spent the day with students here and there is certainly a lot 
of critical thinking going on. I couldn’t agree more with them, but my opening conten-
tion is this: Development with justice can’t occur without investments in health care, 
education and social protection. The shift away from seeing investment in health care 
and education as somehow in competition with investments aiming at the growth 
of GDP taken as the sole metric, that shift happened long ago in universities. We’re 
now waiting to see a catch-up. 

I’m going to have that general idea as the backdrop for some comments about a spe-
cific time and place, again following Kapuscinski’s humility around the specifics. I will 
use the example of not a collision but a lack of collision between modern medicine 
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and the Ebola virus. I would also like to add that “modern” is a contested word, as 
my students at Harvard point out when I use this term. Fair enough. I will be specific. 

Thinking about zoonosis, that is pathogens that jump from animals to humans, there 
is always this unacceptable sense of surprise. In other words, we shouldn’t be sur-
prised because this has been going on for a long time and has caused some rather 
spectacular collisions between pathogens and humans. We recognize the image of 
HIV, of Marburg and Ebola, and I just want to mention that the idea of a pathogen 
going from an animal species to humans in the putative reservoirs is bad. The idea 
of a pathogen jumping into humans in this region of equatorial Africa is not some-
thing that we should allow ourselves to see as a surprise. Again, this is something that 
happened with HIV, which became a worldwide pandemic. The mode of spread is 
different and I will go over this very quickly. Paying attention early on, is not, and this 
is what I think we failed to do. 

If you are sitting in a clinic as a nurse or a physician or a village community health 
worker, and someone comes in with a fever, joint pains, nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea, 
without a health system, a proper, and by proper I mean “modern”, health system, you 
really can’t make distinctions that are critical to understand what to do, whether in 
terms of prevention, diagnosis or care. And these are just the three main activities of 
public health and medicine: Prevention, diagnosis and care, sometimes the diagnosis 
of the epidemic, sometimes diagnosis of the social determinants of the disease. It’s the 
idea of discernment and sorting through evidence. This should be a reminder every 
time there is an outbreak of epidemics like this, or zoonosis, or other communicable 
pathogens. Without health systems that could offer all three of those activities, we 
were seeing increasing divergences instead of a grand convergence in terms of in-
fant mortality and juvenile morality [compared with areas which had such a system 
or the wealthy countries]. How are we going to stop problems like this without infra-
structure, without the staff, the stuff, safe space, and the system? Frankly, it does not 
seem possible to many of us to come up with an answer other than “we can’t”. But at 
some point we’re going to have to say that these growing disparities in the world are 
linked to disparities of risks that we can’t shield ourselves from just because we’re on 
an island or in a wealthy country. 

These epidemics are very similar: Very poor health infrastructure is invaded by the 
pathogen without the capacity in terms of infection growth control to stop it. Invaded 
from where? The diseases spread through blood, through needle sticks. It has been 
this story every time. They are highly infectious, but not airborne as far as we can 
tell. A number of commentaries, even in the mainstream press, however, made this 
claim. One of the things that struck me in reading over the years is when can we show 
evidence of irreversible damage to the human host? Does it happen early or does it 
happen late? Part of that answer is, we don’t know. Why? Because modern medicine 
and Ebola haven’t collided. A lot of what we know is from animal models and much 
of the rest is from retrospective analysis of the explosive outbreaks in certain set-
tings, where people were cut off from modernity. This has been one of the reasons 
why people were caught unaware. In terms of slow versus fast diseases, first of all we 



59KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

FA
IL

U
RE

 T
O

 C
O

LL
ID

E:
 E

BO
LA

 A
N

D
 M

O
D

ER
N

 M
ED

IC
IN

E

notice that HIV spread very quickly across the world. So the idea that it’s a slow virus 
may or may not be a good model. 

There is a lot of debate about how many episodes, how many outbreaks, have been 
in the past. I’m not that fascinated by the debate. But if there hasn’t been a collision 
between modern medicine, which includes the surveillance capacity in labs, how 
would we know? The real epidemic was not diagnosed when it struck some two year 
old child from a village but rather when it began moving through health care institu-
tions and taking up nurses and doctors time and attention. In fact, if you take a look 
at a map of these outbreaks in West Africa you can see how quickly they spread. The 
forces of those epidemic outbreaks are less visible than you can think. 

In June, which was when Andy Leather and others from King’s College met me on 
my first trip to Sierra Leone actually, the day after we left was the day that Doctors 
without Borders and the French Médecines sans Frontières declared the outbreak 
of Ebola to be completely out of control. Between that first visit and the next one, 
there were three very long months. At least it felt long to me. When we went there, 
precisely three Sierra Leoneans, all three of them physicians (one of them died on 
July 29th of Ebola in Kailahun, the second died on November 17th and attended 
our conference, the Lancet Commission Conference of Ebola, and the third is still 
working in Sierra Leone with partners. He was a student at Harvard, left and went 
back to work with partners in health) were rebuilding, or rather building, the ca-
pacities that really never existed. 

I want to brag a little bit about the representative from King’s College at Sierra Le-
one, Oliver Johnson. He did not go to the public hospital at the colonial relic named 
Komende to fight Ebola. He and his team went there to do what we’ve been calling 
health system strengthening. They were focusing on training, surgical care, all care 
that would happen in a traditional hospital. The reason why his example comes to 
mind is that they were in harm’s way when all of this started spiralling out of control 
and they managed to save a lot of people in a short amount of time and before others 
showed up to help. The staff was there, the International Medical Corps was in Liberia, 
but there was the King’s team in Komende hospital, and that was a very difficult time. 
There was lots of confusion about what was really going on. Why was this happening? 
Why was this disease spreading more? There was one point when I thought it would 
be good to have a campaign to say that this is not ten thousand episodes of sort of 
an epidemic of bush meat feasting. This is the collapse of a health care system after 
a war; and the failure after two civil wars in the region, in Sierra Leone, which ended 
in 2002, and in Liberia a little bit later. Ten percent of Sierra Leoneans were in Guinea 
as refugees during those years, so you can imagine the terrible health conditions just 
a decade ago. 

How well we responded to such epidemics as a species remains to be seen. Every single 
one of these survivors we interviewed and now we’re working with them. All of them 
told a similar story. When someone in their family fell ill, they did not have reliable 
access to any kind of modern medical care. This is in Freetown, the capital city. And 
then, what happens after you lose a family member? In some of the literature you read 
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about funerary rituals. We’ve all got funeral rituals, but there’s not a modern system 
of what was going to be done. I will not darken your day with some of the things that 
occurred or failed to occur in those months, in those early months of the epidemic, in 
part because unfortunately we were not there. If someone asked me just now, what 
I would have done differently, it’s to get in there more quickly.

The Western surgeons continued their work in the late summer months and by No-
vember Freetown and its neighbouring district, Port Loco, were the most Ebola af-
fected cities on the face of the earth ever, as far as we know. And Monrovia by then 
had begun to be turned around, Liberia as well. It was not entirely clear back then 
what was going on. 

There is such a thing as the leukopenia syndrome, which would well describe the 
problem we were seeing. But we don’t have information because you can’t gath-
er information without modern surveillance, but also laboratory methods such as 
pathologic imaging of the chest or even measuring of fluids from the body, in this 
case largely from nausea, vomiting and diarrhea. Some of the things that we thought 
we might see there really were not as common. We observed what is called an Ebola 
hemorrhagic fever. But hemorrhagic symptoms are really quite late and quite rare. 
But I would not go into the lab for testing the long term implications. Again, we don’t 
know. Now there are thousands and thousands of survivors, so now we’re starting to 
know that, in fact, it’s not over, till when it’s over, as the Americans say. But there are 
long-term sequels including visual loss, which is going to require long term follow-up. 
This again means building a health system which can provide basic services for the 
sick or prevent Ebola in the first place. 

Case-fatality rates are something always to be obsessed with under such circumstanc-
es. Not only are there differential risks for infection, but there are differential risks for 
having poor outcomes once sick. One thinks that this would be straightforward, but 
there are multiple levels of risk endured by people who are poor or people who are 
caring for the poor. As we have seen already, the main risk is caregiving, caring for 
someone who is sick. Because most caregiving is not done in clinics or hospitals, but 
within the family. That’s why we kept meeting people, who had lost many of their 
family members who fell ill whilst being caregivers. 

Those differential case-fatality rates have always been part of the story, right from 
the beginning. For example, with Marburg. Why is it called Marburg? It sounds like a 
very Germanic name. Marburg is a hemorrhagic fever. But Marburg is the name of a 
German city as well, because without the staff, stuff, space and system, how would 
we know, what was causing death among our laboratory monkeys and then starts 
killing people. The disease was discovered, which means described, because there 
was the staff, stuff, space and system to do so in Marburg, Germany. The mortality 
rate of Marburg in Germany, and also in Yugoslavia, was about 22%, which is pret-
ty bad. But it was just horrible in Sub-Saharan Africa. So there are always various 
case-fatality rates.
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When did Ebola collide with modern medicine? Often this happened when peo-
ple were brought to Europe or the United States for care. That’s when we started 
seeing the laboratory results and began to understand the clinical course and then 
the complications of Ebola. Not just infectological complications with probably 
some of them causing blindness unless treated, but also things like secondary or 
opportunistic infections of bacteria that escaped from the gut and then are in the 
blood and then kill the patient who is recovered from Ebola - about which we don’t 
know in Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea as we don’t have the lab capacity which 
is part of building a health system. Once again the medical literature is full of this 
malaise more recently. Are we doing enough to help those who are critically ill, even 
though we don’t have a specific therapy. From the twenty-one families of viruses 
that cause serious disease in humans, we don’t have a therapy for a lot of them, 
at least no specific therapy, meaning antibiotics targeted to the pathogen. What 
we do have, is what’s called supportive care and critical care. Supportive care is if 
you’re losing ten litres of fluid, as in fact many do, which has to be replaced along 
with the electrolytes that are lost. As for critical care that’s usually a term used to 
refer to treating complications like renowned insufficiencies, respiratory failure etc. 
And that requires staff, stuff, space and a system, which in the countries, we were 
working in, are not available. It’s just not available at this time in these places. So 
we have a lot to do to integrate prevention and care.

I’m trying to demystify the notion of staff, stuff, space and system as much as possi-
ble. In recent years I’ve spoken a lot about  Ebola Treatment Units (ETU), but there is 
still this vast grey zone for everybody else. Because after all, people who need ETU 
have a diagnosis. We know what they’ve got. But what about all the other people 
with different fevers and others who aren’t sick with a fever at all, but pregnant and 
in labour. These are some of the tasks that are before us, though some feel like the 
task has already been completed. I’ll contest that of course, because the two tasks 
are stopping Ebola and then building a proper health system. Thus we need manag-
ers and we need a big group of people to build the health system, even a larger one, 
because there are several perilous pathogens like this out there. 

What does stuff mean? It amounts usually to something as simple as drugs, but you 
might have seen articles about how difficult it was to get, for example, latex gloves 
even though one of the largest rubber plantation in the world is in Liberia. Such iro-
nies are everywhere in considering health equity, and we see this in this epidemic. 

Getting around is very difficult in this part of the world. Because of the distance be-
tween the places where this epidemic has started in the far East of these countries and 
the West, it is just very difficult to get there without help. I don’t even know if there 
were trains in Sierra Leone, but these would have been largely trains for extractive 
purposes, to bring things out of the ground and out of Sierra Leone. This has been a 
very significant logistical challenge for everybody involved. So stuff is basics and also 
the safe space issue is a very critical one. Because what about spaces which are not 
built for this purpose or rather commandeered in the middle of a very devastating 
epidemic? 
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This perilous state of affairs has endured in any case since after the wars ended. 
And if you compare some of these settings to other countries on the continent 
and other places in the world in terms of the percentage of their public budgets 
invested in health, they’re not high. GDP may be high, it in fact is high in all these 
countries. But the fraction of the public budget invested in health deliveries is very 
small. It ranks toward the bottom, whereas Rwanda ranks for the top. Across West 
Africa we need to not only point fingers at our colleagues in the governments but 
to say what we can do to move forward this agenda of significant investments in 
health and education and gender equity in order to lessen the risk of another out-
break like this. It’s a very pragmatic question. This is what’s going on right now. And 
there’s more after this, because what happens when a health system collapses? It 
was frail enough before, but now it has collapsed. So after Ebola comes what? It’s 
the rhetorical end of this question. 

By the way we also came up with some improvement in maternal mortality, although 
Sierra Leone probably had the highest maternal mortality rate in the world. One of 
our colleagues, also a commissioner of the Lancet Commission, Dr Professor Thaim 
B. Karama, has shown in a paper in 2013 that contrasted the district hospitals of Si-
erra Leone to surgical care in field hospitals of the Union Army during the American 
Civil War which ended in 1865, in terms of outcomes and equipment, the district 
hospitals in Sierra Leone compared unfavourably. That was before Ebola. So Sierra 
Leone retains its position as having the highest maternal mortality in the world, but 
just so much worse than it was last year, when it already held that dubious honour. 
What can we do about it other than complain or document the gravity of the prob-
lem? I think we can do a lot. For one, we could not make the same mistakes as in the 
past about the response to emergency. If five point four billion dollars are pledged 
to respond to an emergency and then Ebola triumphalism sweeps the world saying 
that the crisis is over, what happens to that money? Will it be invested in the health 
system’s dry cleaning so that this won’t happen again? Will it be invested in building 
local capacity, which means training Liberians, Sierra Leones, Guineans, in everything 
from management of the healthcare system to infection control? Will it go into the 
research we need to have a vaccine, or into methods of rapid diagnostics and better 
treatment for Ebola?

Having survived the earthquake in Haiti many years ago and having reflected criti-
cally on the emergency responses in the past twenty years or so, this is what we’re 
at risk of for not doing these things again. This might be an unfair comparison to the 
grim situation in rural Liberia in October 2014. But also after the earthquake in Haiti 
we said we’re not going to do it this way again. We’re going to build a modern hos-
pital, a teaching hospital, because the teaching hospitals in urban Haiti have been 
destroyed. One might think that it would have been the easiest time in which to make 
such an argument. Having made that argument and really having failed to sway many 
in public health and development, we just stopped trying to win the argument. We 
went ahead and built it. It’s not easy to do, to build a two hundred thousand square 
foot teaching Hospital in central Haiti. But it’s not impossible to do either. Liberians, 
Sierra Leones and Guinea really need infrastructure like this in rural regions as well. 
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Without them and without community health workers, the human infrastructure, 
to get other health professionals and management surveillance, there’s no credible 
reason to believe these sorts of problems won’t occur again. We can stop them, but 
we have to actually stop them. 

Thank you. 

The lecture took place on 20th of April 2015, in London, UK. 
It was hosted by King’s College, London.
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The most widespread Ebola virus epidemic began in 2013 in Guinea and then spread 
to Liberia and Sierra Leone (and some other countries but with a minor impact – i.e. 
Nigeria and Mali). It has continued for over two years, resulting in a significant loss of 
lives and severe social consequences across the West Africa region and worldwide, 
including the temporary closure of the borders and cancelled flights to and from 
the most affected countries 1. According to the WHO the total number of cases was 
28,646 – out of which almost 40% proved fatal (data up to March 2016). 2 As of 2016, 
the epidemic is under control, but it is expected that flare-ups of the disease are likely 
to continue for some time.  

In his lecture, Dr. Paul Farmer focused on the Ebola outbreaks in West Africa and its 
effects on populations. While not a single one of the few infected Americans has died 
from the disease due to the receipt of prompt and good quality supportive care, the 
fatality rates in West Africa have been devastating. Farmer highlighted that, like in other 
public health crises, we are quick to blame the poor for inappropriate health behaviour, 
or point to their exotic seeming traditions. In this case, there has been much discus-
sion of ritual burial practices, the diets of bush meat or the failure to cooperate with 
contact tracing efforts. On the other hand, we seldom reflect on ways in which we in 
high-income countries are implicated in the fact that low-income countries like those 
in West Africa only have frail, and now possibly collapsing, public healthcare systems.

Health had been in the focus of the Millennium Development Goals and is included 
as the 3rd Sustainable Development Goal for the 2016-2030 period. 

Suggested readings:

1. Biehl, J., Petryna, A. (Eds.) (2013). When People Come First: Critical Studies in 
Global Health. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

2. Crisp, N. (2010): Turning the World Upside Down: The search for global health 
in the 21st Century. London: RSM Press.

3. Farmer, P. (2001). Infections and Inequalities: The Modern Plagues. Oakland: 
University of California Press.

4. Farmer, P. et al. (2013). Reimagining Global Health: An Introduction. Oakland: 
University of California Press.

5. Farmer, P. (2015). Who Lives and Who Dies. “London Review of Books”; on line 
access here.

6. Kidder, T., French, M., (2013). Mountains Beyond Mountains: The Quest of Dr. Paul 
Farmer, a Man Who Would Cure the World. New York: Delacorte. 

1  See more at: http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/ng-interactive/2014/aug/22/
ebola-west-africa-closed-borders-travel-bans

2  See more at: http://apps.who.int/ebola/ebola-situation-reports
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FROM WAR TO DEVELOPMENT – 
WOMEN LEADING THE NATION 
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In many parts of Africa we still have a lot of suffering. We have wars and local armed 
conflicts. As a result, the region is now characterized by a lot of cultures of impunity 
because people wanted to end wars and so they signed deals with the killers of their 
own children in the name of peace.  

HIV and AIDS numbers too are still very high on the continent. We have a very weak 
security sector and you have the examples of Mali, Niger, Nigeria and other places 
that should be doing very well but their security sector is in a shambles. Today the 
refugee crisis in Europe is not just characterized by Syrian refugees but you can find 
a lot of Africans among these refugees. One of the key features of our region again, 
is the elicit mining and the exploitation of natural resources that never really tend to 
benefit the people of the continent.  Congo has the highest deposit of coltan and 
each of us in this room is carrying a piece of Congo in our pockets in the cell phones 
that we use. But not many Congolese understand the value of these things since at 
the end of the day they do more harm than good to them.

Many years ago one Nigerian said, “Lord, please take away the oil”. Natural resources 
in Africa have become the source of death for many people.  According to a report 
published by “The Times” in those years, even now, rape has been used to infuse 
serious terror and to humiliate entire communities. It was also used and is still being 
used to break the spirit of young boys. During the Liberia war, and the Sierra Leone 
war, young children were asked to rape their mothers, grandmothers and sisters as 
a means of breaking all their spirits. Today we have different accounts of the number 
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of women in Liberia who were raped, some reports say 60% of the population of 
women, some 90%. 

As a survivor of the Liberian civil war, I can empathetically see that the burden of that 
war was borne primarily by women. Beyond the abuse of the rapes that we had to 
endure, the burden of keeping the community together rested squarely on our shoul-
ders. This is a huge contradiction. Fending for food in the midst of the raining bullets 
was also part of our routine. I remember being woken up every morning by my par-
ents who used to refer to me as “Taxi”. My dad couldn’t leave the house because he 
had worked with the former government and I was the one who walked the fastest. 
I had a specific mental state that I had put myself into during the war – as long as I had 
a glass of water in the morning, I didn’t need food, I could go on. So every morning 
a burden to go and look for food for my family rested on me.  That was the situation 
of many women during the war. It was not just a Liberian phenomenon, you had it 
also in Kenya, in Wajir, in Congo, in Sierra Leone and every other place in Africa that 
experienced a war. This is the experience of the women.  

But do you know amidst of all of these sufferings and abused women, generally, and 
in particular in Liberia, we knew that if our country had to come from that place of war 
to development, we had to step in. In 1998, when the war started it was one insurgent 
group fighting the government, by 2003 we had seen more than 50 insurgent groups. 
This is something that is similar to the war that we see happening in December of 2013. 
When the war started in South Sudan they had one group fighting the government, 
today it’s sixteen militia groups. If you ask them, most of these groups would tell you, 
they don’t know why the hell they are fighting. The war started, they had guns, those 
were the easiest and quickest means to economic gains and so they had to join in 
with the party too. But as more and more women on the continent have experienced 
conflict there is this growing sensitization and agreement that if our nations are to 
move from war to development, it is the women who need to step in. 

Permit me to give you three examples of some of these things. In Kenya, in 1992 the 
government had declared a state of emergency in the North Eastern region, bordering 
Somalia, when the Wajir province fell into war. Three clans were fighting against each 
other for different reasons: access to a place for their cattle, access to different things. 
The women of Wajir, a primarily Muslim community, decided it was time for them to do 
something, to start out working with the women, to move on to the youth. They went 
to the elders and then to their religious leader. As a result of this shuttle diplomacy, 
they were able to start a mediation committee. Due to the success of their work the 
government mandated every development committee in that area. Today, you have 
the Wajir Peace and Development Committee in the communities, and as a part of the 
government subcommittee of development. The women have even gone forward to 
start a trust and they are starting a university for peace in this region.  

Dekha Abdi, who lost her life about four years ago, was a schoolteacher. She was the 
leader of that movement. Not limiting herself to the classroom, she saw a problem in 
her community and told herself, if Wajir was to move from war to development, the 
women had to step in. We all know that when you have war, there is a time for peace 
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and around the negotiation table you usually find men, in suits and ties. People be-
lieve that it is the men that make war and the men who should make peace, but these 
men in suits talk stupidity to one another, fight for power and say it is in the interest 
of their country. I am sometimes a little bit blunt and I think the way to put it is that: 
if fools make war, then fools should talk among themselves. 

So in the year 2000, Somalians had one of their peace talks. A reason for being at the 
table was that you had to be part of a clan. There were five clans represented at the 
table. If you know the politics of ethnicity, you will have no doubt, that once the clans 
gathered, the women were obviously left out of the equation. So Asha Haji Elmi and 
her friends said: “Why don’t we develop a sixth clan?” They went to the mediators 
and said they were the sixth clan, the clan of women, and thus they were given a seat 
at the table. That was the reason for women’s representation in the parliament of 
Somalia at that time.  

I also have to give the example of Liberia. In 2003, we were in the fourteenth year 
of our war, fourteen years of intense killing. One imam would describe the Liberian 
situation as moving from bad to worse to ridiculous. There was no state that we had 
not gotten into. “The Economist” reported Liberia as a failed state where neighbours 
were eating their neighbour’s dogs. People were living off bush snails.  

A group of us decided it was time for us to step into this situation. This was no easy 
feat. First, we had one of the worst dictators in Africa. Second, we were living in vir-
tually a police state; and three, the war was really at its peak. The decision was either 
we did something or Liberia would die in history, like one of those nations that had 
never really been able to end a war.  

We stepped out, and we started our movement with only ten US dollars out of the 
handbag of one of the women. After intense protests, writing to the parliament, vis-
iting different embassies and the EU Mission in Liberia, we decided we would also 
confront the perpetrators because at that time we were fed up seeing cowards with 
guns parading themselves as leaders of our country. The rest is history, we were able 
to bring peace and we did that successfully.

But most times when people hear about women protesting in Africa, it is always inter-
esting to me, how they think that this is a new phenomenon. If you look at the strug-
gle for independence in Africa, you tend to find that there were more women there, 
but unfortunately history is always about the boys who were part of these struggles. 

In 1929, one of the first women protests for change from war to development was the 
Aba Women Riots in Nigeria. These women decided to take on the colonial powers 
because of their proposal to increase the taxes on the market women. Twenty five 
thousand women, and this was not the time of Twitter and Facebook, nor the time 
of the cell phone, came out for two months, protested, took over the spaces of the 
men, burned down the police station, freed prisoners, and did many different things. 
Fifty lost their lives, fifty were arrested, but at the end of the day their colonial masters 
knew that if they did not change their plans, these numbers would increase and the 
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protest would continue. They dismantled their plans, they sacked some governors, 
and fired some provisional leaders. The women won. It is a beautiful example of the 
powerless but the determined ones, changing a situation from war to development.  

And if we come back to the current reality of the life that we live in Liberia, where we 
ended our war in 2003, I remember one of our former ministers looking at me and 
saying: “Leymah you have done this very effectively. It is time for you to go back home 
and take care of your children”. By the way I have seven children, so that was a lot of 
people to go back and take care of. And I said to him: “No, I’m not going back. This is 
a fight that is not going to end right now”.

Because, you see, history has shown us that when you stop fighting for peace, war will 
continue. So we were determined to ensure that we were part of the peace endeav-
our. The one thing that was very clear in our minds was that what you see happening 
during wartime with women, is just a reflection of what happens during peacetime. 
So the abuse that you see in communities, the marginalization that you see at the 
peace table, all of the different sufferings that you see happening, are things that are 
happening in peacetime minus the guns.  

Let’s imagine for example that in Europe you have statistics of very high domestic 
violence. Imagine that you are to go back to war. In peacetime women are seen as 
objects and sex objects and they are objectified in very low ways. If you give a gun 
to some of the young people, and not so young people, who believe this, the only 
thing that they imagine is that women are just there for the taking. 

I will take a step back and give you an example. A few years ago I worked with child 
soldiers and one of the boys was sixteen at the time. We were having a conversation 
about rape and abuse. He was adamant that he had not raped anyone during the war. 
Then I realized that the way I was putting this question was not making any sense to 
him. So I turned to him and said: “Let me ask you a question. Have you ever forced any 
women to have sex with you?” He said: “Oh! Is that what you’re talking about? Yeah!” 
And I looked at him and he said: “But Miss Leymah isn’t that what women are made 
for?” So I ask myself, what was his socialization? What kind of upbringing did he have 
to grow up and get a gun and imagine that women were made for sex?  

I’ll give you another example. My daughter was ten or maybe twelve back then. She 
went to school telling her friends: “Today is International Women’s Day, so the boys in 
this class need to treat the girls with respect”. Then a little boy turned around to her 
and said: “Shut up and sit down. What are women made for but to make babies?” If 
you were to put a gun in his hand, what do you think he is going to do? 

So there is all of these social interactions in peacetime that turn into action during 
wartime. We knew that if we had to make a difference, we had to be involved in the 
reconstruction, rehabilitation and reconciliation of our nation, because we were re-
building our country all over again. So we came back home with the peace plan and 
decided we would be involved in the taking of weapons away from the boys, we 
would be involved in changing some of the policies. Thanks to the female lawyers, 
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today we have one of the strongest anti-rape laws in West Africa. We also have a law 
that protects the rights of indigenous women married to men who have had several 
wives. We are able to step into that space and really begin the process of development. 
We have taken a journey and said this journey was not going to end. We had to lead, 
we had to be the ones to tell our communities this was the way to go. As we did this 
work, one thing persistently played on our minds. We needed to take advantage of the 
women that were in politics in order to lead the development. When the time came 
for civic and voters’ education, we stepped out and decided to encourage as many 
women as we could to register to vote. That is the first step of changing the dynamics.  

Most times when you have communities that have gone through war and are moving 
to development, people think that once the war has ended and you have women in 
there, it is a given thing that they will be interested in the political sphere. That is a 
wrong assumption. The quest for peace is one thing. People over time have separated 
peace from politics and from development. So once we had peace, we had to go back 
to every woman who was active in the women’s movement to encourage her to get 
involved in the political process. Most times they would say: “I’m a peace activist. I’m 
not a politician.” Well, wake up! The personal is political. So we had to go back. Once 
we had done our nationwide sensitization campaign around voter registration, we 
were able to get more women registered to vote in 2005 than men. When people 
say: “How did you do it, that you’ve got a female president?” It is not rocket science. 
We had more women registered to vote than men. Once we were able to get these 
women to step out, some began to imagine that they were able to get involved in 
negotiations in their communities, to be at the negotiating table.  

What I’m trying to say is that women leading change does not happen overnight. 
You cannot bring women’s issues into a developmental project as a “treatment” of 
women issue.  In order for women’s issue to be a part of the developmental process, 
women have to be seen as a part of the solution in wartime, a part of the solution 
during transition, a part of the solution in the political dispensation. You cannot take 
out women’s issues and then try to fit it into a development agenda like a piece of 
puzzle. That’s how it has been over time.  

So today we have Sustainable Development Goals, beautiful goals, but if women are 
to lead development in those countries that are currently going through conflict, we 
need to ask ourselves a question. How do we begin?  Let’s take Syria for example. 
Every time there’s a talk about peace in Syria, the global understanding is that it’s too 
complicated for women. So they’re never around the table. Every time there are talks 
about South Sudan, again it’s too complicated for women. Every time there’s a talk 
about any war, it’s too complicated for women. So if it is too complicated to find a solu-
tion for war, how do you get women to lead development? We have seen examples 
from Wajir, Liberia and many other places that women can lead development if they 
are a part of the solution to bring about peace. I think there should be an insistence 
by countries that are putting their money into different peace processes that there 
can be no funding unless women are a part of the solution, not just as observers. Let 
me point this out clearly, because what we experience during war is not observation. 
Women are raped, abused and take all of the menace of war, that’s active combat. So it 
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makes sense when you’re talking peace to have them involved. Over time it amazes 
me when I go to countries that have gone through some of the most difficult wars 
and see how the women are out there, fast-tracking the development in communities 
that have been affected by war.  

Recently I was in Congo. My good friend has a clinic there, she uses a part of it to 
provide free services for women and men who had been raped during the Congo-
lese war. She moves around from place to place. If she comes to a meeting, she says: 
“There is a fund for Congolese women, make a contribution.” People give 150 dollars 
or 1000 dollars and she uses it for the good of her community. I met with some other 
women, also in Congo, who had been raped and abused. What do these women do? 
If there is a new victim of rape, they all come together and put their meager resources 
together and help to empower one of those women. Is this fast-tracking development? 
The answer is – yes!  Because if you are able to help someone get out of their trauma 
and be able to start a life, to send their children to school, you are really and honestly 
helping to move the community forward. Why is it then so difficult for the rest of the 
world to recognize that women can do a lot of things and do it very well?  

I have a theory when it comes to where we are in the world and the way we do things. 
My theory is that the world is seen with one eye covered. Imagine covering one of 
your eyes, trying to see the whole picture in this room, it is going to be impossible. 
This is how the world is functioning, leaving out the expertise and the unique skills of 
women. When you include the entire intelligence of the world in doing some of the 
things that we do, I think you will find a greater success than what we currently see 
happening globally. As someone will raise the comment that we have women’s stuff 
in everything globally, I answer: “Don’t add, make it a part of”.  

Recently we were in New York celebrating the anniversary of the Security Council 
Resolution 1325.  It was very pathetic, because all of the contributions to women’s 
peace and security are now tied to counterterrorism. Most of the countries made 
their donations for counterterrorism, while the question you need to ask yourself is, 
if a mother has seven children, like myself, and she is not able to send them to school 
and there are no programmes to help her get out of the depths of poverty, and these 
young people are not given a glimpse of a future, when the radicals come to their 
community, who will be their first recruits? It is all interrelated; it is all intertwined. 
Don’t get me wrong. Some people although they have resources, they still want to 
do some of these things, but a vast majority, and this is my experience as a survivor 
of war, of people who are willing to blow themselves up, are people who have not 
seen a glimpse of what a good future will look like for them. We have been doing it 
wrong all along. 

Let’s step out of our old thinking hat, because we find ourselves in these turbulent 
times, where a six year old can look at television and say: “Is it ISIS again?” It is time 
for us to move from this kind of mindset, from this kind of fear, from this kind of life, 
where it is so difficult to enjoy even the small pleasures of life. Before getting on an 
airplane people used to say: “I’m going to get on my flight and sleep”. Today people 
sleep with one eye open. Those of us who are Christians or those of us who believe in 
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prayer, we pray from that moment the plane goes up and until it lands. When you see 
someone walking up and down three times, your ears pop up. But this is the world 
that we live in. Our children go to school and we can’t breathe well until they come 
back home. To enter this building five years ago, you would not have seen the kind 
of screening you now see. Today, it is the reality of our lives.  

We need to ask ourselves the question, whether we still want to continue to do busi-
ness the way we have been doing it? Women leading change can only happen if we 
use the expertise of everyone in society, including women. Those who reign evil on 
the world have also figured out that this is one group of people that has been left out 
of the peace thing, so let’s involve them now in a terror thing. For us to change our 
world back upright, it is upon each and every one of us to begin to think differently. 
Development co-operation in partnership with governments is well and good, but 
you also need to step outside and start partnerships with civil society and women’s 
organizations. They need real funding, not just peanuts in funding, because you all 
know where a lot of your funding to government goes.  Kofi Annan once said: “There’s 
no tool for development more effective than the empowerment of women.” And I will 
say there’s no tool for development that is more effective than the empowerment, in-
clusion and investment in women. From war to development, women leading changes 
is always possible if we empower, include and invest. There is no other way around this. 

The lecture took place on 9th of December 2015, in Luxembourg 
It was hosted by the University of Luxembourg
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The academic discourse and practical approaches towards the role of women in de-
velopment processes have been changing dynamically in the last few decades. In the 
early 1970s the Women in development (WID) approach emerged calling for including 
women’s issues in development projects. A few years later a new concept – Women 
and development (WAD) – was introduced, promoting the vision of women being 
not only passive recipients of aid, but active participants of development projects. 
According to the WAD approach, women have always been an integral part of devel-
opment, but their status should be improved to enhance total development. Later, it 
was proposed that the Gender and Development (GAD) approach put more emphasis 
on gender relations rather than seeing women’s issues in isolation. 

In her lecture Leymah Gbowee gives the evidence for the role of women in the pro-
cess of peace-making, post-war recovery and political stability. These elements find 
their place in the Sustainable Development Goals: 

 – Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.

Providing women and girls with equal access to education, health care, de-
cent work, and representation in political and economic decision-making 
processes will fuel sustainable economies and benefit societies and human-
ity at large.

More on the role of peace for development can be found in Lecture 2 – From Crisis 
to Stability by Carl Bildt.

Suggested readings:

1. Cohn, C. (2012). Women and Wars. Cambridge: Polity Press.
2. Heathcote, G., Otto, D. (Eds.) (2014). Rethinking Peacekeeping, Gender Equality 

and Collective Security. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
3. Kaufman, J.P., Williams, K. (2010). Women and War: Gender Identity and Activ-

ism in Times of Conflict. Bloomfield: Kumarian Press.
4. Keuhnast, K., et al. (Ed.) (2011). Women and War: Power and Protection in the 

21st Century. Washington DC: United States Institute of Peace Press.
5. Ní Aoláin, F. (2011). On the Frontlines: Gender, War, and the Post-Conflict Process. 

Oxford: Oxford University Pres.
6. Sjoberg, L. (2014). Gender, War and Conflict. Cambridge: Polity Press.
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Ryszard Kapuściński to whom the lecture series is dedicated was a keen observer 
and chronicler of his times. He travelled the world for much of his life, giving voice 
to the voiceless and keeping witness against any autocracy. He reported numerous 
revolutions and national liberation struggles. He knew from his own experience what 
it meant to be oppressed. He knew Africa, a continent I will discuss at length today. 

Kapuściński once said and I quote: “Africa means thousands of situations, diverse, 
different, contradictory, opposed situations.” Those wise words would still hold true 
today. There is no easy fix for any of the challenges that Africa still faces today and 
Africa’s ongoing education crisis is no exception. But Kapuściński knew the world too, 
when he reminded us “that we cannot understand their problems, if we don’t think 
of them on a global planetary scale”. 

I will talk about the transformative power of education today, but this point – the 
powerful possibilities of working together in partnership on a global scale – is really 
what my lecture is about. There can be no better place than university to gather and 
to remind ourselves of the value of something that at some stages in our lives we 
may well have taken for granted. Many of us have lived with the expectation and the 
reality that we would be educated and that education would be the essential engine 
driving our own personal development. As citizens in our advanced societies this un-
derstanding, that the ordinary course of life will bring access to school and for many 
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higher levels of education, is so commonplace and universal, it seems almost quaint 
to say it out loud. It is obvious, yet a profound truism that if it were not for education, 
none of us would be likely to be here today, let alone excelling in multiple endeavours 
undertaken beyond this room. 

In many parts of the world, however, there live an alarming number of children, tens 
of millions, for whom education is not a given nor an expectation. For these children 
access to even the most basic schooling is simply not a part of reality. Never mind 
secondary school or university education, there is no opportunity to develop their 
full intellectual potential, to use learning as a stepping stone out of poverty for them-
selves, their families and their communities. Not only are there hopes of a better future 
denied, but for too many education is something which is not even in their dreams. 
Getting to go to school is simply beyond imagination. 

Today, I will talk to you about these children and their education. Education is a right, 
not a privilege. Education, quality education for all not just a few. Education for girls 
as well as for boys. Education for the poorest, the most marginalized, the most at 
risk. Education as a transforming tool for every nation’s society and for our world. Be-
cause these minds develop and grow, opportunities arise, horizons expand and lives 
change for the better. We are having the conversation in a very fitting place and at a 
very fitting time. This year, 2015, is a pivotal moment for global development overall 
and the education sector in particular. This year the Millennium Development Goals 
which have guided the global development agenda for fifteen years will expire and 
the member states of the United Nations will adopt a new Sustainable Development 
Agenda to be the blueprint for global efforts for another fifteen years. That blueprint 
will contain crucial goals for education which will build on the Education for All goals, 
which the international community adopted 25 years ago and which remain the 
touchstone and the inspiration for all the education sectors efforts today. 

The new sustainable development agenda will include a wide range of goals and 
targets for poverty reduction, nutrition, health, gender equality, climate change and, 
yes, education. The true life and power of that agenda will be the political support and 
resources it receives. Achieving the best future for all in the world we share, not just 
improving the lives of people in the developing world, relies on our ability to share 
knowledge, skills, learning capacity and empowerment. 

Consider these simple but startling facts. In Pakistan, working women with good lit-
eracy skills earn 95% more than those with weak skills. In Nigeria, if all women com-
pleted secondary schooling, the under-five child mortality rate would drop by 43%. 
In Africa, educated people are one and a half times more likely to support democracy 
than those with no education. In Arab states, tolerance towards different religions 
increases by 14% with a secondary education. In countries that nurture education, 
living standards are higher, disease is lower, life expectancy is longer, families have 
more income, women have more choices, children are better nourished, governments 
have more revenue and successive generations do better.
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In my own home region of the Asia-Pacific, heavy investment in education has helped 
transform nations like the Republic of Korea, Singapore, and more recently China, from 
impoverished developing nations only a couple of generations ago, into the power-
houses of industry and progress today. Education can also be part of the process of 
the social transformation which creates more gender-just societies. Education can 
empower women to overcome forms of gender discrimination and make more in-
formed choices about their lives. Such empowerment benefits their own lives, but also 
it lifts the living conditions of their children and ultimately strengthens their society. 
We know for example that women with higher levels of education are less likely to 
get married early or to have children at an early age. We know it too that as women’s 
education levels rise, fertility rates decline, and as women climb the education ladder, 
preventable child deaths drop dramatically. 

So I come before you today as an emissary of education and its power to transform 
and improve our world and humankind. I come before you today with the simple 
message that education matters. I come to you as the chair of the board of the Global 
Partnership for Education, the only multilateral organization solely devoted to getting 
all children into school for a good quality education, and as a former national leader 
who put education at the core of what I sought to achieve for my own nation. I come 
with a simple plea. Join in together, together we do more. 

Never doubt the possibilities of cooperation between people and nations. On May 
8th we will be marking the day, seventy years ago, when freedom triumphed over 
fascism – when so much of the world was brought out of the abyss of totalitarianism. 
So much blood soaked into European battlefields, in what was thought to be the war 
to end all wars, World War I, and then again in World War II. My own nations’ finest 
fought here and many died far from home, but never far from memory. Yet a day did 
dawn when hope was restored as the nightmare of Nazism and the Holocaust finally 
ended. The world, and particularly this continent of Europe, could begin to turn to a 
better future. 

Of course, the Iron Curtain and the Cold War was still to come. But so too was some-
thing remarkable. Patiently, painstakingly, people of goodwill created a union of 
former combatants – The European Union. At its heart, the European Union is an 
enterprise dedicated to making and sustaining peace; peace amongst its members, 
across its borders and around the world. Next to the United Nations, it is one of the 
greatest peace and cooperation projects ever conceived and executed in the history 
of humankind. Given all of the forces of chaos and conflict that swirl around us, that 
mission is as urgent and essential to all of us today as it was when the new Europe 
emerged from war six decades ago. 

Education has always been at the heart of the European vision, the New European Vi-
sion. The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union enshrines the right to 
education. In article 14 it says, “Everyone has the right to education and to have access 
to vocational and continuing training. This right includes the possibility to receive a 
free compulsory education, the freedom to found educational establishments with 
due respect for democratic principles and the rights of parents to ensure the educa-
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tion and teaching of their children in conformity with their religious, philosophical 
and pedagogical conviction should be respected in accordance with the national 
laws, governing the exercise of such freedom and right.” To its credit, the European 
Union did not merely say those noble words. It also acted on them, in a wide range 
of meaningful deeds. 

I am especially conscious of these deeds, as today the European Union is the largest 
single contributor to the Global Partnership for Education. As you have heard here in 
Brussels last June at the Global Partnership’s pledging conference, in collaboration 
with the EU we raised more than 2.1 billion dollars from donor countries for our next 
four years funding cycle. It was at this conference that the EU pledged 375 million 
euros and became the single largest donor. With the support of the European Union 
and many others, the Global Partnership brings resources to developing countries to 
strengthen their education systems and increase their capacity to deliver a quality 
education to all the children. The European Union in other words is a bedrock of the 
Global Partnership for Education. So I cannot leave this podium unless I say thank 
you. Thank you on behalf of the Global Partnership and the children we serve. Thank 
you for being part of our journey to make quality education available for all children 
wherever they live and whoever they are. 

As we take this journey together, it is heartening to know that change is possible. In-
deed, since the Millennium Development Goals were adopted fifteen years ago, the 
world has made real progress in education. Governments have combined political 
will with concrete action to get more girls and boys into school and provide them 
with a quality education. To date, since 2000 the number of children not in school has 
dropped by more than forty million. We can see the changes within many countries. 
In Rwanda a GPE partner country the benefits of investing in education are real and 
the results tangible. The primary school net enrollment rate increased from 85% in 
2002 to 99% percent in 2012. The introduction of a nine year basic education cycle 
and the elimination of fees for lower secondary school in 2006 boosted the number 
of lower secondary school students by 25% within a year. The government is now 
working towards twelve years of free education for all. Afghanistan is another coun-
try that has made dramatic progress, especially since it joined the Global Partnership 
in 2011. The Global Partnership helped Afghanistan to develop an interim education 
sector plan that is focused on getting more children into schools, including girls, and 
training female teachers. Today, 42% of all enrolled students in Afghanistan are girls 
and 42% percent of all teachers are female – a revolutionary change from the time 
when the country was under Taliban control. 

The Global Partnership for education was created to achieve results just like these. 
Since 2002 the Global Partnership has allocated USD 44.3 billion to developing country 
partners and programmes. And since 2009 we have become the largest international 
funder of education in countries affected by conflict. We have demonstrated a ca-
pacity to deliver rapid and flexible funding when our partners experience crises and 
emergencies. Working closely with those partners we are now going to look again 
whether that capability needs to be further strengthened, given the rising numbers 
of children living in conflict without access to any education at all. The Global Part-
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nership for Education is so much more than a global fund. It is a unique partnership 
model that has been praised by the United Nations as the development model of the 
future. Both around our board table and within our sixty developing country partners, 
the Global Partnership brings together donors, governments, teachers, civil society, 
the private sector, private philanthropy and multilateral organizations, in a practical 
expression of partnership. That partnership makes this a joint endeavour, a genuine 
one, to finance education for all. At the pledging conference of the Global Partnership 
last June, developing countries pledged to increase their education budgets too, by 
USD 26 billion. As these countries become increasingly invested in their education 
systems, we are likely to see better results and long term self-sufficiency, which is the 
ultimate goal. 

In addition, for the first time ever, private philanthropy contributed directly to the 
Global Partnership for Education. Partnership also means shared know-how, with 
technical expertise locking together with the financing. Increasingly that know-how 
is being shared between our developing country partners, a real exchange of learn-
ing between peers rather than the more usual or expected flow of technical capacity 
from the global North to the global South. 

Mutual accountability is at the core of our approach. This is why a new partnership 
model has a results-based financing system, where up to 30% of funds will only be 
paid if a country shows tangible education results. Finally, a partnership is dedicated 
to doing the hard, patient work necessary to build and support sound comprehensive 
education systems. School construction, teacher training, developing new curriculum 
or delivering information technology, are all important tools to improve education 
systems, but it makes little sense to roll out any one of these in isolation. Without 
an overarching plan, individual projects will only have a localized or time-limited 
impact, or even worse, effort and precious resources may be wasted. Like our own 
nations, developing countries need approaches that are sustainable, support the 
overall system and fit the various inputs together into a coherent strategy that will 
provide children with the ability to learn for either 8, 10 or 12 years. Helping build that 
integrated, effective, long-term system, is the mission of the Global Partnership for 
Education. Realizing that mission requires us to be united in our effort and united in 
our advocacy for the future. You know this matters, and we’ve shown we can make a 
difference. We must get children into school, and we can. 

So today I want to go further and raise with you four challenges to getting that done, 
which will require our shared thinking and advocacy efforts. I think of these four chal-
lenges as represented by four overlapping circles. One labelled poverty, one conflict, 
one fragility, one emergency. Within the circumference of these four circles are the 58 
million children of primary-school age in our world who do not go to school. While 
in today’s world there are still millions of poor marginalized children, out of school, 
in nations with functioning governments, 28.5 million children worldwide are out of 
school because they are not only poor but they live in conflict effected nations, fragile 
nations, situations of emergency or more than one of these. 
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The second challenge, of armed conflict, affected thirty five countries between 1999 
and 2008. Almost half of those countries were in Sub-Saharan Africa. There are out-of-
school children in many parts of the world, but today more than half live in Sub-Saha-
ran Africa. Girls in Sub-Saharan Africa account for the majority of this group and face 
the greatest risk of exclusion. 

The third challenge, of government fragility, is disproportionately present in Africa as 
well; and fragile countries deal less well with the fourth challenge, of emergency, so 
that often natural disaster or disease become educational emergencies in turn. The 
current humanitarian crises in the Central African Republic, South Sudan, and other 
countries, have resulted in even more schools shut, populations displaced, and wide-
spread destruction or severe damage to education infrastructure. The ebola outbreak 
has closed schools in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone, denying education to some 
five million girls and boys. This lost learning time is almost impossible to recover. Many 
children may never return to school. But small schools in Guinea have reopened and 
Sierra Leone and Liberia have announced they are reopening soon. This tragic dis-
ease crisis threatens years of educational progress in West Africa, where literacy rates 
are already low and school systems are now only recovering from years of civil war. 

The challenge of giving children access to school is a dynamic one, as every year a new 
cohort of children becomes of school age. Once again our focus goes to Sub-Saharan 
Africa, where according to UNESCO the school age population is growing faster than in 
any other part of the region, up 35% since the year 2000. While educational emergen-
cies are compounded by underlying poverty, fragility or conflict, natural emergency or 
the outbreak of disease, some situations can challenge our traditional thinking about 
capacity and development. Think of a middle-income country like Lebanon that has 
become home to large numbers of fleeing Syrian children, who before the outbreak 
of conflict used to go to school. Some report that education standards in Lebanon 
are now at serious risk of deterioration. This is despite the efforts of local authorities, 
who run several shifts to accommodate the influx of new students. These are difficult 
challenges in isolation, and ones which interact with each other in tremendously com-
plex ways. So across the entire global community there is much thinking to be done 
in this vital year of international deliberation and goal setting on how we enable the 
delivery of education in emergency responses for displaced children in the face of 
conflict, including when education is specifically targeted for attack. 

Already 50% of the funding of the Global Partnership for Education goes to fragile, and 
all conflict-affected countries. We have experiences to share, but we also have our own 
thinking to do and contribute. Ensuring that children’s learning is not interrupted will 
require a rapid and coordinated funding response during emergencies. But education 
receives relatively scant financing through humanitarian appeals. In 2012, only 1.4% 
of global humanitarian funding was allocated to education, down from 2.4% in 2011. 

Tragically education also lags in development funding. Aid to education has declined 
by almost 10% since 2010, while over the same period overall development assistance 
worldwide has fallen by just 1.3%. The simple fact is that we have to devote far more 
resources to overcome the strain of emergencies, fragility and conflict. We need to 
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devote far more to overcome those three and the impact they have on education. 
We also need to do more through global development funding to get children into 
school and learning. The sharp decline in global aid to education must be reversed. 
We must push for the political will to re-prioritize education aid. 

While ensuring access to school is challenging, ensuring learning happens at school is 
even harder. In truth, our world faces a learning quality crisis. 250 million children are 
unable to read or perform basic calculations even though they might have had access 
to four years of schooling. We must ensure that children can spend their childhood 
safe and nourished inside the classroom. But we must also ensure that they are get-
ting the skills, knowledge and experience they need to thrive in life. In other words, 
it’s not enough just to get children into school. We must be sure that they learn and 
achieve when they are there. To get this right requires us to answer some complex 
questions. How do we define quality? How do we systematically measure it? How do 
we use that information to feedback to policymakers, teachers and communities, so 
that learning can be improved? In our communities in the developed world, these 
questions still perplex policymakers. It’s therefore unsurprising that they should be 
found challenging in developing countries. 

Last week in Rwanda I chaired a Global Education Meeting focused precisely on these 
questions. Progress is being made – hard fought for and hard won, but it is happening. 
In doing this work let’s understand the difference between the education sector and 
the health sector. To be sure, education is the vaccine against ignorance and radical 
fundamentalization. Education is the best vaccine against Boko Haram and the Is-
lamic State, which are committed to eradicating real learning. But education, unlike 
medicine, is not delivered in a phial, it is not administered in one dose, on one day in 
a tent in a field. It is not a vaccine whose chemical formula remains the same year in 
and year out. Education is not a global standard good, it is a locally delivered service. 
Education is a complex and elastic process of learning over many years. 

This should be obvious. But sometimes confusing comparisons are made. Yet looking 
at our own societies we should say that the difference is clear. Many years ago our 
nations solved the challenge of vaccinating our children, but we are all still working 
to ensure that every child is learning. My own observation is that among the reasons 
education struggles for aid dollars is that educating a child is not quick, while even 
for many patient donors it can’t be sufficiently measured. I am convinced that if we 
can keep making progress on measuring quality and equity, we will not only improve 
children’s learning but we will unlock more money for education. 

Before I finish, I want to reinforce a point I made earlier. 2015 is a year of decision, to 
make the agenda for this year is clear. The status quo is unacceptable. We need to raise 
our level of ambition and rapidly accelerate progress towards achieving our goals. 

First, we must get the Sustainable Development Goals right. There is a message here for 
global leaders, as they meet in New York, to determine the Sustainable Development 
Goals. To galvanize education efforts we need goals that lift ambition on access and 
learning. Access to school is not enough – quality education is the goal and equity, 
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so that we reach all children, including the most marginalized. Primary school is not 
enough. We have to help children move beyond primary to lower secondary school. 
In defining these goals we must ensure they are measurable so that we can show the 
progress towards achieving them. 

Second, give us financing that matches the goals. We have to reverse the trend we’ve 
seen in recent years of declining international support for education systems in de-
veloping countries. 

Third, we must address the humanitarian challenge to education. To ensure educa-
tion does not stop even when there are ravages of conflict, broken governance and 
disease. Gordon Brown, the UN special envoy for education, is to be commended for 
having done so much to raise world awareness of this educational tragedy. The Global 
Partnership for Education stands ready to work with him and others of goodwill to 
do better for these children. 

Fourth, let’s spend our time on the debates we need to have and not be sidetracked 
by those we don’t. It is so easy, just when we are on the cusp of a breakthrough era, to 
revert to a discussion of institutions and process essentially taking us back to square 
one and losing valuable time and energy to tackle the urgent needs at hand. The 
architecture to address the challenges we face is in place, and we know it can work. 
What the world requires is a re-commitment of resources and intensive work where 
the needs are greatest. 

2015 – a big year beckons. In the coming months the world has an opportunity to 
commit to quality education for every child at the major gatherings being held in Korea 
and Germany and Norway and Ethiopia. Let this pathway to the meeting of national 
leaders in New York in September be the one that brings all the world’s children along. 
My challenge to everyone, young and old, developing and developed countries, press 
your political leaders to invest in a better life for the hundreds of millions of children 
who today lack quality education. Our shared future depends on it. 

Thank you.

The lecture took place on 11th of February 2015, in Brussels, Belgium.  
It was hosted by Vrije Universiteit Brussel and the University Centre for Develop-
ment Cooperation.
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While great progress has been made, it is a fact that 15 years after the UN Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) for education were established, 57 million children of 
primary school age still don’t go to school and 40% of them will never enter a class-
room. These children and young adults are trying to survive without the most basic 
skills that are essential for employment, health and understanding their rights. The 
MDG 2 – Achieve universal primary education – was largely met in many countries 
worldwide. The MDGs closing statistics show that: 

 – Enrolment in primary education in developing regions reached 91% in 2015, 
up from 83% in 2000;

 – Among youth aged 15 to 24, the literacy rate has improved globally from 
83% to 9% between 1990 and 2015, and the gap between women and men 
has narrowed;

 – In the developing regions, children in the poorest households are four times 
as likely to be out of school as those in the richest households.

 – In countries affected by conflict, the proportion of out-of-school children 
increased from 30% in 1999 to 36% in 2012 1.

Education remains on top of the Sustainable Development agenda, with much more 
focus on the quality:   

 – Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong 
learning.

Obtaining a quality education is the foundation to improving people’s lives 
and sustainable development. Major progress has been made towards in-
creasing access to education at all levels and increasing enrolment rates in 
schools particularly for women and girls. Basic literacy skills have improved 
tremendously, yet bolder efforts are needed to make even greater strides for 
achieving universal education goals. For example, the world has achieved 
equality in primary education between girls and boys, but few countries 
have achieved that target at all levels of education

Suggested readings:

1. Glewwe, P. (Ed.) (2013). Education Policy in Developing Countries. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Pres.

2. Kosack, S. (2012). The Education of Nations: How the Political Organization of 
the Poor, Not Democracy, Led Governments to Invest in Mass Education. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

3. McCowan, T. (2015). Education and International Development, London: 
Bloomsbury Academic. 

4. Philips, D., Schweisfurth, M. (2014). Comparative and International Educa-
tion: An Introduction to Theory, Method, and Practice. London: Bloomsbury 
Academic. 

5. McGrath, S., Gu, Q. (2015). Routledge Handbook of International Education and 
Development. London and New York: Routledge. 

6. Tooley, J. (2001). The Global Education Industry: Lessons From Private Education 
in Developing Countries. London: Institute of Economic Affairs.

1  See more at: http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/education.shtml.
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This lecture is about why in an age of almost ubiquitous potential connectivity we still 
see so many people left out of global networks, debates and conversations. I want 
to start talking about the uneven geography of knowledge, the reasons for this and 
why it matters. I will start by talking about a very old map (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Carta Pisana. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 
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This map is from the 13th century and it is called the Carta Pisana. It is the world’s old-
est surviving navigational chart. Traditionally, information and knowledge about the 
world have been highly geographically constrained. The transmission of information, 
what it required, was either the movement of people, or the movement of media that 
were capable of communicating that knowledge. If we look at historical maps, they 
offer us quite a good illustration of some of the geographic limitations to knowledge 
transmission. The Carta Pisana was produced somewhere on the Italian peninsula. It 
depicts relatively accurate information about the Mediterranean, but there is less ac-
curate information about the fringes of Europe, and no information at all about other 
parts of the world that are further afield. This example starkly illustrates some of the 
constraints that are placed on knowledge by distance in the 13th century. Ships and 
books allowed some of the constraints of distance to be overcome, but in the thir-
teenth century those technologies just weren’t effective enough. 

Figure 2: Journals in the Web Of Knowledge Journal Citation reports.
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Source: Lecture presentation. 
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Some parts of the world produced far more codified and transmittable knowledge 
than others. If we look at the distribution of academic journals, we see a very vivid 
pattern of the concentration of knowledge production in only certain parts of the 
world. Figure 2 presents all the journals in what is called the Web Of Knowledge Jour-
nal Citation reports. It is probably the world’s most influential collection of academic 
content. The X-axis is the number of journals published in the country, and on the 
Y-axis are the countries. The bottom bar is the United States and the one right above 
it is the United Kingdom. That means the US and the UK publish far more indexed 
academic journals than the whole of the rest of the world put together. 

The problem is that these two types of information inequality that I have mentioned 
– unevenness in the representation of places and unevenness in the participation 
from different places – they potentially start to reinforce each other and become in-
creasingly intertwined. The point is that while these geographies of information have 
always mattered, they probably matter more than ever now, because of the ways in 
which the digital and the material are increasingly woven together to produce these 
augmented spaces in which the digital is both representing and comprising space. 
In other words – we used to talk about a map not being the territory. The map is a 
representation of the territory, but in some ways the map or at least the data or in-
formation is now very much becoming the territory. 

As we move to some of the practices of technology and information usage that I have 
just described, which augment our material world with digital content, you might think 
there is a literal and a metaphorical space for more locally relevant information about 
all of the rest of the world. And maybe we already expect a lot of this information to 
be representative and comprehensive and precise and almost ubiquitous.  

Google, for instance, tell us that their core aim is to organize the world’s information 
and make it universally accessible and useful. Their former vice president of location 
services, now the boss of Yahoo 1, tells us that they are trying to build a virtual mirror 
of the world at all times. The vision is not just that the information will be ubiquitously 
available, but also the content contributions will be democratized. For instance, when 
the former secretary general of the International Telecommunication Union 2 was 
talking about bringing Internet access to the world’s currently disconnected people, 
he was saying that when that happens “(a)ll the world citizens will have the potential 
to access unlimited knowledge, to express themselves freely, and to contribute to 
and enjoy the benefits of the knowledge society”. These are powerful ideas and they 
really permeate all levels of discourse about ICT and development. 

In the second part of the lecture I want to examine some of these geographies of 
knowledge that are produced and reproduced in the Internet age in order to better 
understand how ICTs might enable new geographies of knowledge in some of the 
world’s most disadvantaged places. 

1  Marissa Mayer – an American business executive and computer scientist. 
2  Dr. Hamadoun I. Touré, Secretary-General of the International Telecommunication Union.
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Figure 3: A map of global Internet penetration. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 

Lets first talk about some of the barriers and look at who is actually on the Internet. 
So much of the sharing and the creation of information happen online today. If you 
are not connected, you simply can’t participate in any of that. Figure 3 presents a map 
of global Internet penetration that I made with my colleague Ralph Straumann. It is 
a cartogram, so the size of each country indicates the total number of users in that 
country and the shading indicates the penetration rate. It is obviously very uneven 
– some countries like the US have both a large total number of users and a high pen-
etration rate. China, in contrast, has the world’s largest Internet population but still 
a relatively low Internet penetration rate. It also shows most of the rest of the world 
– Asia, South America, all of Africa – with relatively low total numbers of users and 
penetration. A lot of this unevenness came about because of the actual geographies 
of the Internet infrastructure. 
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Figure 4: Submarine Cable Map. 

Source: Lecture presentation.

Figure 5A: African undersea cable in 2009. Figure 5B: African undersea cable in 2012.

Source: Lecture presentation. 

Figure 4 presents a map of submarine fiber optic cables from a few years ago. As you 
can see, some parts of the world are much better connected than others, and maybe 
more importantly, some parts just are not connected at all. East Africa was one of the 
last parts of our planet that did not have a single fiber optic cable running into it – the 
closer view is presented on Figure 5A. This lack of fiber optic connectivity meant that 
Internet access was much slower and much more expensive than access in the rest 
of the world because it had to go through satellites. 
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A lot of these infrastructural constraints are being addressed; the first fiber optic ca-
ble was brought into the Kenyan port of Mombasa about five years ago. I stood up 
on the shore there and saw the place where all of these wires that enable all of East 
Africa’s connectivity with the rest of the world were laid. The Figure 5B presents the 
same map of the region’s connectivity in 2012. 

An important question to ask is, because of the increasing Internet access around 
the world, with three billion people online now and theoretically low entry barriers, 
whether the Internet has enabled new and less uneven geographies of knowledge 
and given space for information that has been produced about the global South and 
for the information produced by people in the global South?

Let’s start by looking at where these new layers of information are. We can begin by 
looking at the Internet gateway that most of us use – Google. Figure 6 shows a mea-
sure of the online content that people are creating about anywhere on Earth and then 
gets indexed by Google Maps. It is a map of Google Maps essentially. An indication 
of the massive amount of unevenness in the layers of information that surround us is 
clear – with dense clouds of information over some parts of the world and very little 
indeed over other places. 

Figure 6: Google maps by the place of creation. 

Source: Lecture presentation.

Norway was the country with the most content created per person when we did this 
mapping, and then we get the rest of Scandinavia, most of Europe and North America. 
Perhaps the scale of these differences is surprising. What might surprise is that when 
we did this mapping, there was more content layered over the Tokyo Metropolitan 
Region in Japan than the whole of Africa put together. This map is maybe not that 
useful though, because it just shows you all content in all languages. Nobody really 
accesses content in all languages. So what I have been doing with my colleague Mat-
thew Jacque was taking the relative amount of content produced about the same 
places but in different languages. 
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If we compare the English and French content that is indexed in Google Maps in eastern 
Canada (Figure 7), the pattern is very obvious – a lot of English content marked with 
red dots in English speaking Ontario and lots of French content marked with blue dots 
in French speaking Québec. Spain is very similar (Figure 8) – more Catalan content in 
Catalonia (red dots) and more Spanish content in other parts of the country (blue dots).

Figure 7: Ratio of French content to 
English content in Canada. 

Figure 8: Ratio of Catalan content to 
Spanish content in Spain. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 

What about the parts of the world with more unbalanced power dynamics between 
different linguistic groups? The Middle East for instance. Looking at the density of Ar-
abic and Hebrew content created in Israel and the Palestinian Territories, we see that 
while Arabic and Hebrew content tends to annotate the same physical places, there 
is really much more of Hebrew content created (Figure 9). There is not only a paucity 
of online information about a lot of the world, but out of that information that exists 
a lot is just not accessible to a lot of people. This matters because these representa-
tions start to define a place. Because of the digital augmentations that we all move 
through, they centrally become part of the virtual scaffolding of a place.
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Figure 9: Ratio of Arabic content to Hebrew content in Israel and the Palestinian 
Territories. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 

Let me give you an example of this. Staying in Israel, we searched for a restaurant in 
English in Tel Aviv (Figure 10). The green arrow at the bottom right hand corner indi-
cates our location and the red dots are the results. Most of the results are clustered on 
that North South Street or on the street that is going diagonal on the map. These are 
the results of a search for a restaurant in English in Tel Aviv, a pretty normal thing that 
you might do. What we then did was exactly the same thing from exactly the same 
location but this time we used the Hebrew word for restaurant. Figure 11 shows some 
slightly different results. Some of the same places show up, and some different places 
show up, but we were centrally kept in the same part of town. We were kept on one 
of those two streets that we had just focused on. But then we did exactly the same 
thing from exactly the same location in Arabic and we got restaurants in fundamen-
tally different places (Figure 12). So the difference in these augmented geolinguistic 
contours can quite literally mean that we are experiencing and using and enacting 
fundamentally quite different cities from one another. 
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Figure 10: Results of ‘restaurant’ Google 
search in English, in Tel-Aviv, Israel.   

Figure 11: Results of ‘restaurant’ Google 
search in Hebrew, in Tel-Aviv, Israel.   

Source: Lecture presentation. 

Figure 12: Results of ‘restaurant’ Google search in Arabic, in Tel-Aviv, Israel.

Source: Lecture presentation. 

What about more explicitly user generated content online though? This might give us 
a better sense of who is and who isn’t participating and sharing knowledge and cre-
ating content. Let me give you a few examples of this. What you see in Figure 13 is all 
the content submitted to Open Street Map, which is the world’s largest collaborative 
mapping project. Almost two thirds of all the content created is in just five countries: 
the US, France, Canada, Germany and Russia. Something very similar happens if we 
look at the content in Panoramio, which is one of the world’s largest photo sharing 
services (Figure 14). Again, we see a massively concentrated geography of information 
– there was more content created about Italy than all of Africa put together.
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Figure 13: Content density in Open 
Street Map.

Figure 14: Density of photographs in 
Panoramio.  

Source: Lecture presentation. 

Wikipedia is the world’s biggest and most used encyclopaedia nowadays. About 15% 
of all internet users use it on any given day. It exists in over two hundred and eighty 
languages – the English one alone has just passed five million articles – so it is a mas-
sively important and influential platform. On the map (Figure 15) a darker shading 
means that there are more articles about that place, lighter shading means that there 
are fewer articles about the place. Again, you see that it is very uneven – some parts 
of the world are characterized by a dense virtual representation, while others barely 
represented at all. 

Figure 15: Density of articled published in Wikipedia. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 
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Those numbers, though, are not normalized for any factors that probably play a key 
role in determining how much content can be created about any of those places. Lets 
look at another map (Figure 16). The size of each country represents the number of 
Wikipedia articles on that country. The giant cluster of rectangles on the left hand 
side is North America. The even bigger cluster of rectangles in the middle of this 
graphic is Europe – it is dominating this representation. In the top right hand corner 
of the graphic, those are all the Asian countries. Below them, even smaller, Australia, 
New Zealand and some Pacific Islands, and then right below them Antarctica. In the 
bottom left hand corner there is South America and Africa. The relative absence of 
both South America and Africa is really quite notable here. 

Figure 16: Distribution of all Wikipedia articles. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 

There are more articles on the Netherlands or Poland or Ukraine than the entire con-
tinents of South America and Africa. The first thing that a lot of people tell me when I 
show this is that maybe it is because there is not many Internet users in those places, 
so not many people write or create articles. Well, that is why we put Antarctica on this 
map because there is not many Internet users in Antarctica either. It is quite a shocking 
thing to me that there is more articles written about Antarctica than about a lot of 
countries in South America and Africa. Maybe even more surprising than this is that 
there is more Wikipedia articles written about places that people do not even live in, 
like the fictional places of Tolkien’s Middle-earth. What this map also shows, on a per 
capita basis, is that there is really a lot of content created about Europe in particular. 
This is shown more vividly in Figure 17. The green bars indicate the percentage of the 
world’s population and the blue bars indicate the percentage of the world’s Wikipedia 
articles. Asia, for example, has just over 60% of the world’s population but a bit less 
than 10% of the world’s Wikipedia articles written about it. Contrast that to Europe, 
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which is almost the inverse of this, and it has just over 10% of the world’s population 
but over half of the world’s Wikipedia articles. 

Figure 17: Wikipedia articles vs world population. 

60%
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30%

20%
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0%

Africa Antarctica Asia Europe South America North America

World population

Wikipedia articles

Source: Lecture presentation. 

Again, you might think that a lot of the unevenness I am talking about can be explained 
by the Internet penetration rate. Again that is not entirely true. If we look again at the 
map of Internet penetration (Figure 3), there are obviously large inequalities in Inter-
net access around the world, but they do not really explain all of the unevenness in 
Wikipedia that we can clearly see here. 

Let me just expand on this very high degree of visibility that is afforded to Europe in 
particular. Lets have a look at maps of articles about people published in Wikipedia 
– those living in 15th century (Figure 18A), those living in 17th century (Figure 18B), 
those living in 19th century (Figure 18C) and those living in 20th century (Figure 18D). 
For the previous maps I used all the Wikipedia content put together in all languages. 
These ones here are just the English Wikipedia. And the conclusion is that for both 
approaches we still saw an incredibly Eurocentric History. 
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Figure 18A: Wikipedia articles about peo-
ple living in the 15th century. 

Figure 18B: Wikipedia articles about peo-
ple living in the 17th century. 

Figure 18C: Wikipedia articles about peo-
ple living in the 19th century. 

Figure 18D: Wikipedia articles about peo-
ple living in the 20th century. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 

If we place all of this within the context of one of Wikipedia’s mottos, that is, to ‘contain 
the sum of all human knowledge’, we start to see that it is perhaps a bit of a dangerous 
idea to imagine that we are even getting close to having a platform that contains the 
sum of all human knowledge. What we certainly need to do is keep a focus on some 
of the significant biases that are embedded into all of this knowledge – that plays a 
key role in shaping our understandings of the world.

I have been working with my colleague, Bernie Hogan, to ask not just why these 
Wikipedia articles are written, but who is writing them? Who can access them? And 
what does this tell us about the global patterns of visibility and voice and power? 
What we can do is look at the layers of content in Wikipedia over different countries, 
in different languages, to get a sense of who is writing about who. We see something 
very interesting happening if we do this. We see a pattern of countries in the global 
North that are self-defining, and countries in the global South that are largely being 
defined by others. 

Almost every single European country has more articles about itself, in its dominant 
language than any other language (Figure 19). In other words there is more articles in 
Estonian about Estonia than there are English or Russian or Finish or German articles 
about Estonia. There is more articles in German about Germany than French or English 
articles about Germany. There is just one exception to this in Europe and that is Spain, 
where there is more Catalan articles about Spain than Spanish or Castilian ones, but 
in Europe the aforementioned pattern largely holds true. What we do not see is that 
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pattern in much of the rest of the world. English, which is the blue shade on the map, 
is dominant in much of Africa, in the Middle East and South and East Asia, and even 
in parts of South and Central America. And then we see a few other countries where 
French or German tends to be dominant. 

Figure 19: Wikipedia articles by country and language. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 

So far we have been looking entirely at where these layers of content that augment 
our world are. What about who is creating them? Where do they come from? The next 
map shows the number of Wikipedia edits that emanate from a country (Figure 20). A 
darker shade on the map means that there is more edits that come out of that place, 
and a lighter shade means that there are fewer that come out of that place. Again we 
see that the production of knowledge has very distinct and uneven geographies. We 
especially get very little coming from anywhere in Africa. In all of Africa put together 
there are fewer edits than come from tiny Hong Kong.
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Figure 20: Average number of edits to Wikipedia. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 

Now it is time to ask who is writing about who? Figure 21 shows a map explaining 
what percentage of articles about any given place come from local people. Edits are a 
very good predictor of the number of articles that are written about the country, and 
we still see that some places are far more likely to be self defined by locals and some 
places are far more likely to be defined by people from other places. So the yellow 
shades on the map, they mean that fewer than 5% of edits in those places come from 
local authors. If you are a yellow country on this map, almost nothing that is a written 
about it comes from people in that country. 

Figure 21: Percentage of English edits to Wikipedia from local people.

Source: Lecture presentation. 
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Why does this happen? I think there is one reason. The graph below shows the absolute 
numbers of local edits in the English Wikipedia by world region (Figure 22). We see 
that North America and Europe drastically outnumber the remaining world in terms 
of the raw numbers of edits. Conversely, we see that Latin America, the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA), and sub-Saharan Africa only commit a very tiny number of 
within region edits. What this means is that even if you were to take a relatively tiny 
amount of edits from North America or from Europe it could easily drown out the 
edits in some of these other places that have a much lower rate of participation. We 
clearly see this happening. 

Figure 22: Absolute numbers of local edits in the English Wikipedia by world region. 

Source: Lecture presentation. 

The next graph shows something else very interesting about the locality of partici-
pation and voice in Wikipedia (Figure 23). Each region of the world is a dot (NOAM - 
North America, EUR – Europe, SSA – sub-Saharan Africa, MENA - the Middle East and 
North Africa). The vertical axis on the chart is the proportion of edits to articles in each 
region that come from that region. The horizontal axis focuses on the percentage 
of edits from a region that are used to write about that region. On the vertical axis 
we see a clear division between regions that are largely able to define themselves – 
North America, Europe, Oceania – and regions at the bottom that are largely defined 
by others. Only about a quarter of what is written about these regions at the bottom 
(MENA, sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America) comes from those places. 
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Figure 23: Locality of participation and voice in Wikipedia.

Source: Lecture presentation. 

The most interesting thing here is the horizontal axis. In every part of the world ex-
cept the Middle East and North Africa, local edits are more used to write about local 
things. The Middle East and North Africa not only have a lot of non-locally generated 
content written about them, but many of the edits coming from that region are ac-
tually flowing out. They are used to write about other parts of the world. The reason 
why sub-Saharan Africa score so low is not necessarily because the editors from that 
place are not focusing on that place, it is simply that they are getting swamped and 
overwhelmed by the edits that are coming from other places. 

So far we have just been using a simplified distinction of whether something is local 
or non-local. What we can actually do now is look at the network of edits or edit flows 
(Figure 24). The line thickness symbolizes the total number of edits that are received. 
For example, if a region receives most of its edits from North America, the edge of 
the line from North America to that region will be very thick. That is what we actually 
see on this graph – North America and Europe are big exporters of edits. Sub-Saharan 
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Africa receives 10.7 times more edits from the outside than it commits to the outside. 
North America by contrast has a figure of 0.38%. 

Figure 24: Network of edits between 
world regions normalized for each tar-
get region; the edges are coloured like 
the source region; percentages denote 
self-edits (not depicted).  

Figure 25: Wikipedia edits between 
world regions normalized for each 
source region; the edges are coloured 
like the source region, percentages de-
note self-edits (not depicted). 

Source: Lecture presentation.

The next chart (Figure 25) shows which parts of the world are writing about each other 
in Wikipedia. So we get for each region a colour and the percentage of local edits listed 
under the region’s name. If you look at Europe (green dot) 75% of edits are about our-
selves in Europe; North America (blue dot) 73% of edits are about North America. But 
when you look at the Middle East, the number is only 36%. The coloured lines show 
where those edits from each region go to or are about. The red lines on this network 
show you where edits from the Middle East are actually flowing to. The point is that 
not only are not many articles about the Middle East in the first place, but that there 
is even fewer in local languages, and not only are there very few editors but even of 
the edits that exist, many are used to write about Europe and North America and Asia. 

These global informational corps are exerting some sort of informational magnetism. 
The presence of information creates a virtual cycle of informational richness, and the 
absence of information the vicious cycle of informational poverty. What all of these 
results tell us is that there is not only very little content created from the global South, 
but there also is not a lot of content created about the South. A lot of people and plac-
es, both literally and figuratively, are left off the map. There are distinct data shadows 
and distinct digital divisions of labour. 

We have always had informational inequalities, but the digital layers of places mean 
that the Internet and the ability to produce digital encoded information might start 
to amplify some of these older imbalances of voice and power and participation. We 
are not just deepening the divides between different parts of the world; we are also 
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ceding the local voice in creating layers of places that aren’t necessarily representative 
of the underlying people and processes and context that exist there. So the question, 
then, is why? When the world is getting wired, when Internet penetration rates are 
rising rapidly, why are there still these massive absences? 

We do know that there is not a simple answer to the very uneven geographies of in-
formation and voice that we see. It is also clear that the narrative of connectivity is not 
really what we are looking for. The idea that connecting the previously disconnected 
will solve a sort of digital divide and bring people into a global knowledge economy 
then seems a bit misguided. We already see that connectivity is necessary but by no 
means a sufficient condition. 

It also shows us that we need to pay attention to things like: the impacts of post-co-
lonial modes of informational governance; the culturally contingent ways that partic-
ipation of representation take place; the affordances of platforms and infrastructures 
of connectivity; the constraints of explicit and implicit censorship; the gendered or 
class constraints to access or production; and the availability or absence of a broader 
information ecosystem of geographic content. 

One point I have already made is that as information becomes even more infused into 
our urban environments, the question of what and where is represented and who is 
creating those representations becomes ever more important. At this very moment 
in which relatively immutable geographic information is augmenting our urban en-
vironments, it is not just our cities being transformed, it is also information itself. For 
entities like Google and Wikipedia and Open Street Map and many other types of 
geographic information, in order to be able to augment cities what needs to happen 
is that geographic content needs to be able to be detached from its containers. 

This is something that seems like a paradox – for information to become fixed on to 
places it needs to become unfixed from it’s containers, and this is done through things 
like link data, appropriate file formats and databases, and a broader move towards 
what is called the semantic web. Information about the places there, is no longer 
just mutable and ephemeral. It’s no longer just immutable and contained within its 
containers. It is increasingly both immutable and augmenting, it is immutable and 
unfixed. The result of this unfettering of content from its containers is a world in which 
it is increasingly difficult to ask and answer these sorts of questions about information 
geographies that we are trying to get at here. 

There is also another way that I want to sum all these up. If we do see our cities or the 
places that we live in as augmented hybrid forms, in which the materials are blending 
with the digital, something that most of us probably do, then, I think, there are im-
portant questions that we need to be asking. These are not just about participation 
and not just representation, which is what I have been doing here, but also about 
rights – and specifically about what sorts of rights to the city we have and should have. 



107KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

U
N

EV
EN

 G
EO

G
R

A
PH

IE
S 

O
F 

PO
W

ER
 A

N
D

 P
A

RT
IC

IP
A

TI
O

N
 IN

 T
H

E 
IN

TE
RN

ET
 E

R
A

What I want to argue here is that we might come to learn from the rich debate about 
the right to the city that has been happening for a long time. David Harvey 3 tells us: 
“The right to the city’s far more than the individual liberty to access urban resources. 
It’s a right to change ourselves by changing the city.” Maybe what we need – to do a 
better job of formulating – is an informational right to the city; an informational right 
to the augmented city. 

Maybe the most appropriate place to end all this is to turn back to the uneven geog-
raphies of information that I have been speaking about today. Maybe the way to end 
this is with a more practical plea to think about those uneven geographies the next 
time we do something like use Google to find a restaurant or look something up on 
Wikipedia. Let’s remember that our digital tools are usually just amplifying the already 
most visible, the most powerful, and the most prominent things. And let’s try to look 
for alternatives – different stories, different narratives, different mediators. Our world 
is always going to be augmented by the sort of digital information we access. But let’s 
always try to remember what it leaves out too.

Thank you very much.

The lecture took place on 9th of November 2015, in Tartu, Estonia.  
It was hosted by EuroCollege, University of Tartu.

3  David W. Harvey is the Distinguished Professor of anthropology and geography at the Graduate 
Center of the City University of New York. 
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In 2015 the Internet was failing to reach billions of people living in the developing 
world, including 90% of those living in the Least Developed Countries. The UNESCO 
State of Broadband Report reveals that 57% of the world’s population doesn’t have ac-
cess to the Internet and its benefits. The Report underlines that access to information 
and communication technology, has the potential to become a major accelerator of 
development 1. The lowest levels of Internet access are mostly found in sub-Saharan 
Africa, with the Internet available to less than 2% of the populations in Guinea, So-
malia, Burundi and Eritrea 2.

The importance of new technologies and connectivity is specifically recognized in 
the SDGs: 

 – Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable industrialization 
and foster innovation. 

Significantly increase access to information and communications technology 
and strive to provide universal and affordable access to the Internet in least 
developed countries by 2020.

Suggested readings:

1. Bissyande, T.F. (Ed.) (2014). E-Infrastructure and e-Services for Developing Coun-
tries: 5th International Conference: AFRICOMM 2013. Malawi: Springer. 

2. Farivar, C. (2011). The Internet of Elsewhere: The Emergent Effects of a Wired 
World. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

3. Graham, M., and Dutton, W.H. (Eds.) (2014). Society and the Internet: How 
Networks of Information and Communication are Changing our Lives. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

4. James, J. (2006). Information Technology and Development: A New Paradigm 
for Delivering the Internet to Rural Areas in Developing Countries. London: 
Routledge.

5. Obijiofor, L. (2015). New Technologies in Developing Societies: From Theory to 
Practice. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.

6. The State of Broadband 2015: Broadband as a Foundation for Sustainable De-
velopment. UNESCO 2015; on line access here.

1  See more at: http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=51366. 
2  See more at: http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=51924. 
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I am very lucky, because I work for a large NGO – Oxfam – which works in one hundred 
countries. This gives me the space to do two things. One is to be in touch with all those 
fantastic stories and experiences that happen on the ground, but also, secondly, the 
space to argue and discuss, and read and get involved in intellectual debates. And to 
try bring these two together. I think that is a real privilege – and I suppose the nature 
of the Kapuściński Lectures is to bring together a lot of such stories. The things I have 
seen or read about or talked to people about, when I try and put them into some kind 
of pattern to talk about, this shows as an idea of active citizenship. 

The essence of the citizenship, the reason why it is important, is because it is the 
heart of development in two different ways. Amartya Sen, the Indian economist, 
talks about development as the freedoms ‘to be’ and ‘to do’. And active citizenship is 
a crucial part of both. To be an active citizen, to express your right, is a crucial part of 
development. And if you want to do something in terms of policy, poverty reduction, 
progress, health or education, an active citizenship is also a very instrumental benefit. 

So what is power? What makes people to stand up to do something? We tend to talk 
about power as institutions and the police, and the people with guns. But actually 
it is much bigger than that. It is a kind of subtle force field which links all people, all 
individuals, and all communities. Power is not static. It is in a constant flux. It can be 
renegotiated and it can be redistributed in a good or in a bad way. 
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Making power visible is a crucial part of the first step in development. When I arrive in 
a new country or a new community, the power is invisible to me. And the first step is 
to talk and listen, and try to make that power visible, to try to ‘unpack’ what is going 
on, in terms of levels of power relations. The crucial bit before you get on to the power 
of institutions and laws and policies, is the sense of ‘power within’. It is that moment 
when you talk to people and there is a moment, a light bulb moment, when people 
who were before subordinated, were downtrodden, realize that they have rights, that 
they shouldn’t be mistreated, that they are going to do something about it. Commu-
nity after a community, they have these moments of enlightenment, of light bulbs 
coming on. We talk about that as a ‘power within’. I am going to talk about some of 
these moments, when people acquire power within and become aware of it. The 
power within is a part of the wider way of ‘unpacking’.  

In many ways you can see the process of the redistribution of power as a cumulative 
exercise. There is this moment of power within when you start to realize that, as an in-
dividual, I have rights. Then you look around you and you see other people in a similar 
situation, and you start to feel some sense of solidarity. You start to form associations, 
you start to share experiences, have a sense of common grievance or common de-
mand. Then, soon enough, you start having organization, association, and you have 
power with them. And much of the work of development, of organizations like Oxfam 
and others, is to support both these moments of power within. 

Then the next stage comes, which brings people together to actually express their 
needs. Once you have that power within, then you can start exerting power to oth-
ers. And then we come into the more institutional understanding of power. To make 
demands, to engage in political debates, to put pressures, to lobby, to advocate, 
protest and to fight.  

There is a need to understand the interaction between citizenship and conflict. One 
of the really good writers about citizenship has come up with some good ways to 
think about this. Sidney Tarrow looked at the rise of citizens’ movements in Europe 
over the last two centuries. He was analyzing how accountability and a citizen-state 
interaction emerge over time.  He found that there is a cycle, some kind of pattern. It 
starts with conflict – suddenly everybody is on the streets, everybody is protesting. 
People are really annoyed about something. That leads to moments and events. The 
moment is when you stood up to the police, the moment is when you went and seized 
the land, the moment is when someone came and killed someone. There are both 
dark stories and inspiring stories, and in communities these moments are often told 
and retold, they turn into stories and myths of the community. Conflicts of this kind 
usually end up with cooperation, when the reformers from the government side and 
the reformers from the protesters side get together and decide to solve the problem. 
The conflict subsides and you get a period of reform, cooperation, and frustration. 
Things usually go very quiet. People who love protests say – it’s not what it used to 
be. There aren’t so many people out on the streets, but actually a lot of the things 
that change over time take place in that quiet period. And it can go well or it can go 
badly. You have backlash, you have all sorts of dynamics in that period, and then you 
often get into another cycle of conflict. 
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For people working in development, there is a problem here. People either like the 
conflict bit or they like the cooperation bit, but very few people actually enjoy both. 
So usually there are big fights and tensions between the conflict people and the co-
operation people, with both accusing the other of being naive or selling out all the 
rest of it. 

Once you stand back and you see it as a cycle, you can start to be a bit philosophical 
about the fact that it goes through these periods, and you need to understand where 
you are in the cycle. 

Paul Mason, who is a columnist and journalist in the UK, wrote a book called “Why 
it’s all kicking off everywhere” 1. He was really excited about the protests during the 
Arab Spring. Things have become a bit more sober since then. Clearly Egypt is going 
through some pretty darn awful things, as well as that moment of euphoria in 2011. I 
think there are some interesting lessons from thinking about what happened in Egypt. 

First of all, no one can predict a revolution. Do you know that the uprising which spread 
across North Africa, started with a vegetable vendor in Tunisia being maltreated by a 
woman police officer? He was so offended, his machismo I think, was so offended by 
having his scales confiscated that in the end he committed suicide. And that triggered 
protests, because there was a pressure cooker waiting to blow across North Africa. 
Much of it was about youth unemployment, people getting an education and then 
not getting jobs at the end of it. Now we have all sorts of theories about why that 
was, but the point is no one predicted it in advance. 

The second point is trust. There was a lot of overexcitement about social media. I love 
social media. I blog every day, I tweet all the time, but it is not the revolution. People 
do not walk towards the guns because they like someone on Facebook. There is a lot 
more about deep trust and deep social bonds that are behind civil society mobiliza-
tion. So I am very sceptical about the overselling of the effect of social media. 

Another point, the way the Arab Spring was portrayed was that it was a sudden up-
surge of a blob of a homogeneous protest movement. And no one knew where it 
came from. It just appeared from the shanty towns of Cairo and went to Tahrir Square 
and caused a revolution. But when you closer, you see what Sydney Tarrow found for 
the last centuries of the European protest movements – what looks at first glance like 
a homogeneous movement, is made up of grains. These kinds of grains are organi-
zations of civil society which are much more long lived. Trade unions, football club 
supporters in the case of Tahrir Square, faith based organizations, neighbourhood 
associations, women’s organizations, and lots of things which are less high profile. 
But the moments of a big protest is when those grains all align for an instance, and 
then when the process subsides they just go back to being grains – but they are the 
essence of the next moment. So understanding granularity is really important. 

1  P. Mason (2012): Why It’s Kicking Off Everywhere: The New Global Revolutions. 
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Another really important problem is that when we talk about citizens, we talk about 
civil society organizations. This is a real problem in the aid and development commu-
nity, that it is highly secular and narrow minded. It basically looks for organizations 
that look like us, and calls those civil society organizations. Civil society organizations 
are nice little NGOs with a constitution and a fax, or maybe no fax these days, but a 
bank account, who speak our language – and that is civil society. But in Tahrir Square 
that was a very small part of the protest movement. Across citizens mobilizations you 
find that in reality it is the other – it is the Muslim organization in Indonesia, which has 
over a million members, it’s the Catholic based Christian community in Latin America, 
or the football club supporters.  All sorts of grains. I think the secular administrative 
nature of the aid business makes it blind to actually where a lot of the energy is – the 
citizens mobilizations. 

Let’s go to Bolivia now. I had a really weird conversation with an activist from the 
Chiquitano people, which is a relatively small 120,000 lowland indigenous people 
in Bolivia. He said to me: “You know the thing that changed my life was reading ILO 
convention 169”. This is not a conversation you often have with people who are out 
in the middle of nowhere. He had read the ILO Convention on the Rights of Indige-
nous people, and he said: “When I read that, the indigenous part of me woke up. And 
I never looked back. That changed my life”. 

The Chiquitanos in the 1980s were essentially feudal surfs. They had to ask permis-
sion to leave their farm with the largest land owner. They went from being feudal 
surfs to getting the right to one million hectares of land within twenty years. It is an 
astonishing story and the way they did it tells you a lot about how citizens mobilize. 
It started off with culture, with sport. One of the few times they were allowed to leave 
their farms was to play football against Indians from the neighbouring farms. On the 
margins of the football games they started comparing notes about maltreatment, 
about what kind of food they were given, what kind of hours they were expected to 
work, and they started to build a sense of common identity. At this point they didn’t 
even identify as indigenous. They saw themselves as peasants, partly through a quirk 
of Bolivian history. But over the course of the 1980s and early 1990s they started to 
identify much more as indigenous people. 

This happened partly thanks to Christopher Columbus. Columbus landed in the 
Americas in 1492, and as we go to 1992 there was a hilarious discussion about what 
we will be celebrating. It wasn’t possible to call it the discovery, because the people 
of the Chiquitano were not going to accept that. There was a lot of ideas like, shall 
we call it the ‘Rape and Pillage 500th Anniversary’, which didn’t work of course. In 
the end, the best they could call it was the ‘Encounter of Two Cultures’, which I think, 
was an appalling euphemism for what happened in the conquest of Latin America. 
But the arguments over that symbolic moment in 1992 actually led to an uprising in 
the indigenous movement across Latin America. A pan- Latin-American indigenous 
movement arose and started to really change the politics in countries like Bolivia. 

One of the interesting things that happened, was that they stuck with conventional 
politics. A lot of people get very excited about citizen action and very dismissive of 
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democracy. And in Bolivia there is a long tradition of actually just protesting on the 
streets and throwing lots of dynamite (there is lots of dynamite around in Bolivia be-
cause of the mines). And the demonstrations are really quite exciting. However, the 
Chiquitanos actually decided to stand candidates in local elections and to work through 
the electoral system. Even though it was incredibly exclusionary. You couldn’t even go 
into the main square when they started putting up candidates, and they fought it and 
they actually got to have counsellors, mayors and senators. They worked it through 
the system by organizing a big movement combining insider and outsider tactics, 
which you find is often the case with successful citizen mobilization. 

These were examples, but an academic would say these were just anecdotes. We 
need evidence. An academic, John Gaventa 2, went to look at the hundred case stud-
ies in twenty countries of citizen mobilization and tried to see what patterns emerge. 
What is the evidence shown when you actually start putting together a big set of case 
studies? And he said, there was a positive contribution. You could see that there were 
the positive experiences and it has awareness, participation, and better state perfor-
mance. In some sense a better society coming out of this. There are risks of backlash, 
there are risks of abuse, and civil society is not free of power itself; some organizations 
exclude others or even abuse their members. There are all sorts of things going on 
in civil society. More generally, there is politics and power inside civil society as well. 

Gaventa found that democracy helps. If there are democratic spaces where you can 
put candidates, you can run for elections, you can have those public debates – the 
space for civil movements is obvious. But there is also a high level of active citizenship 
in China and Vietnam. Then, maybe, democracy is not essential. You can get active 
citizenship in all sorts of places. Sometimes conflicted and sometimes not. The coali-
tions that lead success vary as well. It is not just lots and lots of identical organizations 
forming a very big movement. There are often very small roles for the outsiders, for 
the foreigners, for the international NGOs or for the aid agencies. When civil society 
organizations link up with really different kinds of organizations, like faith organiza-
tions, the private sector or cultural groups – that creates an interesting chemistry and 
the chances of success rise significantly. 

In Oxfam we have a lot of meetings. There was a time when I used to spend day after 
day in meetings. A meeting is more likely to be useful when you don’t know the peo-
ple attending, when they don’t work for other NGOs and when you probably don’t 
like them that much. That is when you’re actually going to have a good meeting. If 
everybody is just like you and everybody says the same stuff and everybody thinks 
the same stuff, you are probably going to waste your time. Having diverse, slightly 
uncomfortable alliances, is a better way to get change processes. 

There is another aspect – Gaventa called it contentiousness politics. It isn’t always 
easy to redistribute power; sometimes there is a need to take power away from some 
people and they resist. There may be moments in that conflict and cooperation cycle 

2  John Gaventa is currently the Director of Research at the Institute of Development Studies, University 
of Sussex, where he has been a Fellow since 1996. 
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when it gets hot. One of the mistakes that we make in this situation is not thinking 
hard enough about the state. The essence of development is a balance between 
citizens and states. It is a social contract. The state is essential if you look at all the 
countries that have developed over time. They have had an effective state that has 
produced infrastructure, delivered health and education, kept the peace and made 
the country move forward. It is the relationship between the state and its citizens 
that really matters. 

One of the things that the state can do is to empower citizens. There is an enormous 
array of things that states have done historically and currently that fits well into the 
first kind of power which we have called the power within. When the state is weak – 
if you are not even registered at birth, for example – it is very hard to acquire a sense 
of citizenship and rights. Getting states to register its citizens is a really basic exercise, 
but really important. The states can change the way people think about their rights, 
about what it is to be a child, what it is to be a woman, what it is to be gay. The state 
has a big role in terms of shifting norms in the society.

However, don’t be too naive about civil society-state relations. There are clear mo-
ments when the state has no time for civil society at all and is in the act of repression.  
Attacks on civil societies, I think, are getting much more widespread now. There is a 
certain kind of naivety originating in the 1990s and the early 2000s, that everybody 
was into civil society; that civil society was going to overthrow the Berlin Wall and 
move on and just sort out all of the regimes around the world. And they were – most 
big political changes in the last twenty years have involved a high level of civil soci-
ety activism. But then there was a backlash. Some of the outsiders were very crude 
about using civil society to promote regime change for example. In countries like 
Georgia or Kyrgyzstan, revolutions had been funded by libertarian movements, lib-
ertarian organizations, and it actually led to the backlash. The view that it is enough 
to force your own system into another country and that is a good form of politics is 
very crude and stupid. 

According to a recent study by the Carnegie Endowment in the US, countries are get-
ting better and better at suppressing civil society organizations. Just as we begin to 
realize how important citizenship is, the backlash starts again, and it starts by crack-
ing down on the weak points. One of the weak points is the dependence on foreign 
funding. Donors go for that, preventing CSO’s from doing advocacy or talking about 
human rights. As long as you focus on service delivery, build clinics and schools, all is 
fine, but you are not allowed to talk about politics or policies. One of the most excit-
ing pieces of the work I have to do for Oxfam is getting to know more about what’s 
been going on regarding gender rights in country after country. A hundred years ago 
I think only New Zealand had rights for women in the sense of universal elections. 
The spread of votes for women over the last 100 years is an extraordinary spread of 
political rights, social rights, cultural rights, economic rights, and is one of the big sto-
ries of the last century. Some of it is about politics, some of it is about technologies, 
some of it is about social change and family structures. A whole range of things have 
driven that shift in the role and rights of women. I will give you a couple of examples 
of recent experiences of mobilization. 
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There is a brilliant programme in South Asia called We Can End Violence Against 
Women. They took some ideas from the Ugandan NGOs and produced a method-
ology which was incredibly successful. They made a little pack of ten posters – no 
words on them because they’re targeting people who can’t read and write – showing 
typical images of violence against women. Husbands on wives and mother-in-laws 
on daughter-in-laws, because this is South Asia. When you send off your pack, you 
promise you will talk to five to ten friends and relatives. And if they’re interested they 
will send off for a pack and do the same. It’s essentially pyramid selling of a change in 
social norms. They started in 2004, and they couldn’t believe how fast it spread. Four 
million people had sent off these little packs by the end of the project in 2011. They 
found that the change makers, those four million men and women, had experienced 
serious change in their lives. One of the surprises to the people who organized it was 
half of the change makers were men. And this was not what they expected at all. They 
got feedback from the men saying this has improved relationships in their homes. 

There were of course some interesting discoveries around it. For example, the evalu-
ation showed that not all women think that all violence against women was wrong. 
Some of them said: “If I put too much salt in the dall 3 a slap is OK”. So they haven’t 
come around the whole way to saying it was completely wrong, when the men ac-
tually were bought into its always wrong. It shows how subtle social norms are and 
how fast you can or can’t change them. 

Another interesting aspect was it did not involve the state in any way. There was no 
demand for new laws. It was just an attempt to change what’s going on in people’s 
heads – attitudes, beliefs and social norms – through conversation at the grassroots 
level. And it had an astonishing impact. 

What does this mean for outsiders? By outsiders I mean international bodies, inter-
national NGOs, all the people in the aid business, who see the efforts to end world 
poverty as the great cause of our times. I think it brings one major lesson in humility. 
I personally have a problem with a campaign from about ten years ago called Make 
Poverty History, which appeared to suggest that a bunch of white activists in London 
and in other big capitals around the world could make poverty history. That always 
struck me as a very silly idea. How important are the outsiders? Very often they try 
to be too manipulative and then the danger of backlash is very great. So, calm down 
outsiders, you can do some useful things, but not everything. 

There is a very interesting book written by a Pakistani author who proves that if you 
drop a chunk of money at civil society organizations, it destroys them in a matter of 
months. Not even years. The people who were before members of that civil society 
organization, since they see the arrival of the 4x4 cars or the nice office, they assume 
that all the money has been stolen, and they leave. Money isn’t always the answer. In 
fact, sometimes it’s part of the problem. Earlier I was talking of the grains – and there 
are these long-lived grains which produce spikes. People who work in the aid business, 

3  A side dish made of different kinds of dried beans, usually lentils. 
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they get very excited about the spikes, the sudden moments, the Arabs Springs, but 
we are really bad at influencing them. By the time the aid people have arrived, have 
done their needs assessment, it is all over. And, actually we shouldn’t. It’s much better 
if we concentrate on building and supporting the grains over a longer period of time, 
which more fits with our slow pace of work and the bureaucracy. 

If you are going to understand power on the ground, don’t be a foreigner. The people 
who understand power on the ground are the local people, the local partners, the 
local activists and the local staff. But, the truth is the local staff gets a pretty rough 
time in most aid agencies. I have been in Papua New Guinea recently and we had a 
day brief with the Australian aid body there. Fifteen people in the room, half ex-pat 
Australians, half Papua New Guineans, and we had a conversation about the need to 
understand the subtleties, the nuances, of politics and power in Papua New Guinea. 
In an hour and a half only the white people spoke. There is a real problem about the 
hierarchies we establish in our own organizations which stop us from listening to the 
knowledge and wisdom of the local staff. 

Finally, a wider point. I have said that the Arab Spring was entirely unpredictable. 
Actually most things in development are unpredictable. Most forms of civil society 
mobilization are unpredictable. If you are obsessed with your three or five or seven 
year plan, if you have done your logical framework and you know what all your ac-
tivities are going to be for the next three or five years, and you think your job is just 
implementing those activities, you will not notice when things change, when there 
are sudden opportunities, when enormous things are happening, when you could 
play a big role. You will actually miss everything. There is a tendency of the aid busi-
ness to implement the plan rather than support the wave. It is important, as a wider 
point about the innovation and flexibility of the aid business, to bring more people 
who can listen, observe and respond, not only follow the plan. And that is a bigger 
change which we need to see.

Thank you very much.

The lecture took place on 3rd of July 2015, in Milano, Italy.  
It was hosted by the Alta Scuola Politecnica. 
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Over the past three decades, a wide range of social, political, and economic changes 
have occurred in the developing world. As a result, many regions and nations have 
been lifted from poverty and new modes of communication have made humanity 
more aware of the global state of play. However, at the same time, they have produced 
new forms of social exclusion, deepening inequalities and insecurity, ranging from 
terrorism to climate change. The globalization is transforming how power is organized 
and how legitimate power is authorized. According to Patrick Heller, “the contours and 
substance of the nation-state, the traditional container of authorized decision-making, 
are being transformed. Nation-states are losing the regulatory control they have long 
enjoyed over the economy as well as the sovereign authority they have traditionally 
exerted over their citizens”. 1 

The social movements and citizen mobilisation roles in development are growing along 
with rising involvement of foreign aid in their formulation. Participation in social and 
political aspects of social life is included in two of the Sustainable Development Goals: 

 – Goal 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries.

By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic and political inclusion 
of all, irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or 
economic or other status.

 – Goal 16: Promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies.

Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-mak-
ing at all levels.

Suggested readings:

1. Caouette, D., Kapoor, D., (2015): Beyond Colonialism, Development and 
Globalisation: Social Movement and Critical Perspectives, Zed Books Ltd. 

2. Heller, P., (2013), Challenges and Opportunities: Civil Society in a Globalizing 
World, Occasional Paper 06, UNDP; on line access here. 

3. Sen, A., (2001): Development as Freedom, OUP Oxford. 
4. Shigetomi, S., Makino, K., (2009):  Protest and Social Movements in the De-

veloping World, Edward Elgar Publishing. 
5. Stammers, N., (2009): Human Rights and Social Movements, Pluto Press. 
6. West, D., (2013): Social Movements in Global, Polity Press. 

1  See more at: http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/civil-society-and-social-movements-globaliz-
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It is an enormous honour to be here this evening and it is good to be in this beautiful 
city. Kapuściński is an interesting fellow and I have been sort of trying to read up on 
him. One of the things he said that I find very interesting and want to pivot the talk 
a little bit around is this particular quotation: “In order to feel contemptuous you gen-
erally need to cherish some kinds of feelings”. You will see in a minute why.

So let me make five introductory points and then launch into the work that I try to do 
at the University of the Free State, which is both a story about the campus but also 
a story about the country and in many ways a story about the continent. I hope I can 
convince you towards the end that it is also a story about all of us. 

The first of five points I want to make is this: to this day the tendency in the literature, 
journals and books, in popular discourse, is to emphasize economic development to 
the exclusion of other kinds of development: social, cultural, educational and especially 
human development. The average text that you pick up emphasises development in 
economistic terms and that of course is a problem.

The second important point is the tendency to underemphasise the extent to which 
these various facets of development are in fact interrelated. You cannot have eco-
nomic development unless you have educational development, and you cannot have 
educational development if people are fighting with each other all the time. This is 
really very important, especially in post-conflict societies. 
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Thirdly, we have this tendency to think that development behaviours in the South can 
be controlled and manipulated by developmental agencies in the North. If you just 
want two prominent examples of this, one would be the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) and the other would be Education for All. I am always astounded by how 
colleagues in Europe at different universities really buy into this notion that you can 
sit in Paris or New York and switch off the development lights and then switch them 
on again. Anybody who has worked in the South knows that you cannot switch the 
lights on and off in development aid and that people’s behaviour changes. It does 
not work like that, it has never worked like that, and it is a point that I made in an ar-
ticle a few years ago on the performance of development. The forces that propel an 
even development in the South often work against the overly rationalistic mergers 
and methods of the North.  

The fourth point I want to make, is the tendency to focus on the problems of develop-
ment in the Global South, without a critical examination of underdevelopment inside 
the Global North – and let me give you examples of this. One is, think about the slums 
of France. David Leighton, a political scientist at Stanford University, makes a very pow-
erful point that in France, you are 2.5 times more likely to get a job as a Christian citizen 
than as a Muslim citizen with the same qualifications. Institutionalized discrimination 
against Muslim citizens is built into the system. Unless you understand that 25% of 
unemployment in housing projects outside of Paris creates in fact the grounds for 
alienation, for resentment, and for the kinds of anger that eventually produces such 
horrific events as we have seen in the recent times, I am sure you will not understand 
that the development of mental neglect inside of each country can create the kind 
of chaos that you have seen. Trying to fix these problems at the point of the crisis is 
not a solution. Trying to understand what happens between crises might help us in 
creating a sense of concern, even inside the North.

I happened to be in the United States on a three-month sabbatical at the time of the 
race riots in Ferguson, Missouri. Most of you have followed those debates. We had a 
young black man shot in the middle of the street by a white policeman. It certainly 
was not the first time this has happened in Missouri and it has happened every oth-
er week in the United States. Once again, institutionalized brutality, targeting very 
often unarmed black men – if you looked at this, like unfortunately most Americans 
tend to do in the press, as an incident, then of course you do not get very far – until 
you ask yourself the question how did Ferguson over the past decades go from be-
ing a middle-class white suburb into becoming a very poor black suburb with very 
high rates of unemployment and disillusionment. That is what is often called the 
‘suburbanization of poverty’. Until you understand the history of that country and 
the history of brutality against black people in the history of poverty and inequality, 
until you understand that, you cannot fix that problem by sending in the cops, as the 
suggestion was debated all over that country, with cameras on their forehead or on 
their shoulders to better monitor police behaviour. That cannot be a developmental 
response to an institutionalized problem such as inequality and poverty. 

Unfortunately, a few weeks after this, two policemen were shot in New York and the 
debate turned completely away from Ferguson. Ferguson in fact went off the map 
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very quickly to the problem of policing and protection of the police. As I said to my 
colleagues in that country, you have got to be able hold two thoughts in your head 
at the same time. One is the problem of the police brutality and at the same time the 
issue of the police security, but you cannot simply operate on these mutually exclu-
sive understandings of a complex problem. It seems to me that we respond only to 
the surface features of a problem that has very deep historical roots. I call that in the 
Global North “the problem of underdevelopment”. 

Then finally the fifth point – the tendency to downplay identity politics in national 
development. There is increasing evidence that human beings come to understand 
themselves and others in deeply divided societies as having a direct impact on the 
very prospects of social cohesion, political stability and economic development. This 
is particularly the case in places like Rwanda, South Africa, Northern Ireland, or Turkey, 
and indeed all over the world, where history and memory and identity have continued 
to constrain and, in fact, distort development. 

Last week we had a visit from the Human Rights Commission in South Africa and to my 
horror they told us the story that 45% of their cases have to do with racism in South 
Africa. Right now, there is a claim on the front pages of South African newspapers of 
white students from the University of Stellenbosch who were alleged to have badly 
beaten up a fellow black student. This happens all the time. So how does one even 
begin to address the deep challenges of development until you can have historical 
enemies in the same space, in the same place, at least, at the very least, talking to 
each other?  

At my University, as many of you know, something horrific happened in 2008. Four 
young white men, who were students, racially abused five black workers on our cam-
pus and these were people whom they knew. In other words these were people with 
whom they were close. 

The book that I have just written tries to address the question, whether racism and 
intimacy can coexist. The answer is probably – yes, they can. But it is a fascinating 
thing to me, that people who say they care about each other as in the case of these 
four boys and the five workers, who were two to three times their ages, that in this 
particular case they could claim intimacy, they could claim to care for, and there is 
a lot of evidence on the surface which suggests that they did in fact care for, the 
black workers. That they could humiliate them systematically through role-playing 
a number of events, including one in which they urinated or appeared to urinate into 
the food of the black workers. This video of the so-called ‘Reitz incident’ leaked on 
to YouTube and went viral across the world. This university that nobody had heard 
about, became known across the world for this horrific incident. I was at that time at 
the University of Victoria. I heard about this and I remember saying to myself, this is 
the end of this university.  

But it happened that somebody called me from there and asked if I would like to come 
to their university as the new rector. I said: “That might be a good idea”. I remember 
arriving there undercover. I dressed in jeans and a dirty T-shirt and walked across the 
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campus to get to know the problem of the students. Because I have worked in uni-
versities most of my life, I sort of know what students ask all over the world. They ask 
for more parking space, for better food in the cafeteria, a reduction in tuition fees, 
etc. What I heard back then was that the white students did not want to be forced to 
live together with black people in the residences. Because this was 2009, I thought I 
was in a time warp. 

What did not make sense to me was, how was it even possible that young people, who 
were born after Apartheid, have such firm views about black people, such negative 
views about the future and such incredibly victimized views about themselves. I did 
not understand it and I remember saying to myself at that point: “My role will be to 
make sure that we deal with this problem of intimacy, that is, of being together in 
a way that overcame the dangers of separate living”. 

It took about two years before the newspapers started to report very positive views 
about the University. That was a little premature and we got very nervous. We said, 
we had better play down the expectations here. You do not overcome 350 years of 
segregation and racism in two years. This is going to take a very long time to overcome. 
But, on the other hand, it is true that in a short period of time students were able to 
get over these very difficult experiences of integrating. Now here is something very 
important which I do not have a theory for. We also do not really have solid evidence 
for this, but one of the things that is clear is that young women make peace with the 
past much more easily than men. I didn’t have any problems in the women’s resi-
dences, as they integrated fairly quickly. In the guy’s residences, all hell broke loose. 
They just wanted to fight. To this day we still have some others problems trying to 
convince young white men to share a corridor, let alone a room, and to talk to young 
black men in a respectful way. I think that it is completely unreasonable to expect the 
young white man to suddenly have ‘rainbow inclinations’, as Bishop Tutu might put 
it. Human beings are not like that, we take a while, but for some reason the young 
women make that transition much more easily. 

I made the decision with my colleagues to rather than fire those four white students of 
the campus, to say to them: “You are welcome to come back”. The reason we did that 
was because it became very clear to me that this was not the problem of individual’s 
pathology, this was a problem of institutional complicity in creating the conditions 
that made the behaviour normative. In other words, they said they thought this was 
the most reasonable thing in the world – to abuse black people. They in fact won an 
award for that in the residence competition.

The institution was a part of the dilemma and for which I asked for forgiveness from 
decent white people and decent black people. So how does one start with historical 
enemies? Before you can even talk about development, sharing the farmlands, sharing 
schools and giving access to quality education, before you can even talk about being 
at peace, what needs to happen with the next generation? How do you move them 
from what I call intimacy, defined very narrowly, as being close in a physical sense, to 
something transcendent? I borrow this term from C.S. Lewis and you might recall his 
expression of nearness. 
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The first thing that is extremely important is to make sure that you are close. It is not 
enough to put people together. In one of the most amazing books I have ever read, 
by a man called Gordon Allport on the nature of prejudice, one of the things that you 
recognize is when you put people together, you call them in-groups and out-groups. 
I am calling them Black and White in this context, who do not have a history of being 
together. It is extremely dangerous because in fact, and that is what happened with 
that racial abuse, you create the conditions in which people can blow up against each 
other. You do not do that, unless you pay attention to what he calls the ‘attendant 
conditions’, which I call the ‘hours and hours of training of stereotype production 
workshops’. Simply, being physically close is not enough. In fact, it is dangerous. 

One of the amazing things to me is how being among students, particularly in my 
case, among white students, creates a political cognitive dissonance. You are sup-
posed to say wait a minute, all the black people we know up to now do not do this, 
just like Rudi Baise, my white dean of students, and we went everywhere together. 
Being among black students, he convinces them instantly that there is another face 
here to proximity and it is the face of nearness. You cannot change people, without 
doing stuff in which you talk about very difficult issues. 

In a core curriculum we give a lecture which addresses seven big questions. I deal 
with the question, how should we go about dealing with the violent past. We teach 
students about history, about racism, about identity. Why? Because if you do not do 
that as part of a core, compulsory curriculum for every first-year student, there is no 
other place. You have to teach about the difficult stuff in an empathetic way. Not in 
a judgmental way, not in a dismissive way but in an empathetic way, to which they 
can respond. 

Needless to say, no matter how you do this, young white students and particularly 
the conservative white male students, get extremely angry. The A-word, ‘Apartheid’, 
is like a red rag to a bull. They feel once again guilty, in which state they do not un-
derstand what they did wrong in the first place. And so it is very difficult to have these 
conversations, but you cannot deal with issues and challenges in development unless 
you talk through these difficult issues.  

Nearness doesn’t mean physical nearness. Nearness means conveying a sense as lead-
ers. When you are a leader of a corporation, of an NGO, a university or a school, you 
need to give people a sense that you are close, even though you may be physically 
somewhere else. I wish leaders understood this. I was at my old University at Stanford 
for three months on sabbatical recently and every single day I went to campus for 
those three months I didn’t see the University President. I don’t know how one can 
lead without being present daily in the lives of young people. 

On a regular basis I shift my office outside and I say to the students, come talk to me 
about anything. In a divided community it is essential to convey that leaders are close. 
Now in communities like South Africa and in particular the Afrikaans universities, like 
the University of the Free State, there is a very deep sense of spirituality. So on a reg-
ular basis we invite students to a make an application to come and have lunch with 
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us as the leaders and simply to talk about the issues. In no meeting do I sit only with 
black students, in no meeting do I sit only with white students. Every opportunity is 
given for students to see in practice what it means to live through a racially divided 
community, as leaders. 

Nearness is about telling the truth, it is about standing on your feet and talking about 
the races. Most people who approach me, particularly the black South Africans, would 
say: “Well we like what you are doing, but isn’t reconciliation a way of escaping a dis-
cussion on social justice?” I say it is precisely the opposite, reconciliation creates the 
grounds for talking about social justice. My government for once did something right. 
They released Eugene de Kock, the man called ‘Prime Evil’ in the media, who killed 
many people in the name of the old South African government. Why is that the right 
thing to do? Because it could create the grounds for Eugene de Kock to play a con-
structive role outside of prison as he has done inside of prison, in order to create the 
grounds for social justice. So the reconciliation, far from being a soft option, is a very 
difficult option because it enables people to talk. 

It is extremely difficult in very conservative communities, like the farming community 
in the Free State, to talk about the issues of land redistribution, because that sparks 
all kinds of fears. In the long-term it is impossible to deal with these historical ques-
tions unless you have around the table people who feel affirmed, people who feel 
part of the solution. As I have seen, by the way, in the Eastern Free State, some of the 
farmers say we will just voluntarily share land, we would also share equipment like 
tractors, and we will also share training for emerging farmers. That is the way you 
rebuild a country – not by threatening people, but by bringing them into a sense of 
communion, telling the truth about our past in order to get us to a different place.

This is where C.S. Lewis begins to have an enormous effect on my own thinking when 
he talks, obviously in his case in a religious context, about a nearness that is such that 
when you come close to people, when you work closely with people, when you open 
your own heart to other people’s needs, whether you are a victim or the perpetrator, 
you are able to discover this nearness in which you don’t see yourself, you see the 
other in yourself and this creates nearness. 

There were these two students. Melanie was a poor white student, who was in a pro-
gramme called ‘no student hungry’ in which we feed every single student who can’t 
afford it. She decided to share her food with this other black student. I thought, how 
is it even possible? On a campus where not too long ago people were screaming at 
each other, were scared about integration, were dealing with unbelievable hurt and 
hatred? This happened, because at a crucial moment she saw a fellow hungry student. 
There is a cognitive readjustment that takes place, the literature is very clear about 
that, but there’s also an emotional readjustment that takes place and what she sees 
is a fellow human being. 

My goal as a leader, with my team at the University of Free State, is to create the condi-
tions under which it is possible for young people to approach each other not through 
the hurt of history, not through the narrative of perpetrator and victim, not through 
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the destructive allying of oneself to the dividing line of ‘white-evil black-good’, but 
through a common humanity. I can tell you now, even though we have a long way to 
go, at the University of the Free State, as far as this thirty thousand class students are 
concerned, I am absolutely convinced that most them have made this kind of transi-
tion that you see with these two students.

Either in Ferguson, in France, or in the Free State, to enable this kind of nearness that 
I’m talking about, not simply being close but being emotionally and spiritually and 
psychically close, it is going to require people who are prepared to take risks. People 
my age don’t do that, young people do. 

When you look at what is happening with the economy, when you look at our under-
served schools with poor black kids throughout the nine provinces, when you look at 
the unbelievable levels of corruption, it’s very easy to lose faith in Mandela’s country. 
But we graduate 6,000 to 8,000 students every single year.  Those are students at on-
ly one university out of 25 public institutions. We work very hard. If we can change 
their minds, that every year 6,000 to 8,000 go into the economy, teaching, politics, 
to public service, if we can get that right in one place, just imagine what this country 
would look like with this kind of young people – who are prepared to take the kinds 
of risks that enable us to overcome our deficits. 

Towards the end of last year we had the elections of the Student Representative 
Council. Normally this is a fairly predictable affair, and used to be only white students 
for many years. Then it happened to be largely black student leaders for years. What 
happened last year – for the first time in the history of the University – is that we have 
a fully-fledged black woman as the president of the SRC, and her deputy is a white 
guy. If you ever told me that this would happen in my lifetime, I would have told you, 
you are totally out of your mind. We also have this unbelievable young woman, she 
is the first blind student on the student council. She is an unbelievable example of 
a person who is able to embrace, in public, those about whom others think they are 
different from themselves. So my own view is that sometimes you have to be blind 
in order to see. 

Thank you.

The lecture took place on 24th of February 2015, in Amsterdam, The Netherlands.  
It was hosted by the University of Amsterdam.
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Internal conflicts, political, racial and cultural divisions that wreak havoc on societies 
and their systems of education are largely ignored in international policy scripts – that 
privilege academic achievement in science, mathematics and literacy. This technicist 
and instrumentalist view of education has exposed developmental agendas to even 
greater threats – the unravelling of human relations – that are so crucial to both peo-
ple and performance across the world. 

Prof. Jansen has conducted his research on race, intimacy and leadership through the 
years of his professional career as a researcher and university official in South Africa. 
He has witnessed how students made the transition from intolerance to merging 
segregated communities in South Africa after the Apartheid.  

Racial segregation had become a central aspect of South African history as early as 
in 1913 with the Land Act forcing black Africans to live in separation. The system of 
racial segregation called Apartheid was legally enforced in 1948 and lasted until 1994. 
The system only collapsed after years of political struggle lead by Nelson Mandela. 1 

Suggested readings:

1. Buckland, P. (2004). Reshaping the Future: Education and Post-Conflict Recon-
struction. World Bank Publications.

2. Jansen, J., (2011): We Need to Talk. Johannesburg: Bookstorm and Pan Mac-
millan.

3. Jansen, J., Blank, M. (2014). How to Fix South Africa’s Schools: Lessons from 
Schools that Work. Johannesburg: Bookstorm.

4. Korostelina, K.V., Lässig, S. (Eds.) (2013). History Education and Post-Conflict 
Reconciliation: Reconsidering Joint Textbook Projects. London: Routledge.

5. Morris, M. (2012). Apartheid: The History of Apartheid: Race vs. Reason - South Af-
rica from 1948 – 1994. Johannesburg and Cape Town: Jonathan Ball Publishers.

6. Paulson, J. (2011). Education, Conflict and Development. Oxford: Symposium 
Books.

1  See more at: http://www.history.com/topics/apartheid. 
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In the midst of a U2 concert, Bono approaches the microphone and asks for complete 
silence. Then he begins to clap and says: “I want you all to think about something: 
every time I clap, a poor African child dies”. Upon which, someone in the crowd cries: 
“Well, stop bloody clapping then!” The joke, of course, lies in the gap between the 
metaphoric meaning of Bono’s performance and the literalness of the audience mem-
ber’s understanding of it. But what if the latter understanding really were true – an 
African child is dying because Bono is clapping? That is, what if it’s the performance 
of the celebrity’s humanitarianism that is the show? What if staging this poor African 
child is a cover for the structural violence that has led to that child’s death? And then 
if you push this logic to its end, what if the clapping is actually applause for that child’s 
death because otherwise no one would profit?

In this lecture I want to take up many of these implied themes, celebrity self-promo-
tion, diversion, propaganda, profiteering, alongside our own implication, alongside 
the audience’s adulation, incredulity and criticism. What I want to argue is that celeb-
rity humanitarian work legitimates late liberal capitalism and global inequality. I want 
to draw on the work of Slavoj Žižek, the famous Lacanian Marxist philosopher from 
Slovenia, and show that this charity work is deeply tainted and ideological. 

The concept of ideology has in fact all but been abandoned of late, especially since 
the fall of the Berlin Wall, but I would argue that Žižek almost single-handedly has 
renewed interest in the question of ideology. For him, ideology critique is crucial at 
this time, precisely when the collapse of the Soviet experiment means that the glob-

Ph
ot

o:
 Im

ili
an

 / 
Fo

to
lia

. 



133KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

ID
EO

LO
G

Y 
O

F 
C

EL
EB

RI
TY

 H
U

M
A

N
IT

A
RI

A
N

IS
M

al advance of capitalism and liberal democracy stands more or less unchallenged. 
Drawing on Lacanian psychoanalysis, he argues that there is a founding inconsistency 
in our structures of signification, our structures of meaning. Reality for him is forever 
ruptured by contradictions, by imperfections, and so the human condition cannot 
escape human perfection. Ideology, then, is that which attempts to obscure these 
imperfections and to cover up these antagonisms and contradictions. So in this sense 
the ideology is built into our environment, it is materializing and externalized in a way 
we build our world, to escape trauma. 

This is crucial to the rest of my argument: For Žižek there are several non-rational 
elements upon which ideology depends. One of them is the Lacanian notion of ‘jou-
issance’ or ‘enjoyment’. Žižek makes the economy of human enjoyment central to his 
worldview. Drawing on Jacques Lacan, he takes jouissance to mean not just pleasure, 
it’s rather excessive or transgressive pleasure or pain, it’s the pleasure we take in pain 
and the pain of pleasure, for the sake of which we might do things that seem irratio-
nal, counterproductive or even wrong. Žižek has in mind here the deep comfort and 
satisfaction that we get from, say, bureaucratic processes. We all hate bureaucracy, 
but when you think about it, there’s something about the routines of bureaucracy 
that is somewhat satisfying. It is similar with the comfort we get from religious rituals 
or social customs, with the thrill that we get from feeling unique as an academic, as 
a celebrity, as an activist, as a student; or the enjoyment that is derived from those 
things that bind us as a nation, as a community. I’m going to come back to some of 
these things as I move on through the lecture. 

Let me go on to the question of celebrity humanitarianism. Celebrity humanitarianism 
has become ‘de rigueur’ these days. Almost every day it seems that George Clooney is 
organizing a fundraiser, Steven Spielberg is making a pledge, and Scarlett Johansson 
is going on a mission. Charity work has become so clichéd that even Bruno, I hope 
you remember, Sasha Baron Cohen, sees it as necessary to adopt an African baby to 
jumpstart his Hollywood career. 

I’m going to focus mostly on the humanitarian work of Bob Geldof, Bono, Angelina 
Jolie and Madonna. I assume that most people are actually quite familiar with the work 
that they do, which in itself is telling about the celebrity culture that we live in. Geldof 
is treated as a political leader in his own right. He organized Band Aid and Live Aid 
in 1984-85 to raise funds for the Ethiopian famine at the time, then Live Aid in 2005. 
The Live Aid events were a massive success in terms of garnering public support and 
media attention, but they were also largely a failure in terms of their primary aim of 
influencing G-8 development programming and policy. 

Like Geldof, Bono has become a force to be reckoned with in the global antipoverty 
movement in particular. He has educated himself on North-South issues and has not 
hesitated to surround himself with professionals. He calls Jeffrey Sachs, the Columbia 
University economist and ubiquitous development advisor to the stars, his mentor. 

For her part Angelina Jolie contributes significant personal time and resources to her 
humanitarian causes. She often portrays herself as a witness to disasters, conflicts, 
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and other people’s suffering, but also in her role as a mother and as a transnational 
adoptions advocate. It is interesting that following the she made adoption from Ethi-
opia in 2005, there was a reported increase in the US adoptions of African children. 

Madonna’s charity work mirrors Jolie’s, although it has been probably less expensive 
and focused mainly on Malawi. We are all aware of her two adoptions, but again news 
outlets such as The Wall Street Journal have reported that: “International adoptions 
by Americans have been escalating with stars such as Madonna traveling abroad to 
adopt.” 

So we live in an age in which entertainment stars play a very prominent role in global 
politics, but I’m not interested in the personal motives of these celebrities. My question 
is rather what does the rise of celebrity culture say about our times? What does it say 
about the way we organize our politics, our democracy? What does it say about our 
economies, about the market? 

Let me get to the ideological underpinnings of some of this. The first ideological 
critique is the question of self-promotion. Despite being presented to us as a selfless 
and altruistic philanthropic act, celebrity humanitarianism is notably ideologically 
tainted. It is deeply invested in self-interest and promotion, and in this post-Fordist 
industrial age, particularly in the creation and marketing of the celebrity brand. Star-
dom is manufactured, backed by a massive marketing machine. 

The integration of celebrity philanthropy and branding has enabled the creation of 
a brand identity with widespread and instant recognition that sells not just a prod-
uct but also a lifestyle, a set of values and aspirations. So just like Nike is associated 
not merely with just shoes but with transcendence, Benetton not just with clothing 
but with multiculturalism, and Starbucks not just with coffee but with community, 
so stars such as Jolie and Bono are associated not just with entertainment but with 
caring, with compassion, with generosity. Espousing humanitarian causes allows 
these celebrities to build their brand image in several ways. It can increase their 
profile by widening their media exposure and allowing them to remain in the pub-
lic eye even though there’s no CD or movie to sell. In some instances philanthropic 
work can divert attention away from the more embarrassing or lurid elements of a 
celebrity’s life. In the case of Madonna, her serial marriages and affairs or racy vid-
eos, her material girl reputation. 

The branding of celebrity humanitarianism also brings significant economic returns. 
Probably the most important example is that of Live Aid. This was billed as the greatest 
show ever. It was produced as a massive media event that has sloganized and logoized 
death and poverty. ‘Make Poverty History’ was an important significant advertising 
campaign and it served as a marketing platform for several corporate sponsors: AOL, 
Time Warner, BBC, Nokia. It also provided, supposedly unpaid artists, with wide global 
exposure and a subsequent rise in music sales. For example, the HMV and Amazon 
album sales of Live Aid artists such as Pink Floyd, The Who, Annie Lennox, Sting and 
The Police, and Madonna all increased between 150% and 3600% in the week fol-
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lowing the concert. So by any measure, then, this was indeed the greatest show ever, 
although not for poverty as much as for self-promotion.

Talking about Live Aid in a Guardian interview, Bono declares for example, “This is 
show business... Years ago we were very conscious that in order to prevail on Africa, 
we would get better at dramatizing the situation so that we could make Africa less 
of a burden and more of an adventure.” He admits that drawing attention to Africa 
requires dramatization through show business as adventure, but what he shies away 
from, is that such dramatization often ends up centering the star. That is him, not Af-
rica. When Jolie speaks about Africa, the story ends up being not about Africans as 
such, but mostly about her. Her experience travelling there, her guilt, her sympathy. 
Perhaps more poignant here are the instances of celebrities hijacking humanitarian 
campaigns. 

When the Gleneagles G-8 summit drew to a close, several NGOs criticized Geldof for 
misrepresenting the summit’s accomplishment. Keen to make the Live Aid pressure 
on the G8 leaders look fruitful, he boasted to the press about ‘mission accomplished’. 
He declared that it was a great day for Africa and he gave Tony Blair ten out of ten for 
his leadership, and he gave the G-8 an eight out of ten on debt. But many NGO lead-
ers who had worked hard on the Make Poverty History campaign were much more 
critical, with one spokesman declaring: “Bob Geldof’s comments after the G-8 were 
very unhelpful because they made people think everything had been achieved, when 
in fact very little had been achieved.”

The unfortunate casualties are of course the humanitarian causes being espoused by 
these celebrities often resulting in drowning out dissenting voices instead of heeding 
them, with simplification instead of considered examination, razzle-dazzle and specta-
cle instead of content. But if you think about it, maybe success is actually not the point 
at all; failure maybe fine as long as the philanthropic effort comes off looking good. 

Celebrity humanitarianism’s first duty is to itself. What is remarkable is that although 
this fact is in plain view, it is never fully revealed or spoken of by the celebrity. This 
attempt at covering up the embarrassing truth, at disavowing the dirty underside, 
this is what is ideology. Take Jolie’s ‘Notes from My Travels’ for example. It’s a moving 
account of her experiences and impressions of the Third World, but it makes almost no 
mention of her celebrity status. Referring to herself: “Just as an American who wants 
to learn about Africa”, “(f)eeling Stupid and arrogant to think that I know anything 
about these people and their struggles”. Yet these attempts at anonymizing herself 
are none other than a ploy to ingratiate herself to her public. That’s once again putting 
herself at the centre of the story, and most often when celebrities do publicly disclose 
something about their social privilege it’s in the form of human irony. 

Cold Play’s Chris Martin appears as himself in a charity advertisement on the British 
sitcom ‘Extras’ and he plays a stereotypical narcissistic celebrity. He’s joking with 
himself there that he’d rather promote his latest album than do the charity work. He 
explains, he’s got AIDs and Alzheimer and landmines this afternoon, and he wants to 
get back to ‘Deal or No Deal’. Poking fun at both himself and the hypocrisy of celebri-
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ties appears progressive. As Žižek would point out, it is another case of what he calls 
‘fetishistic disavowal’. That is, it allows celebrities to express a certain anxiety about 
their privilege or narcissism, but yet they still continue to do what they do. So, ironic 
distance provides an illusion of critique but it leaves untouched the fundamental 
ideology, the fundamental fantasy of humanitarianism. 

Moving on to the question of promoting the Western nation, one of the distinguishing 
features of any nation is the way in which it organizes its enjoyment, its jouissance 
through festivals, sports, holidays, myths. Celebrity philanthropy is a case in point 
here, since it allows Western nations to construct a political community, around a 
heroic figure in the person of the humanitarian celebrity. 

When Jolie and Madonna donate large sums of money to charities, when Geldof is 
repeatedly considered for the Nobel Peace Prize, or Bono is chosen as Time magazine’s 
person of the year, a Western nation feels and looks good. Celebrity humanitarianism 
is thus bound up with nationalism, since it helps to produce a generous and benev-
olent national community, building unity and pride. A notable feature of nationalist 
discourse is its preoccupation with gender, particularly the symbolic importance given 
to motherhood, something that Jolie’s and Madonna’s humanitarianism aligns itself 
with. In fact, the philanthropic causes that they have espoused, appear stereotypically 
gendered, equating femininity to motherly caring and transnational adoption. This 
gendered humanitarianism mirrors an idealized nationalist and Christianized notion of 
womanhood, wherein mothers are entrusted with ensuring the stability of the home 
and of the nation. Indeed, in the US during and after the Cold War, to adopt a child 
was to serve the nation and its national security and foreign policy priorities. Madonna 
and Jolie may, then, be said to be continuing this US national tradition. Transnational 
adoptions aid the nation by encouraging others to adopt while also constructing 
themselves and other adoptive parents as the saviours of orphan Third World chil-
dren. To echo Gayatri Spivak: “It’s another case of white women saving colored babies 
from colored men and women”. In order to rationalize adoption, the child adoptee is 
typically portrayed as an innocent victim of a crisis: war, displacement, starvation or 
infanticide, dependent and helpless. Hence the need for its rescue. The construction 
of the victim rationalizes the rescue. Not surprisingly, it ends up centering once again 
the adoptive Western parent as a responsible guide and Saviour, especially in oppo-
sition to the so called absent and irresponsible Third World parent. 

In addition to being a symbolic support, Madonna and Jolie are also material support 
to the nation. Their example as transnational adoptive parents helps address critical 
bottlenecks in Western countries’ demographics and labour markets, i.e. declining 
birth rates, or the rising labour requirements of our ever expanding economies. All 
of these translate into the need for more immigration and adoption. Not surpris-
ingly, Western governments have been quick to encourage international adoptions, 
many of them providing tax incentives. Far from yielding a multicultural family, like 
in the tradition of Madonna and Jolie-Pitt, transnational adoptions are also very 
gendered, as most adoptees tend to be girls and highly racialized; in the US for 
example the first main wave of adoptions were Asian children in the aftermath of 
the Korean and Vietnam wars, but after the collapse of the Soviet bloc, there was 
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a significant rise in adoptions from countries such as Romania and Russia, with a 
corresponding decline in adoptions from Asia. As one commentator says: “As soon 
as white children were available, prospective international adopters opted for race 
over all other considerations”. 

So celebrity humanitarianism, transnational adoption in this case, is nothing short of 
neocolonial – when privileged white Western parents deracinate Third World children, 
deprive a country of significant social potential, select the most desirable children 
often on the basis of race, health and ability, while failing to address the root causes 
of orphanages. We have, then, the relations of domination and dependency. 

Then there is promoting capitalism. Celebrities are already tied to the corporate world 
through their professional work. Earning some of the highest incomes globally, they 
also profit tremendously from their brand image. It’s these exclusive intellectual 
property rights that enable celebrities to take advantage of corporate product en-
dorsements, lending their name and image to a corporate brand for a fee that can 
amount to several million dollars. Some humanitarian celebrities are entrepreneurs in 
their own right. Bono, for example, owns a luxury hotel and is the managing director 
and co-founder of Elevation Partners, which is a private equity firm with about two 
million dollars of capital invested in intellectual property and media. Significantly, 
humanitarian celebrities bring their business acumen and experience to their chari-
ty causes. Already in 1985 when organizing Live Aid, Geldof saw himself more as an 
entrepreneur and fundraiser than as an entertainer. He has even been reported to 
have declared: “The more multimillion records selling acts, the better.” Describing 
his own and Geldof’s role in Live Aid a decade later Bono affirms: “We are adventure 
capitalists.” And in the New York Times article entitled ‘Citizen Bono Brings Africa to 
Idle Rich’ he goes further, advertising Africa as a business opportunity almost in the 
manner of an agent of capital. 

Therefore, not only are our humanitarian celebrities deeply immersed in capitalism 
but their charity work is entangled with it and even promotes it. Yet what they fail 
to realize or admit is that it’s this very capitalism that is often the root cause of the 
inequality they are trying to address. Capitalism is indeed a very efficient engine of 
producing wealth, but alongside, it is also terrible at redistributing this wealth, and 
hence it produces tremendous inequality and unevenness within countries and glob-
ally. In its latest neoliberal phase from the 1980s onward, supported by market and 
trade liberalization regimes, capitalism’s unquenchable thirst for surplus value and 
new markets has meant the super exploitation of labour reserves and the exclusion of 
social groups from accessing socioeconomic and environmental resources, particular-
ly in the Third World. Several of the multinational corporate firms that humanitarian 
celebrities are associated with, Coke, Nestle and so forth, have contributed directly 
to social marginalization and exploitation. 

What is interesting is that almost never do celebrities challenge capital. At most, 
Bono and Geldof will criticize Third World debt. But they always refrain from criticiz-
ing the IMF and the World Bank or other banking capital that underwrites this debt. 
Ostensibly this is because they are wary of alienating their audiences. But mostly 
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I would argue, it’s because they have little incentive in confronting the corporate 
power that they so profit from – it is the de-politicization of capital. Enjoyment, 
jouissance, to come back to that, has much to do with why capital is left unspoken. 
Humanitarianism after all is the gift that keeps on giving back, blinding all of us to 
capitals production of inequality. Or perhaps humanitarian celebrities are not quite 
so blinded, given this pleasure-pain dimension that I talked about in jouissance. 
Perhaps they are sadists, masochist-sadists. And not just them, us too – secretly 
enjoying not just the excessive pleasures of capital but also the pain and the deg-
radation that capitalism inflicts on the others. 

Despite public expressions of guilt, perhaps they derive obscene satisfaction and 
fascination from the global system of inequality which places them as the dominant 
ones. It’s not just them, we all derive a certain masochistic pleasure. For example, 
when the neighbour that we don’t like stumbles on his or her lawn, we laugh and 
we take a certain pleasure in that. But we can never speak about it publicly; such 
an indiscretion must remain publicly unacknowledged and unutterable. In regard 
to celebrity humanitarians I cannot help but wonder about their outwardly com-
passionate yet voyeuristic and sadistic gaze on the Third World. The eagerness with 
which they will go on missions to witness the plight of refugees or the suffering of 
HIV and AIDS patients, all this while occupying the dominant position. And I mean 
this in several senses of that term. There is something decidedly sadistic in these 
various excesses. 

The rise of humanitarian celebrities is emblematic of what Slavoj Žižek and Jean 
Jacques Rousseau have termed as a post-political or a post-democratic order. These 
terms describe our current capitalist liberal democratic landscape, where democracy 
is reduced to periodic elections and people choose between mostly politically indis-
tinguishable parties, platforms and leaders. The post-democratic state is a managerial 
estate: technocrats, expert policymakers, expert economists, expert scientists and 
corporate oligarchs interpret people’s demands and translate them into practical 
policy decisions. We are well aware of the idea of good governance and consensus. 
These are the things that replace politics through the use of the expert analysis and 
enlightened policymaking. Politics in this state of affairs is really a lack of politics, with 
disagreement and dissent foreclosed. 

Humanitarian celebrities strengthen and fit well into this post-democratic order. Ad-
vised by managerial experts such as the economist Jeffrey Sachs, they have become 
the pundits of global altruism and they go to global policy questions ranging from 
debt, HIV/AIDS to adoption and famine. They command exclusive access to the global 
corridors of power and the ability to influence G-8 leaders, the US congressional repre-
sentatives, the captains of industry, or senior policymakers from the World Bank or the 
IMF. The legitimation of celebrities as policymakers can be seen in the Sharon Stone 
incident at the Davos World Economic Forum in 2005: after the Tanzanian president 
at the time expressed the need for more mosquito nets because of the outbreak of 
malaria in his country, Sharon Stone immediately pledged USD 10,000. She challenged 
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all the political and business leaders in the room to do the same. In a short amount 
of time about one million dollars was raised. 

She probably did this out of the goodness of her heart, but the problem is that this 
money was pledged but largely not actually given, which meant that the United 
Nations had to make up for the gap. This is not about Sharon Stone. What I’m ques-
tioning is what is the type of entitlement that we have given to celebrities that they 
can do such a thing. As a result, several observers have questioned Stone and other 
celebrities’ legitimacy and credibility as policymakers, asking how they can determine 
what the likes of the UN should be on spending its limited resources. As Hague et al. 
argue: “the logic of celebrity humanitarianism echoes post-democracy in that, despite 
the rhetoric of populism, it is elite focused. The emphasis ultimately is not on mass 
public action but on elite action.”

I have already underlined how celebrity actors are direct or indirect agents of capital, 
but such economic imperialism is complemented and supported by cultural imperi-
alism, with the Third World being used by celebrities as both a cultural backdrop and 
dumping ground. Africa in particular is constructed as desperately in need. With the 
celebrity as the audience’s guide, this so-called ‘Dark Continent’ becomes a museum, 
or a tourist attraction. Sometimes this instrumentalization is plainly very crass. For 
example, Madonna has used images of AIDS stricken African children as a backdrop 
to her concert performances. The Third World serves as a background, and it also 
acts as a dumping ground for a range of first world fantasies. There are those rescue 
fantasies that I talked about earlier, but there’s also the tendency to romanticize the 
Third World. In 2005, in a BBC TV series on Africa, Geldof pronounces the continent to 
be, “Quite simply the most extraordinary, beautiful and luminous place on our planet” 
and depicts Africans as having a “captivating grace of elegance and gesture”. These 
fantasies about the other, mask what I would call a ‘colonial gaze’. They aim first and 
foremost at consolidating the self, but they also do the opposite, they also manage 
the other. Africa in this case, by exoticsizing it and where necessary passing judgment 
on it, puts it in its place. So having just pronounced Africa as a luminous place, Geldof 
feels entitled to proffer a slew of oriental characterizations. He says such things as: 
“conflict bedevils Africa” or “Kinshasa is the capital of chaos”.

Žižek called such posturing a thinly disguised racism that parades as multicultural-
ism. Privileged, deracinated Westerners declare their respect for other cultures yet 
maintain a certain distance by proclaiming them to be strange and exotic places. In 
this process the Third World is rendered silent. Even charity advertising campaigns 
presumably advocating for Third World and marginalized people can easily fall prey 
to such orientalist disempowering tactics. There is the famous case of the Harper’s 
Bazaar issue, which had an ad for Keep a Child Alive, an NGO devoted to helping HIV/
AIDS affected children and families, and it had Gwyneth Paltrow dressed up with 
face paint and an African style bead necklace declaring ‘I am African’. The campaign 
recalls the minstrel blackface phenomenon in the 1900s in the US and Britain, with 
all its racist dimensions. And it prompts a Guardian columnist to ask, “What does it 
say about race today? When a newspaper decides that its readers will only relate to 
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Africa through a blacked up white model rather than a real life black woman.” Why 
isn’t there an African woman there speaking?

Celebrity humanitarianism constructs the Third World, Africa in particular, as voiceless 
and invisible. Africans are shown to be passive. The stars can ventriloquize and pater-
nalize them, the ideological resort to these stereotypes about Africans being simple, 
noble, tribal, incompetent, politically naive, or corrupt. All of this ends up fixing and 
naturalizing them, diverting attention away from the real nexus of the problem, which 
is the questions of inequality and domination. The employment of the term Africa at-
tempts to elide or homogenize the whole continent, its complexities and differences, 
in order to make it manageable. I too am using the word Africa, but at the very least 
I am pointing out the problems with this homogenization of the term. 

Let me conclude with the question of our complicity in this. We are part of the prob-
lem as the public, as academics, as students. I want to emphasize this point. Part of 
the problem is that as audience members, as fans, as consumers of celebrity-endorser 
products, we are all complicit in this ideological nexus. We support and maintain the 
celebrity fantasy of humanitarianism through our beliefs. We believe, through the star. 
We delegate our beliefs in political change or charity to the celebrity. Žižek illustrates 
this phenomenon by way of several examples, of which here is one. I quote him, “In 
so called primitive societies we find the phenomenon in the form of weepers. Women 
hired to cry instead of us. So through the medium of the other, we accomplish our 
duty of mourning while we can spend our time on more profitable exploits, disputing 
the division of the inheritance of the deceased for example.” That’s the usual Žižek’s 
humor. Like the weepers, humanitarian celebrities become stand-ins for our feelings 
of beneficence and compassion for the Third World. Žižek calls this ‘interpassivity’, 
where not only do others believe for us but through the transference we no longer 
need to believe at all. The stars incarnate our urge for humanitarianism and by dele-
gating such work to them, we are relieved of doing charity work. Instead, we can go 
about our busy daily lives without overly concerning ourselves with the inequalities 
or famine. Some of us may be ardent fans and admirers enjoying the stars entertain-
ment and glamour and believing indiscriminately and sometimes blindly what they 
represent and do, but of course we may also be critics, cynical and suspicious, tired 
perhaps of the celebrities’ overexposure in our celebrity culture. 

Yet Žižek reminds us that such reluctance need not be antithetical to ideology, and 
may in fact be part and parcel of its operations. So I may actually enjoy my status 
as a cynic or critic, feeling unique and privileged as a consequence. Ideology, then, 
thrives on providing us with a sense of distance. The crucial point is this: though ap-
pearing to maintain a distance, secretly we may still enjoy watching celebrity shows 
and “charitaiment”. Ultimately, then, humanitarian celebrities have carried the day; 
it’s once again a case of fetishistic disavowal that allows for ironic distance but leaves 
untouched the ideology itself. 

All said and done we can go about our daily lives, feeling consoled that despite every-
thing, at least someone is doing something about poverty or starving children. When 
we don’t have to think or do because the other thinks or does or acts for us, we have 
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basically acquiesced to the capitalist and post-democratic order. We partake in empty 
rituals and allow these hired weepers to believe for us, to cry in our place, to maintain 
or change the world according to designs that are not our own. Transferring social 
and political activity to others, even reluctantly, may well allow us to escape a certain 
measure of trauma, but it’s a highly depoliticizing move that not only strengthens 
ideology but makes us into mere passive spectators. 

Thank you.

The lecture took place on 12th of May 2015, in Vienna, Austria. 
It was hosted by the Austrian Foundation for Development Research.
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The use of celebrities to promote causes and political campaigns is not a new phe-
nomenon. With no doubts they are effective in attracting attention to issues, but the 
scale of impact achieved through the celebrity-based campaigns is largely discussed 
and not obvious.   

According to Darrell West, Vice President and Director of Governance Studies and 
the founding director of the Center for Technology Innovation at the Brookings In-
stitution “fascination with famous spokespersons drains attention from experts with 
detailed knowledge, and risks the skewing of civil discourse toward solutions which 
may not represent effective long-term remedies for complex policy problems.” He 
points out that celebrities are effective in bringing attention to issues, but they often 
lack knowledge. This lack of knowledge can be particularly harmful in the case of in-
ternational development debate, which is complex and requires in depth expertise 1. 

 In his lecture Ilan Kapoor points out that celebrities’ involvement in development 
work is deeply tainted and ideological. Its altruistic pretensions are belied by several 
accompaniments: its tendency to promote both the celebrity’s brand and the image of 
the ‘caring’ (Western) nation; its entrenchment in a marketing and promotion machine 
that helps advance corporate capitalism and rationalizes the very global inequality 
it seeks to redress; its support to a ‘post-democratic’ liberal political system that is 
outwardly democratic and populist, yet, for all intents and purposes, conducted by 
unaccountable elites; and its use and abuse of the ‘Third World’, making Africa, in 
particular, a background for First World hero-worship and a dumping ground for hu-
manitarian ideals and fantasies. But what about our own complicity in this ideological 
work? As audience members and fans, or indeed even as detractors or critics, we too 
easily carry on our lives, consoled that someone is doing the charity work for us, just 
as long as we ourselves don’t have to.

Suggested readings:

1. Brockinton, D. (2014). Celebrity Advocacy and International Development.  
London: Routledge.

2. Kapoor, I. (2012). Celebrity Humanitarianism: The Ideology of Global Charity. 
London: Routledge.

3. Richey, A. (Ed.) (2015). Celebrity Humanitarianism and North-South Relations: 
Politics, Place and Power. London: Routledge.

4. Thorup, M. (2015). Pro Bono? Winchester and Washington: Zero Books.
5. Wheeler, M. (2013). Celebrity Politics. Cambridge: Polity. 
6. Zizek, S. (2009). The Sublime Object of Ideology. London: Verso.

1  See more at: http://blogs.worldbank.org/publicsphere/celebrities-politics-and-develop-
ment-it-good-mix. 
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Ryszard Kapuściński was a product of a time when the world was divided into blocks. 
We have talked about the First World of advanced capitalist countries, the Second 
World of communist state-led societies, and then you had the Third World of underde-
veloped states. I imagine that Kapuściński would approve of the basic thrust of my talk 
today, which is that we are entering a new phase of development. It is a phase where 
sustainable development isn’t just something for the Third World countries or the 
developing world to try to attempt, but something that is deeply and fundamentally 
relevant for all societies everywhere including those in the First and Second Worlds. 
And I think Kapuściński would be curious about this transition from the developing 
world to a developing world. 

Of course, I am not going to argue that all countries are the same or that they face the 
same priorities for change. But I do think that there is a sense that people everywhere 
have similar aspirations. People want the opportunity to build a better life for them-
selves and their families. They want to be assured of their personal safety and justice, 
to be treated with dignity and respect, to connect with others, share experiences 
openly, and to do all of this in a way that our grandchildren and grand grandchildren 
will actually thank us for. 

In the past two years there has been an unprecedented global discussion about what 
to do after this year, after 2015, when the Millennium Development Goals are set to 
expire. I think there is only one thing on which everybody seems to agree, and that 
is that no country anywhere, regardless of whether they are in the First, the Second 
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or the Third world, seems to have found a path toward sustainable development. 
We expect there will be nine billion people in 2050. We all believe that we must do 
something new, we all believe that business as usual will not suffice and that we have 
to alter the social environmental and economic trends that are shaping our societies. 
Many of us believe that a multilateral co-operative approach will produce better results 
than a go-to-learn approach. And partly this is because of this interconnectedness that 
we all feel. It is because of the fear of global threats like climate change, the spread of 
infectious diseases, terrorism and crime, but these things can cross borders that are 
left unchecked in any place in the world. 

What the world needs now is a roadmap, is an action plan to make this very broad 
vision operational, and to change the functioning of the global economy. I think three 
fundamental shifts are called for. First, there should be a shift towards providing 
everyone on the planet with services like health, education, nutrition and personal 
safety. Second, we need to shift towards a new growth pattern that sharply reduces 
carbon emissions and that builds resilient societies. Such a growth pattern should 
also provide jobs and enough opportunities to avoid increasing inequalities. Third, 
a shift towards a better governed globalization is needed, with rules for trade and 
investment that level the playing field for all firms, and with incentives that prevent 
the overexploitation of our planetary resources. I think every country has a role to 
play in each of these three shifts. And that is why the post 2015 Agenda is truly uni-
versal. So I think it has to start with every country thinking about how can it put its 
own house in order. 

I really think it is extraordinary that in this day and age public investments are actually 
declining; at a time when economists estimate that for every euro spent on sustain-
able development you get benefits of 20 to 100 euro. This is at a time when the cost 
of borrowing long-term money is only two to three percent for many governments. 
Why, then, are we not taking more advantage of these opportunities for our public 
investment? 

The last part of what needs to be done is much more in the way of research and devel-
opment and the encouragement to business innovations to actually make sustainable 
development happen.  Civil societies and mass movements in every country should 
be posing these three questions about sustainable development. They should be 
asking, are the policies of my country working in a coherent way toward sustainable 
development, both at home and abroad? Is my government trying to make sure that 
opportunities for high return public investments are being realized at home and 
abroad? Are we creating enough new research and innovations to get us on the social 
and environmental trajectories that are necessary, at home and abroad? 

2015 is an exciting year. It is a pivotal moment when a global political agreement can 
be reached on the contours of sustainable development. And it is starting now, with 
2015 being designated as the first ever European Year for Development. Then in May 
of 2015, we have the World Education Forum that is going to take place in Incheon, 
Korea. Then in July 2015, we move to the United Nations Third International Confer-
ence on Financing for Development. That is going to be in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 
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At this conference commitments should be made to help the least developed and 
most vulnerable countries. It is an important opportunity to get Finance Ministers 
who do not normally think about these things to focus on sustainable development. 
In September 2015 heads of states and governments will gather in New York at the 
General Assembly to agree on the set of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
for the next fifteen years. The SDGs will go well beyond the Millennium Development 
Goals to incorporate infrastructure, jobs and growth, peace, justice and inclusive so-
cieties. Then finally in December 2015 we will have a historic agreement on combat-
ting climate change and its impact during the Cop-21 in Paris. Any of these events on 
their own would be momentous, but together they offer the best opportunity for our 
generation to create a roadmap for ‘a Developing World’. 

When countries are able to take charge of their own development, when they are in 
the driver’s seat, they look for opportunities for trade, investment and technology 
transfer as much as they look for aid. The biggest change in the world today, I think, 
is that so many more countries have taken control over, and responsibility for, their 
own development. We see that domestic taxes, not aid, are the most rapidly growing 
source of development finance everywhere except for a handful of countries. Countries 
are becoming richer and they are growing much faster than it was the case in 2000. 
Almost all countries are growing. With this growth they have had a big expansion of 
their own domestic entrepreneurs, and a big expansion of their domestic middle class, 
that is going to make domestic markets more sustainable. Between 2000 and 2011 we 
were able to halve the number of children out of school globally, from just over one 
hundred million to now just over fifty million. The share of emerging and developing 
economies and world exports has gone from 23% to 37%. Domestic credit provided 
by the financial sector in low income countries, as a share of GDP, has gone up from 
26% to 38%. So you have got many more local institutions that are operating to make 
development more sustainable and to grow faster. 

We have to plan today for a planet with eight billion people by 2030 and nine billion 
people by 2050 – a planet that is going to be more urban more middle class, older, 
more connected, more interdependent and more vulnerable and more constrained 
in its natural resources. 

You will hear a lot of talk in 2015 about the need for a new global partnership to make 
this plan work. The practice for the EU member states, where it is a very proud tradi-
tion that all new members should make efforts to attain the transition from being aid 
recipients to being aid donors, exemplifies this new approach. All new EU members 
set up their own development cooperation agencies or departments and try to con-
tribute actively to International Development Cooperation processes and policies. 

We will also see BRICS countries, Turkey, Mexico and others, involved in development 
cooperation, although their approaches differ in quite important ways from the OECD 
development cooperation guidelines. True global cooperation is actually quite rare, 
and will probably continue to be rare because there are simply too many differences 
among countries in their national interests and their foreign policies consideration 
that provide their context for aid. 
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Now, at least in theory, coordinating development is much easier to do than coop-
erating on development. Coordination means sharing information about activities 
in a way that allows others to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of their work. 
Information on the lessons and successes of specific development projects, includ-
ing evaluations done by NGOs, can help to improve the design of other projects. 
The changes that have been agreed upon and that have been adopted, will direct 
aid resources to the poorest nations, but at the same time give rich countries more 
flexibility to use off budget mechanisms like soft loans as an additional instrument 
of development cooperation.

Raising aid to 0.7% of gross national income is a very worthy endeavour, but I want 
you to recall that even 0.7% is not enough money. Aid would have to go up to about 
314 billion dollars from its actual level of 138 billion in 2013. But realistic estimates of 
the size of the additional investment needed by developing countries for the sustain-
able development agenda are on the order of at least 1.5 trillion dollars a year. There 
will be also a need for a reallocation of aid from the middle-income countries, who 
actually have other options. But this process of reallocating aid towards the poorest 
nations is particularly challenging when aid is being given for the mitigation and ad-
aptation to the climate change. 

The second gap that I think has emerged quite clearly is a gap in the financing for 
lower middle- income countries. Lower middle-income countries actually have the 
smallest resources available for public spending in relation to their GDP. The poorest 
countries benefit from quite high aid levels. Upper middle-income countries have quite 
significant domestic tax bases that they can draw on. But lower middle-income coun-
tries are caught in between. They actually suffer from a sharp falloff in access to aid 
that happens before they have strong enough institutions to collect taxes effectively. 

So, for example, Kenya issued ten-year bonds in mid-2014 at an interest rate of slight-
ly less than 7%. If it had gone to the World Bank and borrowed money on roughly 
similar terms, it would have been charged a bit less than one percent. There are lots 
of other possibilities – most notably in infrastructure where there is a long history of 
private financing. 

Infrastructure financing is the third major gap in today’s funding structures, in my 
opinion. In 2014 alone, a half dozen new infrastructure facilities were set up. Each of 
these funds and facilities tries to identify a specific niche to ease one of the bottle-
necks to more infrastructure finance. I think there is enough understanding now that 
enough infrastructure won’t be built simply by relying on private initiatives. For the 
last several years, public-private partnerships in infrastructure have basically plateaued 
out at a level of around 200 billion per year, which is much less than the trillion dol-
lars required annually in new investments. I think public agencies have to be more 
proactive and they have to do it in a number of different ways. Importantly, they also 
have to do it by ensuring that infrastructure once it is actually built is properly used 
and maintained. The problem is that too often private businesses do not concern 
themselves with social and environmental sustainability without regulations that es-
tablish a level playing field. But more and more firms, and especially large firms, do 
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seem to be ready to adopt sustainable practices. It is high time for businesses to be 
held accountable for sustainable development by their shareholders in accordance 
with standards set by the public regulators in a dialogue with civil society. 

Please let me recap. Effective partnerships solve problems. In the post 2015 Agenda 
there is a call for a new global partnership, a new spirit of multilateralism to solve the 
pressing problems of our days. We should make three promises this year to the gen-
erations that will be born after 2030. First, we can promise that by 2030 every child 
should start life in a family that is free of poverty and hunger and should have access 
to the health, education, nutrition and other services that will give them a good start 
in life. Second, we should promise that by 2030 every economy in the world should 
have social and environmental sustainability hardwired into it. And third, by 2030 we 
should have institutions in place for a better governed globalization. If we can make 
these three promises in 2015 and have a credible plan for how to get there by 2030, 
then I think we will indeed have a transition to ‘a Developing World’. 

Thank you. 

The lecture took place on 9th of January 2015, in Riga, Latvia. 
It was hosted by the University of Latvia. 
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Homi Kharas’ lecture took place on 9th of January 2015, during the inauguration 
of the European Year for Development (EYD2015) 1. The year 2015 was pivot-
al for international development and, for the first time in history, the European 
Union designated the entire year to promote awareness and knowledge about 
development among its’ citizens. 

Globally, the year was marked by four big events: the World Education Forum in 
Incheon focused on improving the delivery of education; the United Nation’s third 
international conference on financing for development in Addis Ababa to help 
create more effective financial channels and promote the low-carbon economy; 
the UN General Assembly to adopt a set of the Sustainable Development Goals 
for the next 15 years; and the UN Climate Change Conference (COP21) in Paris 
dedicated to combating climate change and its impacts. In this sense 2015 was 
a milestone year for international development, putting forward a global political 
consensus on sustainable development. 

Homi Kharas discusses necessary transitions to make the year 2015 a real breakthrough 
in global development. He calls for a radical shift in thinking about development in the 
post-2015 Agenda and realising that sustainable development is a universal concept 
applicable to all countries, not only developing ones. 

Suggested readings:

1. A New Global Partnership: Eradicate Poverty and Transform Economies Through 
Sustainable Development. The Report of the High-Level Panel of Eminent Per-
sons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda. UN Publications, 2013; on line 
access here.

2. Blewit, J. (2014). Understanding Sustainable Development. London and New 
York: Routledge. 

3. Jackson, T. (2011). Prosperity without Growth: Economics for a Finite Planet. 
London: Routledge. 

4. Kharas, H., Makino K., Woojin, J. (2011). Catalyzing Development: A New Vision 
for Aid. Washington: Brookings Institution Press. 

5. Sachs, J. D. (2015). The Age of Sustainable Development. New York: Columbia 
University Press. 

6. Stevance, A.S. (Ed.) (2015). Review of Targets for the Sustainable Development 
Goals: The Science Perspective. ICSU, ISSC; on line access here.

1  See more at: https://europa.eu/eyd2015/en. 
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I was asked to come here because I run an organization called GlobalGiving – it is one 
of the original crowd funding platforms established in 2002. Crowdfunding is based 
on the idea that everyone can fund something, and in this particular case GlobalGiv-
ing is funding development projects all over the world. But in 2000, when we left 
the World Bank to start Global Giving, the crowdfunding didn’t exist, which is rather 
strange. For hundreds of years individuals have been able to invest in companies and, 
yet, crowdfunding took until 2008-2010 to get started as a phenomenon. 

I dare to say that crowdfunding in the field of international development specifically 
lags even further behind. When we started in 2000, we got many negative reactions 
and struggled to find funds to start GlobalGiving. It was a revolutionary time, with the 
first dotcom boom, but it wasn’t a good time for a project like ours. My co-founder 
Dennis Whittle and I were motivated to start GlobalGiving because both of us had 
been working at the World Bank for some years – we had spent the whole of our pro-
fessional careers there at that time. However, working at the World Bank, which is one 
of the most prestigious organizations in the field of international development, we 
saw some gaps. One of the biggest was the top-down way of working at the World 
Bank. It was a model where experts came in to client countries, conducted research, 
designed and planned what needed to be done, issued a cheque, sometimes as loans, 
sometimes as grants, and left. And this worked, maybe even really well, but only with 
big public infrastructure projects – dams, roads, and so on. But as public goods got 
more complex to deliver, this system had three key-drawbacks. One: things were de-
signed as if they could be planned on a big complicated Gantt chart – a similar way to 
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large-scale industrial systems. The second drawback to the system was that primarily it 
was World Bank experts who undertook the planning. And as a result, there was little 
local capacity to actually adjust to the reality on the ground and it was very difficult to 
fix the gaps that emerged inevitably between reality and the plan. And finally, things 
were being undertaken on a massive scale, not massive for the World Bank, but mas-
sive for the communities and the countries in which they were being implemented. 
The smallest loan at that time was 15 million dollars which is small in the World Bank 
terms, but still, at 15 million dollars you do not want to fail. So the system tended to 
go towards projects that were predictable, tested and didn’t bring too much risk. 

We wanted to see more innovation in the field of international development, to make 
it possible for smaller flows of money and to go to smaller organizations that would 
be at the forefront of innovation and creativity.

It doesn’t seem far-fetched today when I describe this, but it was so back then. In the 
early 2000s, it was impossible to describe what we were trying to do: we were going 
to put together a website and people were going to find it, then post project ideas on 
it, and finally they were going to fund it. The most common reaction was “but why?”. 
Why would people do that? How would people do that? We struggled very much to 
describe this to people.

It’s really hard to get to the rich and important people, but you have to keep trying to 
get their attention. To do this you need an “elevator pitch” – a 30 seconds-long expla-
nation of your amazing idea. We struggled with our elevator pitch, because whenever 
we described our idea, people would be like, “huh?” And they would walk off the ele-
vator. Finally we called ourselves the e-Bay of philanthropy. Nowadays, e-Bay is not as 
much of a public name, but it was back then in the early 2000s. It was one of the very 
first successes of the web. It almost instantly became profitable by making it possible 
for people to sell and buy things on-line using an auction system. And it was massive. 

In some ways, it was very applicable to what we were trying to do. We were trying to 
say that there are lots and lots of organizations out there in the world who could post 
projects and lots of people who could fund them. So, in some ways, this was a great 
analogy, and actually what we really wanted to explain. This addressed one problem, 
but it didn’t address the other problem we had – the top-down model of development 
which was predominant. In this approach there is a hidden assumption that the peo-
ple we are seeking to help don’t know how to solve their problems, and that’s why 
experts from the North must be used in the South to deliver the right knowledge and 
ideas in addition to the financing. It assumes that the people of developing countries 
can’t figure out the solution for themselves. But there is a clear research these days 
coming from behavioural economics and psychology that this is not the case at all. If 
success doesn’t emerge from a poor community or poor country, it is mainly because 
when one faces scarcity in key-fields, including finance, the cost of an error goes up 
dramatically as well as the incidence of the error. 

Nowadays, the vast majority of us have pages-long to-do lists and we can barely fig-
ure out how to make sure everything gets done. We are just barely scrambling to put 
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things together, and if we put off doing things we are making it harder for ourselves 
in the future. But there are deadlines looming, and if we focus on the deadlines we 
start making mistakes. And whether you are poor in time or you are poor in financial 
resources, the same phenomenon happens. We only get better if we have room to 
practice and room to fail. And, put simply, the poor do not have room to fail. When 
poor people make a mistake it is potentially life-threatening. So, it’s increasingly clear 
that people can figure out what they should do for themselves. And like all of us, they 
too will work through it if their initial idea doesn’t work. Failure, practice, and the abil-
ity to keep repeating, are all part of a cycle which is the only way to build sustainable 
capacity in individuals, in companies, or in communities. We create the GlobalGiving 
to give motivated individuals in some of these vulnerable communities a chance, to 
give them the resources, and let them figure out what to do. 

The other thing that’s true about development is that very seldom one solution 
fits all problems. Working in development, one can’t pick the next successful place 
to go – that would contradict the whole point of the development. We are supposed 
to go and help the most vulnerable communities, but every vulnerable community 
is different and requires a sound solution. Hence, it is very hard to scale. Our model 
at GlobalGiving is to see whether we can create the scale by tapping into very hy-
per-local solutions that emerge. 

Let me give you an example. Kibera is a slum in Nairobi, Kenya. It is a massive commu-
nity, with millions of people. There are lots of kids – some of them go to school, but 
after school most of them wander around without much to do. There are numerous 
projects, many NGOs in Kibera, that seek to do something with these kids. And many 
of them say:  “okay, let’s give them a soccer programme!” After school, lets have them 
do soccer, which is a great idea. And so there are a lot of soccer projects in Kibera. Back 
in 2008, we had this idea at GlobalGiving, that maybe one of the ways we could work 
with our projects is to listen to what the actual kids, or it could be families, or anyone 
who the NGOs were trying to help, let’s see what it was that they had to say. So we 
had sent some staff to the field to say “we’re open to listening to you guys – tell us 
what you think, tell us what you like and tell us what you don’t like”.

When one of our staff went to Kibera to visit this project he received the feedback 
from the youth which was “it’s okay, the soccer is good, but we don’t really know why 
we’re here!”. So he went to the leader of the project who said: “well, I don’t see why 
the kids need to know why they are here. I gave them a soccer programme, isn’t that 
good enough? They stay off the streets, they are not involved in crime.” 

We were like, okay! But we kept an eye on it. And because we felt that it would be 
worth sending someone else over there, the following year we sent an auditor – not 
a financial auditor, but sort of an institutional auditor, who came and said: “well, the 
project is okay, but it is a little weak on the financials, and the project leader could 
be better”. He wrote up this report and, as we normally do, we included this auditor’s 
report in one of the information packages that we sent back to the donors. 
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Among the donors of this project there was a professor at Oregon State University, 
and after he read this report he said: “well, maybe this project needs an organizational 
development, technical assistance for helping this organization to develop.” He wrote 
back to us and he said: “Look, I’ve got some grad students, I’ve got some money, I’ll 
send them over to Kibera, and they can do a little project over the summer and work 
with this guy.” So graduate students eventually showed up to Kibera and they started 
working with the project leader, but they also started talking to the kids. They also 
organized a field trip to see the other soccer projects in Kibera. Six months after the 
graduate students came back, we heard from the project leader, and he was in a panic, 
because all his kids had left the project. And it turned out that the kids had gone to 
visit another soccer project in Kibera together with the grad students, and they had 
realized that the other projects are nicer. So they all left. 

It is not a great success story to tell, because this is not an awesome project leader 
doing heroic things, but I tell this story as it illustrates what I mean by the involvement 
of crowd services. There was the professor in Oregon State, there were the grad stu-
dents, and then there were the kids. The kids who walked off. And this is what I think 
of when I say that there is a way for all of us to be engaged – from the donor, from 
the professor, from the kids, from the project leader.

Crowd-sourcing-world saving, is what “Foreign Policy” called us, and to me, what 
is amazing about crowdfunding, it is not just the funding. It is the idea that we are 
sourcing talent, potential, energy and passion from the crowd. If we could replicate 
the process that I have just described in that little project in Kibera around the world, 
and if we could mobilize the power of individuals everywhere to solutions like this, 
that is what I would really like to see. This means that GlobalGiving is not about “what”, 
it is not about “what” can be done in the international development. We are fanatical 
about the “how” and learning “how” to do things and how to approach things.

As an organization dedicated to the “how we do development”, but also because 
I have developed an allergy to rules and procedures after working for many years 
at the World Bank, I designed GlobalGiving as an organization that actually has very 
few rules. We do not have, for instance, a Human Resources manual. We hire people 
and we follow the labour-code, but we do not have what many of you know as the 
HR Manual that tells you what you are allowed to do and what you are not allowed to 
do. Instead we do have general values which are shared and followed by the people 
working with us. The first of these values is “be always open”. That means that every-
one at GlobalGiving has to treat anyone else who comes to us as potentially having 
the next great idea. We believe that great ideas can come from anyone, in any place, 
at any time. This means that translates into respect and time for everybody, but it 
is also fundamental to developmental change. We ask people to be committed to 
“wow”, which means everyone has to live with everyone with a sense of “wow”! We 
feel particularly passionate about this value when it comes to the people we work 
with in the developing world. We feel that it is a moral obligation to ensure that they 
have an experience that turns into a “wow”. 
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Listen, act, learn, repeat – this is the cycle that we talked about. If you listen to what is 
going on, you act on it, and from that you learn, whether it was a mistake, or whether 
it was a success, can you start that all over again? We do not believe for instance, that 
it makes sense to design a perfect website, we think, rather, that it makes sense to test 
tiny little things on the website, figure out very quickly what is working with people, 
switch to that, and then test again. So while our website has evolved a lot over the 
last 14 years, it has done so in increments, with no big changes. We test everything. 
And it applies to everything, not just the website. 

Finally, we have a value called “never settle”. It means that we have to keep pushing, 
we have to keep questioning whether we are doing things today in the right way for 
doing things tomorrow. This is inevitable because we really want to change the “how” 
in the international development. If we do not keep pushing, the envelope never gets 
there. So where has this gotten us? During our existence, we have sent about a little 
under 200 million US dollars, from just under half a million donors, to over 13 thou-
sand projects, in 165 countries. That is still small, but compared to the days when 
we were doing maybe 100 thousand dollars in a year, we feel pretty proud of this. 
This year we will probably do about 40 million dollars, but obviously we need to do 
more to accomplish our goal of development. While we continue to do everything in 
our power to get more generosity from donors, to get people to give more, includ-
ing working with leading behaviour economists and psychologists to find the right 
nudges for generosity, we actually want to have every single one of the thousands of 
organizations we work with to generate greater results.

Why try to improve every organization? Can’t we just pick the best and make sure that 
the money goes to the best organizations? The answer is no, because if we did that 
then we would be sort of going back on our own theory of change, about change 
coming from any place, from anyone, any time. If we start picking the best, we will 
be shutting the door to additional creativity. So we are stuck, we have to work with 
all the organizations we have brought in, and continue to bring in, but we need to 
find ways that they can get better than they are today. We believe that it is possible 
for any organization, regardless of whether they are one of the best organizations in 
the world, or they are one of the newest organizations in the world. There is always 
room for improvement. We are in the business of delivering information, tools, and 
data to the organizations we work with so that they can improve. 

In addition to the tools, information, and data, we are delivering “sentences”. We 
make it possible for an organization to undertake something that we believe can help 
them do their work better. And then, for doing so, we give them points. And for every 
point that they earn, they get better visibility for the donors. So they show up higher 
on the rankings in the browse section or in the search section, they get included in 
a co-operate giving programme. We are trying to create a little game. It sounds trivial, 
but actually it works really well and focuses people very much. If I get these next 5 
points, then I get to the next level – for those of you who play computer games, you 
know how addictive that is. We try to make it so that you can actually do all the right 
things, and you are rewarded for them, just like in a computer game. 
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While most organizations believe that it is important to do more work and learn and 
become more effective, it is usually the last item on their to-do list. They are focused 
much more on paying the bills. Of course it makes sense; it is very important to pay 
the bills. If you can’t pay the bills, you won’t be there to read the next article in the 
social innovation review. So it is much more important to pay the bills first, and then 
maybe we get around to reading the innovation review. But, the day starts over again, 
and there you are, focused on funding. 

We try to eliminate this trade-off, and how do we know whether we have succeed-
ed? I don’t know exactly where we are, but I do know, nobody’s success trajectory 
looks like ours. And I can’t tell you where we are in the trajectory because I’m a very 
accidental social entrepreneur. I started out as criminologist, I spent many years at 
school learning Russian, studying politics, watching the line-ups, and trying to figure 
out what that meant. As all of you know, the U.S.S.R. fell apart, and I had to get a job, 
because, clearly, I was in the wrong field studying the wrong subject. I was in gradu-
ate school, my unit of analysis fell apart, my discipline had failed to predict the single 
most important thing in my field of interest, and it was time to get out of school. 
I badly needed a job. I am Japanese and if I had gone back to Japan I would have had 
to do something not so nice. To avoid this fate, I ended up at the World Bank. I knew 
nothing about international development. I had no idea what development was, 
I knew a lot about the Soviet Union, I knew a lot about nuclear warheads, but not de-
velopment. Of course, eventually I did figure out what development was. And I used 
to be embarrassed about being an accidental social entrepreneur. In some senses, it 
is less deserving, because I wasn’t shooting for this goal. It is an accidental goal. And 
of course, I have always felt that I was extremely lucky. And although there were days 
in this journey when I didn’t feel lucky at all – for those of you who are thinking about 
doing a start-up, a social enterprise, it’s a roller-coaster – some days it’s amazing, some 
days it’s pretty awful. But on balance I have been given a great gift, to be able to do 
what I believe in. It is an honour, and I am very lucky. 

I think luck plays a great role in everyone’s success. And here is the real lesson I am here 
to tell you, not about crowdfunding. I spent many years working at the World Bank 
in Russia. I thought we were doing everything we could within our limited capacity 
to help the country and to embrace a new future. We spent many, many late nights, 
long periods away from home, many evenings around kitchen tables drinking vodka, 
singing Beatles’ songs with guitars and believing that we were changing the world. 
We were working with some pretty amazing people, among the Russian reform site. 
And they thought they were changing the world too. But, at the time, it was not easy 
to tell whether you are addressing the right thing. We thought we were, we were 
working with the reformers, we were issuing presidential degrees. What was more 
important than that? Well, it turns out, what was more important was to remember 
that the KGB was still in control of foreign economic relations. Nobody did the foreign 
relations except the organs of power. So all the gas, all the oil, all the foreign currency 
that was coming in, well, significant parts of that were being transferred into Swiss 
bank accounts. And it turns out that perhaps the real story was that. It is all history.
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Let me tell you the story behind this quote. There was an ancient king, a very rich king, 
and he came across an Athenian, who was the wisest man of the time, so he asked that 
man: “Have you in your travels, and in all your studies, have you come across someone 
who you consider to be more fortunate than all other men?” And he thought the wise 
man would say that you, the king, is the most fortunate of all men, because he was 
rich. But the man replied: “I won’t know whether you are a fortunate man until you 
die. Because it is only after a man dies, then you can truly say, that he was fortunate”. 

This story about the king I found in Kapuściński’s book “Herodotus”, and I love Ka-
puściński because he was the original outsider. He was a guy from Poland, starting in 
the fifties, and was allowed to go outside of Poland. Poland was still behind the iron 
curtain at that time, not many people got to leave, so he brought the whole world 
back to his readers and he did so in his amazing books which were all about people. 
When you read Kapuściński, you understand how privileged he felt and how he had 
a sense of wonder about all these amazing things he was learning. He was a very 
wise man. And, here he is, talking about crowds! Kapuściński is actually describing 
a regime in the Middle East, and he is talking about the fact that for better, for worse, 
mostly for worse, in dictatorships, there are the organs of power, there are the Police, 
the secret Police, and all the other government agencies that control the regime. 
Then, there are the volunteers, the volunteers who help the regime stay in place by 
channeling information. These are the informants, and he describes these people who 
need something to do. They do not need to maintain an expensive army or full-time 
policemen, because people out there want to do something, and are happy to help 
the regime if needed.

To me, this paragraph holds huge hope. Because Kapuściński is describing what I think 
of as a “power of the crowd”. The story I told you about the NGO in Kibera – some-
how with the combination of the crowd, they got to a better outcome. And when we 

“Croesus asked [Solon], ‘Many stories have come to us, my Athe-
nian guest, about your wisdom and your travels—how you have 
roamed around and seen so much of the world in your quest for 
knowledge. Well this urge has come over me to ask you whether 
you have so far seen anybody you consider to be more fortunate 
than all other men.’ He asked this expecting that the most fortu-
nate of men would turn out to be himself ...”

R. Kapuściński, Herodotus, The Histories

“It suffices to reach out to these people searching for some sig-
nificance in life. Give them the sense that they can be of use, that 
someone is counting on them for something, that they have been 
noticed, that they have a purpose.”

R. Kapuściński, Herodotus, The Histories
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bring it back to crowdfunding, there is another reason for hope. Crowdfunding as it 
recently has emerged in the US, is an interesting mix. It is a mix of joint venturing and 
innovation, banding together. Usually it is not charity. GlobalGiving is an exception, 
because people – lets be frank – are not getting all excited about funding these boys 
in Kibera. They are getting excited about funding the next movie about Veronica 
Mars or the next generation of cappuccino machines. But strictly speaking, they are 
also not seeking money from it. They are not always expecting something tangible, 
sometimes they just want the documentary to be made. People are getting used to 
coming together in virtual groups to get things done and many of the things they 
get done, are post-materialist. They are not tangible – they do not necessarily deliver 
any value except perhaps a psychic value to the people who get involved. People get 
engaged in crowdfunding for fun; not because they feel obliged. 

So there is a possibility that we can make some breakthroughs. The US is one of the 
most generous countries in the world – 340-350 billion dollars a year – that represents 
about 2% of the GDP. But it has been stuck at this 2% for many years. This new direc-
tion that crowdfunding is taking us, gives us a potential. If the non-profit world and 
the philanthropy can leverage the power that crowdfunding is creating, we can break 
through that 2%, we can become a more generous nation, we can become a more 
generous world. Even for countries that do not have as rich financial resources as the 
US, I think it is possible for us all to get much, much more involved into the things that 
make communities and the world better.  Thank you very much! 

The lecture took place on 19th of October in Bratislava, Slovakia. 
It was hosted by the Pontis Foundation and University of Bratislava. 
http//: 
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The idea of collecting small donations from private persons has emerged in the artistic 
environment and has been used by musicians and film-makers to fund their projects – 
i.e. CDs or movies. The first ‘fan-funding’ platforms were established fifteen years ago, 
including ArtistShare (2000) and SellaBand (2006). A turning point for the business 
was the launch of the website Kickstarter. The platform is dedicated to all kinds of 
projects which bring forward new solutions and ideas, from the arts to technology 1.

The term ‘crowdfunding’ is credited to Michael Sullivan who had launched his fundav-
log in 2006, a failed attempt at creating an incubator for videoblog-related projects 
and events. “Many things are important factors, but building from the ‘crowd’ is the 
base of which all depends on and is built on. So, Crowdfunding is an accurate term 
to help me explain this core element of fundavlog”, but the term crowdfunding only 
began to be used globally a few years later along with the Kikstarter platform’s rising 
popularity.

Aside from GlobalGiving, another socially focused platform called Betterplace (2006) 
has been started addressing “charitable organisations, but also small grassroots ini-
tiatives round the corner from you, or anywhere in the world” 2. 

Current ever-increasing technological capabilities offer us many advantages and chal-
lenges when it comes to crowdfunding. According to Mari Kuraishi crowdfunding is 
an interesting alternative to the burdens of official development funds. It adds to the 
existing set of fundraising tools, both for individual organisations as well as for the 
development sector as a whole. It is also a solution for small, grassroots projects that 
do not have access to official donors or bank loans. The discussion on the necessity 
to mobilize more of private resources for development is focusing mainly on business 
and investments, while individual donorship seems not to be recognized as a signif-
icant source of funding yet. 

Suggested readings:

1. Arrossi, S., et al. (2014). Funding Community Initiatives. London: Routledge. 
2. Banks, K. (2013). The Rise of the Reluctant Innovator. London: London Pub-

lishing Partnership. 
3. GlobalGiving’s Mari Kuraishi: Forging a 21st Century Model for Philanthropy. 

Wharton University, 2011; on line access here.
4. Millner, J. (2013). How crowdfunding drives development. The Guardian Media 

& Tech Network; on line access here.
5. Mutikwa, J.M. (2015). Local and International Fundraising: Should Local Or-

ganisations Raise Funds Locally or Should They Rely on International Donor 
Funding? KCE Publisher. 

6. Owen, Ch. (2014). The advent of crowdfunding innovations for development. 
SciDevNet; on line access here.

1  See more at: https://10innovations.alumniportal.com/crowdfunding.html. 
2  See more at: https://www.betterplace.org/en. 
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I was asked to come here because I run 
an organization called GlobalGiving – 
it is one of the original crowd funding 
platforms established in 2002. Crowd-
funding is based on the idea that every-
one can fund something, and in this 
particular case GlobalGiving is funding 
development projects all over the world. 
But in 2000, when we left the World Bank 
to start Global Giving, the crowdfunding 
didn’t exist, which is rather strange. For 
hundreds of years individuals have been 
able to invest in companies and, yet, 
crowdfunding took until 2008-2010 to 
get started as a phenomenon. 
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At the beginning of his career, long before he started travelling the world, Kapuściński 
had written an article about the misery of steel factory workers in his home country. 
This article provoked such an outrage of the Polish communist party hardliners that 
he was fired. Later on, he was hired again and even given an important price for the 
same article which was a reason for his demise earlier on. As you can see, it is some-
times worth taking a risk and telling a story that will not necessarily please those 
who are in power. The same applies to international politics and to the international 
development cooperation. 

I will speak today about the so called post-2015 Development Agenda. I do not take 
any particular risk in delivering this lecture, but what I will say might well not please 
everyone.  

Post-2015 is currently in the centre of the development discourse – the UN, non-gov-
ernmental organisations, business associations, aid agencies – they all discuss what 
will come after the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The post-2015 Agenda 
can be and must be much more than just an updated list of MDGs. On one hand, this 
process allows to correct the errors and omissions of the MDGs approach, an approach 
that has reduced development to the eradication of poverty and the provision of 
basic social services in poor countries – which are very important – but the MGDs 
approach failed to address adequately the environmental dimension of development, 
the structural flaws of the global economic and financial system and, particularly, the 
responsibility of the global North. On the other hand, the post-2015 Agenda and the 
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process leading to it offers the opportunity to respond to the changing global reality 
– the shift of the global geopolitics, the rise of the BRICS 1 countries, or large global 
problems, such as an accelerating global warming, growing inequalities, expansion 
of the global shadow financial system, etc.  

Conventions, development goals and the related strategies, do not provide adequate 
answers to these changing conditions and global problems. Debate on the post-2015 
Agenda offers an opportunity to reconsider the whole notion of development in the 
light of this new reality. It offers an opportunity to overcome the paternalistic ap-
proach to development policy and it offers to challenge the common understanding 
that development is a phenomenon that occurs mainly in the Southern Hemisphere, 
while we, in the North, are already developed.

In fact, the future development agenda focusing only on poor countries, and not on 
the rich ones would be completely inadequate. That is why we need a truly universal 
post-2015 Agenda, not just an updated set of the MDGs. But what does universality 
mean? 

Universality means an agenda that involves all actors and societies, including trans-
national corporations and the high-end income individuals on one hand, and the 
most impoverished groups on the other. But universal also means an agenda that 
defines the goals, responsibilities and commitments of all countries in the world, not 
only those of the so-called developing world. In order to overcome political issues, 
economic inequality and environmental degradation, the post-2015 Agenda must not 
become just an agenda for the rich. Furthermore, the post-2015 goals need to be truly 
universal in application – they must be relevant for all the countries of the world. But 
it should be far more than just a list of goals, and it would be a mistake to reduce the 
conversation about the agenda only to a conversation about goals. The new agenda 
should have four building blocks:

 – A far-reaching vision with a compelling narrative;
 – A set of concise goals and targets;
 – Global partnership for development to mobilise the means of implemen-

tation;
 – The participatory review, monitoring and accountability mechanisms.

I would like to highlight three fundamental aspects, which are related to the first 
three building blocks, and in my opinion, are the most controversial. First, I want to 
ask: What does a truly universal agenda mean for the concept of ‘development’? Do 
we have to “reset the narrative of development as sustainable, equitable and a human 
rights–based development”, as Sakiko Fukuda-Parr suggests? Or do we have to go 
even further? Should the post- 2015 Agenda be a post-development agenda? Second: 
What does a truly universal post-2015 Development Agenda mean for the definition 
of goals and targets? What will be the development goals and targets for the rich? 

1  BRICS  is the acronym for an association of five major emerging economies: Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa.
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And finally: What does the truly universal post-2015 Development Agenda mean for 
the means of implementation? What does it mean for the future of aid? Should be 
the post-2015 Agenda be a post-ODA 2 agenda? 

First, I will address my first question: Do we have to rethink the whole narrative of de-
velopment? It was the 1st of December of 1948 when the UN General Assembly adopted 
for the first time a resolution titled ‘Economic Development of the Underdeveloped 
Countries’. A few weeks later, on 20th of January 1949, the US president Harry S. Truman 
made his historic inaugural address in which he announced a “bold new program for 
making the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for 
the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas” 3. This statement marks the 
beginning of the era of development, or as the Mexican activist and writer Gustavo 
Esteva put it, the ‘invention of underdevelopment’. Since that time the countries of the 
world have been categorised as being either developed or underdeveloped (in current 
terms developing). This division of the world was based on the modernisation theory 
and the idea of a more-less linear development trajectory that turned a blind eye to 
the environmental, gender and human rights aspects. It has confused the growth of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) with the progress of society and treated poverty as a 
primarily technical challenge in which categories of inequalities and social justice are 
neglected. Hence, many scientists and development politicians had, already, good 
reasons to criticise this approach and have demanded alternatives. 

Already in 1975 the Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation published a groundbreaking report 
‘What Now: Other Development’. It argues that the concept of development cannot 
be reduced to rising economic growth. Instead it states: “Development is a whole; it 
is an integral, value-loaded, cultural process; it encompasses the natural environment, 
social relations, education, production, consumption and well-being. The plurality of 
roads to development answers to the specificity of cultural or natural situations; no 
universal formula exists.”  

In the following years, the broader concept of sustainable development attempted 
to capture the ideas of plurality and comprehensiveness. In 1992, the year of the 
Rio-Conference on Environment and Development, ecologist Wolfgang Sachs declared: 
“The last 40 years can be called the age of development. This epoch is coming to an 
end. (...) The idea of development stands like a ruin in the intellectual landscape. (...) 
The time is ripe to write its obituary.” But obviously, Sachs was too optimistic. More 
than two decades and several economic, financial and environmental crises later, the 
dominant discourse of economists and politicians still equates development with the 
growth of GDP. 

Last year, the report of the High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the post-2015 
Development Agenda presented growth as a sine qua non condition for poverty erad-
ication and sustainable development. It noted that “continuing on current growth 

2  ODA is an acronym of Official Development Assistance. The official definition can be found here.  
3  The full text of the inaugural speech is available here. 
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trends, about 5% of people will be in extreme poverty by 2030. 4” And it adds that 
“with slightly faster growth and attention to ensuring that no one is left behind we 
can eradicate extreme poverty altogether”.

This suggests that poverty eradication and sustainable development can be achieved 
with the good old faithful model, in which wealth is supposed to trickle down to the 
poorest segments of society as a result of faster growth, and this without any reference 
to the need for redistributive policies and the limits of the global ecosystem (or in the 
words of Rockström and his colleagues the Planetary Boundaries 5). It all depends on 
unleashing private capital and a stronger corporate sector as the engine of growth. 

The proposal of the Open Working Group for a new set of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) again reflects the absolute belief in GDP growth. In their report from 
August 2014, governments defined as one of the proposed targets to: “Sustain per 
capita economic growth in accordance with national circumstances and, in particular, 
at least 7% GDP growth per annum in the least developed countries”. This formulation 
is like a relapse into the first UN Development Strategy of the 1960s and its belief in 
growth-based, catch-up modernization. What do we need instead? 

Within the epistemic community of development theorists there is a lot of debate 
around the notion of ‘post-development. Shouldn’t we do away with the whole notion 
of development, when it seems to be so intrinsically tied to the growth paradigm? 
I have a lot of sympathy with this school of thinking. But I tend to follow the Dag 
Hammarskjöld Report from 1975 on ‘another development’ and propose to redefine 
instead of replace the term. 

We are all in need of a redefinition of our goals, or new development strategies, or 
new lifestyles, including more modest patterns of consumption among the rich. What 
sounds like my own conclusion is in actual fact part of the Cocoyoc Declaration 6 from 
October 1974. Exactly 40 years ago, social and natural scientists and economists from 
all over the world came together to discuss in an integrated manner the environmental 
and social aspects of development. It seems that we have not made a lot of intellectual 
progress since then. We are still in need of a redefinition of development – and the 
post-2015 Development Agenda, with its claim of being a universal agenda, offers an 
excellent opportunity to discuss what that new definition might be. 

As a start we should no longer regard development as a process, which takes place 
only in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Nor should we regard development as a linear 
process from starting point A to target point B. As the buen vivir philosophy of the indig-

4  The full version of The Report of the High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 Devel-
opment Agenda ‘A New Global Partnership: Eradicate Poverty and Transform Economies Through 
Sustainable Development’ is available here. 

5  The full version of J. Rockström’s article “Planetary Boundaries: Exploring the Safe Operating Space 
for Humanity” is available here. 

6  The full version of the Cocoyoc Declaration can be found here.
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enous peoples in the Andes region emphasizes, the idea of a good life in harmony with 
nature is a process that never ends. It is constantly renewing and reproducing itself. 

If we regard (sustainable) development as a normative concept, we could define it 
as processes of economic, social, cultural and political transformation in all countries 
of the world, with the ultimate objective being to fulfill all human rights without 
transgressing planetary boundaries at the global level and a sustainable ecological 
footprint at the national and even individual level. 

Redefining development in this way implies that all countries in the world should be 
regarded as developing countries, particularly those rich countries like the US, Ger-
many or Finland, who live beyond their means. This brings me to my second question: 
What does a truly universal post- 2015 Agenda mean for the definition of goals and 
targets? And in particular, what would be specific targets for the rich? 

If you followed the post-2015 discussions in New York in the last 12 months, you may 
have got the impression that the whole agenda is about goals, or, more precisely, the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These discussions took place in the Open 
Working Group of the UN General Assembly on the SDGs. It took this working group 
more than 50 days of discussion and negotiation to come to a consensus. The result 
has been a list of 17 goals and 169 targets.

These goals and targets cover each of the three dimensions of sustainable develop-
ment, and in addition address hot topics such as the means of implementation and the 
rule of law. 7 However the consensus rests on shaky ground. In addition to the report 
of the Open Working Group the UN will publish a separate document that lists all the 
reservations member states have toward any of the goals or targets proposed. The 
Vatican and Sudan (among others) are opposing the target on reproductive rights; 
Russia the goal to promote peaceful societies; and Japan the stand-alone goal on 
climate change. 

Moreover, the consensus of the Open Working Group does not yet reflect the con-
sensus of the UN as a whole. The UN General Assembly welcomed the report of the 
Open Working Group and decided that it should be the main basis for integrating 
sustainable development goals into the post-2015 Development Agenda. But at the 
same time the General Assembly recognized that other inputs will also be considered 
in the negotiations leading up to the post-2015 Summit. The final decision on the SDGs 
will be taken by the Heads of States and Government in New York in September 2015.

Nevertheless, putting all of this aside, the current consensus is remarkable. It goes far 
beyond the narrow scope of the MDGs. The proposed list of the SDGs contains a broad 
but very diverse mix of goals and targets. Some are highly ambitious, like goal 1 to 
“end poverty in all its forms everywhere.” It not only includes the target to eradicate 
extreme income poverty by 2030, but also the target: “by 2030, to reduce at least by 

7  The outcomes of the Open Working Group discussion the can be found here. 
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half the proportion of men, women and children of all ages living in poverty in all its 
dimensions according to national definitions”. If taken seriously, this target could be 
quite challenging even for some of the world’s richest countries, like the US or Germany. 

Other targets proposed by the Open Working Group are very petty and superficial, 
like the target to “develop effective, accountable and transparent institutions at all 
levels” or the target to “enhance policy coherence for sustainable development”. Ma-
ny of the proposed targets are not SMART in the sense that they are neither Specific, 
Measurable, Assignable, Realistic nor Time-bound. 

Some people, such as Jeffrey Sachs, argue that the list of 17 goals is too long, not easy 
to communicate, and should therefore be narrowed down to ten goals or less. I don’t 
see a valid reason for this. Take, by way of comparison, the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. When it was drafted in 1947 and 1948, can you imagine someone pro-
posing to reduce its 30 articles to ten in order to make it more concise and easier to 
communicate? Do you think the Universal Declaration of Human Rights would have 
more political weight if it were shorter? 

The key issue is not the number of goals but their substance. Do they make a real 
difference? Are they sufficiently ambitious and are they an adequate reflection of 
global challenges? Will they trigger policy changes? Or do they only reproduce the 
agreed language of the past, recycle old commitments and maintain the status quo? 

The SDGs can make a difference if they are truly universal, and if they are not only 
goals for the poor but define specific targets and responsibilities for rich countries. To 
repeat what I said earlier: What we need are common goals but differentiated targets. 
But what do I mean by differentiated and specific targets for the rich? 

I distinguish between three different types of targets: First, targets that are universal 
and therefore create obligations on which all governments must deliver – including 
rich country governments. Examples include the already mentioned target to reduce 
at least by half the proportion of people living in poverty in all its dimensions; or the 
target to provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable transport sys-
tems for all, notably by expanding public transport. 

The second type of targets are those that require domestic policy changes in order to 
reduce negative external effects at the global level – kind of ‘do-not-harm’ targets, in 
other words. Examples could include the reduction of countries’ ecological footprints 
and the reduction of per capita greenhouse gas emissions (both of these targets are 
not yet part of the proposed SDGs [in 2014 - ed.]). 

The third type of target zeroes in on the international duties and responsibilities of rich 
countries. They include, above all, ensuring that the necessary institutional, regulatory 
and financial means are available to implement the post-2015 Agenda. 
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Most of the 169 targets proposed by the Open Working Group can be allocated to 
one of these three categories. Let me highlight just two specific goals, which are 
particularly relevant from the ‘targets for the rich’ perspective – the goal to ensure 
sustainable consumption and production patterns (proposed goal 12), and the goal 
to reduce inequality within and among countries (proposed goal 10). 

The High Level Panel on the post-2015 Agenda wrote in its report last year that: “the 
MDGs fell short (...) by not addressing the need to promote sustainable patterns of 
consumption and production.” I fully agree with this assessment, and I also agree 
that the adoption of the SDGs on consumption and production in a world of limited 
resources is a prerequisite for sustainable development. Therefore, it is good news 
that the Open Working Group is recommending a stand-alone goal on this issue. 

Already three years ago, Mohan Munasinghe, former Vice-Chairman of the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) introduced the idea of Millennium Con-
sumption Goals. He argued that the richest 20% of the world’s population consume 
over 80% of global output, or 60 times more than the poorest 20%. Therefore, the 
main responsibility to prevent or reduce resource use, emissions and waste should 
fall on this richest 20%. 8 But an SDG on consumption and production patterns must 
not only address overconsumption and unsustainable lifestyles. It must also address 
the production patterns of corporations and the kinds of products they create. 

Corporations are responsible for the exploitation of natural resources and the envi-
ronmental damage that this can bring about. They are responsible for the design and 
marketing of products that are unsustainable. They are responsible for respecting (or 
violating) human rights within their sphere of influence and they are responsible for 
putting pressure on governments and the UN to avoid stricter regulation. 

Last year Margaret Chan, the Director-General of the World Health Organization, 
delivered a remarkable speech. In fact, never before I have heard such a frank state-
ment coming from a top-rank UN official. So please allow me to quote her: “Efforts 
to prevent non-communicable diseases go against the business interests of powerful 
economic operators. In my view, this is one of the biggest challenges facing health 
promotion. (...) it is not just Big Tobacco anymore. Public health must also contend 
with Big Food, Big Soda, and Big Alcohol. All of these industries fear regulation, and 
protect themselves by using the same tactics. Research has documented these tac-
tics well. They include front groups, lobbies, promises of self-regulation, lawsuits, and 
industry-funded research that confuses the evidence and keeps the public in doubt. 
Tactics also include gifts, grants, and contributions to worthy causes that cast these 
industries as respectable corporate citizens in the eyes of politicians and the public. 
They include arguments that place the responsibility for harm to health on individuals, 
and portray government actions as interference in personal liberties and free choice. 
This is formidable opposition. Market power readily translates into political power. Few 

8  A broad presentation of M. Munasinghe’s opinions is included in the Lecture 15 – Integrated Solu-
tions for Sustainable Development.
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governments prioritize health over big business. (...) This is not a failure of individual 
will-power. This is a failure of political will to take on big business.” 9

Therefore, we cannot leave the responsibility to change consumption and production 
patterns solely in the hands of individual consumers and producers. Governments 
have to play a key role in setting the right policy incentives, or, first of all, correcting 
wrong incentives. In addition, governments should introduce effective international 
regulation for transnational corporations and prevent corporate actors from unduly 
influencing global policy-making, for instance around the post-2015 Agenda. To do 
so, they should adopt clear mandatory guidelines and policies for their relationship 
with corporations as well as establishing comprehensive transparency and conflict 
of interest policies. Margaret Chan expressed very clearly that the belief in corporate 
self- regulation is misleading and wishful thinking. 

The same is true when it comes to the goal to reduce inequality. Ryszard Kapuściński 
once wrote: “The biggest contradiction in a growing world is that, while experiencing 
a period of development and progress, the latter yields inequality. The greater the 
progress, the wider the inequality.” And indeed, Thomas Piketty just recently demon-
strated in his book ‘Capital in the Twenty-First Century’ that capital owners have been 
getting richer much faster than the rest of us. 10

In the last decades, the gap between rich and poor in many countries of the world has 
grown, with the notable exception of some Latin American countries with proactive 
social policies, like Bolivia, Brazil and Uruguay. Moreover, income disparities between 
countries have increased significantly. Branko Milanovic, former lead economist in the 
World Bank’s research department, estimated that the world income GINI coefficient 
has been constantly increasing over the past 200 years from around 0.43 in the early 
19th century to 0.71 in the first decade of the 21st century. 

I, therefore, very much welcome that the Open Working Group included in the list of 
the SDGs the goal to reduce inequality not only within but also among countries. With 
this decision, governments have acknowledged that inequality is a severe problem 
that requires political responses at the domestic and international levels. However, as 
the only measurable target under this goal, the Open Working Group recommends: 
“by 2030 [to] progressively achieve and sustain income growth of the bottom 40% 
of the population at a rate higher than the national average”. This target is much too 
cautious, and may lead to the wrong policy recommendations. It makes the reduc-
tion of inequality dependent on steady economic growth. It refrains from referring 
to the need to redistribute income and wealth and it does not make any mention of 
the income of the rich. 

9  The full version of M. Chan’s speech can be found here.
10  For details please refer to the Lecture 18 – Inequality – Capital and Carbon in the 21st Century. 
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In further discussions about targets on inequality, governments should take into ac-
count the interesting idea of the so-called Palma ratio. Alex Cobham and Andy Sumner 
introduced this measure in 2013 based on the work of the economist Gabriel Palma. The 
Palma ratio is an alternative measure of income concentration and inequality. It is the 
ratio of the income share of the top 10% to that of the bottom 40% of the population. 

The advantage of this ratio is that it looks at both sides of the coin: at poverty on the 
one side, and wealth on the other. This could and should lead to different policy rec-
ommendations than those elicited by the prevailing one-dimensional view on poverty. 

In contrast, recent voices have been arguing that we must realize that inequality is not 
about the rich, it is about the poor. This view completely ignores the political economy 
of poverty and the need for redistribution as a desirable political option. My response 
to this is a simple poem by Bertolt Brecht 11: 

I still believe in the power of public policy in general, and the potential of fiscal policy 
as an instrument of redistribution in particular. This brings me to probably the most 
crucial topic in the Post-2015 negotiations: The debate around the means of imple-
mentation. 

Goals without means are meaningless. It would be easy for governments to agree on 
goals –even more so as they will not be legally binding. Who would be against end-
ing poverty and hunger everywhere? Who would be against healthy lives and quality 
education for all? Who would oppose the goal of ensuring affordable drinking water 
for all? Many of these goals are already codified human rights anyway. 

It is far more difficult to translate the goals into policies, to agree on the ways to reach 
the goals, and in particular to allocate responsibilities for providing the necessary 
means of implementation. 

One of the fundamental design faults of the MDG approach was that it defined very 
specifically goals 1-7 and very vaguely, in goal 8, the means to achieve them. The G77 
learned its lessons from this experience and insisted on having the means of imple-
mentation listed under each of the SDGs as well as specifically under goal 17 on the 
Global Partnership for Sustainable Development. The result has been a list, sometimes 
repetitive, of 62 targets that describe the means of implementation. Most of these 

11  Alfabet (1934).  

Rich man, poor man faced each other in a van.  
Said the poor man with a switch: 
‘Were I not poor, you wouldn’t be rich’. 
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targets are not numerical and when they are specific (such as the 0.7 target for ODA) 
they are not time-bound. Basically, the list does not contain any new commitments, 
but just summarizes ones that already exist. In my view this is not enough.

What we need is a much more ambitious post-2015 Action Agenda. Governments 
and the UN are calling it a new or renewed Global Partnership. My friends and I in the 
Reflection Group 12 are calling it a ‘Program for Structural Transformation’. This pro-
gram should define the financial, regulatory and institutional measures to realize the 
SDGs. And it should address the structural obstacles and political barriers that have 
prevented the realization of many development goals so far. Let me just highlight two 
issues here: the need for sustainable development budgets and the future of ODA. 

Fiscal policy will be a key instrument for governments seeking to implement the SDGs. 
Governments can generally approach the issue from both the revenue (tax policy) 
and the expenditure (budget policy) angles. 

A pro-active tax policy includes, for example, the taxation of the extraction and con-
sumption of non-renewable resources, and forms of progressive taxation that are 
sensitive to the poor’s welfare (e.g. by taxing the consumption of luxuries). On the 
expenditure side, governments should take measures to initiate the redistribution of 
income and wealth, and to trigger ecological steering effects. This can include cash 
transfers to needy families, child benefits, and the phasing out of ineffective or even 
harmful subsidies. 

If priorities are properly defined, budget policies can become a powerful instrument 
to reduce social inequality, eliminate discrimination, and promote the transition to 
sustainable patterns of production and consumption. Realizing any set of the SDGs 
will only be possible if governments undertake the necessary adjustments in their tax 
and budget policies; in other words, they have to formulate sustainable development 
budgets in order to implement the Sustainable Development Goals. 

This requires eco-social fiscal reforms at the national level. But it also requires strength-
ened tax cooperation at the global level. In the last few years, international cooper-
ation in tax matters has intensified. But this takes place mainly within the OECD and 
the G20. Countries who are not members of these clubs are either excluded or only 
invited for consultations. What we need is a universal intergovernmental body on tax 
cooperation under the roof of the UN. 

So far, the UN’s work has centered around the UN Committee of Experts on Internation-
al Cooperation in Tax Matters. This is far from being sufficient. In order to strengthen 
international tax cooperation and to combat tax evasion and harmful tax avoidance, 
I propose a global Tax Cooperation Forum at the UN. It should promote dialogue and 
cooperation on issues linked to tax and fiscal policies and lead to the establishment 

12  https://www.reflectiongroup.org/ 
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of an Intergovernmental Commission on Tax Cooperation – or even better – an Inter-
national Tax Organization.

Even with a strengthened system of public finance, in many countries the maximum 
available resources will not suffice to implement the post-2015 Agenda. External fund-
ing will therefore still be required. 

The current system of financial transfers is still based on the concept of aid (official 
development assistance – ODA). Despite all attempts to increase ‘ownership’ and 
‘aid effectiveness’, this system is characterized by paternalistic relationships between 
rich donors and poor recipients. This relationship has not changed just by calling 
donors now ‘providers’, and recipients now ‘partners’ 13. The financial flows are still 
often unpredictable, volatile, tied to products and services from donors and subject 
to conditionality. 

Allow me one further and final quote: “(...) the whole concept of aid is wrong. I am 
saying it is not right that the vast majority of the world’s people should be forced into 
the position of beggars, without dignity. In One World, as in One State, when I am rich 
because you are poor, and I am poor because you are rich, the transfer of wealth from 
the rich to the poor is a matter of right; it is not an appropriate matter for charity.” 
Julius Nyerere, President of Tanzania said this in 1975 – and it is still valid. 

Governments have to go beyond the concept of aid and establish a new normative 
framework of burden-sharing between rich and poor countries based on the soli-
darity principle – for example, in the form of a universal fiscal equalization scheme. 
Models for such a type of compensation or equalization scheme already exist on the 
national and regional level. In Germany, for example, regional inequalities are to be 
compensated for by a system of financial income adjustment between the federal 
states.  In the European Union cohesion and economic equalization are supported 
financially by a compensatory structural policy. A similar approach is now needed at 
the global level. With the post-2015 Agenda we need to change our perspective and 
move away from an aid-based approach to a rights-based approach of development 
finance – just as Julius Nyerere asked us to do 40 years ago. 

A truly universal post-2015 Agenda will require us: 

 – To redefine the whole concept of development; 
 – To adopt sustainable development goals and targets for the rich; 
 – To translate sustainable development goals into sustainable development 

budgets; and finally 
 – To create a new system of financial burden-sharing beyond ODA. 

These are enormous tasks – and I am not naive. The narrative of development and 
the fundamental understanding of progress in societies will not and should not be 

13  For details on changes in ODA approaches please refer to the Paris Declaration and Accra Agenda 
for Action; on line access here. 
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changed top down by the decisions of politicians and diplomats in New York. This 
requires fundamental shifts in the power relations between social groups at the na-
tional and international levels. And it requires what the Reflection Group on Global 
Development Perspectives already called for in 2011: a fundamental change of mind-
set, by, inter alia, restoring public rights over corporate privileges. 

The German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer once formulated the idea that all truth 
passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed. And 
third, it is accepted as being self-evident. With some of our ideas we are probably still 
between stages 1 and 2. But we are making progress. And the post-2015 Agenda and 
the process leading up to it offer the chance to make more progress. 

Thank you very much. 

The lecture took place on 29th of October 2014, in Helsinki, Finland 
It was hosted by the University of Helsinki.
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The lecture, among others, raises the topic of development theory and post-devel-
opment concept. Along with the failure – or insufficient results of the classical (main-
stream) approaches to development such as modernization theory, structuralism or 
dependency theory – several academics began to discuss the alternative approaches 
known as post-development concepts, including different variations such as buen 
vivir 14, ubuntu 15 and degrowth 16.  

Arturo Escobar, Gustavo Esteva, James Ferguson, Serge Latouche, Majid Rahnema, 
Gilbert Rist and Wolfgang Sachs are among the most notable representatives of the 
post-development approach. According to A. Escobar the post-development thinkers 
are characterized by: 

 – The interest in alternatives to development, not the interest of alternative 
development; 

 – A fundamental rejection of the classical development paradigm; 
 – An interest in local culture and local knowledge;
 – A critical perspective on established scientific discourses; 
 – Solidarity for pluralistic grassroots movements. 17

Suggested readings: 

1. Crain, W. (2010). Theories of Development: Concepts and Applications. Oxford: 
Psychology Press

2. Fukuda-Parr, S. (2012). Recapturing the Narrative of International Development. 
Gender and Development Programme Paper Number 18. Geneva: UNRISD; 
on line access here.  

3. Peet, R., Hartwick, E. (2015). Theories of Development, Third Edition: Contentions, 
Arguments, Alternatives. New York: The Guilford Press.

4. Rist, G. (2014). The History of Development. From Western Origins to Global 
Faith. London: Zed Books (Fourth Edition). 

5. Sachs, W. (Ed.) (2007). The Development Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as 
Power. London: Zed Books. 

6. Ziai, A. (2013). Exploring Post-Development: Theory and Practice, Problems and 
Perspectives. London: Routledge. 

14  Buen Vivir has emerged in the 2000s as a political concept of indigenous movements in Latin Amer-
ica, but it is based on the long-lasting principles of these groups.

15  Ubuntu is a philosophical concept widely known in Sub-Saharan Africa which derives from the 
Xhosa phrase ‘Ubuntu ungamntu ngabanye abantu’, which means ‘A person is a person through 
other persons’. 

16  Degrowth arises from two related European concepts: Décroissance in France and Postwachstum 
in Germany. According to both of them the existing model of society prevalent in Europe has to be 
fundamentally rethought, especially in the light of the ecological consequences of this model. Key 
to the concept is that reducing consumption does not require individual martyring or a decrease 
in well-being. 

17  Escobar, A. (1995). Encountering Development. The Making and Unmaking of the Third World. Princ-
eton, Princeton University Press.
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It is a very great honour to address you today. Something I wanted to mention in 
particular and I think I have to admit are some failures of my generation. The state of 
the world which I will describe to you is partly our responsibility, due to our inabili-
ty to solve problems. When I see the youthful faces, when I hear the description of 
courses that you have taken at this University, then I think we have some hope that 
solutions will come, that you have the ability to do so. I am sure that the Alta Scuola 
Polytechnica will continue to make a global contribution by educating innovative and 
multi-disciplinary young leaders who will build a more sustainable future, not only 
for Italy but the whole world. 

Meanwhile my task is to tell you some of the important lessons we have learnt, not 
only our successes but also our failures in sustainable development. I will try to explain 
why we need integrated and multi-disciplinary solutions for two of the most import-
ant problems we face today – that is sustainable development and climate change. I 
have to share that my undergraduate degree was in engineering and it is an extremely 
good base for multi-disciplinary research, because it gives practical skills in problem 
solving. Now we are asking you, the young generation, to do much more than what 
I ever faced. When I did my PhD we believed that our work had to have a depth, had 
to be the best in a particular subject and had to discuss something creative. What 
we are now asking you is to do the same – to have that depth, to be the best in your 
subject – but also to have the breadth to understand what other people are saying. 
This is a very difficult task, but it can be done. 

So
ur

ce
: U

N
D

P.
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Let me start by talking about what are some of the major challenges we face: first, 
we are facing a world where we have multiple heavy shocks. There is a risk of global 
breakdown. There is poverty, inequality and other bad socioeconomic trends; there 
is resource shortage (energy, water, food etc.); problems with the financial sector and 
wealth concentration; problems with trade, multinationals; shocks and disasters in-
cluding earthquakes and hurricanes; conflict and insecurity; weak leadership is a very 
major problem in the world at the moment; and there is unsustainable values and 
of course climate change, which is the ultimate threat multiplier. These problems are 
synergistic in a negative way. Unfortunately, the stakeholders, which are all the peo-
ple of the planet, have very divergent interests, hence we do not have an integrated 
response. Our actions are very much uncoordinated and there is a lack of leadership. 
So we do need robust, integrated and multi-disciplinary strategies. 

Lets take poverty as an example. Most of the undernourished population in the world 
lives in developing countries which are located mainly in the tropical areas. If we look 
at global resources use, we can distinguish 10 areas: 1) climate change, 2) biodiversity 
loss, 3) nitrogen, 4) ocean acidification, 5) freshwater use, 6) stratospheric ozone, 7) 
land use, 8) phosphorus, 9) chemical pollution, 10) atmospheric gases. Three of them 
– climate, biodiversity and nitrogen are already overused. The other areas like ocean 
acidification, freshwater use and so on, are in danger too and we are approaching the 
limits on almost all of them. If we put these points together, it will give us a sense of 
the dilemma we face. 

I believe you all have heard of a concept called the “ecological footprint of humanity”.  
In 2012 we were using 50% more water, land and other resources than the capacity of 
the planet. We are overusing the natural capital and if we wont stop by 2030, we are 
going to need the resources of not one but two planets to sustain our current lifestyles. 

Figure 1. Unfair world consumption pattern 2010. 

The richest �fth of  the
World’s Population receives
83% of  the Worlds income

One �fth of the 
Worlds Population

The poorest �fth of the Worlds
Population receives 1.4% of total
World Income 1.4%

Ratio is 60:1
between
highest and
lowest 20%!

83%

Source: Lecture presentation. 
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Our current consumption pattern can be compared to the “champagne glass” (Figure 1). 
As you can see, 85% of the resources are consumed by 20% of the population – the 
1.4 billion who are the richest in the world. Statistically, they consume 60 times more 
per capita than the poorest 20% of the world. This is very unequal. 

On a global level we have a host of declarations made by world leaders attending 
various high-level conferences. There are 8 Millennium Development Goals, which are 
going to be phased out this year. They will be replaced by 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals reaching the year 2030. These are very valuable targets, but if the rich of this 
world already consume more than the planet can provide, where are the resources 
to raise the poor out of poverty? When I ask this question to the world leaders, they 
are always very embarrassed. But they keep promising more. 

Now let me just go back to the problems we face. One of them is the 2008 financial 
meltdown, which is still a problem. As a response, the industrialized countries bailed 
out banks and rich companies to about the value of 1.75 trillion US dollars. This was 
the primary cause of the weakening of some of the European economies, which I call 
the GIPS (Greece, Italy, Portugal Spain). These countries had to face huge social and 
human costs. Additionally, over 100 million people lost their jobs, mainly in develop-
ing countries. 

However, if you look at the largest banks in the world, for the last 4 years they alone 
have been fined hundreds of billions of dollars for fraud, yet every year there is more 
and more of them. So we have a repetition of the same behaviour, despite the penalties. 

Thomas Piketty, French economist, has tried to analyze the main economic tendencies 
over the past 300 years. His conclusion is very clear: “During the past 300 years, the 
rich have got richer while the poor got poorer. Growth of returns to capital is faster 
than the general growth rate.” If we look at the reality, “the 85 richest people in the 
world, who will fit into a single London double-decker, control as much wealth as the 
poorest half of the global population (3.5 billion people)” 1. If you look at salaries in the 
fast-food sector, a classic example, the top management gets millions in bonuses and 
their salaries are 1000 times as much as a person who is handing out the hamburger 
to you in the shops. 

Another important issue – climate change. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), which I belong to, has a huge report on that. There are two points there 
that are of a great relevance for us today. One is that it is the poor countries which are 
the most vulnerable and will suffer most from the climate change. This is manifestly 
unfair, since they are the last to blame for creating the problem. The report says we 
should solve the problem of climate change jointly with other problems like poverty, 
hunger and so on. But the reality is very different. We have poor leadership and I will 
explain very quickly how we are failing.  

1  Christine Lagarde – the Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund (since 2011). 
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The asset bubble of 2008 separated financial markets, particularly property values 
and derivatives, from the productive economic value, the real value. And when that 
bubble burst, we had a major economic problem. We also have a social bubble. We 
usually speak about GDP growth rates, but it is hiding a very great sin – the poverty 
of 2 billion people in the world. When this GDP bubble bursts, we are going to be in 
a bad situation. If you look at how quickly the world leaders have deployed resources 
to solve these financial problems, you will see that for the bailing out of the rich, they 
found 5 to 6 trillion US dollars very quickly, in 6 months only. However, for the 2 billion 
poor we only use about 100 billion in foreign assistance. That is 1/50th or 1/60th of the 
amount for the banking sector bailout. So the poor get less and less. To address envi-
ronmental problems like climate change a few billion dollars is just a pocket money. 
With these paltry figures in mind, lets have a look at the world military expenditure 
– it is more than 2 trillion USD. Hence I ask whether we are really addressing the true 
problems in the world? 

I do a lot of scenario analysis, and amongst the scenarios there are some very positive 
scenarios, but my job here is not to tell you that everything is perfect. We have to look 
at the down side and manage the risks. If we have unrestrained market forces without 
ethical and moral values, combining with problems like poverty, environmental deg-
radation, terrorism and climate change, this will result in a chaotic situation, a situation 
of conflict and civil society breakdown. In fact, if you look at the bottom line, there 
is a possibility that since everything is dominated by the elites, we will have extreme 
inequality and poverty, universal surveillance and control of the media and so on. It 
can come about; in some parts of the world it is already happening. This is why we 
have to work against it. This is why, I think, social innovation is necessary. I will focus 
now on how we can stop the erosion of decent values. 

We know that climate change is, broadly speaking, caused by the industrial revolu-
tion. You can see that up to about 200 years ago the safe level of carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere was about 275 parts per million (ppm). For many years it was at that 
level and suddenly it shot up – now it is near 400 ppm, which means a 35% increase in 
the last 200 years. As a result, we will face a temperature increase of at least 3 degrees 
Celsius by the second half of the 21st century, a sea level rise of at least 50 centime-
ters, and of course wet areas will get wetter, and dry areas will get drier. There will be 
more floods and more droughts, more deserts, more storms and cyclones. This is a 
summary which shows that we face irreversible changes. Higher temperatures affect 
all of these areas already in a short time span. In the long run, the predictions are even 
more catastrophic – for example if the Antarctic ice sheets melt, which might happen 
by the end of the century, we will face not half a meter but six meters of sea level rise. 
All these risks, the results of climate change, affect humans and natural systems. And 
because humans and natural systems are interlinked, we have a closed cycle between 
the climate and the development domains. 

Lets introduce two filters to our thinking. At the top, we have adaptation – this means 
that we can counteract. For example, if the sea level goes up, we can build a wall to 
keep the sea away. That is adaptation. At the bottom, there is mitigation – that means 
that we try to prevent. For example, to squeeze down the emission of greenhouse 
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gases through various engineering methods and other means. These are the two main 
methods of solving the problem with climate change. We do know how to adapt, we 
do know how to protect the most vulnerable, the poor, the children, the elderly, the 
small islands which will disappear, the Arctic and Asian mega deltas. We also do know 
what to do to adapt, but very little is being done in terms of financial help to apply 
these adaptations, particularly in the developing countries. 

On the mitigation side, we have had failure after failure every year since the process 
started in 1992. I had to write the UN framework convention on climate change in 
1992, which was an excellent start. Then we had the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, which 
was a very weak agreement, and has not been honoured particularly by any large 
emitters of greenhouse gases, including the United States. In 2015 we are hoping 
for the post-Kyoto Agreement, but not much is happening. At the same time, we are 
facing a three to four degrees increase of temperature and its concomitant effects on 
climate change. Paris COP-21, which will take place in December this year, is probably 
the last chance to bring down the curve of emissions within the next couple of years. 
Otherwise, we will have a very high climatic impact in the future. Please do not be 
mistaken; we do know what we can do in energy, transport, construction, industry 
and agriculture to reduce emissions. But it is simply not being done to any significant 
degree and by any major player. 

To address the problem of emissions, we need policies that harmonize adaptation 
and mitigation with sustainable development. It is not possible to solve the problem 
of climate change by itself – it needs to be a part of a broader policy, a part of devel-
opment, so that we can solve all the problems together. 

If we do not blend the existing problems, we will remain with the ‘business as usual’ 
scenario. Governments are reacting piecemeal, trying to solve the poverty issue here, 
the environment issue there, and something else in another place. But what we really 
need to do is go below and look at what are the drivers of these problems. The drivers 
are as I mentioned before: consumption, production, and technology, which we all 
face. We need a process of making development more sustainable with a systematic 
policy reform. I have proposed a system called Sustainomics to solve this. But most of 
all we need an integrated approach where governments join forces with businesses 
and civil society.  

What do I mean by Sustainomics? This is a framework that I presented in 1992 at the 
Rio Earth Summit. The first core concept is called Making Development More Sustain-
able. It is a call for the empowerment of citizens and the things which we can do. For 
example, we can use fluorescent light bulbs, we can eat less meat, or we can plant a 
tree. At the corporate level it means integrated management, sustainability, accounting 
and reporting. At the national level we can integrate every element of sustainability 
into the mainstream sectors of the economy – into agriculture, into industry, into 
transport, and so on. It is just not happening fast enough. 

The second core concept is already well known, but in 1992 was fairly new. There are 
three elements in sustainability – the economic side, the social side, and the envi-
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ronment. All three are important, and finding a balance between them is crucial. Any 
problem with poverty, equity or sustainable development can be analyzed in terms 
of these three elements. 

There are also three types of assets – manufactured (goods, infrastructure, etc.), so-
cial capital, and the natural capital (water, air, soil, etc.). We are constantly eroding all 
of them. Lets have a look at social capital for example – through conflict, inequality 
and other threats, we constantly diminish it, when actually we should be building it. 
Social innovation is even more relevant today, given the lack of political leadership 
and the inability of governments to deal with complex issues alone. It often provides 
cheaper and better quality social services, via frameworks that empower citizens to 
work proactively to solve social problems, instead of waiting for governments to do it. 
Social enterprises and entrepreneurs are at the cutting edge of all social innovations. 

The third co-concept tells us that we have to transcend the boundaries through in-
novation and fresh ideas. Particularly with values, we have to move away from greed, 
selfishness and violence. We have to move more towards selflessness, altruism, en-
lightened self-interest and respect for other humans and nature. Unfortunately, this 
is not what is happening. We have unsustainable growth, extreme market forces 
driving poverty up, increasing inequality and over-consumption by elites. This has 
led to a huge environmental debt – not just climate change but also other depleting 
of natural resources. What we need is to balance this, and we need to bring business, 
civil society and government together. 

We also need the fourth concept, which is implementation. We have to have a full 
cycle of operations so that the stages of activities are not compartmentalized; this is 
called a project cycle, of course. We also have to choose specific indicators which are 
relevant to a specific problem. Fortunately, there are many tools and policy options 
that are already existing and we do not need to reinvent the wheel. 

Talking about sustainability, we understand that all these approaches can be a little 
divergent. The economic approach tends to focus very much on optimality. Maximiz-
ing the output of the production, one doesn’t care how much environmental damage 
is caused, how much burden is imposed on the poor people. The ultimate goal is to 
maximize the output. In an ecological and social approach, optimalization is a broader 
concept, focusing on viability and resilience. If you look at an ecological system, you 
do not optimizie anything, you want to maintain a certain state of health. The same 
thing is for society – you want to keep it in balance. Sometimes, unless you integrate 
these approaches, there can be a clash. This happens with financial markets for in-
stance. If you want to optimize, you need to take a very high risk for a very high yield. 
If you accept a low or moderate risk, then you are more in the durable mode. In reality 
both types of behaviour are there. An important part is to avoid going towards the 
too risky end where everything is optimized, as it brings us to the ‘cliff edge’ solutions. 
You optimize, but it takes you very close to the edge of a cliff. If you fall off, then the 
consequences are catastrophic for everybody. 



185KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

IN
TE

G
R

A
TE

D
 S

O
LU

TI
O

N
S 

FO
R 

SU
ST

A
IN

A
BL

E 
D

EV
EL

O
PM

EN
T

So where to go? First, for the wealthy countries, it is necessary for them to reduce their 
emissions. Now the rich countries are still moving forward and increase their emissions, 
although the technologies and the methodologies to substantially reduce emissions 
are available. I am not asking rich people to become poor! Through transformation 
and de-carbonization it is actually possible to maintain or even improve life-styles in 
the rich countries. But there is another part. Countries like Sri Lanka, who are in the 
middle of the development ladder, have to find a different path. They cannot ride 
up the same profligate curve of the rich countries, because seven billion people in 
the planet cannot live the same ostentatious life style of the Europeans or Northern 
Americans. There are not enough resources on our planet for that. As an alternative, 
we can look at the income distribution, so when – for example – we make a policy 
change, we can predict whether it will make the poor even poorer, or richer. These 
kinds of questions we should ask while bringing about new economic solutions.  

Let me give you an example of what we did in Sri Lanka with a multi-disciplinary ap-
proach to analyze the water and climate change impacts on agriculture. We used a 
method called the Action Impact Matrix (AIM), which is a way of linking national poli-
cies, for example trade policy, growth policy and so on, with environmental indicators, 
like water, temperature and so on. Through this analysis we found that agriculture is 
very critical for the climate. So we used a General Circulation Model, which is a huge 
physical model of the atmosphere, and applied it to Sri Lanka to estimate what will 
be the climate there in 2050. Once we had the idea how the climate in 2050 might 
look, we applied it to a model of today’s economy. We looked specifically at the agri-
culture, with a focus on tea and rice production, which are the two main crops of the 
country. We received very interesting results. Currently, rice is produced by the poor 
farmers, in dry parts of Sri Lanka, while tea is produced by the big, rich owners but in 
the mountains. The change in the climate expected by 2050 will cause a decrease of 
the rice production, so the poor farmers will become poorer. On the other hand, the 
conditions for the production of tea will improve, so the rich tea farms owners will 
become even richer. From the economical point of view the net effect is balanced; rice 
is down but tea is up, so the GNP doesn’t change. However, from the social point of 
view the inequality is going to increase. This study was very important for Sri Lanka as 
it pointed out a significant risk to food security, the high impact of climate change on 
small farmers, and equity impacts as well. On top of this, there is a need to consider 
the potential demographic shifts. Facing more poverty, people will move from their 
homelands into the other areas. The government, knowing all these risks and con-
sequences in advance, can take the necessary steps to prevent or at least minimize 
the negative impact. 

Finally, it is important to mention sustainable consumers and producers. There is a 
concept called the 21st Century Global Eco-Civilization. This is basically what we are 
aiming for in the post-2015 Agenda. We will look not only at the production and con-
sumption of material goods (GDP), but something called Goss National Happiness 
and Well-Being as well. What is the logic behind this approach? If we focus only on 
building the wealth, the GDP, it can crush the social and natural capital of a country. 
That is why we need to look at the social side – the basic needs of all human beings 
– especially the poor and vulnerable – and issues such as peace, harmony and social 
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justice. We want to respect nature and contain humanity’s consumption on our planet. 
Economically we of course want to have prosperity, but we must be resource efficient. 
We have to respect critical environmental and social constraints – both the poor and 
the rich countries have to transform. We all need more sustainable consumption pat-
terns – lets start consuming wisely. 

Thank you.

The lecture took place on 3rd of July 2015, in Milano, Italy.  
It was hosted by the Alta Scuola Politecnica. 
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The concept of sustainable development received its first major international recog-
nition in 1972 at the UN Conference on the Human Environment held in Stockholm. 
The term was not referred to explicitly, but nevertheless the international community 
agreed to the notion – fundamental to sustainable development – that both devel-
opment and the environment could be managed in a mutually beneficial way. The 
concept of sustainable development was proposed as an answer to the problem of 
environmental degradation raised by the Brundtland Commission in the 1987 report 
Our Common Future (on-line access here) and brought to the international attention in 
1992 at the UN high-level forum during the United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development held in Rio de Janeiro. It was also the first international attempt 
to draft action plans and strategies for moving towards sustainable development 1.

More recently, the World Summit on Sustainable Development was held in Johan-
nesburg in 2002 and delivered three key outcomes: a political declaration, the Johan-
nesburg Plan of Implementation, and a range of partnership initiatives. And finally, 
twenty eight years after the Rio Declaration, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment (on line access here) has been adopted by the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Summit on 25 September 2015. 

In his lecture Prof. Mohan Munasinghe explains why there is a need for integrated 
and multi-disciplinary solutions for implementation of sustainable development ap-
proach. His arguments remain in line with the Sustainable Development Goals spirit, 
as a few of them tackles on poverty, inequality and environmental issues using the 
cross-cutting approach:

 – Goal 7: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern en-
ergy for all.

 – Goal 8: Promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment 
and decent work for all.

 – Goal 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries.
 – Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

Suggested readings:

1. Beck, U. (2016). The Metamorphosis of the World: How Climate Change is Trans-
forming Our Concept of the World. Cambridge: Polity Press.

2. Ciplet, D., Roberts, J.T., Khan, M.R. (2015). Power in a Warming World: The New 
Global Politics of Climate Change and the Remaking of Environmental Inequal-
ity, Cambridge: MIT Press.

3. Delgado-Ramos, G.C. (2015). Inequality and Climate Change. Perspectives from 
the South. Dakar: Codesria.

4. Maxton, G., Randers, J. (2016). A Prosperous Planet: Thirteen Solutions to Un-
employment, Inequality, and Climate Change. Vancouver: Greystone Books. 

5. Munasinghe, M. (2010). Making Development More Sustainable (2nd Edition). 
Colombo: MIND Press.

6. Roberts, J.T., Parks, B.C. (2007). Climate of Injustice: Global Inequality, North-
South Politics and Climate Policy. Cambridge: MIT Press.

1  See more at: http://www.worldbank.org/depweb/english/sd.html. 
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DEVELOPMENT BLIND SPOTS: 
RETHINKING GENDER INEQUALITY
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Are you a good human being? Are you a decent human being? – I asked myself. And 
my hesitation in answering these questions woke me up. It was December 2012 when 
a horrendous rape took a place in New Delhi. A young, 22 years old medical student 
was coming home around 9.30 pm after seeing the movie ‘Life of Pi’ at the Shopping 
Mall in South Delhi, not far from the place where I live. She was with a friend, a man, 
and she had a misfortune of needing public transportation to go home. She never got 
home. She was brutally gang raped in a moving bus by six men. Her intestines were 
torn out. She and her friend were thrown out of the bus naked and left to die. The 
rape shocked Delhi and the country. It shook students and parents, men and women, 
but not the state. Not initially. The state had to be woken up when the middle classes 
turned out to protest peacefully to light candles and the police charged at them with 
sticks and used water canons. How can such brutality happen? How could powerful 
men and even some female politicians blame the girl for the rape? Attack her charac-
ter for being out at night – saying she must be loose, she must be asking for it? This 
event raised in me a question that will probably last a lifetime. 

Today I want to address one of the questions that has emerged from the spirit of re-
flection and research. Why is gender equality so difficult to achieve when each of us, 
wherever we see ourselves in the gender dimension, considers ourselves good and 
decent human beings. Why is progress so slow? 

Clearly all is not well when half of the population of the world cannot live their lives in 
dignity, fairness and freedom. How can we keep ignoring this fundamental inequality 
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in chances, possibilities and freedom? There is not a single country in the world that 
has achieved gender equality – not even Sweden. Sweden has got a gender wage 
gap at its top end and the reported rape statistics are high, higher than in the US and 
India. I am going to use India and the US as the key studies, as these are the countries 
I know the best. 

The American Declaration of Independence 240 years ago stated “All men are creat-
ed equal”; the Preamble of the US Constitution states “We the People’. Men were in 
charge and to them it naturally meant them – men; they were the reference point. It 
turns out black people and women were not legally considered people. It took almost 
another 150 years before women gained a right to vote – it was the 19th Constitutional 
Amendment in 1920. The laws of countries reflect men’s minds, men’s imagination. 
The public policy, public rules and regulations, reflect deep-seated culture and this 
culture pattern operates even today and is reflected in statistics. 

Lets look at one statistic in the US – the gender wage gap: in 1960 women made 
US$ 60 cents to men’s US$ 1; today women make US$ 77 cents to men’s 1 dollar. The 
improvement has been approximately 0.3 cents per year, so it will take a century for 
women to be paid the same amount as men for the same work. The Equal Wage Act 
was passed in 1963. The USA rank is 20 in the Gender Wage Gap Index of the World 
Economic Forum, and India 114. India ensured gender equality in its Constitution at 
independence, but like in the US the culture drag is intense. Dowries were outlawed in 
1961 but weddings become more lavish every year. In fact, women are killed in India 
because they didn’t manage to bring enough gifts to the family. One woman is killed 
every hour! Again, the culture trumps the law – the anti-dowry Bill was passed in 1961. 

Let’s look at women working outside homes and the women’s labour participation 
rates. In the US that share is now 69%, in India 29%, which is about the same as it was 
in the US in 1948. But India today is very different from the US in 1948. There are over 
1 billion people and technology has changed everything. There are almost 1 billion 
cell phones in India today. In Delhi, the capital, 80% of households own a TV and India 
overtakes the US in numbers of digital TVs. Hard porn is downloadable on the phone 
and available to men living in the most remote corners of India who might still be 
using bullock carts to plough the land and is equally available to the legislators in the 
state’s National Assembly. India’s population of 1.2 billion is four times bigger than 
the population of the US in a country of 1/3rd the size. 

How long will it take to achieve a life of equity and dignity for over 500 million girls 
and women in India today? Last year in a research project we interviewed 500 women 
and girls, primarily from the middle class in Delhi as well as other big cities. Based on 
that research I can conclude that better education, better health and better income 
are necessary but not sufficient to achieve gender equity. The question is: How can 
we learn from these experiences and how can we speed up change? 

The first condition for change is dignity. In dignity is safety – safety even in peace 
time. India, by no stretch of the imagination, is not a country of war, yet it’s women 
live in a war zone and they are subjects of mass trauma daily on the streets and even 
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in their homes. In the recent UN and Jagori [an NGO in India] survey in Delhi 1 95% of 
females said they feel unsafe in public spaces and 75% said they feel unsafe in their 
daily surroundings, which includes their homes. Our study was not about violence 
or rape, it was designed to understand, from both men and women, what does it 
mean to be a woman and what does it mean to be a man today. When we started 
talking to women it was like a dam-break. It has turned out that 80-90% of women 
were harassed or terrorised on the streets, in market places, in places of worship and 
in public transportation. 

Neethy, a 20 year old girl, said that teasing is a regular practice in the metro: “I used to 
come home from work at 8.30 at night and the majority of people around me were 
men. You would be touched from different angles. You shout for a few days, but after 
some time you will be in a situation that you are touched from all sides and you can’t 
do anything about it. I used to cry a lot.” Just like in an animal experiment, the rats 
who can’t escape the electric shocks, after a while just stop trying and lay there even 
if the shocks are no longer happening. Psychologists call this ‘learned helplessness’. 
Githika, who is from a middle-class family as well, said: “Most times I ignore. Nine out 
of ten times I ignore. I feel angry but I do not react.” She also said: “I am always alert, 
constantly scanning to see where I will be attacked from.”

I do not want to give you rape statistics. It feels to be morally wrong to argue which 
country has got more rapes. Let me just say that India is not the rape capital of the 
world. The rape statistics in reference to the total population are much higher in some 
Western countries, including the USA, including Sweden, including the UK. This might 
come as a shock, so please check them out. 

When we talk about rape and molestation in our study, and this is also reflected in 
the available statistics, just one women talked about rape by a stranger. This was a 
young, 25 years old, highly educated university student. One of the questions we had 
in our survey was what are the three words you associate with being a woman? She 
used the word ‘struggle’. We didn’t ask her anything about violence but she started 
talking about being raped when she was 13 years old. She said the most painful was 
that nobody came to her birthday party the next day, as she was coming home after 
inviting her friends when the rape happened. She said: “The cops ate my cake and I 
hated that the most, and since then, I have never celebrated my birthday. The cops 
instead of telling my parents to take steps, discouraged them. They told them that 
my reputation will be spoiled”. The same patterns are present everywhere, not only in 
India. After a man commits a crime, it’s a woman who is worried about her reputation. 
In India, as in other countries, about 90% of rapes are not outside, but behind closed 
doors – by the family members, by neighbours, by friends, by doctors – people that 
are trusted by the girls. What is even more frightening, but we rarely talk about it, is 
that 99% of the girls who had been touched inappropriately did not tell their parents. 
And among the remaining 1%, when they tell what happened to them, they hear very 
often – be quiet; don’t tell anyone. They hear it even from their mothers. Additional-

1  See more at: http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2013/2/un-women-supported-sur-
vey-in-delhi 
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ly, the suspicion arises frequently – what did you do to attract this attention? So the 
women keep quiet. The girls keep quiet. 

When women get raped in public places there is an outcry, but when it happens 
behind closed doors the response is more tentative, cautious and moderate. Both 
in the US and in India, it is considered private. In India marital rape is not included in 
the recent rape law because it would “destroy the family”. What kind of family are we 
talking about from a woman’s perspective?  

One of the most important notions in this regard is to understand what is public and 
what is private. Let’s look at education. I think it also contributes to very slow progress 
in gender equity. We all agree that it is important for girls and boys to go to school. I 
want to raise three issues around education. The first one is the oppression. 

We tend to care more about the oppressor, who is the oppressor, than the act of op-
pression and its outcome. When the Talibans try to stop girls from going to schools, 
there is an international outcry. The willingness is clear, the force used is extreme, 
its external, and overnight the government is pressured to build more schools and 
increase the enrolment. But when 64 millions girls are being stopped from going to 
primary schools in India there is no outcry. Why is that? It is because our notion of 
when to intervene is governed by who are the oppressors and not the act of the op-
pression. The stopping of these girls from going to schools is in the hands of millions 
of mothers and fathers; it is private, it is diffused. The parents do not see the value of 
educating the girls; the girls are needed at home. 

The second issue is the educational practice. In development strategies there is much 
that is going well, but there seems to be an over-obsession with access. This basically 
means the physical infrastructure. Physical things are easy to count, build and ac-
count for. But what if the physical things, like schools or water supplies or busses, do 
not function effectively? What if they are not used? What if they become the means 
of oppression? What if after spending years at school, which happens often in gov-
ernment schools in India, children still cant read and write? What if 25% of teachers 
are absent at any time? And what if 50% of those who are present are not actually 
teaching? It is much easier to build things than to make them function. Development 
incrementalism doesn’t work. It destroys, because it destroys belief and trust in the 
system and keeps old systems of power in place. 

Education is also a cultural process and it might reinforce stereotypes. What if you are a 
highly educated person but you still do not have a voice? What if you are still afraid to 
speak up? Education nowadays does not give an equal voice. In my study there were 
many shocks. I would meet many smart young women in coffee shops and within a few 
minutes the stories would come tumbling out and they couldn’t stop talking, and yet 
their biggest problem in life was they could not talk. They would not speak up. After 
all the degrees they have and disposable income they make, women’s inner scripts 
are still the same as previous generations. Some things have changed obviously, but 
the confusion is worse because now the expectation is that they will get educated 
and they will work outside their homes and that they will be able to speak up. 
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Twenty two years old Leela said: “I was always told to keep quiet even if someone 
was doing something wrong to me”. Anisha, who is 32, said: “I keep my words inside 
myself”. Namrata, who is 24, said: “My mother’s strategy for conflict resolution are two 
words – keep quiet. I have learned to become invisible; as invisible as possible.” She 
said: “I do not trust my voice”. If you do not trust your voice, you are not going to speak 
up. And these are not illiterate women – these are the top 5% of India’s population 
of women; educated, from big cities. And just before you dismiss this as peculiar to 
India, lets look at the US. If there hadn’t been a serous problem of gender inequality, 
of women holding back despite education and income, Sheryl Sandberg’s book ‘Lean 
In’ 2 would have been a dud rather than an international bestseller. In this book she 
asked women to assert themselves to make suggestions for salary increases; and lots 
of other research shows that women are more likely to judge themselves not qualified 
for a job than men. Women do not speak up in boardrooms and meetings when they 
are in the minority, which is most of the time. In the USA only 4% of the Fortune 500 
companies are women-led. Women are more likely to say that they have a job posi-
tion because they were lucky. Men are more likely to say it’s because they are smart. 

Lets talk about HBS – the Harvard Business School. As you know HBS is considered 
one of the leading business schools in the world and in 2012 they started a gender 
experiment in which they had to give women voice lessons – lessons how to raise 
their hands in confidence in classrooms and keep them raised. They had to teach the 
faculty women who were getting consistently low ratings how to change the way they 
were teaching. As a result of this, within two years they saw dramatic shifts. Women 
started emerging as leaders and junior faculties performance went up so high that they 
thought they had made a mistake in counting the scores. What they found was that 
the junior female faculty were either too lenient or too harsh, so they were coached 
right after each class on how to be firm and warm. 

What are lessons for achieving gender equality? I am going to focus on three. First 
is incrementalism. Lets look at incrementalism versus the people or citizens. Lets 
consider the spread of any restaurant chain. I am using MacDonald’s as a metaphor 
in terms of the approach in having something spread. When MacDonald’s opens a 
restaurant, they build a building, they do the research about products that people 
like, they do not discriminate who comes in, they treat people well, they smile and 
they greet you. They watch and monitor you and if they notice that some groups of 
people are not coming in, they investigate the reasons and change quickly. They do 
not build shelves and don’t do incremental changes. They do not get lettuce one 
day, potato another day. They do not make fries one day and something else on the 
other day. They do all together and once they find the right solution and make sure 
all works well, they spread again. 

Now, lets look at schools. The school is built – I am talking about the government 
schools – they might not have books, they might not have teachers, they might not 

2  Sandberg, S. (2013), Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead. New York: Knopf Publish-
ing. 
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have girls coming. Then they force girls to come and they start coming, but are treat-
ed poorly and they stop coming. The teachers do not show up or do not teach and 
nobody notices this as a case, and suddenly it is twenty years later. Then they real-
ized girls have periods and they need toilets. The toilets are built and it takes another 
twenty years before they realised that the toilets are not working. And that’s how two 
generations were lost. By the time the kids get to fifth grade they do not even read at 
the second grade level and 45% have dropped out. The low cast children are treated 
so badly that they have stopped coming to school altogether. 

Does this mean donors should stop funding schools? Absolutely not. Whatever re-
sources they have, they should not spread them thin and stop going into every country 
and trying to do everything. Change takes time – the time to do something and to 
do it well so that it sticks and changes the system. Before donors try and take on yet 
another problem, and right from the beginning, they should rather focus on the final 
outcomes of the current undertakings. 

The second issue is how do we see gender norms. Is the gender equity a private good 
or is it a public good? Development tends to focus on individuals and this is wrong-
headed. This might be a Western bias or an economics bias that has led us to believe 
that gender equity is the private good. It is not because we are social animals. Research 
show that communities and families are key determinants of individual behaviours, 
hence gender norms are not just private beliefs. This has been established by very 
large scale qualitative and quantitative studies. Gender norms are like the air – they 
are everywhere and they travel. Gender inequality travels and permeates the world. 
Treating gender inequality like other local goods is like trying to clean up the ocean 
or the air one square inch at a time, especially in these digitalized times, with the glo-
balized world of instant access across national borders. No government can really stop 
YouTube soap operas from the US or Sweden from penetrating the rest of the world. 

The norms of holding women as less valuable than men means that everything that is 
associated with women becomes automatically less valued, whether it is raising chil-
dren or looking after parents, or the view that these are jobs associated with women. 
It is a universal problem in spite of the geographical location or a country’s level of 
development. Even economic incentives to increase girls’ value have perverse effects 
when the overall context of equity is perverse. It is seen in the scholarship programmes, 
where money is given to the girls in schools and in the opening accounts that girls 
get when they reach 18 years. This has increased girls’ enrolment in India, but in the 
overall climate of gender inequity, now the question that is asked by the groom’s 
parents before a marriage is not if the girl is educated, but if she has got a scholarship 
account. If yes, all the money from that account is transferred to the man’s account. 

We have been fooled into thinking that gender norms are private. They are not. It is 
a public good – it is not a local business, it is a global business, and we need to take 
action at the global level, just like in the matter of climate change. 

The third issue is economics versus culture. By culture I mean habits of the mind, the 
inner scripts. The central assumption in economics is the rationality of individuals, 
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but psychologists, including Daniel Kahneman 3, show that this basic assumption 
is flawed. According to behavioural economics, about 90% of our decisions are au-
tomatic and are not deliberate. They are based on previous experiences and habits 
which are guided by memory, by metaphor, by intuition, or by images – and this is 
true for the poor, the middle class and the rich, for think-tanks, for the UN, and for 
the World Bank. When we have beliefs, facts do not change our beliefs very often. 
We have the beliefs and we selectively use facts to rationalise them. Experiments at 
the Max Planck Institute using brain scans show that our brains have already made 
a decision seven seconds before we are conscious of it. Research also shows that to 
make deliberate decisions is very exhausting, and as we are tired and lazy we go on 
automatic. One of the most fascinating pieces of research was looking at the parole 
decisions made by judges – and the most important predictor they had whether the 
prisoner got parole was the time of day when the decision was made. When judges 
are tired, they don’t want to take a risk. 

Lets look at supply and demand now. Economic theory predicts that when a good is 
scarce and valued, the price goes up. It works when you think about oil for example. 
Women in India are fewer than men; the same is in China. When there are fewer women, 
the theory of supply and demand says that the price of women and girls goes up, and 
women should have a higher bargaining power than men. Surprisingly, this does not 
happen in India, not even in the areas where there are the fewest women, because the 
dominant culture is very macho. What happens is that brothers are sharing the woman, 
there is greater trafficking of women and there is greater prostitution. As you can see, 
it is not automatic that women will become more valued because they are in scarcity. 

China has got the most imbalanced sex ratio in the world. Yet Chinese women are 
not running either the Communist Party or industry. This proves the gender climate 
change is really important. Lets take one more example of the importance of beliefs. 
In the US, the central belief is that if you work hard you can be anybody. This cultural 
belief is embedded in the American DNA and it is allowed that inequality reaches 
absolute levels. Voters vote against their own self-interest, because if there was any 
cap on the salaries and if they happened to hit the highest levels of the salaries, they 
believe they would be voting against their own potential. The recent research showed 
that 65% of Americans believe that inequality is increasing, but they also believe that 
they have high chances to get rich. 

It is important to not ignore the culture. When Harvard Business School realised that 
they had a gender problem, they introduced the experiment I have mentioned be-
fore, and they realised that they could only clean up their one square inch of gender 
inequity. But these men and women still have to go out into a bigger world which 
then leads to wage gaps. When HBS, and other elite schools graduates leave the 
university, within nine to ten years the wage gap rises to US$ 200,000 between men 
and women. I feel very strongly that the culture of gender inequality is like a human 

3  D. Khaneman is a psychologist known for his work on the psychology of judgemental deci-
sion-making and behavioural economics. His empirical findings challenge the assumption of 
human rationality prevailing in modern economic theory.
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climate. It is everywhere, it is like the air and the ocean. It is a global public good, it’s 
a transboundary good to which the whole world needs to commit and put its genius 
behind it. 

The Sustainable Development Goals have a very bold vision – they have Goals to clean 
up the oceans, the air pollution, and to slow down the climate change. The climate 
change is actually the only Goal that is considered ‘urgent’ in the SDGs. But I feel we 
have to clean up the gender climate which affects each of us today, both men and 
women. The gender issue needs a very strong alliance between men and women and 
it needs unity to lead this movement across the world. It can be seeded and initiat-
ed everywhere. We are all creatures of our culture and most of us are biased against 
women because we have learned it very early in our homes. I encourage you to do 
the implicit association test online – it is on the Harvard University website. I did it as 
a woman and I emerged biased against women! I happen to be biased against myself! 

What can we do as biased, cultural and decent creatures, men and women? It is re-
ally important to get clear on our values and question them. Always ask: “Why?” See 
things in new ways and speak up. It is easy to speak up when you are surrounded by 
others like ourselves, but it is an act of courage when you speak up alone. Please do 
not be a part of a silent majority. You have to speak up, and you must speak up until 
you are heard. 

Thank you!

The lecture took place on 7th of May 2015, in Budapest, Hungary. 
It was hosted by the Central European University.
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Gender inequality remains a major barrier to human development. Girls and women 
have made major strides since 1990, but they have not yet gained gender equity. The 
disadvantages facing women and girls are a major source of inequality. All too often, 
women and girls are discriminated against in health, education, political representa-
tion, the labour market, etc – with negative repercussions for development of their 
capabilities and their freedom of choice.

The Gender Inequality Index measures gender inequalities in three important aspects 
of human development – reproductive health, measured by the maternal mortality 
ratio and adolescent birth rates; empowerment, measured by the proportion of par-
liamentary seats occupied by females and the proportion of adult females and males 
aged 25 years and older with at least some secondary education; and economic status, 
expressed as labour market participation and measured by the labour force partici-
pation rate of female and male populations aged 15 years and older. 

The GII is meant to better expose differences in the distribution of achievements 
between women and men. It measures the human development costs of gender 
inequality, thus the higher the GII value, the more disparities between females and 
males and the more loss to human development. 1 

The recent ranking list is published here.

Suggested readings:

1. Inglehart, R., Norris, P. (2003). Rising Tide: Gender Equality and Cultural Change 
Around the World. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

2. Khaneman, D. (2013). Thinking, Fast and Slow. New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux.

3. Lorber, J. (2011). Gender Inequality: Feminist Theories and Politics. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press. 

4. Ridgeway, C. L. (2011). Framed by Gender: How Gender Inequality Persists in the 
Modern World. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

5. Stahly, G. (2007). Gender Identity, Equity, and Violence: Multidisciplinary Per-
spectives Through Service Learning. Sterling: Stylus Publishing. 

6. Wenniger, M., Conroy, M. H. (2008). Gender Equity or Bust!: On the Road to Cam-
pus Leadership with Women in Higher Education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

1  See more at: http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/gender-inequality-index-gii. 
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Nowadays, the topic of migrants and refugees who risk everything they have, including 
their lives, in order to seek safety and security in Europe has become very important. 
Just one day last week, 2000 migrants arrived by boat in Italy. Every day an estimat-
ed 7000 children, women and men arrive in Greece, by sea. On the other side of the 
world and the Bay of Bengal and elsewhere in Asia and the Americas, similar scenes 
of desperation have been played out. The main reasons causing people to migrate 
are conflicts, hunger, poverty, injustice, inequality, persistent indignity and the lack of 
opportunities. This is why agenda 2030, Sustainable Development Goals, which was 
endorsed last month by member states of the United Nations, is so important to us. 

It aims to address the root cause or the root causes of the despair, the desperation 
and the conflicts that compel people to leave their homelands, to leave everything 
behind them. 

The agenda has set a fifteen year target to eliminate poverty, inequality, hunger and 
under-nutrition and also to tackle the impacts of climate change. This may seem like 
an overly ambitious goal, but in the current situation we no longer have the luxury 
of setting goals with long horizons, like twenty-five to fifty years. 

We have already reduced the number of people living in extreme poverty by one 
billion; we have also met the target of halving the poverty rate; we did it five years 
ahead of schedule in the year 2010; and in the last fifteen years the proportion of un-
dernourished people in the developing world has fallen by almost half to 795 million. 
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Using new technologies, IT, and the generosity and the ambitions of member states, 
still it will be difficult to achieve the first SDG by 2030. To do so, we need a commit-
ment to both the development and the transformation of rural areas in developing 
countries. Very simply, poverty and hunger are almost rampant in the developing 
world where 75% to 80% of the poor live in rural areas. The reason for action is very 
clear – it is the rural areas of the developing world that the impact of climate change 
is most dramatically felt.  

We will need rural areas to do a few things for us. One, they have to grow our food 
– because food grows in rural areas not in cities and capitals. They have to maintain 
clean water and air; clean water comes from rural areas, from the mountains, not 
from the skyscrapers in capital cities; and finally they provide jobs.  Agriculture in the 
developing world provides 80 to 90% of employment in some countries. Having a 
growing population without transformation of the rural areas, we cannot achieve the 
SDGs. Rural transformation means the type of smallholder led development that has 
produced massive agricultural games in Brazil, in China, and in Vietnam. It has been 
done elsewhere too. So it can be done also in Africa and South Asia, but it involves 
development that is centered on people. And it means investing in people, investing 
in change that is social as well as economic, so that rural areas are socially viable and 
economically vibrant.  It is a subject of investing in change that is comprehensive and 
inclusive in nature and it has a lasting impact. The benefits of rural transformation 
reach far and wide.

Rural areas are home to 3 billion people, almost half of our human race today. But 
they are scattered across vast distances, in remote areas, usually out of the sites of the 
world’s political leaders and media centers. And too often basic services that we take 
for granted such as paved roads, schools, healthcare or an internet connection do 
not reach them.

Today the gap between the rich and the poor is simply the gap between the urban 
and the rural domains. The development of our rural areas benefits all of us. Just look 
at what is already happening – why do we have massive migration from rural to ur-
ban areas? The consequences are bulging urban slums and ghettos, a restive youth 
now living in the breeding grounds of extremism, and of course – the destabilization 
of societies.

We have to reorient our thinking; we have to change our mindset. When we put 
electrification into a village or we build our roads across villages, we provide health 
services. These are not showcases for governments. We must see them as an invest-
ment in people, not investment by political leaders for the next vote. It must be people 
centered; this is the difference between developed investment and development and 
aid or handouts. But oftentimes aid is an emergency, is an emergency response to an 
emergency situation. We have plenty of them today. It is the money that is needed in 
the aftermath of an earthquake, a volcano, or a tsunami. It is what  immigrants need 
when they arrive in a new country. 
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Without aid, such people would die. Aid is essential at times of crisis, but it is short 
term. However, development is a long-term investment and investments to change 
conditions on the ground, so that people have what they need to build their own lives 
by themselves – so that they can invest in their own businesses, they can raise their 
children at home. Development should create the conditions for people to be more 
resilient when disaster strikes. It addresses inequality.

Development is not a short-term fix, it takes patience, it takes perseverance, and it 
takes persistence. It requires the investment of time, effort and money. It must take 
time for the change to occur. Development is an intrinsic process, it is not something 
that you can introduce from outside. So it must be embedded in processes that are 
driven by governments, in local policies and an overall commitment from the highest 
political levels of governments, from local authorities to community organizations. 
But most importantly it must be owned by the government and by the people, not 
introduced from outside. It must address people’s welfare and well-being, particularly 
that of the most vulnerable, of children, of women, the most marginalized people, 
who live in rural areas of the developing world. Poverty is most stubborn in South Asia 
and Sub-Saharan Africa, because agriculture is the source of the livelihoods of rural 
populations. Smallholder agriculture is what people live on in rural areas. Interestingly 
enough in the developing world these small producers are responsible for growing 
most of the food. In some cases up to 80%. It is their lifeline – not just for food alone 
but for jobs and for income. The good news today is that their prospects look brighter 
than ever. There will never be a shortage of demand for food, so our job is to make 
sure the small producers have the tools to contribute to and to benefit from the supply.

First and foremost we have to recognize that agriculture, that farming, irrespective 
of the size or the scale, is first and foremost a business, an enterprise, and that in the 
developing world women entrepreneurs, farmers, are key. 

But all farmers have the same needs: access to inputs, the need for access to financial 
services, they need roads to get their goods to markets, they need processing and 
storage facilities, because they want to sell when the price is best. They also need 
training and capacity building for livestock and crop management. And of course they 
need land rights, they need tenure to the land they farm, and want access to water 
and other resources. This same thing every farmer wants, it is a matter of scale. Get-
ting produce to markets is not a problem when you have good infrastructure, but in 
many parts of Africa, the roads are so bad that this is not at all possible. There are no 
services when they need them. Electricity supply in many countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa is a luxury. One quarter of the population in sub-Saharan Africa has access to 
electricity, only one quarter, and such is the case with running water. And electricity 
does not run 24 hours a day –  sometimes for just two hours, if one is lucky.

IFAD has invested in many areas, for example in microfinance in Bangladesh, that helps 
farmers to have better access to seeds, higher production and better prices. There is 
bio-gas technology in China, Ethiopia, Rwanda and Tanzania, that is providing cheap 
and clean energy; this technology is so fantastic! One family, one cow. That cow allows 
them to generate energy so that they no longer cut down the forests, and on their 
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small scale help to fight climate change. The slurry from the biogas is used to fertilize 
their crops and it doubles their yields. This simple technology, while increasing pro-
duction and productivity, and income for the families, also helps families to contribute 
towards reducing the impact of climate change.

Just remember one thing – listen and respect the opinions of the people you want 
to help – because these rural communities know a lot. They may not have had the 
same opportunities in going to school and having a high level of education, but their 
knowledge of the land and of the local conditions is far deeper than that of the devel-
opment workers, who parachute for a few weeks or a few months. These communities 
know what they need, and what we should do is to help them to get it.

One example – Timor Leste – is one of the poorest countries of the world. Two-thirds 
of the population of Timor are food insecure. The greatest problem is low crop pro-
ductivity; so when the farmers were offered new seeds, new varieties of maize, they 
hesitated. New varieties of maize seeds should increase production and productivity. 
But the farmers refused, because they lose thirty percent of their produce to losses, 
insect damage, flood damage, humidity – the problem was very simple. They had no 
storage facilities, simple storage facilities. 

Apart from providing better seeds, we also help them to build simple storage facil-
ities, so that they can grow more, and store the harvest until the right time to sell in 
the market. Development is not something that we do for people – development is 
what people do for themselves. Our job is to listen, to give them the tools and to help 
them create the right conditions. And this leads me to my third and final requirement 
for successful development.

We must make sure the tools for self-development reach the hands of rural women. 
Investing in a man in rural areas, you are investing in an individual. When the invest-
ment is in a rural woman, it is an investment in a community. Today is the International 
Day of Rural Women.  So we must make sure we understand the role of women and 
that we acknowledge it and that their voices are heard.

Women, who make 43% of the agricultural workforce, are the primary caregivers in 
rural households. Moreover, when they make money, they are most likely to invest it 
in the community, in their families and in food and health. When a man makes money, 
he wants to buy a bicycle, or buy a motorbike, or build a new house, or in some parts 
of the world he just takes another wife.

More than half of the improvements in malnutrition between 1970 and 1995 were 
attributable to improvements in women’s status and education. In rural areas, in 
most societies actually, women are treated as second-class citizens. They have no 
rights to lands, even the land that they farm; they have no access to credits unless 
they have the permission of their husbands and they do not even have the rights to 
own equipment or to own homes. And this results in higher rates of poverty for them 
and their families. So closing the gender gap is not just a women’s issue, it is an issue 
for the whole family.
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This is a challenge that cannot be met by one person alone; it calls for partnership 
of the public sector, of governments, for partnership of the private sector and the 
business community, and most importantly for partnership with the communities 
themselves. The international community has supported and is supporting the de-
velopment of the Sustainable Development Goals. But we know that for too long 
development has relied only on Overseas Development Assistance (ODA). To achieve 
the SDGs it will take trillions of dollars. Yet ODA, today, is only one hundred and fifty 
billion dollars a year. Institutions like IFAD are exploring new avenues of financing for 
development, but success will depend on every partner playing their part. There are 
also new sources of financing. This includes foreign investments and higher domestic 
revenues. Those domestic revenues are going to be key in financing the SDGs. The 
financing from emerging economies, philanthropic organizations and foundations is 
important, but the domestic resources in developing countries are estimated at seven 
trillion dollars. If these resources are to be of value, we need responsible governments 
that invest in their own people – with transparent governance and reliable institutions, 
and governments that are accountable to the people and not to their own pockets.

The agricultural development does not need to be expensive. Small interventions 
make a big difference. Farmers do not have to buy a hundred kilograms of fertilizer. 
We know that micro irrigation can yield big returns. Finding the funds may in the end 
prove less of a problem than ensuring the rural areas receive the kind of investment 
that is sustainable, investment that is productive, investment that is profitable for the 
poor rural people. It can be done, it must be done. But to succeed, we must measure 
our results not by higher yields alone but by reduced poverty, improved nutrition, 
cohesive societies and healthy ecosystems.

In conclusion, the world may look gloomy and in turmoil today. There are wars, the 
constant disintegration of nations, communities and societies. The national econo-
mies of the North and the South are in deep trouble. The future looks black! But still 
the world came together as one with commitments at the highest levels and calls for 
action during the Summit in New York. The message was sent by the heads of states 
and governments, by the political leaders, by the business leaders, by the civil society; 
our world is one world, whether rich or poor, old or young, from the North or from 
the South, we are all in this together.  

Thank you.

This lecture took place on 15th of October 2015, in Milan, Italy.
It was hosted by the Alta Scuola Politecnica.
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The 1996 World Food Summit defined food security as existing “when all people at all 
times have access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active 
life”. In a more practical way, it is often defined as both the physical and economic 
access to food that meets people’s dietary needs as well as their food preferences. 
Food security is built on three pillars:

 – Food availability: sufficient quantities of food available on a consistent basis;
 – Food access: having sufficient resources to obtain appropriate foods for a 

nutritious diet;
 – Food use: appropriate use based on knowledge of basic nutrition and care, 

as well as adequate water and sanitation.

Food security is a complex sustainable development issue, linked to health, pover-
ty, the environment, climate change, technology and trade. Agriculture remains the 
largest employment sector in most developing countries and the most vulnerable, 
unpredictable and risky sector of the developing economies 1. 

As the gap between rural and urban areas continues to grow, with 47% of the world 
population and almost 70% of the population of the Least Developed Countries living 
in the rural areas rural development is a key to poverty alleviation and global food 
security, according to Kanayo Nawanze. The Sustainable Development Goals give a 
roadmap for the rural development by 2030: 

 – Goal 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and pro-
mote sustainable agriculture.

If done right, agriculture, forestry and fisheries can provide nutritious food for 
all and generate decent incomes, while supporting people-centred rural de-
velopment and protecting the environment. Right now our soils, freshwater, 
oceans, forests and biodiversity are being rapidly degraded. Climate change 
is putting even more pressure on the resources we depend on, increasing 
the risks associated with disasters such as droughts and floods. Many rural 
women and men can no longer make ends meet on their land, forcing them 
to migrate to cities in search of opportunities. A profound change of the 
global food and agriculture system is needed if we are to nourish today’s 
795 million hungry and the additional 2 billion people expected by 2050.

 – Goal 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns. 

By 2030, halve per capita global food waste at the retail and consumer lev-
els and reduce food losses along production and supply chains, including 
post-harvest losses.

1  See more at: http://www.who.int/trade/glossary/story028/en/.
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Suggested readings:

1. Dannenberg, P., Kulke, E. (2015). Economic Development in Rural Areas: Func-
tional and Multifunctional Approaches. London: Routledge. 

2. Etingoff, K. (2016). Sustainable Agriculture and Food Supply: Scientific, Economic, 
and Policy Enhancements. Apple Academic Press. 

3. Greer, J.M. (2011). Wealth of Nature (Sustainable Agriculture). Gabriola Island: 
New Society Publishers. 

4. Lichtfouse, E. (Ed.) (2016). Sustainable Agriculture Reviews: Volume 19. 
Cham: Springer International Publishing.

5. Marsden, T., Morley, A. (2014). Sustainable Food Systems: Building a New Par-
adigm. London: Routledge. 

6. Rural Poverty Report 2011 - New realities, new challenges: new opportunities for 
tomorrow’s generation. IFAD, 2011; on line access here. 
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I would like to present a number of results and reflections about the interplay be-
tween inequality, capital and the problem of global warming and carbon emissions.  
It is partially based on chosen results coming from a book “Capital In The Twenty First 
Century”, which is a result of a very collective research programme where we have 
been collecting data on income, wealth and inequality from several dozen countries. 
Many new students and young researchers join the project every year and every 
month; hence this is really an ongoing research programme. We have been working 
on a new approach to carbon and inequality recently and try to look at these two 
phenomena from an individual perspective. 

The basic premise of this lecture is that the issues of rising inequality and global warm-
ing are two of the most important challenges of our time and that they are closely 
related.  Like many observers, I believe that we need to address them together if we 
want to make progress. There will be no substantial progress during the COP 21 in 
Paris next week 1 or during the Conferences to come in the following years, if we don’t 
find an equitable way to share the effort. Everybody needs to make an effort. If, in 
particular, rich countries do not take their fair share of responsibility and do not con-
tribute much more than they do nowadays to the financing of the Global Adaptation 
Funds, there is no possibility that we can ask poor countries to make more efforts too. 

1  The lecture took place on 25th of November 2015 – a week before the 2015 Paris Climate Conference 
– United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP 21) opening on 30th of November 
2015. 
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It is very difficult to raise these issues in Paris today, just twelve days after the terror-
ist attacks 2. We all understand that the heads of states in France and other European 
countries may not have their focus on a Global Warming And Climate Change Con-
ference right now. This might be a mistake, however, because in the long run what is 
happening with global warming and inequality is also a major source of tension and 
a major danger for basic democratic institutions and for world peace as well.  

In this lecture I am going to make four points – the first three points are about rising 
inequality, and the fourth one is about the relation between inequality and carbon 
emissions. 

First of all, let me underline that although we have made progress and collected a lot 
of data, we still don’t know enough. The World Top Income Database is one of the 
important tools for my recent work. Countries in blue on the map below, like Brazil, 
are not yet in the database but are currently entering it. The countries in red like the 
US or France or India are already covered in the database. To develop the database 
we have collected all the historical data on income and inequality that we could find 
for a given country. In a way, what we have been doing is an extension of the work 
done by the famous development economist Simon Kuznets in the 1950s. 

Figure 1. The World Wealth and Income Database. 

Source: http://www.wid.world/

2  On the evening of 13 November 2015 a series of terrorist attacks occurred in Paris and Saint-Denis. 
The attackers killed 130 people and left more than 350 injured.
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Simon Kuznets was born in Ukraine, but an American economist. He was the first 
economist who computed national accounts for the US. It was a computation of GDP 
for the entire war period, which after World War II was handed over to the National 
Statistical Institute. Kuznet’s next big achievement was to use the income tax data to 
estimate the share of total national income utilized by the top 10% and bottom 10% 
of the American society. He examined the data from 1913 to 1948 and based on that 
he came to an optimistic conclusion that inequality in the US between 1913 and 1948 
had had a declining tendency. This declining inequality quickly became interpreted 
as a series of Kuznets curves in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, according to which at ad-
vanced stages of development a natural reduction of income inequality is observed. 
It was a very optimistic and powerful message at the time. 

What we have done is simply an extension of Kuznets’ work – we have added many 
more observations (years) and many more countries. The work of Kuznets was very 
influential at the time – although it was only for one country, the US, and for the period 
of thirty-five years – a lot more than ever before. In the 19th century, economists like D. 
Ricardo or K. Marx were discussing inequality all the time, but they had no data. This 
was not done before because of the workload needed to collect such historical and 
fiscal data. And additionally, historians perceived it as too economic, and economists 
as too historical. Nowadays, with modern technologies we are able to do a lot more. 

Figure 2. Income inequality in the United States, 1910-2012. 
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The top decile share U.S. national income dropped from 45-50% in the 1910s-1920s to less than 35% in the 1950s 
(this is the fall documented by Kuznets); it then rose from less than 35% in the 1970s to 45-50% in the 2000s-2010s.
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Source: The lecture presentation screenshot. 

Let’s have a look at figure 2 above and some examples of what we found. In the United 
States, in 1920-30, a big share of total income was owned by the top 10% of the popu-
lation, and then a decline in inequality was noted. It had last for many years of the first 
half of the 20th century, so Kuznets was right. When we add sixty more years of data, 
however, we get a new perspective and clear evidence for a big rise of inequality in 
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the recent period,  particularly when you include capital gains from the stock market. 
The highest point on the graph is 2007, right before the financial crisis outbreak. We 
can see that the inequality is much related to the business cycle of the stock market. 

Lets focus on the long run evolution now. If we take the US data and compare it to 
Europe, maybe we can see more clearly how different these evolutions are. In figure 
3 for Europe we use the GDP weighted average of Germany, France, Britain, Italy, and 
Sweden, which means Western Europe in reality. The reason for this is the lack of com-
parable historical data for Eastern European countries. Of course, there are differences 
between European countries, but large European countries share a common pattern, 
with a big reduction of inequality in the first half of the century just like in the US. The 
difference with the US is that the rise of inequality in the recent period in Europe has 
been much less strong than in the US. And if you look at Japan, which is a part of the 
rich world, then you get something that’s intermediate between Europe and the US. 

Figure 3: Top 10% income share: Europe, US and Japan, 1990-2010.  
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The top decile share was higher in Europe than in the U.S. in 1900-1910; it is a lot higher in the U.S. in 2000-2100.
Sources and series: see piketty.pse.ens.fr/capital21c
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Source: The lecture presentation screenshot.

There are very different patterns and large changes over time, but still 30% to 50% of 
total income goes to the top 10% of the population. In other parts of the world like 
Brazil or South Africa it can reach even more, up to 60% of the total income for the top 
10%. The question is how to explain these differences? It is certainly due to a mixture 
of factors, but one of the standout explanations, promoted mainly by American econ-
omists, is that the rising inequality is simply a natural, and in some way unavoidable, 
consequence of globalization. 

Globally there is a supply and demand of skills. Emerging economies, like China, sup-
ply a huge number of untrained workers and a low paid workforce. This increases 
inequality in rich countries because low skilled and medium skilled workers in these 
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countries are under strong external pressure and agree to lower wages to keep their 
jobs. From this point of view, there is not much to do about the situation unless we 
want to end the globalization. 

In my opinion, globalization is a part of the story and all of these arguments are im-
portant, but globalization happens not only in the US but also in Sweden, in Germa-
ny, in Japan and in France. However, the levels and changes of inequality are not the 
same everywhere. To explain why there are very different patterns of inequality, we 
need something more than just globalization. Probably the reasons are the different 
institutions and different social policies that determine the ability of broader social 
groups to benefit from globalization. What are, then, these institutions and policies? 
Certainly one of them is represented by education – in the US there are very good 
universities, but as we all know the bottom 50% of the population not only do not 
go to these universities, but finish their education in a high school or community col-
lege of a very low level. It is not that in Europe all is perfect and egalitarian, but the 
inequality of access to education is probably less extreme than in the US.  

The second factor is an unprecedented rise of top managerial compensations in the 
US, which is very difficult to explain simply by education and the supply and demand 
of skills. It is not that the people in the top 0.1% have a lot more and better education 
than the next 1-2%. Probably this is more a result of the governance system and the 
ability of some top managers to have the right people in the right compensation 
committee and get tens of millions of dollars instead of one million per year. In a way 
this is very difficult to reconcile with sales, productivity, performance or job creation. 
At least I could not find in the data anything that could give such a justification. I think 
we should have a less naive view of the market and what the market is able to do. 
The changing labour market institutions in particular and  the changing role of the 
minimum wage plays a significant role. 

Whatever the combination of factors considered, such as education policy, tax policies, 
corporate governance, labour market institutions, the set of policies and institutions 
developed by a given country is really important and makes the difference.  

Let me use a very clear example now. Figure 4 shows the percentage of the US youth 
in colleges in the period 2008 to 2012 and their parents’ income. What does it say? If 
parents are very poor, a youth still has a 20% chance to make it to the college, and 
if parents are very rich, a young person has 90-95% chances to be in a college. The 
chances to get a college education do not grow from 0% to 100% but from 20% to 
90%. This is data based on the analysis of the Income Tax Return of the parents and 
social security numbers of the students in the US. 
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Figure 4: College attendance rates vs. parent’s income rank in the US, 2008-2012. 
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Source: The lecture presentation screenshot.

I think transparency is important in this regard because this is quite an extreme ex-
ample of the gap between the official discourse about mobility and the reality. The 
elites always have a lot of ideas to justify their position, and argue that the world is 
fair and we have equal opportunities. But maybe we can do better than this? Also 
keep in mind the universities or colleges charging the highest fees are not the same 
quality as those affordable for the poorer people. I think it’s important to have more 
transparency about this so that we can adapt the admission system and the education 
financing systems to address what we have observed. 

Now lets take a look at wealth accumulation and wealth inequality. Inequality in wealth 
is partially the consequence of the inequality of incomes. Everything I have said about 
education, the labour market and minimum wages is going to have an impact both 
on the inequality of wages and, later on, inequality of wealth. However, wealth accu-
mulation also involves other processes and forces. One of the important issues is the 
fact that the total level of wealth and the total value of wealth change over time in 
relation to GDP, to income, and to wages. After both World Wars, the I and the II, the 
total value of wealth expressed in national income had a huge collapse. Afterwards, 
countries like Germany, France and the UK had long periods of recovery. The process 
of reconstruction is of course very positive, but it also brings negative effects on the 
wealth to income ratio. It reflects in the rising bargain power of capital owners and 
quite often in the rising relative prices of assets, in particular of real estate.  
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Figure 5: Private and public capital in rich countries, 1970-2010. 
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In Italy, private capital rose from 240% to 640% of national income between 1970 and 2010, 
while public capital dropped from 20% to -70%. Sources and series: see piketty.pse.ens.fr/capital21c.

Source: The lecture presentation screenshot. 

Nowadays, more than half of wealth in the UK is accounted for by real estate – housing 
in particular. A huge rise in the housing sector value, however, does not necessarily 
reflect a huge rise in the quantity of new houses. The same is of course true in France 
and many other countries in the recent decades. As Figure 5 shows, in the top eight 
developed economies in the world there is a general tendency of an increase in the 
ratio of private wealth to national income. This is not necessarily a bad trend as it 
reflects a process of society ageing to a certain extent, and in aging societies there 
is a tendency to accumulate more wealth for the future (i.e. pension schemes). How-
ever, this could be true also in a perfectly egalitarian society, where everybody has 
an equal share of the existing wealth and an equal share of some gigantic pension 
fund. In reality it does not work like this at all. There is a lot of concentration of wealth 
and high real-estate prices at the end of a given generation life period. This brings 
consequences for the young generation as well. If a young person wants to buy an 
apartment in Madrid or in Paris or in London just with his or her own labour income, 
that is going to be very difficult. Family income must play a much bigger role at the 
end of the period and at the beginning of the period as well. And it is important to 
have in mind this kind of evolution, if we want to address rising inequality. 

Now let me introduce you to the issue of the rising concentration of wealth and the 
tendency for the rate of capital return to exceed the growth rate of the economy, 
particularly for the large wealth portfolio. I have used data from the Forbes magazine 
and its rankings of billionaires. It is a bit sad in that we have to use this magazine’s 
billionaire rankings. I would prefer to use a Eurostat publication on wealth or the IMF 
or a publication of the World Bank, but unfortunately there is no such information 
available. So we use what we have. 
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Usually when people talk about Forbes’ rankings, they just say: “OK we have more and 
more billionaires every year and that is very bad”. But in a growing world economy it 
is not too surprising that there are more and more billionaires every year. Lets, rather, 
take a fixed fraction of the world population (because the world population itself is 
also rising) and look at the average wealth of this group. In 1987 when Forbes pub-
lished the billionaire ranking for the first time, there was many Japanese billionaires 
on the list and now there is Bill Gates and other people from all over the world. That 
means this group is mobile and that is perfectly fine.

But why is the average wealth at the top rising three to four times faster than the 
size of the world economy? With this tendency we can imagine that one day, in the 
future, 100% of the world’s wealth will be going to the billionaires. I’m not saying it 
will go that far in reality. It will stop at some level, but where exactly? Nobody knows. 
And I think this is a serious concern. So what is the explanation? There are different 
mechanisms – one of them is privatization and the transfer of wealth from the public 
to the private sector. If we look at the billionaires from Russia or the Middle East or 
even from Mexico – well… it is not them who invented oil fields or gas fields. They 
benefit from property transfers. But with time there is less and less left to privatize, 
so this process will not be as important as what it has been so far. 

What other mechanisms are important, then? I argue that the financial deregulation 
and inequality in the access to high financial returns have increased. Simply, not every-
one is given the same opportunity to get high financial returns from their investments. 
Having a big capital one can afford a huge fee to pay one’s wealth manager, as his 
advise will bring a multiple return, and it is worth it. In the textbooks of the financial 
markets everybody is supposed to get the same return from their invested capital. 
In a perfect financial intermediation system one can go to a bank with 10,000 euros 
and the next morning it gets invested in China to get the best return possible. And 
everybody gets the same return. The real world financial markets, however, do not 
work this way and that is an important fact.

Finally, let me move to the inequality of carbon emissions and try to describe what we 
have concluded on this issue. I think that the rising inequality of income and wealth 
and global warming need to be addressed together. When we look at the inequality 
of carbon emissions in the world, we should also look not only at the inequality be-
tween countries but also at the inequality within countries. With my colleagues we 
have tried to combine data on the average emission per country with data on the 
distribution of carbon emissions and consumption within each country. In relation 
to the distribution of income within each country, we have received an estimation of 
the world’s distribution of carbon emissions between individuals globally. Doing this 
we have received pretty spectacular results – if we look at the top 1% of the emitters, 
we see that seventy million individuals on the planet (1% out of seven billion emitters 
globally) pollutes as much as the bottom half of the world population, which is 3.5 
billion people. Table 1 presents the average emission per person per year, which is 
about 6 ton of CO2. The top 1% of the population emits about 100 ton of CO2, whereas 
each person of the bottom half of the population emits about 2 tons. Globally, the 
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bottom half of the population is fifty times bigger than the top 1% of the population, 
but the people of the top 1% emit 50 times more per person. 

Table 1: Current per capita CO2e emissions. 

tCO2e per person per year Ratio to world average

World average 6.2 1

N. Americas 20 3.2

Russians / C. Asians 10 1.6

Western Europeans 9 1.5

Chinese, Middle East 8 1.3

South Americans 5.2 0.8

South Asians, Africans 2.4 0.4

Sustainable level 1.3 0.2

Source: The lecture presentation. 

What is so revolting in this is that, of course, the negative externality will be imposed 
primarily on the bottom 50% of emitters – on the people in Africa, in South Asia and 
South-East Asia. These people are going to suffer most from the emissions but, actu-
ally, the emissions created by the top group, not themselves. 

And finally, the question is what will be an equitable distribution of the adjustment? 
What we have tried to do in our study is to bring to the forefront the idea of a pro-
gressive taxation of carbon emissions. The idea of the carbon tax is already in debate, 
but usually people think of a flat rate or a proportional tax. We believe that it is not 
the same whether you produce 2 tons per individual or 100 tons per individual, so 
we should not ask the same in proportion from people who have only basic goods 
and those driving SUVs. It is just common sense to treat them differently, especially 
knowing that the people at the bottom are going to suffer the most. 

When we look at the distribution of the world emissions, we insist a big chunk of it 
is created by China. As we can see from Figure 6, China in terms of production is re-
sponsible for 25% of the world’s emissions, while the US 11% and the North America 
16%. But of course China is much more populated, and if we look again at Table 1 
we see that in fact each Chinese emits 8 tons, while each European 9 tons and one 
Northern American 20 tons of CO2. So that is the first caveat – of course you need 
to control a big population. The second caveat is that we have been polluting for a 
very long time, so if you take the accumulated emissions over the past two hundred 
years, the tendency is very clear. As Figure 7 shows, the EU and the North America 
have polluted a lot more than China.

Figure 6: Distribution of current production-based CO2e emissions.
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China
25%

Eu
11%

India
7%

Latin America
7%

Mid. East NA
8%

North America
16%

Other Asia
8%

Other Rich
5%

Russia/C. Asia
8%

South Africa
5%

 Source: The lecture presentation. 

Figure 7: Distribution of cumulated production-based historical CO2e emissions. 

Mid. East NA
3%Latin America

6%

Russia/C. Asia
15%

North America
27%

Eu
20%

China
12%

Other Rich
5%

South Asia
7%

Africa
5%

 Source: The lecture presentation. 
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It is also important to take into account that a large amount of the emissions in China 
is actually created as a result of the production of goods that are consumed in Europe. 
Now if you take this into account, then the distribution of emissions becomes quite 
different from the usual production-based emissions.  

And how does this look when we consider the top 10%, middle 40% and bottom 50% 
of the emitters? As you can see from Figure 8, the bottom 50% emits about 13%, the 
top 10% emits about 45% and the middle 40% of the population emits 42% of the 
global CO2. Where do these people come from? Of course, some are from China but it 
is 10% and most of the big polluters are in North America, and in the European Union. 
So when we look at how we should share the cost and in particular how we should 
finance the adaptation, the answer is quite clear. 

Figure 8: Regional composition of top 10%, middle 40% and bottom 50% of emitter groups.  

Top 10%
emitters:
45% of world
emissions

Middle 40%
emitters:
42% of world
emissions

Bottom50%
emitters:
13% of world
emissions

Source: authors. Key: Among the top 10% global emitters, 40% of CO2e emissions are due to US citizens, 20% to the EU and 10% from China.

North 
America
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Other Asia
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Other Rich
6%
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S. Africa
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MENA
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7%
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America

7%
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MENA
4%Latin  America
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36%

China
16%

S. Africa
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Russia/
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Other Asia
23%

Source: The lecture presentation. 

As you know, adaptation cost is a part of the debate and many poor countries in Afri-
ca and South-East Asia are asking for funds to adapt. Some of the negative results of 
global warming are already visible there and many more will come: an increase in the 
sea level, and higher temperatures, to name the most obvious, and these countries 
need to adapt to the negative consequences.  

It is estimated that the global adaptation fund should have at least 150 billion USD 
each year to meet the needs. Last year it was 8 billion USD. Knowing the limitations 
and knowing the distribution of emissions, we can design different strategies to fi-
nance the global adaptation fund. 

The solution we propose is a way to try to go beyond the fight between countries, as 
it is now, and to try to go back to the individuals and to say that all individuals in the 
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world, no matter whether in China or Europe or the US, should be treated the same in 
terms of how much they pollute and how much they need to pay for it. If we do this, 
all countries have to contribute to the global adaptation fund, but most of it should 
come from the rich countries and when I say the rich countries, of course I mean North 
America but also Europe. 

The lecture took place on 25th of November 2015, in Paris, France.  
It was hosted by Sciences Po, Ecole d’Affaires Publiques.
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The lecture was held in Paris right before the opening of the twenty-first session of the 
Conference of the Parties (COP-21) and the eleventh session of the Conference of the 
Parties serving as the meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol (CMP) which took 
place from 30 November to 11 December 2015, in Paris, France. On 12 of December 
2015, the Paris Agreement was adopted as an agreement within the UNFCCC frame-
work which will replace the Kyoto Protocol after its second commitment period ends 
on 31 January 2020.

The Paris Agreement sets a target of keeping the emissions in control so that either the 
rise in global temperature remains below 2°C by the turn of the 21st century or as low 
as 1.5°C. Increasing the ability to adapt to the adverse impacts of the climate change 
and foster climate change resilience, and making finance flows consistent with the 
pathway towards low greenhouse gas emissions and climate-resilient development 
are other purposes of the Agreement. 

Thomas Piketty has described climate change and rising economic inequalities as two 
the biggest challenges facing us in the decades to come. Both challenges endanger 
democratic institutions and social contracts. In order to address them it is essential 
to better understand the interactions between economic inequalities and environ-
mental degradation. 

Emphases on the reduction of inequalities and counteracting climate change are very 
clear in the Sustainable Development Goals: 

 – Goal 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries. 
 – Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts

Suggested readings:

1. Atkinson, A.B., Piketty, T. (2014). Top Incomes: A Global Perspective. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

2. Bourguignon, F., (2015). The Globalization of Inequality. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 

3. Chancel. L., Piketty, T. (2015). Carbon and inequality: from Kyoto to Paris. Paris 
School of Economics; on line access here. 

4. Piketty, T., Goldhammer, A. (2014). Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Harvard 
University Press. 

5. Piketty, T., Goldhammer, A. (2015). The Economics of Inequality. Harvard Uni-
versity Press. 

6. Stiglitz, J. (2013). The Price of Inequality. London: Penguin. 
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2015 is a very important year for development because the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) are expiring and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are taking 
over. The MDGs were formulated in 2000 with certain targets for what the world was 
supposed to achieve by 2015. Now this is 2015, so it’s time to look back and see how we 
have done with regard to those Goals and targets. And it is also a time in which we ask 
ourselves – so what are we going to do for an encore? What is our next big thing? And 
the answer to this is the so-called Sustainable Development Goals, which will start on 
the 1st of January 2016 and will run until the year 2030. So we are looking back on the 
MDGs, and we are formulating the SDGs, and they will be officially adopted at the UN 
General Assembly meeting in September 2015, in New York. There are two drafts of 
this document. They were produced in succession. The Open Working Group (OWG) 
formulated the draft that is currently under discussion. It consists of 17 goals and 169 
targets, so it is a very extensive list. The MDGs were only eight goals and a few more 
sub-targets, in total maybe twenty or so. It is probably difficult to change the draft of 
the Open Working Group at this point, because so many different groups got their 
little pet project into the SDGs. There is a very high likelihood that some draft will be 
adopted in the third week of September in New York at the UN General Assembly. 

So what I want to do today is talk a little bit about that draft that is very likely to survive 
into the final document. And I want to make a few criticisms of the draft.  

The first criticism is that like with the MDGs there is an insufficient specificity about 
who is supposed to do what in order to make these Goals a reality. So that is a recipe 
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for disaster. It does not really give people an incentive to do things and it does not 
give them a clear sense of what their share is, and that failing is once again quite ap-
parent with regard to the SDGs. 

What we found in the MDGs period is that the richer countries media portrayed more 
and more of a consensus opinion that it was the poor countries that did not get their 
act together. For example, they should have gotten their under-five mortality rates 
down by two thirds and they did not. And so we just look at which country achieved 
and which country did not achieve that two thirds reduction. That obviously is very 
unfair because it settles the poorer countries with the largest task. The less capable 
a country is, the poorer it is, the larger the task. If your rate is let’s say three hundred, 
you have to get it down to one hundred. If your rate is six, you have to get it down to 
two. So the countries that already are doing very well get a very small task, the coun-
tries that are doing poorly get a very large task. That is not a fair division of labour. 
So that’s the first critique. 

The second critique has to do with the definitions and measurements. Before we 
formulate the goals we say things in abstract terms. For example, extreme poverty 
is to be halved, hunger or rather chronic under-nutrition is to be halved, and so on. 
But we need to make that measurable and so we need to have an operationalization, 
some sort of definitions and methods. How does one measure that? What went wrong 
with the MDGs is that these definitions and measurement methods were changed 
many times during the period of fifteen years. I believe the change in the definitions 
and measurement methods was related to the desire to make us look successful with 
regard to the MDGs. It is governmental or inter-governmental organizations that are 
measuring and reporting what is happening in their own countries. So China calls 
in and says: poverty in China – the new number is 263 million – take it from us. And 
the UN agencies have to take these numbers and use them. In many cases they are 
compromised; if not altogether fictional. 

To make my assertion a little bit more concrete I will give you one example of one 
Goal that was a very prominent Goal within the MDGs – the goal to halve hunger or 
chronic undernourishment. I want to just give you the history of that goal so that you 
see how these numbers are produced. I start you off in the year 1996 with the World 
Food Summit in Rome. At that time 186 governments came together and said:  “we 
will halve hunger by 2015”.

At that time the official number of chronically undernourished people stood at 788 mil-
lion and was to be reduced to 394 million. That was the promise. Where were we in 
2010? Well we had 925 million officially chronically undernourished people. And so 
we had gone 17% in the wrong direction. 

By changing the definition of the Goal, the number was reduced from 17% to 2%, but 
still there was an increase. The absolute number of hungry increased to 925 million. 
There was more manipulation using China. You all know that China had a tremendous 
success in poverty eradication in the 1990s. The UN thought to themselves why should 
that go to waste? The Chinese worked so hard. Why should we not count that? Now 
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the MDGs were adopted in the year 2000. But if you move back the baseline, you can 
count the success of the Chinese in the 1990s towards the goal. And that is what our 
friends at the UN did. 

Nothing has changed in the world. But something has changed in our measurement. 
And so we can say chronic under nutrition is down 21%. If you look closely at the num-
bers, the number of chronically under-nourished people have increased right from 
843 million to 910 million, but according to the mathematics it is a 21% reduction. 

So now the question is, and this is a question to you: What can we do? How can we do 
better in our fight against hunger? The UN decided to change the goalposts. And so 
the 2012 State of Food Insecurity (SOFI) surprised the world by saying we have a new 
method of counting the hungry. They called it the ‘improved’ method, so that you 
immediately know that it is a better method than the one before. So the improved 
method changes the way we count the hungry. It came out in 2012. The results you 
can see in Table 1. 

Table 1: Methodological shift in undernourishment calculation.  

1969-1971 878

1979-1981 853

1990-1992 843 1000

1995-1997 788 931

2000-2002 833 922

2005-2007 848 884

2008 963 867

2009 1023 867

2010 925 868

Source: Lecture presentation.

Now there are two questions. Question one: what is the allowable number of hungry 
people in the year 2050. The 2012 revision drove that number up and it went up to 724 
million, after the improved methodology came in. Why? Because in 1990 the number 
moved up from 843 million to 1 billion. So the 2015 allowable number also moves up. 
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Table 2: Allowable Millions of Undernourished 2015.  

Rome Declaration 394 m

UNGA Millennium Declaration 480 m

MDG 1 611 m 724 m

Progress Achieved by 2010 
(target: -50%)

Old 
Methodology

‘Improved’  
Methodology

Rome Declaration +17%

UNGA Millennium Declaration +2%

MDG 1 –21% –36%

Source: Lecture presentation.

The second question is: how have we done? How well have we done against hunger? 
Well, look at Table 2: 17% in the wrong direction, 2% in the wrong direction, 21% in 
the right direction and finally 36% in the right direction – using new statistics! So in 
SOFI 2012, the FAO included an info-graphic which shows the smooth path towards 
halving hunger according to the new definition measurement method. This is a trav-
esty. This is not the way in which we want to fight hunger. We want to actually make 
a difference on the ground. We want to actually help people who are hungry. And not 
create a ridiculous mathematics that makes us look good but in the end is not really 
changing anything on the ground.

To avoid these statistical tricks, what we need to do is outsource the tracking, the defi-
nitions, the measurement methods, to an independent agency that is not beholden 
to governments.  Beforehand we should fix the definitions and we should not change 
them for any reason for the entire fifteen year period, and we should entrust the actual 
measurement to that independent group of experts. So that is the second criticism.  

Now the third thing: this is the sustainable part of the Sustainable Development Goals. 
You all know that we have a big climate crisis brewing and they call themselves the 
SDGs, which is a clear allusion to the problem of climate change. But what they actually 
have by way of targets is extremely weak, fuzzy and imprecise Goals. What we would 
need here is a clear cut goal where you say for example: we want to cut CO2 emissions 
by such and such. Something concrete, something measurable, something where we 
could actually track progress. Now, I understand, that the SDGs authors wanted to 
leave that to the COP-21, which is the big meeting in Paris in December 2015, but it 
would have been good to have at least some clear cut climate Goal in the mix here. 

The fourth critique has to do with inequality. Everyone said that inequality is a very 
important topic. And we have to put this into the SDGs in some way. The problem is 
that this Goal was emasculated through the way in which the targets were formulated 
under the Goal. So there is the principle target, which says: “by 2030 progressively 
achieve and sustain income growth of the bottom 40% of the population at a rate 
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higher than the national average”. Now the first time you read that, you sort of say: 
“Oh yeah! That’s good. That sounds all right”.

But look at it again. What it says. What it says is that before 2030 we want inequality to 
have peaked. So from now to 2029 it can just continue to go up as it has been going 
up for forty years or so. The very least we should want in the goals is the statement 
that inequality should be less in 2030 than what it is now. We want to make some 
progress against inequality, do we not? 

So here is one proposal about what could have gone or should go into the SDGs. They 
talk about the bottom 40% of the population. A good measure of inequality that is 
very intuitive and I think should be used much more widely than the GINI coefficient, 
which economists tend to use, is the Palma Ratio. So with the Palma Ratio you take 
the top 10% of a population and their aggregate income and you divide that by the 
aggregate income of the bottom 40%. The ideal score is 1 – that means that the top 
10% percent have four times the average income of the bottom 40%. And what we 
could say is we want all countries to make progress towards the Palma Ratio of 1. And 
whatever their Palma ratio is now, they should half the distance to the value 1. For 
example the USA and China are at 2.50 currently, they would need to achieve 1.58 by 
2030. South Africa, the most unequal country in the world, is at a Palma Ratio of 7, so 
it would need to achieve 2.7 or less.

Inequality is intimately connected with poverty – mathematically and politically. The 
less money the poor control, the harder it is for them to influence politics to fight for 
the institutional reforms and policies that would improve their condition, and so the 
future poverty eradication efforts can be expected to be weaker.

Now I want to say something that I think is a very important point about the SDGs and 
MDGs exercises and has to do with my title about the brilliant propaganda part. I have 
contested the facts, as presented, whether we really are making as much progress 
as we are officially told by our politicians. What do the MDGs and SDGs make us do? 
They focus our attention on the comparison of the status quo with what went before. 
Have we progressed? Have we not progressed? And that comparison will always look 
to some extent satisfying.  

Now think about it morally. Is this really the important comparison to make? Are we 
better off than we were twenty years ago? I do not think so! I want to give you an 
analogy to show you this. Think of slavery in the United States – let’s say in 1840 – and 
suppose that somebody says to the critics of slavery: “Look slavery has gotten better 
since 1810. A lot better in fact. Slaves are not whipped that often. Families are not split 
up as often. Slave girls are not raped as often. Families are not worked as hard as they 
were before slaves, and so on. So slavery has gotten better and better”. What would 
be our moral reaction to that? My reaction would be to say: “This is irrelevant. Slavery 
is an awful institution now. It is unnecessary. It is avoidable, it can be abolished. And 
it should be abolished, and the fact that it was worse thirty years ago is neither here 
nor there”. This, in my opinion, is what we should think about poverty. We should say: 
“Today’s poverty and our assessment of it should not depend on whether it is better 
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or worse than 1990. We should ask ourselves: “Is poverty today avoidable”? And if it is, 
we ought to avoid it regardless of how it compares to the poverty of thirty years ago. 

That is the way in which the MDGs and SDGs exercise is a propaganda exercise. It di-
verts our moral attention to something quite irrelevant. Namely, is poverty better or 
worse than it was before. When we should be focusing on the synchronous comparison 
with what is now possible. And if we do that, of course we should say that historically 
speaking we are doing worse than earlier generations. Because today pretty much 
all the poverty is avoidable, whereas in earlier times most of it was unavoidable. Now, 
however, poverty is avoidable!

Figure 1: Income shares of global population segments.

Next 20%
42.20%

Next ¼:
10.64%

3rd ¼:
3.17%

4th ¼:
1.22%

Top 5%:
42.77%

Source: Lecture presentation. 

And one piece of evidence is in Figure 1. This is the distribution of income in the world 
today. And you can see that about 43% goes to the top 5% of the world’s population. 
Another 42% goes to the next 20%. So the top quarter has about 85% of the global 
income. The other three quarters squeeze into the remaining space and the bottom 
half has only about 4- 4.5% of global income. So in just looking at that, you can say, 
well it should be possible, shouldn’t it? To get these people, the bottom half, from 
4,5% to 6,5%. That can’t be so hard to restructure our world economy in such a way 
that we add 2% to this group. That is enough to get rid of all those severe deprivations 
that I have discussed at the beginning – the hunger, the poverty and so on.
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Figure 2: Income shares of global population segments.

Richest 1%
49%

Other 99%
51%

Source: Lecture presentation. 

Figure 2 shows the current global wealth distribution. The year 2016, the first year of 
the Sustainable Development Goals, will also be the year in which the top 1% of the 
human population will break through 50%. For the first time they will have 50% of 
all private wealth in the world. And the other 99%, which includes me and you, will 
have only less than fifty percent of the global wealth. Again a tremendous inequality 
in income and wealth. 

Oxfam recently asked a question:  “How many billionaires does it take to match the 
wealth of the poor half of humanity”? Does anybody have a guess? Oxfam said it is 85. 
Then the new Forbes list of billionaires came out and it was 66 according to that list. 
So 66 billionaires at the top have as much private wealth as 3.65 billion people at the 
bottom. So there is a tremendous inequality in income and wealth. And that already 
gives you a sense that poverty today is pretty largely avoidable. 

This point is another critique. We should also focus on structural changes. The SDGs 
are focused partly on results and partly on policies. But there is very little emphasis 
in the SDGs on structural reforms, institutional reforms and changing the rules. This is 
important because if we ask ourselves why does inequality increase, why does poverty 
persist, we have to look at the causal factors in our global institutional arrangements. 
The rules, both at the national level and at the global level, are contested because they 
influence the distribution of income and wealth; people try to influence the rules in 
their own favour. We call that lobbying. You have companies and banks and billionaires 
lobbying governments all the time about what the rules should be. And obviously 
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they are much better able to successfully lobby governments than poor people are. 
It is not entirely unsurprising that the rules of our world, the economic and financial 
rules, favour the rich and, as a consequence, naturally disfavour the poor. It is not that 
anybody hates the poor of course. But the rich love themselves and so they push the 
rules that are favourable to themselves. 

So here are a few institutional goals that one might consider. The WTO was supposed 
to be a great champion of free markets in the world, and yes the rich countries agreed 
to this, but only on condition, that they could protect some important markets of their 
own. Their agricultural markets, namely. And so we still have tariffs, quotas, dumping 
duties, export credits and subsidies to domestic producers in these countries, which 
poor countries cannot afford to match. This involves cotton, dairy products and so 
on. I would dare suggest some compensation money is necessary that would help us 
protect poor populations from the consequences of these subsidies. 

Greenhouse gas emissions! The great majority comes from the high consumption 
countries. They are using fossil fuels at much higher rates. Why shouldn’t they com-
pensate for this use by paying something into a fund for poverty eradication? I have 
just been to South Africa where we are building a network of experts and activists 
fighting these illicit financial flows. It is basically that huge amounts of capital are 
flowing out of the developing world each year largely as a result of tax moderated 
manipulations. Big multinational corporations pay no taxes in the developing world 
because, they say, they have no profits there. Of course, they do have profits, but not 
officially. By shifting its profits from the developing world into tax havens, the multi-
national corporations save the taxes on those profits.

More than target a minimum tax we should say that: “Wherever your profits may be 
in the world you have to pay a minimum of, let’s say, 11% taxes on your profits, and 
if you have paid taxes already in any national jurisdiction you can subtract that”. But 
everybody has to pay a minimum of 11%, as we said. In this way companies could 
not escape taxation simply by shifting their profits from one subsidiary to another. 

We should end secret bank accounts too. We should stop the ability of dictators to 
borrow money in the name of the country. Many poor countries are heavily indebted 
because former rulers borrowed money in the name of the country, and they used 
that money to oppress the population. And now that these rulers are gone, we are 
saying to their population you owe us money, you have to pay us back that money 
which your former ruler in order to be able to oppress you took out. Again that is 
morally outrageous.

And finally we should have a fund to incentivize the development of medicines, es-
pecially medicines for the poor. And that fund again could be maybe fed by the taxes 
that we collect. And it will rework new medicines on the basis of how much health 
impact they achieve on condition that the medicine is sold at cost. So these are just 
some examples of structural reforms that I think would really make a difference on 
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the ground. We would really promote poverty eradication in a substantial way, and 
reforms of this type should be integrated into the Sustainable Development Goals, 
so that it is not just a kind of development aid enterprise where we try to neutralize 
part of the centrifugal forces of our global economic system, by giving some money 
to the poor as a kind of grant or gift, but rather that we change the very centrifugal 
forces themselves by changing the rules that are now all tending to reduce the share 
of the poor and to increase the share of the very richest. 

Thank you.

The lecture took place on 25th of May 2015, in Bucharest, Romania.
It was hosted by the Faculty of Political Sciences, University of Bucharest.
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In September 2000, the leaders of 189 countries signed the historic Millennium Dec-
laration, in which they committed to achieving a set of eight measurable goals that 
range from halving extreme poverty and hunger to promoting gender equality and 
reducing child mortality, by the target date of 2015. They were named the Millennium 
Development Goals:   

 – Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 
 – Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education
 – Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women
 – Goal 4: Reduce child mortality
 – Goal 5: Improve maternal health
 – Goal 6: Combating HIV/AIDs, malaria, and other diseases
 – Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability
 – Goal 8: Develop a global partnership for development

The MDGs were revolutionary in providing a common language to reach global agree-
ment. The 8 goals were broadly recognized as realistic and easy to communicate, with 
a clear measurement and monitoring mechanism.

 In 2016 they were replaced by the Sustainable Development Goals, which are expected 
to carry on the momentum generated by the MDGs and fit into a global development 
framework beyond 2015 1.

In his lecture Thomas Pogge presents a critical approach towards setting any kind of 
‘development goals’ and argues that both the MDGs and the SDGs are more an intel-
lectual and statistical exercise than the real, achievable goals. His approach is similar to 
the one presented by Lant Pritchett (Lecture 18) and adds an interesting perspective 
to the global development debate.

Suggested readings:

1. Anderson, K. (2015). We have SDGs now, but how do we measure them? The 
Brookings Institution; on line access here.

2. Jaggar, A.M. (ed.) (2010). Thomas Pogge and his Critics. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
3. Pogge, T. (2007). World Poverty and Human Rights, Cambridge: Polity Press. 
4. Pogge, T. (2010). Politics as Usual: What Lies Behind the Pro-Poor Rhetoric. 

Cambridge: Polity Press.
5. Pogge, T., Moellendorf, D., (2008). Global Justice: Seminal Essays. St Paul: Par-

agon House Publishers. 
6. Steinhof, U., (2012). Why ‘We’ Are Not Harming the Global Poor: A Critique of 

Pogge’s Leap from State to Individual Responsibility. Public Reason 4 (1-2): 119-
38; on line access here.

1  For the list of the SDGs please refer to the chapter 28. 
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THE DANGEROUS SEDUCTION OF 
KINKY DEVELOPMENT – WHY  
‘$1/DAY’ DOESN’T SOLVE POVERTY
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Many of you may disagree with the subject I am going to raise in this lecture, but 
disagreeing is a productive source of progress.

Let’s start with what appears to be the bête noire of kinky development. Some kids 
at Harvard invented a soccer ball with a battery that is charged by motion, such that 
if you kick the soccer ball around it can power a single LED light bulb for about three 
hours. Then in 2003 President Obama, who is a busy man with lots of tasks, took time 
out of his visit to Africa to show off this soccer ball. To highlight the soccer ball was 
something aimed at addressing the concerns of providing power in Africa. And yet 
to me this kind of thing was completely ridiculous. 

The typical American uses 13,000 kilowatt hours (Kwh) of electrical power yearly, the 
typical resident of Ethiopia 52 Kwh, the typical resident of Kenya 155 Kwh and of Ni-
geria 149 Kwh. Africa does not need soccer balls that – if you kick them around – and 
if they happen to work – and if they happen to continue to function – will give you 
a few hours of electricity. The residents of African countries need power, not soccer 
balls – which cost nearly their average GDP per capita. Africa needs power – large 
scale power and investments in it! 

Unfortunately, the precarious reality of development politics is that some parts of de-
velopment, particularly the kinky parts, are very seductive, and hence very popular. 
The other parts of development that really need to happen are easily blocked in the 
politics of rich countries. Senator Patrick Leahy from Vermont, for instance, was opting 
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for an instruction that the United States should oppose any loan and grant strategy 
to support any large hydro-electric dams in developing countries. The country that is 
consuming 13,000 Kwh per person thinks it would be wrong, as part of the develop-
ment, to build large hydroelectric dams, in spite of the fact that Senator Leahy’s own 
home state, Vermont, has 84 operating hydro-electric plants.  

So, kind of, what is good for us, which leads to having reliable power in our houses 
every day, should be opposed as any part of a development project financed by the 
international financial institutions, which includes the African Development Bank, the 
World Bank and others. Why and how exactly do we reconcile this situation? What I 
worry about is that a large part of the reconciliation is: “Oh, I know, we will come up 
with some cute clever way of providing Africans all the power they need by kicking 
around soccer balls”,  so that we can indulge ourselves in the political fantasies we 
have about development, while in fact we are denying people the exact development 
progress that we ourselves enjoy. 

Once, when I was working as a development practitioner for the World Bank and 
living in India, I was having a discussion with my colleagues about how to structure 
a water sector project in which we were going to invest literally hundreds of millions 
of dollars. They had some ideas which were very project-specific and very program-
matic. After about an hour of conversation I said:  “I think the problem is we are dis-
cussing the means without stressing the end. We are discussing how to do a water 
project without discussing what is your vision of water”. So I asked: “What is your 
vision of success in the water provision for households in India?” And they said: “Oh, 
we have a very clear definition of success. It is a goal of the Indian government that 
every household in India should be within half a kilometer of forty litres a day of safe 
water”. With this vision, universally available stand pipes were enough for success in 
the water sector. And that was exactly why we were disagreeing. My vision of success 
in the water sector in India was that everybody could take a hot shower inside their 
house. Once we are successful at development in India, everyone in the country will 
have this. This is a vision of ‘kinky’ success. This is a vision of ‘kinky’ development. This 
is not yet done, however. 

You might think that there is political momentum for the changes. Eliminating extreme 
poverty, defined as people living on less than a dollar a day, is the most important 
thing to do. Who could be against this, right? Well – me!! I am totally against this be-
ing set as a central goal in the development agenda. I want extreme poverty to be 
eliminated, but I disagree with defining development as a ‘dollar a day poverty’. This 
leads to two very different conceptions of what the development is and what devel-
opment success should look like. 

First of all, a dollar a day poverty is a complete fiction. It is made up, and I can assure 
you of this because I was there when it was made up. It is a complete social construct 
of the world’s hyper-elites. What do I mean by hyper-elites? I mean the elites of the 
elites. People who work at the World Bank are the elites of the elites. And what they 
are pushing for is this: 
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If you look at the relationship between how people respond to satisfaction with their 
own wellbeing and their income based on surveys, country after country, you will not 
find anything special about a dollar a day. There is no line ‘a dollar a day’. What would 
such a line look like? In some phenomena there is a line. Like water. There is a really 
important line in water that we all know and understand – it is called zero degrees 
Celsius. Why? Because below zero degree Celsius, water behaves in a different way 
and there is a dramatic transition in water as it moves from being liquid into a solid. 
There is nothing like this, however, in the economic space. As people get more income, 
they get better off. As we go up from the mere dollar per day levels, people get better 
off. People get better off as they get richer all way up the spectrum. You can’t look at 
the income levels and say: “Oh, here is the [exact] level of income that is important 
for people to be better off. And here is kind of line where income stops mattering”. 

But we have, nevertheless, insisted on creating a line around a dollar per day poverty 
that creates a kink. Somehow it is really important to get from below a dollar a day to 
above a dollar a day because there is a kink in how we feel about this. This, though, 
is complete and utter rubbish! It is but a social construct of the hyper elites that just 
has no sense in reality. Now let me summarize my three big messages:

First, there are three paths to improve normative measures of human development 
– and I call them drive, shift and kink. And of these three, ‘drive’ matters the most. 
Second, kinky development like the poverty line a dollar a day is enormously seduc-
tive to some political constituencies in the West. Nobody outside the West pays any 
attention to this, but kinky development is becoming even more seductive in the 
West. Third, the danger of the seductiveness of kinky development has really become 
a fetish. So it is easy to mistake kinky development for real development. And we can 
absorb our efforts in the things that aren’t in fact long run productive. And the more 
development cooperation becomes focused on the kinky, the less successful it will 
be. And it will ultimately put itself on a path to internal destruction. 

I would like to illustrate these messages so that you know exactly what I mean. The 
first distinction is between national development and human development. National 
development is a process that happens at a societal level, which could be that of a 
nation state. But human development is an aggregation of things that may or may not 
be done at the national development level because ontologically we start with the 
wellbeing of the individual human. So we could all start with the education of each 
person in this room and then we could desegregate the education of each person in 
the room, into the education of the blue eyed and the brown eyed, or the education 
of the left-handed and the right-handed. These actions wouldn’t have any real con-
sequence, but we could do it, because it was built up from individuals. We could also 
create a measure of the average education of everybody who was Czech, versus the 
average education of everybody in the room who wasn’t Czech. That wasn’t a nec-
essary distinction, whereas national development isn’t at the individual level – it is at 
an aggregate level. I have used the word ontologically, and all I mean by ontologically 
is things do not change their ontological nature. Development is a dynamic process 
that never changes its ontological nature. So national development happens at the 
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level of a nation in a deep way and it never changes its fundamental nature – in the 
same way that human development never does. 

The national development is a forceful process whereby the rule systems that accom-
modate, that make things possible at a national level, get better. I call those things rule 
systems, as I try my best to avoid the word ‘institutions’. The reason I avoid the word 
‘institutions’ is that I have no clue what this really means. And I guess neither do you, 
but the professors you read think they do. I just think this is false. 

The rule systems are ways in which individuals cooperate in a given context and rule 
systems can get better in the economy to make for higher productivity. Rule systems 
can get better in polity so the sovereign acts more in the interests of the underlying 
citizens. Rules can get better in organizations so the organizations have higher capa-
bility, because individuals cooperate in organizations, and rule systems can get better 
in the equality with which they treat each other. These four transformations are what I 
call national development. Any given nation is more developed if it has more of these 
four things. Countries like the Czech Republic are developed countries because they 
have lots more of these four things than countries like Mali, for example. 

Human development, on the other hand, has a whole bunch of domains and a whole 
bunch of ways of adding this up. I am building an argument that encompasses every-
thing you know. Everything you know is a special case of what I am saying. With the 
Human Development Indicator (HDI), we pick some dimension of human wellbeing 
and then we normatively order that. A person is better off if they have more of that 
which is included in the indicator – much better off if they have that much more of it. 
Since we are talking about humans, they are human beings with any given society, 
there is a distribution of wellbeing from low to high. Then we can think of various ways 
of summarizing this distribution – income, level of education, access to water, and so 
on. This distribution can be characterized in a number of ways. We could have a low 
bar characterization, which is how many people this distribution represents that are 
below the low part. Taking access to water, it will tell us how many of them do not 
have access to water. We could characterize it by the central tendency as well, or we 
could characterize it by its inequality or some measure of dispersion. There are lots of 
different ways of characterizing it. Every human development indicator that you have 
ever seen or heard about or thought about is a subset of this – it is some domain and 
it is some way of summarizing that domain. 

Now lets think about national development, which is a fourfold definition of an 
economy, polity, capability and society. We can order countries according to their 
level of national development. Then, for all the people in that country, we can look 
at the distribution of human development. And again we can take any domain you 
want – we can talk about human rights, we can talk about access to water, we can 
talk about anything. We want to say we have this level of national development in a 
given country and a given distribution of human development between its residents. 
We may also think how do we make them better off? That is why these measures of 
human development are normatively ordered. We actually want people to be better 
off in these dimensions.
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There are three ways of thinking about how to make this distribution better. First, I call 
it drive. If we look across countries in the world, there is a strong association between 
the distributions of human development and the levels of national development. 
Hence, one way of making human development better off is just by getting more of 
national development. So let’s drive East (on the chart) and it will take us to the North 
(right top of the chart). The point is, it is actually focused at this national level. Nobody 
is doing anything specific about human development. The entire focus is just on doing 
things, about making this better off. Lets drive then. We are just going to become bet-
ter. Better nation states, more productive economies, more responsible polities, more 
capable states, and have more social equality. Social equality is related to a society 
where people are treated roughly equally independent of their conditions of birth. 

The second way to get better off is to say: I am not going to change the whole country 
but I am going to get better at education. It is possible to get better education in vari-
ous ways. Maybe we could spend more proportionally on education and that will make 
everybody better. I can get better at doing education so that out of the same spend, 
I get more outcomes. But I am thinking about all people shifting up uniformly. I am 
not focused on the low end, but making everybody better off by doing education in 
a better way. This is what I call shift, what can be also defined as a sectoral approach. 
It is going to get the whole health sector working better or the whole water sector 
working better, so everybody benefits. That is going to bring more hot showers, not 
more stand pipes. 

The third way of making things better is kink. What do I mean by kink? Usually we 
draw a low bar target through the low end of the distribution and then we focus on 
bringing everybody below that given level up to a new level. We set a poverty line 
and we say 17% of the people are poor for example and we want to reduce poverty, 
so how shall we do that? Normally we are going to focus on the poor and we are go-
ing to raise the incomes of the poor differentially. We are not going to pull the whole 
thing up – work towards the incomes of all people in the country. We are just going 
to focus on those poorest people. That would shift this up and the reason I call this 
kinky is that, let’s say, your distribution of wellbeing was normatively – in a Gaussian 
sense – distributed before and you were successful in pushing everybody to a line. 
Then your distribution after your successful intervention would look like on the Figure 
1, because we have pushed everybody who was low up to the higher level. By doing 
so we have induced a kink at the threshold. This is what I mean by kinky develop-
ment. It is a situation when we are focused on a low bar threshold and our only kind 
of objective is to get people up to that threshold. If we were successful with that, we 
actually create kinks around this line.
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Figure 1. Results of drive, shift and kink for the well-being indicator. 

Source: Lecture presentation.

Is this clear to everybody? That is good. But this is completely false! I call it kinky only 
because it – I hope – packs lecture halls. I am sure if I had called it ‘lower end of the 
distribution something, something…’ there would be less people around. I am sure 
some people were hoping it was more interestingly kinky than just this, right?

Let me tell you now what I have done in a paper 1. I could spend thirty minutes and 
go through all the gory details, but I am going to tell you what the outcome is. Let’s 
take an Index of National Development (NDI). I do not have a good indicator for social 
equality so I take bureaucratic capability, a measure of democracy and a measure of 
GDP per capita, and I combine them into a simple as possible index. That is my index 
of national development. Then I look at how does that index of national development 
correspond with national aggregate levels of indicators of human development. 

1  L. Pritchett, Ch. Kenny (2013): Promoting Millennium Development Ideals: The Risks of Defining 
Development Down, Center for Global Development, Harvard University.
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Figure 2: Illustrating the analytical decomposition of the shift in national aggregates 
of indicators of the well-being of schooling and health into movements upward with 
increased national development (Drive) and overall improvements for a given level 
of national development (Shift).

Source: Lecture presentation. 

The bars in Figure 2 show the poor countries of the world, on a scale of zero to one 
hundred, where one hundred is the highest country in the sample and zero is the 
lowest. Among the poor countries the range is about sixteen to thirty four; among 
the lower middle-income countries, it goes from thirty nine to sixty, and for the richest 
countries it is seventy four to ninety. 

This is an expression of drive. Countries as they move from a given level of national 
development to a higher level of national development have certain improvement 
in their Indicator of Human Development. You can imagine, and there are all kinds 
of assumptions being packed into this, that if we causally were too able to attain na-
tional development, we would get a certain improvement in human development. 
And that is the drive game? 

There are some shift games as well. Some countries even though they are roughly 
at the same level of national development have much better health outcomes, and 
some have much worse health outcomes, so it is also possible to get some gain with 
shift. Shift strategies move you up in the same level of national development. We can 
also imagine a kink where, for any given country, there was a certain average level 
of education and some people with less and some people with more education. We 
can imagine improving the situation in this country by bringing everybody up to the 
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threshold. In education we could have a kinky goal, like Universal Primary Completion, 
where through the distribution of all education outcomes we draw some specific low 
bar threshold of the completion of primary education and say it is really important 
that people get up to that level, but in reality we do not care what happens beyond 
that. This is a kinky thing to say. I am not at all clear why we really care about getting 
from fifth to sixth, but do not care at all about getting from sixth to seventh – but that 
is what the typical goals say, and that is what the Millennium Development Goals say. 
MDGs say we really care about Universal Primary Completion and do not say anything 
else about the average level, about the upside level, and will come back other things 
it does not say later. 

Then you ask yourself the question, empirically for education and health, how much 
of development progress is it going to bring? What would be the most important 
elements of drive, shift and kink? No matter how we do a simulation exercise there is 
a lot of magic that goes in there. And then the rabbit pops out. The first thing is that 
the kink, by construction, does nothing for nearly anyone. Why? Because if you draw 
a low bar, only few people are below it. You may draw an international low bar for 
education and say Universal Primary Completion is our goal, while most of the coun-
tries have already gotten universal primary completion. Kinky doesn’t have anything 
to do with that, right? The second kink is that it is almost completely irrelevant for 
most developing countries. If we have set the kinky goal to reach the average level 
of the poorest countries, and nearly all of the poorest countries are way, way above 
that, but these are still developing countries. I mean countries like India – then they 
are already way above what could plausibly be a kinky low bar goal. The kinky low bar 
goal has almost nobody in the next higher quartile of national development in it. So 
by construction the low bar kinky goal becomes irrelevant for many countries. They 
just stop really having any traction because very few people in those countries are 
affected by the kink or below the kink. This is just a necessary consequence of the kink. 

Third, drive is the only way to get countries above a high bar international standard. If 
we choose as a development target that countries have the same level of education as 
the Czech Republic, not countries higher than the Czech Republic, then (look back at 
Figure 2), the Czech Republic is actually going to be in a lower part of the richest coun-
tries bar and no other countries at the same level of national development are getting 
the Czech level of education. If we set an international target, a cosmopolitan goal, 
that everybody in the world should have the aspirations to achieve the Czech Republic 
level, the only way to get there is through drive. There is no evidence that shift or the 
kink can get you there. Fourth is that drive eventually works always. If you get national 
development, you will get every level of human development you want – just full stop.

The National Development Index has three components. If we take the worst of the 
poor countries, they can’t get to the highest level of national development and still 
have child mortality. But this just doesn’t happen. And on nearly every Indicator of 
Human Development the same is true. You just don’t get to the high levels of national 
development and still have human development problems of the type that the poor 
counties routinely experience. So drive always works. 
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Finally shift is also possible. My main bone to pick is how much of development effort 
should be about the kink and how much of development effort should be about drive. 
I am for an 85-10-5 relation – 85% of it should focus on drive, about 10% should be 
focused on shift and about 5% should be focused on the kink. 

The MDGs were 100% kink. They were just kinky. There was no discussion above the low 
bar targets at all. Once you completed primary school, you were done. Once you were 
above poverty, there was no mention of having a goal that people would get richer than 
a dollar a day poverty. There was no mention of like if your father had a heart attack, 
maybe somebody would do something to help them survive. If he didn’t get affected 
by one of the main MDGs diseases, they had nothing to do with it. Your mother got 
cancer? Too bad for her – it wasn’t on the MDGs list. Am I making anybody angry yet?

The thing is that we very much headed towards a set of development goals that didn’t 
have any developing countries in them. What do I mean by this? Lets take a dollar a 
day poverty line and then look at the fortieth percentile. The poor person is in the first 
percentile and the median person is at the fiftieth percentile. Look at a person who 
is in the poorest half, just below the median, and ask: is that person poor by a dollar 
standard? In sixteen of the twenty largest developing countries in the world, where 4.2 
billion people live, the fortieth percentile is above a dollar a day. This means not just the 
upper middle class but that also the middle class is completely excluded by a dollar a 
day poverty target in places like India. And only four of them: Nigeria, Bangladesh, DRC 
and Tanzania have even the fortieth percentile below the poverty line and only two of 
them have the median. The typical person is below a dollar a day and the poverty line. 

In this situation, if you had people vote and said do you want an agenda in which you 
are included or the one you in which are not included, the median voter wouldn’t vote 
for a dollar a day strategy in countries with 4.2 billion people. And this is most of the 
world’s population. We define a low bar development target, but it doesn’t include 
too many developing countries peoples in it!

Now to my second message. If these low bar targets are so completely outrageous 
and irrelevant to the developing world, why are they so popular? Why is kinky de-
velopment so seductive to the rest, even if it is so irrelevant to Indonesia and India? I 
think there are three reasons for this: 

First, advocates for specific programmes love it. Second, strangely this forms a very 
strange love affair, because fiscal cost cutters love it too (I will get back to this). Third, the 
rich countries have developed a large strand of what people call post-materialism, where 
people no longer believe that material progress is really that important. Hence, when 
post-materialists project their reality onto other people they think those other people 
should also have post-material goals. But they don’t! They have material goals. However, 
it is seductive to think the rest of the world shares your goals, given your circumstances. 

The kinky agenda has been very seductive because it seems very easy. Generating 
a more productive economy is very hard. Less poverty and actual political struggle 
over the control of power, that’s really hard. Capable administrations of the police 
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and control corruption – that’s really hard. We don’t know how to do this. Creating a 
cohesive society in which gender, race, ethnicity and religion do not play a large role is 
also really hard. So lets do the things where we can reduce the problem to a fundable 
logistical programme. We can build a school. We know we can do this with a single 
project. The local government won’t touch it and we can contract it out to a foreign 
NGO and that is the way to build a school. We can put some kids in that school, and 
then if we define development as putting kids in school, we have a success. It gives 
us tractable success even in environments in which we are failing at all those other 
things and topics, so it becomes very seductive. 

The second thing is the politics of strange bedfellows. If you are a rich country now 
you have had a major financial crisis and you have got a huge deficit. You have Europe 
and the United States and Japan who have very unclear growth prospects. Young 
people in all these countries have a big problem and there are old people. You have 
a demographic problem. Young ones have to fund the ageing people’s pensions. This 
problem is getting fantastically worse in Europe, and it is going to constrain the best 
of every country. Europe has demographic and fiscal crises looming. There are simply 
not enough of young people to pay for the old people. 

Knowing this, and having only a small amount of resources, how should you define 
development? You should define it in a way that with a small amount of resources 
you can make traction on it. Why, lets say, am I going to struggle with the problem 
of India becoming a state as capable as the Czech Republic from its very chaotic and 
miss-ordered or dysfunctional current state? I can just set up some narrow goals and 
if I pump some money into it, all will be fine. The advocates and the fiscal cutters 
form this weird coalition, in which the fiscal guys want to give the government less, 
and the advocates say we will take less but in such a case we need to target narrower. 

The World Value Survey (WVS) 2 asks people about their priorities on various things 
from which the data about the support for aid comes. The WVS asks people about 
individual priorities for their country and there are various options which are classi-
fied on the scale of priorities, which go from mainly materialist things, like more rapid 
economic growth, to mainly post-materialist, like more beautiful cities. We can look at 
the ratio of how many people in the country are materialists to every post-materialist. 
It tells us how many people want more of economic growth and more of material re-
sults and how many people are more for beauty and poetry. Not surprisingly in Swe-
den people want more poetry. Why? Because they already have all the materialistic 
things – computers, cars and houses. If you ask them, do you want more things or do 

2  The World Values Survey (WVS) is a global research project that explores people’s values and be-
liefs, how they change over time and what social and political impact they have. It is carried out by 
a worldwide network of social scientists who, since 1981, have conducted representative national 
surveys in almost 100 countries. The WVS measures, monitors and analyzes: support for democracy, 
tolerance of foreigners and ethnic minorities, support for gender equality, the role of religion and 
changing levels of religiosity, the impact of globalization and attitudes toward the environment, 
work, family, politics, national identity, culture, diversity, insecurity, and subjective well-being. For 
the details refer to: http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp.
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you want more beautiful cities, they say beautiful cities. Do you want more stuff or 
do you want more poetry? I wouldn’t mind a little poetry because I don’t “consume” 
any now. I consume a lot of stuff, but not poetry, so give me some poetry! 

In contrast, if in countries that don’t have a lot of things you ask the same question, 
they will go: Stuff!! Stuff!! We want stuff! So in Rwanda there are six materialists for 
every post-materialist. In Egypt there are sixty materialists for every post-materialist, 
and Egypt is a middle of the road national development country. They are not super 
undeveloped for sure. But in Sweden you have two post-materialists for every mate-
rialist; they are kind of anti-stuff people. 

The difficulty is that post-materialists are really important in the aid agenda and they 
like the agenda to look post-materialist, but obviously they don’t like hearing so much 
about things like building large dams. The post-materialists are like: “Oh large dams! 
They hurt some fish. Let me turn my light on and read more about why dams are ter-
rible”. The post-materialists can easily project their own material circumstances onto 
others and conclude that others would be better off with more post-material progress 
rather than the material progress; whereas when people in developing countries are 
asked their own opinion on material progress, they would say: stuff! We would really 
like more stuff! But the soccer ball and all kinds of little, essentially trivial ways around 
the lack of stuff, are much more popular in the West. It is because they do not come 
with all the loaded consequences and the necessary sacrifices to produce stuff. 

The third question is: why am I against kinky? I want to emphasize that I am not against 
kinky. I am all for kinky! It is just that kinky is not reproductive – if you want to have 
babies, you can just do the kinky. And if you really want to do the productive stuff, 
you have got to put more emphasis on the old fashioned reproductive stuff and a 
little less emphasis on kinky. So I am not against kinky, I am just against an agenda 
dominated by the kinky. 

Why am I against the agenda dominated by the kinky? First of all, it contrasts the agen-
da in the West with what the West really wants. The national development agenda 
is by and large the agenda of developing countries governance. What developing 
countries governments want is national development, defined in the old fashioned 
way as higher levels of productivity of their economies, higher levels of capabilities 
of the state, a little bit more participation of the polity for some of them, not so much 
for others of them, and a little bit more social equality. They have just formed a New 
Development Bank 3 because they felt the existing development institutions were 

3  The New Development Bank (NDB), formerly referred to as the BRICS Development Bank, is a mul-
tilateral development bank established by the BRICS states (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 
Africa) to “mobilize resources for infrastructure and sustainable development projects in BRICS and 
other emerging economies and developing countries. According to the Agreement on the NDB, 
“the Bank shall support public or private projects through loans, guarantees, equity participation 
and other financial instruments.” Moreover, the NDB “shall cooperate with international organiza-
tions and other financial entities, and provide technical assistance for projects to be supported by 
the Bank.” For more details refer to: http://ndbbrics.org/ 
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not responsive to what they wanted. They wanted national development and they 
got kinky instead. 

This is eroding the overall international coalition for development. Further, it erodes 
the middle class support for public action, so if, in a country like India, you want to do 
something, you have got to do shift and drive as well as kink. You can’t just do kink – it 
is a democracy and people vote. If you say – I am going to have a national agenda that 
benefits 23% of the people – guess what – you are not going to get 51% of the vote. 

Another reason kinky is dangerous is that it has got this beautiful PR attractiveness. 
That is why it is so seductive. PR specialists will not be seduced by it, but they recog-
nize that it seduces others. That is what we mean by communication. 

Communication often misses the point. The MDG for schooling was the goal of the uni-
versal completion of a full course of primary schooling. An amazing amount of progress 
was made on this. However, the problem was if you ask yourself how did most of the 
uneducated, those lacking in education, lacking basic skills, came to be uneducated – 
you see that they came to be uneducated by going to school. Most of the uneducated 
in the world are in school and going to school. If you look at even a super poor country 
like Malawi, and take all children at the age of the sixth grade and check whether they 
are functionally numerous, you may introduce the basic requirements, but this is not 
like a high school exam in the Czech Republic. This is like literally a two digit addition 
test, although the kids are functionally numeric. We know that in Malawi 4% of the kids 
never went to school, 13% of the kids went to school but dropped out before the sixth 
grade, and 50% of the kids went to fifth grade and ended up functionally innumerate. 
If we ask who are the uneducated in this group, it is clear it is dominated by the kids 
who went through six years of schooling. They actually completed education in line 
with the MDG. How did this happen? Oh, we forgot to say anything about actually 
learning anything at school. We just said go over and stay there. 

So my conclusion: the MDGs were a very successful attempt to define development 
downwards and supplant a National Development Agenda with a low bar, specific 
domain, narrowing targets. The debate now, in 2015, is between an international elite 
who wants a continuation of the low bar targets and the middle income countries 
who have grown out of low bar targets and want national development to continue 
their drive to a decent standard of living and broader goals. And I am all for that. 

Thank you very much.

The lecture took place on 15th of October 2015, in Prague, the Czech Republic.  
It was hosted by the Metropolitan University Prague.
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The year 2016 is a moment of switching development debate and practice from the 
Millennium Development Goals to the Sustainable Development Goals. Rich countries 
are pushing to frontier the development agenda to limited ‘low bar’ targets, while the 
middle-income countries are using their new status to push for broader aspirational 
ideals, according to Prof. Lant Pritchett. 

Pritchett argues, based on the empirical evidence, that the low bar agenda such as 
the ‘dollar a day’ poverty is a dangerous trap and could harm development efforts. 
He opts for better measuring of development and poverty. 

The last Sustainable Development Goal aims, among other things, to reach improve-
ment in progress measuring; however, the SDGs take the mainstream approach in 
this regard: 

 – Goal 17: Revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development.

By 2030, build on existing initiatives to develop measurements of progress 
on sustainable development that complement the gross domestic product, 
and support statistical capacity-building in developing countries

Suggested readings:

1. Experimental Poverty Measures: Summary of a Workshop. Planning Group for 
the Workshop to Assess the Current Status of Actions Taken in Response to 
Measuring Poverty, National Academies Press 2004.

2. Foster, J., et. all. (2013). A Unified Approach to Measuring Poverty and Inequality: 
Theory and Practice. World Bank Group Publications.

3. Milanovic, B. (2007). Worlds Apart: Measuring International and Global Inequal-
ity. Princeton University Press.

4. Pritchett, L. (2006).  Who is NOT Poor? Dreaming of a World Truly Free of Poverty. 
“World Bank Research Observer” 21.1, p. 1-23.

5. Pritchett, L., Kenny, Ch. (2013). Promoting Millennium Development Ideals: The 
Risks of Defining Development Down. Working Paper 338, Center for Global 
Development, on line access here.

6. Wisor, S. (2012). Measuring Global Poverty. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
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If you look at the history of Western progress, it shows that various technological tools 
have allowed people to stand up on their feet economically. This was the foundation 
of progress and an important means of the dispersion of the economic resources. This 
has happened in the last thousand years in places just like here in Denmark. And this 
is well documented in many books, including David Landes’ “The Wealth and Poverty 
of Nations”, which explains how tools made people empowered economically and 
led to more dispersion then concentration. 

Similarly economists, for example Adam Smith, admit that: “The natural effort of every 
individual to better his own condition…is so powerful a principle, that it is alone… 
capable of carrying on the society to wealth and prosperity…” 1. So poor people are 
coming to rich countries against many odds, crossing the oceans and borders. Far from 
needing to be rescued by somebody, they are actually courageous people smelling 
a little bit of opportunity somewhere else and just going there without even know-
ing too much about this new country. This was Adam Smith’s point in action. People 
always try to improve their own conditions and not necessarily do they need to be 
rescued by others. In fact, they are coming against many odds and often uninvited.

Mainframe computers used to be very big. The same computing power is now 
squeezed into small desktop computers or laptops. And that is also a massive force 

1  A. Smith (1977), The Wealth of Nations, Book One, Chapter III, par. 7&8. 
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of dispersion. Maybe you have heard of something called ‘Moore’s law’, which means 
that every eighteen months or so computing power becomes half the price. If some-
thing cost two dollars, eighteen months later it would cost one dollar. If every eighteen 
months something becomes half price, then every three years it becomes one quarter 
and every six years it becomes one sixteenth and so on. Finally, after fifteen years or 
so, 1,000 dollars becomes one dollar. That is how the processing power of computers 
is dispersing, because it is getting cheaper and cheaper. Therefore it could go to a 
large number of people. However, not only the dispersion of economic resources is 
an important point of observation of what leads to progress. It could also be done 
generally right now because of technological forces being in play. It is dispersing the 
power of processing out there.

The second broad lesson from Adam Smith is that the more connectivity, the better. 
He recognized “the great opulence” in antiquity in Egypt, Bengal and Eastern China, 
and speculated that it was attributable to “inland navigation”.  Two-thirds of Bengal is 
Bangladesh now and the rest is West Bengal in India. And as I come from Bangladesh, 
I thought: “Ah! This is the right thing to read”. Smith talked about inland navigations, 
which is basically communication. Thanks to navigation one can go from one place 
to another relatively easy. Of course, there were no cell phones at the time or even 
phones or other kinds of modern communication devices, but nature has given us 
some kind of means of communication. The inland navigation was more interesting 
than the seas because more rudimentary boats could handle it. So that is what you 
see in the earliest time of progress in the inland navigation. 

I kept that in my mind, that communication is important, but in 1993, something 
happened in my office. I was working with my colleagues and we used to exchange 
floppy disks from one computer to another. Many of you are very young, and you may 
not even know what a floppy disk is. There used to be such a thing in the computers. 
You would take data from one person to another person, but it became easier when 
we were connected by wire. We didn’t have to go through that cumbersome process. 
And one time that wired network broke down and I was waiting for somebody to 
come and fix it. And as I did, I was reminiscing about a day in 1971, when I was thirteen 
years old and my country was going through a war. We were in a remote village and 
my mother had sent me to get some medicine for my younger sibling. I walked like 
ten kilometres in the morning, but when I got there, the medicine man wasn’t there 
so I walked all afternoon back. It was an unproductive day, and when I was having 
one unproductive day in New York, in 1993, I thought that connections enable and 
disconnection disables. So connectivity is productivity. This kind of thought clicked 
in me, and I started thinking whether I can do something about it.  

As a budding investment banker, I knew that mainframe is becoming laptops or desk-
tops. And that that too is being squeezed into cell phones, which are just another form 
of a computer. And I knew this process was going on, so I thought, if Moore’s Law is 
true, and if prices could be going down and connectivity is productivity, therefore it 
might be applicable even in the poorest countries. Such as Bangladesh is. 
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Smith considered “the propensity to truck, barter and exchange one thing for anoth-
er” to be a fundamental part of human nature. This led us to the division of labour, 
from which so many advantages are derived – higher productivity, better coopera-
tion, greater inclusivity and understanding of the needs of others, which leads to an 
inclusive economy. 

By specializing in something, a division in the tasks is created, which means that one 
person cannot do all the jobs. It is an inclusive economy. Adam Smith was the most 
inclusive thinker of all time. Higher productivity and specialization are resulting in 
making different things available to other people. That is the producer’s point of 
view – we have to give away things to others. The more producers we have included, 
then, as a result, the more consumers too. The increased number of consumers stim-
ulates the accommodation of various needs and other tastes. Therefore the greater 
the division of labour. 

If the process could work out, then all sorts of other things happen, not only the society 
as a whole is producing more. As everybody else gets involved, all their purchasing 
power goes up and therefore they can buy other stuff from other people. Through 
these, Adam Smith saw a universal opulence emerging. This is the basic model. This 
is why he thought the division of labour can extend itself even to the lowest ranks 
of people. 

There’s another interesting thing. Smith said the division of labour not just strives to 
include the bottom part of the society, but the bottom part is also a bigger part of 
the market. This is, in today’s language, called the Bottom of the Pyramid (BoP). Smith 
said that the consumption of the lower part of the pyramid is much bigger and better. 
And how does this link with the communication? Most importantly, he said that the 
division of labour must always be limited by the extent of the market. If the market is 
small, then you can’t really have too much division of labour. In Smith’s words: “When 
the market is small, no person can have any encouragement to dedicate himself en-
tirely to one employment, or want to exchange all that surplus part of the produce 
for his own labour, which is over and above his own consumption”. 

When I look at different approaches to business and development in the poor coun-
tries, I see four main misconceptions, which are extremely harmful, but I faced them 
when I started developing an idea of affordable cellular connections in Bangladesh.  
Let me explain to you what I mean. 

Misconception 1 – Poor countries are under-resourced: 

Connectivity determines the size of the market and how far the division of labour can 
go. On the demand side, connectivity is productivity and productivity translates to 
purchasing power. On the supply side, prices cascade down. Up to these days there 
is this misconception that the supply side and the demand side would intercept and 
that poor countries are under resourced, therefore they don’t have the ability to buy 
new or more advanced things. 
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In every country day and night last 24 hours, so on this resource we are all equal, but 
poor countries are extremely wasteful with this resource. If we waste more time, ob-
viously we would fall behind others. Poor countries are extremely wasteful in time.

Misconception 2 – Poor people lack buying power:

If goods are treated as a productivity tool, and the cell phone is one of them, then it 
means that it can pay for itself. Additionally, we can arrange a financing of it through 
the bank, through microcredit or some other way. However, the bottom line is that 
the tool should leverage your energy, then it will help to earn more money and there 
will a possibility to repay the loan. If poor people are provided with productivity tools, 
this creates buying power.  

Misconception 3 – You need to start with money to make money:

The exact counter examples are all around us. If somebody needs a bank, banking ser-
vices, it doesn’t mean he has to buy a bank himself! Another important point was that 
people said: “This is crazy, the digital latest telephone. That is not something to think 
about. Food, clothing and shelter are more important and more urgently necessary”. 

Misconception 4 – Inability to meet primary needs:  

If people had more income, they could engage their brains more into decisions about 
what to do with that money. In fact, if they make money, they will engage their brains 
even better. Brains are one of those resources that are wasted too. Everybody has one 
brain; nobody has two, nobody has zero, so this is a highly democratically distributed 
resource that should be put to use! If people make money, they will decide whether 
they need to buy clothing, housing or a cell phone with it. All we need to do is think 
about how to raise people’s income. 

The practical problem was that people need infrastructures to bring new things. In the 
West the Internet was spreading very fast in those days – it was somewhere around 
1993-1994. People already had computers, they had modems, they had credit cards all 
those things necessary to benefit from the Internet. A new idea could ride very quickly. 
In poor countries the real problem is not access to these new developments, like the 
Internet, but a vicious cycle created by not having the other, supplementary things. 
As a result, a new idea cannot spread very easily. That is the practical problem, and 
I thought, if Moore’s idea plays out, then it should go everywhere. The rural areas of 
Bangladesh were an interesting target, where there was one hundred million people 
without any phone. Millions of working days are wasted there. 

I looked at the positive side and asked myself what is there? There were all these mi-
crocredit programmes and the biggest was obviously the Grameen Bank. I started 
talking to them and presenting the idea of having connected branches and having 
them managed through telecommunications. But they were not interested. They had 
created their own decentralized system, which worked for them well.  But I kept look-
ing into their system, as I wanted to capitalize on their existing infrastructure. Gramin 
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Bank had two million borrowers and one thousand branches throughout the rural 
areas and they reached out to the most remote places. I started focusing on what it 
was they did. They loaned some small sum of money to women to get into an income 
generating business and then she pays off the loan. The typical loan was a cow loan. 
A woman borrows money to buy a cow, the cow gives milk and she sells the milk in 
the village and pay off the loan. 

My point was that a cell phone could be a cow. If she could borrow some money from 
the bank to buy a phone and then sell the service in her village, she will pay off the 
loan easily. Then I went to Professor Yunus 2 and discussed my idea of having a cell 
phone as a cow. He thought it’s a little crazy, but somewhat logical. That is when I 
created a company in America, raised some little seed money and I flew around the 
world to assemble the right kind of forces to create this company. Of course many 
telephone companies rejected me, but eventually I managed to convince the Nor-
wegian telephone company. Several years later my company came about and at one 
time there were 300,000 of the women selling phone services to 100 million people. 
Now it has some 55 million subscribers, but there is a whole industry, there are some 
110 millions of phones in the country. The thing has really blossomed into a highly 
profitable business. 

It just got my attention that there is a great deal of boost in consumer confidence and 
overall purchasing power. Perhaps, at least partially, they managed it because of the cell 
phones, that is what I hope for. The GDP of Bangladesh has tripled, if not quadrupled 
in the last fifteen to twenty years. The greater efficiency has come together – mar-
kets have expanded, people can coordinate with each other various activities – and 
millions of people, by earning a few more dollars, is adding up to billions of dollars. 

Grameenphone alone is adding some twenty billion dollars to the GDP of the country 
per year. Telenor, the Norwegian investor, when they came to Bangladesh didn’t con-
sider the Asian markets at all. Now they are in many other Asian countries – investment 
in Bangladesh has opened the door to Asia for them. The interesting point here is this 
interlocking arrangement between the rich countries and the poor countries. What 
happens is that the rich world can bring technologies that empower people and poor 
countries can provide a market for it. A win-win situation. To be honest I dare to say, 
today, Bangladesh provides more to Norway than Norway gives in Aid to Bangladesh. 
There are millions of dollars going back in dividends to Norway. The flow of finance 
through Bangladesh to Norway is bigger than the other way around. 

I have learned business through experience. The general logic behind all develop-
ment activities aiming at improvement of poor people lives is to create economic 
opportunities in their villages. All the experts I have ever consulted kept telling me 
that poor people need food, clothing, shelter, jobs and so on. When I was travelling 
between Bangladesh and the US, I used to talk to common people whom I met on the 

2  Muhammad Yunus is a Bangladeshi social entrepreneur, banker, economist and civil society leader 
who was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for founding the Grameen Bank and pioneering the con-
cepts of microcredit and microfinance. 
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planes – these were simple workers flying to the Middle East, to Singapore, to work in 
construction – and they told me that they needed communication. They leave their 
families back home for long months and they need cheap and quick communication 
with them. They want to send money back home and make sure the families have 
received it. None of the development experts told me anything like this! The needs 
identified by me were totally opposite to all the theories. 

The same experts told me that communication services must be very low cost or 
even free, as the poor people will not be able to pay for it. However, the truth is that 
not having a service is far more costly than paying something for it. If a service is not 
available, you simply lose all the potential opportunities which could have come with 
it. The point is not to deliver a service at no cost, but at a reasonable cost. 

Another obvious thing – to start a business, any business – proper market research 
is necessary. Respectable market research would cost 250 thousand US dollars and I 
had only 100 thousand dollars for everything. I couldn’t raise that kind of money as 
nobody wanted to invest in Bangladesh. What I needed to do was to think of alter-
natives. And then I have learned that the best way of collecting information about a 
market is through living in the midst of your current or future customers. The best way 
is to learn from them how they are thinking, because they are facing their problems – 
that are real and practical. I also want to remind you that when you make a product or 
service at a lower cost that is affordable for a “lower income person” you are helping 
the whole society. You not only deliver a product at a lower cost, but you also release 
resources for the rest of the economy. You bring about a real innovation in many ways. 

Now the cell phones have spread globally, millions of computers in our hands. There is 
some kind of parity between the First World and the Third World, vis a vis cell phones. 
I think it is because it has touched on fundamental parts of human nature. Connec-
tivity is very intuitively appreciated for a long time. 

These days in Bangladesh there is a company that sells bus tickets on line, there is a 
company leasing solar panels, and payments are done via mobile phones; there is 
something similar to Uber – a taxi service by motorbike; courier services, and so on 
and so forth. It works very well in agriculture too. There are simple phone applications 
that can trace agricultural products and supplies or provide extension advice to the 
farmers. The options are endless.  

Many developing countries have very efficient mobile money systems. In Bangladesh 
we have bKash; now it has 19 million subscribers. It sends money from one person to 
another within seconds and supports the movement of goods and people. 

Knowing all this, having all these examples, one can finally ask why is digital potentially 
pivotal? I will summarize it in three points. One is that it is expected that smartphones 
will soon be owned by 80% of the world’s adult population – not just in the First World 
but worldwide. There are billions of computers in poor countries, in ordinary people’s 
hands. And they are connecting – making calls, sending texts, making and sending 
videos, receiving information. They make better use of the limited infrastructure, so 
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the impact is just profound. And of course they are interactive, so people can learn 
much faster and cheaper. This can be very impactful. Finally, they raise efficiency and 
as a result income. I do not think that everything has to work to the same extent as 
mobile phones, but they are for sure pivotal. 

In my opinion, the governments should facilitate the purchase of smartphones as 
this brings a real future to the poor people. They can facilitate entrepreneurs to build 
applications and create venture capital to allow those entrepreneurs to grow and 
expand. And of course regulate the market of big telephone companies so that they 
provide the Internet at a reasonable cost. 

We all think economically and we pursue our self-interests. Because I want to do this 
and you want that the dispersion happens, in that pursuit of self-interest we also want 
to connect and cooperate. These things together create progress. 

Thank you very much.

The lecture took place on 23rd of November 2015, in Copenhagen, Denmark.  
It was hosted by the Copenhagen Business School. 
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The technology and its diffusion in the context of developing countries has been a 
subject of analysis in all major development theories, with general agreement that 
it is necessary or even imperative for economic and social development. The current 
mainstream approach indicates that for developing countries technological progress 
is strongly influenced by their ability to access, adapt and diffuse the technological 
knowledge that has been generated abroad. Professor Nayef Al-Rodhan gave the 
broad philosophical background for this topic in the Lecture 1 – Ethics of Emerging 
Technologies. 

Iqbal Quadir speaks on how digital technologies, originally developed in high-income 
countries, can pivot low-income countries forward. Based on these technologies, he 
has conceived, organized, and built successful commercial ventures that have eco-
nomically lifted up millions in low-income countries. His lecture contains the insights 
that led to these ventures. He also draws on his first-hand experience in implementing 
them and shows how other new digital ventures continue to emerge in low-income 
countries, empowering the average person. 

The issues discussed by Quadir find their place in the Sustainable Development agenda:

 – Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable industrialization 
and foster innovation. 

Facilitate sustainable and resilient infrastructure development in developing 
countries through enhanced financial, technological and technical support 
to African countries, least developed countries, landlocked developing 
countries and small island developing States;

Support domestic technology development, research and innovation in de-
veloping countries, including by ensuring a conducive policy environment 
for, inter alia, industrial diversification and value addition to commodities;

Significantly increase access to information and communications technology 
and strive to provide universal and affordable access to the Internet in least 
developed countries by 2020.

Suggested readings:

1. Allen, T.J. (2015). Technology Transfer to Developing Countries: The International 
Technological Gatekeeper (Classic Reprint). London: Forgotten Books. 

2. Bangladesh: Grameenphone Telecommunications Project and Grameenphone 
Telecommunications Expansion Project, Performance Evaluation Report March 
2013. Independent Evaluation ADB; on line access here. 

3. Global Economic Prospects 2008: Technology Diffusion in the Developing World. 
Washington DC: The World Bank; on line access here.  

4. Hoq, S. (2012). Collaborative Value Sharing Between Profit and Nonprofit Part-
ners: The Case of Grameenphone in Bangladesh. Saarbrücken: LAP LAMBERT 
Academic Publishing. 

5. Lundvall, B.A. et all. (ed.) (2009). Handbook of Innovation Systems and Develop-
ing Countries: Building Domestic Capabilities in a Global Context. Cheltenham: 
Edward Elgar Publishing. 

6. Oosterlaken, I. (2015). Technology and Human Development. London: Routledge. 
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SIMA SAMAR is a human rights advo-
cate and current Chairperson of the Af-
ghanistan Independent Human Rights 
Commission (AIHRC). In 2005-2009 Sima 
Samar served as the United Nations Spe-
cial Human Rights Rapporteur for Sudan, 
where she was mandated to “examine, 
monitor, advise and publicly report” on 
the situation of human rights. Samar 
was the first ever minister in Afghani-
stan for women’s affairs (2001-2002). She 
was named among the top 100 global 
thinkers by the Foreign Policy magazine 
in 2012. She is a founder of the Shuhada 
Organization.

I was asked to come here because I run 
an organization called GlobalGiving – 
it is one of the original crowd funding 
platforms established in 2002. Crowd-
funding is based on the idea that every-
one can fund something, and in this 
particular case GlobalGiving is funding 
development projects all over the world. 
But in 2000, when we left the World Bank 
to start Global Giving, the crowdfunding 
didn’t exist, which is rather strange. For 
hundreds of years individuals have been 
able to invest in companies and, yet, 
crowdfunding took until 2008-2010 to 
get started as a phenomenon. 
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WOMEN RIGHTS IN AFGHANISTAN
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Today I will speak mainly about my experience as an Afghan woman on the challenges 
of human rights and gender equality in Afghanistan. I want to share the gains and 
achievements of the last thirteen years. I want to present my views, not only as a chair 
of the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission but also as a person who 
has lived through all the stages of human rights atrocities and conflict.  I have personally 
gone through different kinds of discrimination due to my ethnicity, sex and religion. 

Afghanistan was, and still is, an underdeveloped country and has always been very 
conservative and patriarchal. Women in my country are second-class citizens and 
a property of the family. As a girl child I always tried to prove that I am able to work 
equally and even better than the male members of my family, and later on male col-
leagues in my school and at the university. In my professional life I worked hard in 
a very remote part of the country, feeling the pain of my fellow women in Afghanistan. 

The women of Afghanistan have faced the killings of their loved ones, destruction and 
looting of their properties, rapes and many other forms of violence during the war. 
But we survived. All Afghanis suffered during the war, but, like in every conflict, the 
main victims have been women and children. The sexual violence that was frequent 
in the past is still happening without too much accountability and justice. 

I would like to share with you the lessons we have learned and the experience we 
have in Afghanistan today in the light of the last thirteen years. Under the Taliban 
government, women were the subject of systematic discrimination, brutality and 
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inhuman treatment by the government. Women were not allowed to go out of their 
homes, not allowed to work or get education, nor could they even simply walk on 
the street unless a close male relative accompanied them. The discrimination reached 
such a level that women were not treated as human beings. The Taliban had turned 
Afghanistan into a huge jail for both men and women, but the conditions for women 
were much harsher. 

In contrast, now Afghan women have hope for a better future – they are able to attend 
schools, get a higher education and work in offices; they have leading positions in 
the media and some industries. They are politicians, artists, teachers and civil society 
leaders; they represent people in the national and provincial elected bodies. 

For the first time in history our constitution and the Bill of Rights guarantee equality 
between men and women. The state is obliged to promote and respect human rights 
and to improve the situation of women and families. Afghanistan has ratified the Con-
vention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women 1 (CEDAW) 
in 2003 without any reservation. Unlike in some other Muslim countries, we ratified 
all articles in their original form without any modification, but it does not mean we 
have already implemented all of them. 

These are huge changes, complemented by the changes which are being slowly 
implemented in the area of policy-making, programme implementation and in the 
social, political and culture spheres. One cannot overlook that the above mentioned 
improvements have been achieved due to the efforts of the Afghan people and the 
support of the international community and deep interest of the donor counties in 
Afghanistan. However, the bulk of the improvement has happened in Kabul. The wom-
en in other cities and in the rural areas have benefited very little from the progress 
of the last decade. To make their lives better, a strong political will is needed and the 
joined efforts of all stakeholders. 

In the last year Afghanistan has gone through a transition, which has a direct and 
indirect impact on women’s rights and gender equality. First – there is the securi-
ty transition from the International Security Assistance Forces (ISAF) to the Afghan 
National Security Forces. To be successful it requires a balance between the military 
and the civilian aspects. Unfortunately, we focus more on the military side of it. At 
the moment the main focus is on the transition in the security forces, which is very 
important and vital for the country. The Afghan National Security Forces completely 
took over the security responsibility in the country but, just as we all need, they still 
need support, mentoring, training and equipment by the ISAF. However, focusing 
only on the security forces would overshadow not only the concern about the issue 
of good governance and the government capacity to deliver the basic social services 
to the population, but also building confidence in the state’s institutions among the 
Afghan people. Unfortunately, women’s role has been invisible in the acts of the major 
stakeholders during the security transition. 

1  The full version of the CEDOW is available here. 
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Second – there is the political transition. Afghanistan has got a long history of aggres-
sive and violent political struggle over the authorities. The political scheme of the 
country shows different types of governance regimes, ranging from the monarchy 
to the republic, to communism, to the Islamic Republic of Mujahedin and the harsh 
authoritarian Islamic Emirates of Taliban. The Afghan people, and particularly the wom-
en, have had no roles in electing their leaders and shaping the governments. They 
saw governments elected for them, but not by them. The mutual relations between 
the citizens and the government necessary for good governance have not effectively 
been established. This missing component has been partially fulfilled in the last few 
years, after the fall of the Taliban regime. 

The presidential election in 2014 was by the constitutional order. People’s participa-
tion in the election, in the democratic, electoral process, with women’s active partic-
ipation, was a success story. It showed that people still see the elections as a means 
of peaceful determining of the political power. And that is why Afghans took the risk 
and participated in the second round of the elections, in spite of all the threats and 
insecurity. Unfortunately, the political ambitions and lack of commitment to democ-
racy of some of the candidates prolonged the process, but finally the two candidates 2 
agreed on a unity government. Still, for the first time in history, the political transition 
in my country has happened in a peaceful way.  

The government should have maintained its neutrality and impartiality in all phases 
of the election process and provided equal opportunities to the contestants. The 
national observers were critically important for the safeguarding of the value of the 
promotion of the democratic process in Afghanistan. Good grounds for the provision 
of a reliable security environment for the election played a vital role, particularily for 
the participation of women in the election process.

Third – there is the economic transition. The withdrawal of the NATO forces, the clo-
sure of the Provincial Reconstruction Team 3 (PRTs) and the reduction of the donation 
to the development fund requires a proper preparedness and strategy to reduce the 
negative impact on the people’s lives. Again, unfortunately, the political situation has 
put a lot of economic pressure on people. There are still many people in Afghanistan 
who totally depend on the humanitarian services. The reduction of the funding by 
the donor community might have a severe impact on the people’s daily lives. If this 
problem is not administrated properly, it could come at a cost of new security prob-
lems in Afghanistan, as we know that the reduction of the humanitarian assistance 
has a direct negative impact on the most vulnerable – women and children. 

2  The 2nd round candidates were Abdullah Abdullah and Ashraf Ghani. The final results were an-
nounced in September 2014, with Ashraf Ghani as a winner.  

3   PRT is an operational unit consisting of military officers, diplomats, and post-conflict reconstruction 
experts, working to support reconstruction efforts in unstable states. The first PRTs were introduced 
in Afghanistan in 2002. 
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The Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission 4 (AIHRC) has always been giving 
its support to principle and value-based efforts for negotiations in a political settlement 
for the ongoing conflict in the country. The Afghan people, and women in particular, 
are too tired of the continuous insecurity and fighting and are keen to support peace 
efforts. However, in order to have a distinction between an honest political settlement 
and political compromises, the following factors should be taken into consideration: 

The Afghan government should develop and share a transparent strategy for the rec-
onciliation and reintegration, which indeed is required for good governance. Fighting 
corruption, access to justice, accountability of the government in response to the 
basic needs of the people are crucial. The united approach of the stakeholders and 
the government is critical to peace in the country. The Afghan government should 
maintain the political pressure to bring the opposition to the table. Most importantly, 
the definition of the word ‘enemy’ should be agreed on. We already want to carry the 
peace talks on, but still we are not clear about our understanding of the enemy. The 
current stand of the Afghan government is more on mercy than forgiveness, while 
the two other components of confession and repentance necessary for any recon-
ciliation and the reintegration process are missing. The most important part missing 
in the peace process is the acknowledgement of the suffering of the people. Both 
the Afghan government and the international community should work together to 
complete this missing part of the peace process. 

The inclusion of women, as half of the population and victims of the violence, is a must 
in the peace process. Without the strong presence of women this cannot be complete. 
Human rights, women’s rights, justice and accountability, should not be undermined 
by the short-term political gains. As history shows, without the strong support and 
involvement of the public, this process will not result in sustainable peace. During the 
36 years of war we have undergone, we have had different peace agreements signed 
by different groups, and they even went to Mecca and signed the agreement, but it 
did not bring about peace in Afghanistan. 

A patriarchal, conservative and war-torn country, with deep-rooted traditions and 
culture needs a long-term and multidimensional strategy to change the mentality of 
its people. In this regard we do face different challenges, and gender equality and hu-
man rights are one of the most important issues. What can be done to support them? 

First – education. Women’s education has faced significant obstacles in Afghanistan, 
yet there have been enormous gains since 2002. In the early years after the fall of the 
Taliban, education has become a top priority for the government and donors. Much 
of the donors’ focus was on getting children back into schools, with particular efforts 
at the primary level. Launched in 2002, the Back to School campaign has significantly 
expanded the enrolment of the girls – it has increased from 25,000 under the Taliban 
to more than 3 million girls nowadays. However, there still remain various challenges 
which need to be tackled to provide women with education. In rural areas millions 

4 http://www.aihrc.org.af/
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of girls are missing access to education due to the lack of schools, security barriers 
and a lack of female teachers. A patriarchal society would need to change by access 
to education, not only on the primary level but also secondary and higher education 
too. Education is a ticket out of poverty and violence an important empowerment tool. 

Second – violence against women and access to justice. Women in Afghanistan 
continuously suffer from widespread discrimination, abuse and domestic violence. 
Violence is a common phenomenon in the Afghan society, which is also widely ac-
cepted. Forced and chilled marriages constitute 60% of all marriages in Afghanistan. 
It is estimated that 80% of Afghan women are affected by domestic violence and 
half of all girls are married before the age of 16. The causes of this problem are root-
ed in the country’s customs and traditions, weakness of the rule of law and the lack 
of knowledge and awareness about rights guaranteed by the international law and 
conventions. Although reports show that there is a 28% increase in the number of 
cases being registered, only 8% of these cases were actually addressed by the organs 
of justice. Unjust treatment of the victims prevents people form reporting cases of 
violence against women and the culture of impunity benefits the perpetrators. In 
addition a shortage of female judges and prosecutors discourages women from re-
porting the incidents. The data shows that women constitute 8.4% of judges, 6% of 
prosecutors and 19.3% of defence lawyers in Afghanistan. They are located in the big 
cities, not at the district level in the rural areas.    

AIHRC has found that in over 86 districts of 18 provinces, courts are not functioning. 
In the districts of 21 provinces there are no defence lawyers. We also found out that 
there is no detention centre for women who are accused of crimes. They are often 
kept at places where they are facing abuse and sexual harassment. Sometimes they 
are given away to certain people to be kept in their houses, where they are very vul-
nerable to all sorts of harassment.  

Access to justice is a basic human right and clear indicator of the rule of law and 
 development. Injustice in one part of the country is injustice to the whole country 
and to the whole of humanity. 

Third – healthcare. Healthcare problems affect human rights. Access to health facilities 
has improved for some women in the big cities, but it remains extremely difficult in 
the rural areas. Afghanistan has an estimated maternal mortality of 16,000 deaths per 
100,000 births – one of the highest in the world. According to the Ministry of Public 
Health, there are some improvements and changes and the figures are reduced, but the 
problem still exists. The right to healthcare and access to the health facilities is crucial 
to the most vulnerable – women, children, people with disabilities and the elderly. 
Frequent and young age pregnancy often holds women away from the educational 
system and from taking part in economic activities. One of the main problems is the 
lack of female health workers, particularly in the remote areas. The lack of knowledge 
on reproductive health hinders women in their choice of how many children they 
want to have. Most of the women in the rural areas during their entire reproductive 
age are either pregnant or breastfeeding. This clearly violates their right to choice – 
we haven’t done enough on women’s rights to contraception. 
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Fourth – economic conditions. The majority of Afghan women do not have income. 
Their main activities are unpaid agriculture labour, livestock breeding and family care 
giving. Due to the severe poverty in the rural areas, most of the families are more 
open to allowing women to undertake income-generating activities outside their 
homes. However, apart from some limited projects offered by NGOs there are no 
such opportunities available for them. Economic dependency of women does not 
give them a freedom of choice and a freedom of action. There is a strong need for 
skills training for women and creating employment opportunities for them, so that 
they can become financially independent from the male members of the family. The 
economic empowerment of women is vital for gender equality and improvement of 
women’s rights. 

Fifth – women’s public participation. There are numerous barriers to women’s pres-
ence in the public life. Culture barriers, insecurity and safety concerns come first. While 
some reports talk of the decrease of the security problem compared to the past years, 
several reported and unreported incidents have happened to the female politicians, 
NGO workers and activists who were killed in the last years. Although a lot of positive 
changes have taken place in the last years, we need to work harder to bring more wom-
en into the public sphere, including the security forces. We have around 2,000 female 
public and police officers. Male officers often think they are superior to their female 
colleagues and often abuse them, and enjoy impunity when the cases are disclosed. 

Sixth – political participation of women. Now it is much better than at any time of our 
history – 25% of parliament members are women. Unfortunately, however, the parlia-
ment has reduced the number of seats for women in the provincial councils from 25% 
to 20%, which is a setback for women’s political participation. This shows that there is 
a very conservative and powerful group of men in the parliament, which can prevent 
the positive changes in the women’s rights and gender equity in Afghanistan. Securing 
women a strong political will is needed so that they can make a space for themselves 
in the political environment of the country. Still, tradition, culture and religion are used 
as an excuse to inhibit women’s freedom and human rights. What should be done? 
The security should be improved. This can be done by building trust between the 
government and the public through good governance and transparency in addition 
to the Afghan Security Forces. The establishment of parallel security forces like the 
tribal militias or local security forces should be avoided. At the moment there is an 
Afghan Local Police formation established by the international community. We have 
the budget for them until 2017, but there is no plan what will be done beyond this date. 
And they are potentially a source of a new wave of violence if not managed properly. 

Women’s full participation should be the main component of the reintegration and 
reconciliation programme. Human rights, accountability and justice cannot be un-
dermined for short-term political gains, as it used to be in the past. A strong focus 
should be placed on the education of women at different levels – not only at the 
primary level. Lack of female university graduates impacts the capacity of the overall 
system of women’s inclusion and their access to healthcare, justice and education in 
the next generations. Through education and self-confidence women can stand up 
for their rights.
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The existence of women should be acknowledged in Afghanistan and they should 
be included in the decision-making processes. Yes, we do have the Ministry of Wom-
en’s Affairs, but there is very little support for the ministry, because it is women’s 
affair.  There is a strong need to push for good governance and to reduce the culture 
of impunity which reduces people’s trust in the government. Education is a tool to 
change the attitude and the mentality of the population, and the quality of the edu-
cation provided is as equally important as the access. Security doesn’t exist without 
human rights and human rights do not exist without security. And both cannot exist 
without full participation. This participation has not been negotiated with anyone in 
Afghanistan. 

Finally, the war in Afghanistan is not only a war against the Taliban. It is a war to pro-
tect human dignity and it should be fought jointly. We must remember that ending 
the conflict cannot be achieved only with military action. It requires a long-term and 
multidimensional political strategy. 

These issues are typical to all conflict-torn developing countries and we should join 
our efforts to prevent new ones worldwide. Inclusion, support and strong political 
will are necessary for Afghanistan and other conflict and post-conflict countries to 
stand up for human rights and equality. 

Thank you very much.

The lecture took place on 22 of April 2015 in Ljubljana, Slovenia 
It was hosted by the University of Ljubljana.
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During the Cold War, Pakistan formally remained neutral; however, it was strongly in-
fluenced by both the Soviet Union and the United States, which was visible in different 
forms of collaboration ranging from the military to development aid. 

As a result of political games, the communist party seized power in Afghanistan in 
1987, which resulted in a civil war a few months later led by the mujahideen gorillas 
fighting against the government forces supported by the Soviet Union. In 1979 the 
US backed up the anti-Soviet mujahideen, providing them with cash and weapons. 
As a result, Afghanistan became an arena of a proxy war, which led to the deaths of 
over 1 million Afghans, mostly civilians, and forced about 6 million people to flee 
Afghanistan. The soviet troops withdrew from Afghanistan in 1989 but continued 
supporting the government until the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1992.

From 1989 until 1992, the country was torn by the ongoing civil war. The government 
sought citizen’s political support, referring to itself as Islamic. In 1990, Afghanistan 
officially became an Islamic state and all communist references were removed from 
the constitution. In 1992, a peace and power sharing agreement was signed and the 
post-communist Islamic State of Afghanistan was established. The peace was bro-
ken shortly afterwards, however, leading to a new phase of the civil war. The civilians 
faced murder, rape, and extortion. By 1994, another 25,000 people had died and half 
a million had fled the country. 

In 1994, the Taliban movement came onto the political scene, initially taking control 
of southern Afghanistan. In 1996, they managed to capture Kabul and establish the 
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, which imposed a strict form of Sharia in the country. 
This created a convenient environment for other radical Islamic movements like that 
of al-Quaida, which operated in Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001. Another 1 million 
people were displaced during this time. 

In September 2001, the leader of anti-Taliban movement Ahmad Shah Massoud was 
assassinated, and two days later the September 11 attacks took place in the USA. The 
al-Quaida and its leader Osama bin Laden were identified as the perpetrators of the 
attacks. Since then the USA has actively supported the anti-Taliban movement. Over 
the next decade, ISAF and Afghan troops led the war against the Taliban, but failed 
to fully defeat them. Osama bin Laden was killed in May 2011. 

The last presidential elections took place in 2014 when the position was won by  Arshaf 
Ghani. The US war in Afghanistan has ended on December 28, 2014; however, thou-
sands of NATO troops have remained in the country to train and advise Afghan National 
Security Forces. The 2001-2014 war had resulted in over 90,000 deaths.  Afghanistan 
remains one of the poorest countries in the world, with a GDP per capita of 600 USD 
(2016 estimation). 
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STRUCTURAL REFORMS: LESSONS 
FROM OTHER LANDS 
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Today’s topic of structural reform is at the heart of how to get out of the present cri-
sis. While thinking about questions of structural reform, particularly in the context 
of Greece and what we have learnt from the experience elsewhere, one thing that 
became quite evident and in fact was a bit of a surprise, is how little informed I found 
the agenda of structural reform. The discussion of structural reform in Greece is large-
ly designed for the country by outsiders, whether it is the Euro Zone or the IMF, and 
the surprising part is, how little it was informed by those experienced with structural 
reform in other parts of the world. What I want to do here is to give you a sense of, 
what I think, we have learnt from that experience. 

What I am going to do is to deconstruct this umbrella term ‘structural reform’ and talk 
about what we know about the theory and the empirics of structural reform. Let me 
emphasize that we should not have been surprised from this accumulated evidence 
that in fact, so far, structural reform has turned out the way that it has – that it hasn’t 
produced a kind of recovery, or growth, or fundamental change in the way that the 
economy operates to offset the effects of austerity. Remember that the idea of the 
importance of structural reform in the design of the Greek programme was there 
from the very first days. Austerity wasn’t going to be very pretty, it wasn’t going to 
certainly make the economy grow, but there was going to be this other thing called 
‘structural reform’ that was going to fix the economy and essentially that was going 
to make the economy grow and offset the adverse effects on incomes and the em-
ployment of fiscal consolidation. 
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That, by and large, has not happened and I want to suggest that it really is not because 
there was inadequate implementation. Those of us who have studied the evidence 
and the experience with structural reform elsewhere were fully aware that this was 
not going to work out the way that it was advertised. And I want to explain a little 
bit why this is so – why in fact we should not expect such a big payoff from structur-
al reform of the type that has been imposed on Greece. Another part of my talk is 
a more optimistic part of it, to suggest that there are in fact sorts of efforts, reform 
efforts, that conceivably could be implemented in the degree contacts, that could 
have shorter-term and much stronger shorter-term effects.

The alternative reform agendas are not necessarily very difficult. But they do require 
a different kind of a mindset, a different way than we want to think about reform. And 
the hard thing ultimately is to combine what has been committed and what has to 
be done, given the relations with the European Union, with a more targeted, more 
appropriately prioritized kind of reforms. 

There is in fact a very rich body of experience on structural reform. This comes in 
large part from Latin America, but not exclusively so. There’s a fair amount of evi-
dence from the former socialist economy, then of course from Asia. This experience 
has rarely been brought up in discussions of reform issues in Southern Europe and 
in Greece particularly. 

The following charts are from a recent academic paper that summarized the econom-
ic consequences, the growth consequences, of the type of structural reform agenda 
that Greece has adopted. 

Figure 1: Histogram of the t-statistics of coefficients of structural reform on economic 
growth: 515 coefficients from the 46 papers listed in Appendix A (excludes five outliers: 
coefficients whose t-statistics exceeded three standard deviations. 
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Source: Lecture presentation; after: Babecký and Campos (2010). 
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Figure 1 presents the distribution of the impact of structural reform efforts on eco-
nomic activity. I want to you to notice two things. One, this distribution is centered 
on zero. The median effect of these programmes has been statistically equalled to 
zero. The second, there is a huge amount of variation, some quite positive, some on 
the negative side, but there is a huge amount of diversity in terms of outcomes and 
not a whole lot of convincing evidence that, in fact, these things produce very strong 
economic growth. 

We can look at the data in a number of different ways. For example, we can differenti-
ate between the shorter run and longer run effects of these reforms – and think that 
maybe the effects are stronger and more positive in the longer run than in the short 
run. And then this would be, broadly speaking, right. 

If you look at the effects of these reforms in the longer run (Figure 2) the distribution 
moves to the right and it looks like most of the effects tend to be statistically signifi-
cant and positive. Looking at the shorter run effects (Figure 3) we see that in fact, too 
many of these programmes actually tend to be associated with negative outcomes. 

Figure 2: Histogram of the t-statistics of coefficients of structural reform on economic 
growth: 276 coefficients from papers listed in Appendix A (excludes six outliers: coef-
ficients whose t-statistics exceeded three standard deviations).
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Source: Lecture presentation; after: Babecký and Campos (2010).
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Figure 3: Histogram of the t-statistics of coefficients of contemporaneous structural 
reform on economic growth: 234 coefficients from the 46 papers listed in Appendix 
A (excludes four outliers: coefficients whose t-statistics exceeded three standard de-
viations).
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Source: Lecture presentation; after: Babecký and Campos (2010). 

This is a meta-analysis, which has looked at the comparable studies. There are about 
fifty different studies that this compares, and they are all drawn from relatively similar 
countries – Eastern European, formerly socialist economies. The above analysis doesn’t 
cover Latin America – an important evidence of structural reform. 

I’m going to summarize the results of Latin America differently by looking at per-
formance in different time periods, and correlating them with periods of structural 
reform (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Productivity decomposition in Latin America across different periods (an-
nual growth rates). 
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Source: Lecture presentation; after McMillan and Rodrik (2011). 
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The recent Latin American economic history is divided into three periods here. The 
first is 1950 to 1975 – the period of state directed industrialization, import substitution 
policies and fairly closed economies with a lot of state intervention. This was the bad, 
old policies of the Latin America period. Then there was the second period from 1975 
to 1990, with the debt crisis of the early 1980-ies, where the net effect is negative. This 
is the period of a regress in Latin American countries. Finally, the most recent period 
of the structural reform, from 1990 to 2005. As a consequence of the debt crisis of 
the 1980s, Latin American countries stabilized their macro economy, opened up to 
trade, liberalized product markets, privatized the state enterprises and some of them 
reformed their labour markets.

What happened in the immediate aftermath of those reforms is for sure recovery, 
but comparing this experience after 1990 with the pre-debt crisis experience, it fell 
short. Interestingly, where it fell particularly short, is precisely in what the structural 
reform was supposed to achieve, which was to improve the pattern of the structural 
allocation of resources.

So what in fact these bar charts do is to divide overall economic growth into two 
components. One, is the productivity growth that happens within individual sectors. 
Second, is the productivity growth that comes from an improvement in the allocation 
of resources, in other words from structural change. 

The most disappointing aspect of this chart is that in the post structural reform pe-
riod, after 1990, the experience with productivity growth that came from the struc-
tural change from the better allocation of resources was zero. In fact, it is even a little 
bit negative (the dark red part of the last bar) and that is an extremely unfavourable 
comparison to the pre-1975 experience. 

Does this mean the structural reform was not desirable or didn’t pay off for Latin 
America? I do not think so. Certainly many of the reforms made Latin America much 
more resilient to economic shocks. It improved macroeconomic management and it 
made those economies much more resilient to shocks. I think one reason why Latin 
America has been able to handle external crises and the ups and downs of terms of 
trade and so forth so much better in recent years compared to the pre-1980 period, 
is precisely because their economies have become more resilient. 

The question is do you really get a strong and a relatively short run immediate boost 
from the structural reform so that you can actually take away the adverse impact of 
austerity and set the stage for growth? This evidence is not very encouraging whether 
you look at Latin America or you look at the former socialist economies. 

This is not unexpected – when you think about the underlying theory or what is it 
that structural reform does? How is it supposed to work? We do not expect necessar-
ily very large effects, certainly in the short to medium term from structural reform. 

Why is structural reform desirable? What are the mechanisms through which it actually 
generates growth, and how much growth? Structural reform is the improvement in 
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the regulatory and institutional underpinnings of the economy, so that the markets 
operate efficiently. And that is the efficiency with which the market allocates resources 
– and that happens through a number of different ways. Things like licensing, restric-
tive regulations, bureaucratic red tape or corruption, all the things that increase the 
transaction costs of participating in market activity, reduces. Liberalizing the product 
and service markets is to reduce those transactions costs so that markets can do their 
job better. 

The corresponding transaction costs of the labour markets are things that make it 
costly for employers to hire and fire workers. In theory the firing costs are equivalent 
to the hiring costs because if employers are burdened with regulations or rules that 
make it very difficult to lay off workers, they essentially end up hiring fewer workers, 
knowing that it is going to be more difficult to lay them off when times get tough. So 
these are the hiring and firing costs and regulations are the analogue of these product 
and service market transaction costs. Of course, in the same vein one can think about 
the entry barriers that are created either by the state or by monopolistic practices 
within the professions or industries. Another thing structural reform is going to bring 
is enhancing the role of the private sector over the government and letting the private 
sector do more things through the privatization of commercial activities. Of course, 
improve the public sector administration, even under the most extensive structural 
reform agenda, there is never the idea that the government shouldn’t regulate any-
thing. The government should be a regulator, but it should be an efficient regulator, 
a light regulator – and for the government to be able to do this job well, it needs to 
have the capacity, the administrative resources. That is why improved public sector 
administration, better tax collection, a better judiciary and the rule of law are a must. 

The idea is to raise the potential income generating capacity, the potential productiv-
ity of the economy. By deregulating markets, by removing direct transaction costs, it 
allows the private sector to undertake more activities, to invest more, be more entre-
preneurial and as a result improves the potential income of the economy. 

A crude example can be deregulating taxis. The cost for riding from one place to 
another goes down, so businesses can establish themselves in places where their 
managers can travel to in a less costly way. Maybe they are going to form more enter-
prises, maybe they will invest more. You could never know exactly how this is going to 
operate, but the economic logic is basically that there are a lot of intermediate steps. 
And that is why this kind of reform does raise the potential income of the economy. 

Structural reform often yields adverse effects for some parts of society. Some workers 
might get laid off. The logic of structural reform is not to redistribute the income. It 
is precisely meant to tear down the barriers between the insiders and outsiders. It is 
meant to open up opportunities and to expand those opportunities beyond those 
who have been lucky enough or well-connected enough to be one of the insiders 
and to have made those investments early on. 

In principle, structural reform is meant to be an inclusive, progressive kind of a reform 
agenda. But the point is that the way it is working is through these highly indirect 
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mechanisms of generating incentives for entrepreneurs and investors to get into new 
economic activities, and through that generating, ultimately increasing, the overall 
income and productivity of the economy. 

The question is how much growth a strategy like this is expected to generate? Growth 
economists think in terms of convergence. If you are away from the frontier, and cer-
tainly Greece is away from the frontier, in part because its policies and institutions 
need to be reformed through structural reforms, there is a process of convergence. 
This is the way we represent that process of convergence: 

gt  =  β - 1 + Єt

y*
t

yt
( )

Where: 
Y* - a potential income 
Y - current income 
g – growth rate  
β - convergence coefficient

The ratio of potential income to current income shows what is the distance that has 
to be travelled and the convergence equation says that the growth rate, the g on 
the left hand side of the equation, is just going to be a fraction of that convergence. 
That is the fraction of the distance between where you are and where you are prone 
to your potential income. The rate at which you converge is β. That is called the con-
vergence coefficient. To put it more technically – β is the rate at which you close the 
gap between your long run potential income and where you are currently. This is the 
convergence rate. 

Lets put some numbers on these things, so that we are not just dealing in abstrac-
tions. What we are interested in is the g – how much growth are we going to get by 
improving our potential income. 

There are two things that are going to determine this growth. One, is the difference 
between the potential and the actual income. What structural reform does, it increases 
the economy’s potential income. Let’s suppose that through structural reform Greece 
can raise its potential income (Y*) to the average of the 28 European Union member 
countries from its current income (Y). There is about a 17% gap between these two 
numbers. In other words the ratio of Y* to Y is about 1.7. 

The other thing is the rate at which we are going to be converging. What is the rate 
at which we are going to be closing that gap? For that we have a fair amount of evi-
dence, and protocol and econometric evidence in the literature. Strikingly, in terms 
of the actual convergence coefficient, pretty much every study finds something very 
similar and that is that the convergence coefficient is about 2% per year. We actually 
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have a very good sense of what it is from the international evidence, and that is the 
growth rate of about 2%.

Figure 5: Growth impetus from structural reform.

2016      2017      2018       2019       2020       2021      2022       2023       2024       2025      2026
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immediate increase in potential income to EU average

full impact, spread over 3 years

(EU-28 per-capita GDP is 1.7x Greek level)

Source: Lecture presentation. 

Figure 5 shows a very crude quantitative estimate of what kind of growth boost Greece 
would get from structural reform. That is, a good structural reform, fairly drastic, that 
immediately increases the potential income of Greece to the EU average. What is that 
number? The blue line starts at about the 1.4% point. It is just our β, which is 2% x 1.7 
– the convergence gap. That gives 1.4% point growth and then it declines over time 
because the gap diminishes as Greece is getting closer to the frontier. It is between 
the 1%-1.4% point in the next few years. That is nothing to scoff about, but it is rela-
tively small in the order of those things that are really needed to get Greece out of its 
current crisis. So lets do a few exercises around this.

Initially I assumed that all of these effects come immediately; from one day to the next 
your potential income increases by that full amount. It might be more reasonable to 
say it is going to be a three-year programme. It is going to take time for these things 
to be implemented. What happens if the full impact is spread out over three years? 
Immediately we see (from the red doted line) how that changes, particularly for the 
early years of the programme, when everyone cares most about the growth impact 
from the structural reform. 

Lets do a few more simple exercises. So lets say the previous goal was too ambitious 
and the entire gap with the EU average isn’t met. Only 50% of that gap is closed. Then 
the growth rate comes down by about 50% (green line). The growth boost becomes 
around 0.5% per annum – again, highly insufficient. And the last thing – lets compare 
this growth impetus from the structural reform with the adverse growth impetus from 
fiscal austerity (Figure 6).

Figure 6: Growth impetus from structural reform. 
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Source: Lecture presentation. 

In 2003, the IMF looked back at its own programme and admitted that they had 
underestimated the fiscal multiplier. What that means is that they underestimated 
how damaging to income and employment fiscal consolidation was. They said that 
their quantitative estimate was that for every percentage point of increase in fiscal 
surplus, the decline in GDP was underestimated by a full 1% point. So it was a one to 
one relationship – a 1% point increase in fiscal surplus, a 1% point reduction in growth 
below the baseline.  

Let’s just take that and apply the actual path of the fiscal consolidation under the 3rd 
Memorandum to these numbers. What you are going to get is presented by the violet 
line in Figure 6. Is it the fiscal austerity, the fiscal consolidation, that swamps every-
thing compared to the effects of the structural reform that you really have to go into 
in 2019? By then, hopefully, there is not going to be any fiscal surplus target or any 
further tightening of the fiscal surpluses, and then Greece will get back to some of 
the benefits of the structural reform. Earlier on, it is the fiscal austerity that is dwarfing 
anything that is happening in terms of income. 

It is not an optimistic picture, but the point is that there is no surprise in what has 
happened so far. There is this assumption, that the reason Greece didn’t do well with 
structural reform so far is the problem with its implementation. However, when we 
look at the comparative indicators of the implementation, it is very hard to sustain the 
argument that the reason for the underperformance is not the inherent logic of the 
structural reform, as I have just outlined it to you, but the inadequate implementation. 

Figure 7 shows where Greece has been in terms of ease of doing business rankings 
since 2006. Lets take 2010 and compare it to where it is in 2015. Greece is the country 
that, among those listed on the chart, had the biggest progress. In fact, at the vertical 
axis, it is really quite remarkable that Greece went from being somewhere in the rank 
of one hundredth into about sixty in 2015. It had jumped forward 40 ranks! Greece did 
better than forty other countries in this period. This is quite remarkable and I don’t 
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actually know an example of any other country that has jumped so many ranks over 
such a short period of time as Greece has. 

Figure 7: The World Bank ease of doing business ranking, 2006-2015. 
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Source: Lecture presentation; after Darvas (2015). 

In 2014 the OECD said: “The country with the largest improvement in the overall PMR 
[Product Market Regulation] score is Greece (-0.54), followed by Poland (-0.34), Por-
tugal (-0.40) and the Slovak Republic (-0.26). While Greece is still among the OECD 
countries with relatively strict product market regulations, it has made a substantial 
leap forward”. 

So the problem is not the implementation. It is not any lack of the implementation. 
I don’t want to argue that implementation is not an issue, but it is very difficult to 
make the case that the reason the structural reform agenda in Greece so far has not 
produced much effect is due to a lack of implementation. I think the outcome sug-
gests that, in fact, it is because of the inherent internal logic of the structural reform 
agenda that we are not seeing these effects. The internal logic of the structural reform 
agenda suggests that we should not expect to see a large effect now. This leaves us 
with an important puzzle.

The puzzle is a way of moving a little bit more in an optimistic and forward-looking 
direction. The puzzle derives from the following – if you look at the growth experience 
of different countries over the last fifty years, you find an ordinate amount of cases 
where countries suddenly begin to grow very rapidly. In terms of the growth accel-
erations, of sudden increases in growth, there is no shortage of experience with that. 

In a paper that I published about ten years ago I identified that in the 1957-1992 pe-
riod there were 87 episodes of such rapid growth accelerations of at least 2% points. 
Such growth accelerations are frequent and not well predicted by standard economic 
determinants. The likelihood a country will experience a growth acceleration in any 
given decade is 25%. But this does not happen as a result of structural reform. 

When we look specifically to what extent, for example, the overall economy-wide lib-
eralization was responsible for these growth accelerations, we found that fewer than 
15% of these economy-wide liberalizations actually produce growth accelerations. 
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And only 16% of the growth accelerations that actually did take place were preced-
ed by this large-scale economic liberalization. But it is not typically associated with 
the structural reform. The obvious question is: what actually produces these growth 
spurts? What might be helpful for Greece? We already know this is not going to be 
the magnitude of the structural reform. 

I am going to summarize the lessons from this experience in terms of how to get rel-
atively quickly a growth of an amount that really matters. 

First, target binding constraints: Target the obstacles of the first importance, blockages 
that are the most important. Being an economy where many things went wrong is 
also an opportunity that in doing a few things right, you might really get a big boost. 
Being far from the frontier means well-chosen reforms have very large payoffs. Fight 
political battles where they really matter, and focus scarce administrative resources 
on high-return areas. Then, what is the binding constraint of Greece? The answer is 
rather obvious – the fundamental problem is unemployment.

Traditionally, this kind of unemployment is dealt with by Keynesian methods – fiscal 
or monetary tools and depreciation of the currency. Of course, those tools are not 
available to Greece. That means there is no good and effective way in which demand 
can be generated domestically. The only dimension by which the demand can be 
generated is external – generating production and investment in those sectors that 
actually are not dependent on domestic demand, but are dependent on a global de-
mand. The bottom line of this is that there is a big return to policies that enhance the 
competitiveness of the trade sector. This simultaneously relieves internal and external 
problems. The external problem is the external balance and the internal one – too 
much unemployed resources. 

This is relatively straightforward in terms of what you want to identify is the most 
important immediate problem to solve that would bring a big bang to the Greek 
economy. It would be finding a way of increasing the competitiveness of the traded 
sector – increasing export supply, increasing entrepreneurship and investment in 
export, and more broadly into traded parts of the economy. Something like this is 
entirely possible if the right incentive structure is in place and if there is this kind of 
focus and dedication of effort in pursuit of relieving this binding constraint. 

Figure 8: Share of tradables in private sector GDP. 
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Let’s focus on what has actually happened in the traded sector in GDP in Greece 
compared to the non-trades. Figure 8 shows the share of tradable and non-govern-
ment GDP. If we take the government sector out and look at what has happened to 
the share of tradable items in the GDP we see that the share of tradable items has 
actually increased. In fact, because the economy was becoming externally uncom-
petitive, it was driven by domestic demand. Since about the beginning of 2010 the 
share of tradable items in GDP has increased. So this might seem encouraging until 
you remember that what this really means is that tradable output has fallen less than 
non-tradable output. It was really non-tradables that were really badly hit. Tradables 
were hit as well, but not nearly as much. If GDP is going to grow, you need an absolute 
increase in tradable output. So rule number one was targeting the binding constraint, 
which I have argued was an increasing to profitability of the tradable sector and the 
exportable in particular. 

Rule number two, which goes together with the first, is to be very careful in a reform 
effort where you try to do a lot of things at the same time, that you actually don’t 
work at cross-purposes. That is what, second, the best interactions mean. The second 
best is a technical term in economics. It means that the world is not nearly as perfect 
as we wish it was. As Avinash Dixit 1 likes to say, and I like to quote him: “the World is 
second best at best”. The theory of economic second best in a nutshell is this: what 
might be a good thing to do in an ideal world may actually be bad in the real world. 
And there is a corollary – what might be merely desirable in the ideal world, may be 
actually exceptionally good, hyper good, in the real world. So that is the negative side 
and the positive side. The negative side is that you might be doing things that look 
like they are useful, but that they may end up being actually bad things. The second 
one is that some things that are merely good will be hyper good.

An example of the second highlighted above is precisely what I was talking about 
before. Something that is merely good in normal times, which is to ensure that prof-
itability is high in your exportable and your tradable items, is hyper good today, 

1  Avinash Kamalakar Dixit is an Indian-American economist.
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because that is the binding constraint. This is really exceptionally important and the 
return is exceptionally high. 

Let me give you some examples of the first point above, which is particularly with re-
spect to the goal of competitiveness. One of the things that seems to have happened 
in Greece is that the internal devaluation has not produced any significant boost in 
the profitability of exporting. Is this because the significant reductions in labour costs, 
have been apparently offset or undone by increases in the prices of inputs, particularly 
energy inputs for manufacturing export? These are various excise taxes on energy plus 
price hikes by the state companies. What has happened is that you were trying to, at 
the same time, raise the revenue for the budget and to increase the competitiveness. 
So the labour cost reductions, the fact that wages have collapsed, that is good for the 
competitiveness. But you are also raising taxes on these enterprises and that seems to 
have basically blunted if not completely undone the effects of the internal devaluation. 

My third, and final rule is “isomorphic mimicry”. I take this from a paper by my col-
leagues at the Kennedy School 2. It basically says that we all know what are the func-
tions that the good economic institutions perform. What we want good institutions 
to provide are the appropriate incentives to generate macroeconomic stability and 
to provide for social welfare. However, there is an important and deep lesson we 
have learnt from the global experience reform, that even though these objectives, 
these functions, are universal, and every country shares them, these do not map in-
to unique designs. In other words, there are many different ways in which you can 
achieve these objectives. 

Since I’m on the subject of export competitiveness, think about how export compet-
itiveness or export promotion has been achieved around the world. There are almost 
as many different models as there are actually successful countries. Korea and Turkey 
for example relied almost exclusively on export subsidies, and even then the form of 
the subsidy was very different in those two countries. Taiwan did something else. It 
achieved success through tax incentives, not through export subsidies. China has done 
it in a very different way, through special economic zones. Mauritius did it with export 
promotion zones as a variant to, but not the same thing as, special economic zones. 

In the European Union different countries could very appropriately design different 
institutional setups. This does not mean that one set of institutions is necessarily 
better than the other. They might be achieving rather similar outcomes, but through 
different institutional designs. For example, let’s think about the kinds of institutions 
that you want to have through the structural reform. The objective is very clear – it is 
a productive efficiency, both in a static and dynamic sense. 

This needs universal principles behind the productive efficiency. You need a certain 
sense of property rights protection for example. Nobody is going to invest, become 
entrepreneurs, if they don’t think that they can retain the returns to their investment. 

2  After Pritchett, Woolcock, Andrews (2010).
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The incentives of investors and producers have to be aligned with the social costs and 
benefits. You need a transparent set of rules that are pretty stable and predictable, 
and the rule of law. These are universal principles. 

But from the standpoint of the policymakers and the politicians, these are empty 
principles because what they want to know is: how am I going to get these ends? 
These are objectives, not policies; they are not specific remedies. This is of course 
where precisely the multiplicity arises, so that you can think of an almost infinite va-
riety of institutional set ups whereby you can achieve these objectives. The goals are 
universal, but the possible ways of achieving them are almost of an infinite variety. 
That means they present very different legal regimes, very different property rights 
regimes, very different balances between the state and the market, very different 
modes of the regulation of financial systems. That is why I’m not going to go through 
the same examples over and over again, but I am just going to summarize by saying 
that the notion of a best practice is really an illusion, at best a harmless illusion, but 
occasionally a harmful illusion. 

Nobody is going to tell where did these designs come from, every society has to pick 
them. The notion that there is one particular set of labour market institutions, one 
particular way of regulating finance, or one particular way in which you can achieve 
macroeconomic stability that comes from Brussels or Berlin, is just a misleading illusion. 

On the one hand, someone might say that with the best practices at least we know 
what to do. Somebody tells us this is the best practice, here is the blueprint, go do it. It 
might not work because it is not a good fit, but that is a problem that somebody else 
will have to deal with. The upside of this is precisely this kind of institutional flexibility 
that you can choose. You can design your own institutions that enable reformers to 
overcome what might otherwise be very damaging and demanding complemen-
tarities among the standard reforms. What I mean by this is that typically one of the 
arguments for structural reform is that if you do not do your product market regula-
tions, your labour market regulation, they are not going to work. If you don’t do your 
public sector reform, neither will the first two reforms, so there is a complementarity 
across all these areas, which is why you have to do all of them at once and all of them 
together, otherwise the ones you happen to do will not work. This is true only under 
a particular set of institutional setups, but in generally it is not true! 

My best example here is China, which has had an incredible success through forty 
years of precisely shortcutting or avoiding these complementarities, by doing a very 
heterodox kind of sequential reform. For example, the special economic zones were 
the answer to the fact that they couldn’t have simultaneously solved the problem of 
their public enterprises, the problem of their public finances, the problem of the fact 
that they remain a communist country, where the Party retains a monopoly of political 
power. Instead they could simply create islands, sort of different regimes within the 
country, where they retained the old system but also created zones where the new 
activities could be generated at the margins. That protected public enterprises, which 
didn’t face the same competitive pressures that new export oriented enterprises did. 
Otherwise those public enterprises would go bust, they would have an unemploy-
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ment problem. This was a nice way of segmenting their export promotion activities 
from what was essentially an employment protection policy in the state enterprises. 
It was possible because they didn’t go the standard route. The best practice would 
have been to liberalize the trade and open up to imports. That, however, would have 
decimated the state enterprises, and would have created all those problems associated 
with unemployment that they managed to avoid for such a long time. 

So the upside is when you think about the institutions that underwent structural 
reform, when you think about those things that you have to come to on your own, 
that you design, it is the opportunity that this creates that gives you the ability to 
be flexible, imaginative, creative in designing your own solutions. And then there is 
coming up with arrangements, with institutions, that may look heterodox, that may 
look different from other countries, but actually have a chance to work. It is because 
they are better suited to the situation you are in. 

At the end let me say a few words about how all of these fit in to the global intellectual 
context. Everything that I have told you about this way of thinking about reform – how 
to think creatively about institutional design and targeting binding constraints – this 
is really very much in line with what I call “the sea change” in thinking about growth 
strategies around the world. What really has been happening if you look at thinking 
about growth strategies that we have been moving away from what I call “presumptive 
strategies”? Presumptive strategies are those that really take as given that we know 
what the problems are, and take as given that we know what the remedies are. This 
notion of complementarity rather than that of prioritization or sequencing is what 
I have emphasized. And they have a bias towards universal recipes and best practices. 
We have been moving away from these to what successful countries always have done. 
They don’t necessarily articulate it and link it up with neoclassical economics, but in 
fact what they have done is a good use of neoclassical economics. These diagnostic 
strategies are much more agnostic ex-ante on what works and what doesn’t. They are 
always on the search for what is a binding constraint. If you hit the binding constraint 
now, three years down the line something else will become the binding constraint. 
Hence, this is an ongoing strategy; it is not something you do once, because the na-
ture of the binding constraint is going to change. 

I have emphasized and advocated one style of reform and I want to be very clear about 
the pros and cons, the upsides and downsides of that style of reform as opposed to the 
structural reform. The structural reform is really a variant of a Big Bang. The political 
economy thinking behind structural reform is that you have a window of opportunity 
and you have to exploit it. The window of opportunity might be because you find 
yourself in such a deep crisis that people are willing to go ahead and give you the 
benefit of the doubt that if you do things, then something good will occur. It might 
also because you get a new government in power and it has a honeymoon period 
with its electorate. However, the idea is that you have this limited time, so you better 
use it. This notion that you are going to sequence things, you just target the binding 
constraint now and three years later are going to target the next binding constraint, 
is just some crazy academic notion of reform. 
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The only thing I am going to say as my closing remarks is to be very upfront and ex-
plicit and cognizant of both what the costs and benefits of these different styles of 
reform are. With the Big Bang we try to do as much as possible early on. You pay the 
costs up front and you get the benefits which are modest and delayed. 

The second style is the sequential targeting of binding constraint, and that builds on 
the idea of the trouble with the window of opportunity notion. The window of op-
portunity approach presumes that the government is paying the cost up front and 
not generating any political support directly from what it is doing under reforms. It 
is relying on its existing political capital. With the sequential reforms the approach is 
different – if the government can create winners early on, those are going to be the 
political supporters and it can build the political support over time. If this is success-
ful, then you get rapid growth in ways many other countries did – this has been the 
quintessential Asian model. Now the downside – because you are doing it sequentially, 
you preserve a lot of rents in the system and if the reform drive falters, then there is 
always a chance that you are going to get stuck. If you get stuck somewhere in the 
middle, it is going to be against the logic of the need to sustain the reform effort over 
a longer term.  It is a fact that not many, if not most, of those growth accelerations 
I have talked about didn’t end up being sustained into the third and fourth or the fifth 
decade. The reason is that usually you repeat this sequence once or twice, but then it 
falters. There is a real threat that since you haven’t changed the incentive system then 
you can get stopped midway, as the insiders, those who have access to the rents of 
the old system of incentives, can block further reform later on. In Europe, Ukraine is 
precisely a sort of country that got stuck in the short term. 

Ultimately my preference for the second type of reform over the first one is that it de-
rives from the fact that the economic crisis in Greece right now is so deep, the waste 
of human resources, the waste of human aspiration and the youth of this country, is 
so devastating that one has to put a significant amount of weight on anything that’s 
going to generate a resumption of growth and a quick response to reforms – even if 
it raises the risk later down the line that Greece might get stuck mid-way.

Thank you.

This lecture took place on 2nd of October 2015, in Athens, Greece.  
It was hosted by ADGI-INERPOST and the University of Athens. 
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The debt crisis originated from the Greek government’s fiscal profligacy. In 1981, when 
Greece became the 10th member of the European Community, its economy and 
finances were in good shape, with a budget deficit below 3% of GDP. But the situa-
tion deteriorated dramatically over the next 30 years. In a continuing bid to keep the 
voters happy, governing parties lavished liberal welfare policies on their electorates, 
creating a bloated, inefficient, and protectionist economy. As a result, in 2000 Greece’s 
debt-to-GDP ratio was at 103%, well above the Eurozone’s maximum permitted level 
of 60%. In 2011 it skyrocketed to 180% 1. 

According to Professor Dani Rodrik, consciously implemented structural reform is a 
promising way out of the crisis. It is expected to tackle obstacles to the fundamental 
drivers of growth by liberalising labour, product and service markets, thereby en-
couraging job creation and investment, and improving the productivity of the Greek 
economy. Finally, structural reform should boost competitiveness, growth potential 
and the adjustment capacity of the economy 2.

Latin American, Asian, and advanced countries, have themselves a rich history of expe-
rience with structural reform. This empirical background rarely figures prominently in 
the discussions, even though it holds important lessons. In his lecture Professor Rodrik 
distils some of the principles that emerge from this experience and that can serve as a 
guide to structural reform in countries such as Greece. Key points relate to contextual 
specificity (desirable reforms vary), prioritization (tackling more binding constraints 
before others), economics of the second-best (some reforms may well backfire), and 
function versus form (it’s what institutions do and not how they look that matters). 

Suggested readings:

1. Balcerowicz, L., Rzonca, A. (2014). Puzzles of Economic Growth. World Bank 
Publications.

2. Dyck Van, K. (2016). Austerity Measures: The New Greek. London: Penguin.
3. Mitsopoulos, M., Pelagidis, T. (2012).  Understanding the Crisis in Greece: From 

Boom to Bust. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
4. Piketty, T. (2016). Chronicles: On Our Troubled Times, New York: Viking Press. 
5. Ocampo, J.A. (2005). Beyond Reforms: Structural Dynamics and Macroeconomic 

Vulnerability. World Bank Group Publications. 
6. Rodrik, D. (2016). Economics Rules: The Rights and Wrongs of the Dismal Science. 

London & New York: W.W. Norton & Co.

1  See more at: http://www.greekcrisis.net/ 
2  See more at: http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/structural_reforms/index_en.htm 
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A recent dispatch from India in the New York Times said the following: “The govern-
ment is digging deeper in a coal rush that could push the world into irreversible climate 
change, scientists say. India’s coal mining plans may represent the biggest obstacle 
to a global climate pact to be negotiated at a conference in Paris next year. While the 
United States and China announced a landmark agreement that includes new targets 
for carbon emissions and Europe has pledged to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
by forty percent, India – the world’s third largest emitter – has shown no appetite 
for such a pledge. ‘India’s development imperatives cannot be sacrificed at the altar 
of potential climate changes many years in the future’ India’s Power Minister Piyush 
Goyal said at a recent conference in New Delhi. ‘The West will have to recognize we 
have the needs of the poor’.” 

If India’s poor have rights that can be satisfied only through economic development, 
only by for example electricity for the hundreds of millions of Indians, the massive 
burning of the world’s dirtiest coal, which India is the cheapest source of, the ener-
gy that India has the infrastructure to exploit, will make the air in major Indian cities 
far more polluted even than the notoriously polluted air of Beijing. In addition it will 
greatly reduce the odds of limiting climate change across the globe to levels that are 
already now dangerous for billions of people across many generations. What should 
be done? And how much of this, if any, is our problem here in Dublin? Do we share 
the responsibility to find a way out of this dilemma and if so, why and how much?
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In a probing 1995 philosophical article called “Individual responsibility in the global 
age”, philosopher Samuel Scheffler suggested that our inherited conception of re-
sponsibility rests in part on what he called a ‘complex phenomenology of agency’, 
a set of assumptions about what matters, what we do and what we don’t do. Specifi-
cally, he saw that among the concepts deeply ingrained in our understanding of the 
world are the following two assumptions: First, the near effects are more important 
ethically than the remote effects. Second, the effects we produce as individuals are 
more important ethically than the effects we produce as members of the group. These 
assumptions reflect their urges in simpler times. 

The first, that the near effects of one’s actions are more significant than the remote 
effects, made sense in an earlier century when in fact one’s most powerful influence, 
for most people most of the time one’s only influence, was local. Centuries ago if one 
wanted to have some effect on people elsewhere than where one lived, one needed 
to go to that other place in order to act there. Now one’s greenhouse gas emissions 
over the course of one’s life in Ireland contribute to the level of sea rise on, say, the 
coast of Africa. 

The second assumption, that the effects one produces acting alone are ethically more 
significant than the effects one produces as a member of a group, was, I suspect, 
never entirely true, because apart from hermits, like the homeless and stateless, the 
ordinary individuals are normally embedded in communities. The assumption that 
what matters as individual action is partly explained, I think, by our Western individ-
ualistic ideological commitments. But however true it may or may not have been in 
the past, it’s not true now, that the effects of what one does by oneself are always 
more important than the effects of one’s participation in institutions and practices 
like being a customer in a consumer society based on carbon energy. 

Climate change is indeed a giant example of remote global effects that are also the 
group effects of individuals participating in an international energy regime, that is 
dependent on coal, oil and natural gas. Climate change is a powerful reason why we 
need to try to rethink our understanding of responsibility, which, I hope, we can begin 
to do now. Any normal person who’s conception for their self extends beyond per-
sonal material comforts and psychological pleasures, has self-interested reasons for 
caring about climate change because of its potential to disrupt everyone’s ordinary 
lives. Ordinary humans who care about at least some of the people and activities that 
survive them have good reason to take action to limit the climate change. 

But as my title indicates, I’m inviting us to think about most people, all the people who 
are strangers to us, in many cases distance strangers for whom we have no reason to 
feel affection and whose activities and practices we may have no instinctive reason to 
care about, that is, the vast majority of the other people in the world. Do we have any 
responsibility towards them with regard to climate change? If so, why and how much? 

Our own societies are each to some degree engaged in some kind of effort to re-
spond to climate change. We need to reflect on both the climate problem itself and 
the proposed responses – because, of course, every response to a problem comes 
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with its own problems. We should consider any responsibilities we might have to dis-
tant strangers, either regarding the climate change itself or our responses to climate 
change, half-baked and otherwise. 

I can’t believe that this audience truly needs to be told the dangers of climate change 
itself. So I’ll simply remind you of two of their more notorious features. First, the dis-
tribution of the dangers bears no relation to the distribution of the benefits from the 
emissions that are causing the dangers. Sea level rise for example will affect those 
who live near sea level, thus hundreds of millions in Bangladesh, in India, who do 
not even have electricity, will suffer from encroachment, flooding and storm surges 
caused by the emissions. Second, the death tolls from storms are heavily affected by 
the wealth of the society that suffers the storm. Hurricanes that hit the United States 
kill relatively few people, because buildings are sturdy, communication of warnings 
is effective, and the medical care is excellent, while Cyclones that hit the Philippines 
regularly, have high death tolls. Anyone may be affected by climate change, but gen-
erally speaking it is the poor who will suffer the most. 

The dangers that will come from the response to climate change are less well known. 
By far the most important factor in causing climate change is the accumulation in the 
planet’s atmosphere of carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels. And it turns out 
that this is because carbon dioxide remains in the atmosphere for almost unimaginably 
long times, between roughly ten percent and twenty five percent stays for several 
hundred thousand years. The crucial factor is the cumulative amount of carbon diox-
ide emitted since around say 1870, when the Industrial Revolution really got rolling, 
the bulk of which still remains in the atmosphere. The atmospheric physicists have 
established that there’s a fairly specific cumulative carbon budget for not exceeding 
each degree of temperature rise beyond the pre-Industrial Revolution global average 
temperature. The cumulative carbon budget for a temperature rise of not more than 
two degrees centigrade would, if current trends in emissions continue, be exceeded 
by November, 2039. Twenty five years from now. 

So if we are serious about the official goal of not exceeding a two degree centigrade 
rise, it is critical for global emissions to peak and then start to go down sharply very 
soon, which is physically possible. It simply has to be made politically possible. A strong 
trailing off of emissions would move the date for exceeding the cumulative budget 
back from November, 2039 further into the future, and by about 2050 carbon dioxide 
emissions from energy use must completely stop. This obviously is because if we keep 
adding to the cumulative total, the atmosphere of the concentration must exceed 
the budget for two degrees centigrade. However, it will occur within your life times 
– of those of you, who are students. Either way it will be an amazing time to be alive. 

I want to focus here on the danger that comes with our responses to climate change. 
Fossil fuels, especially coal, which is by far the worst, need to be made extremely unat-
tractive, extremely fast. Governments could simply regulate and eventually ban them, 
and perhaps the Chinese government actually will. But no democratic government 
so far has had the guts to regulate fossil fuel use to save the climate. 
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So all the proposals for reducing fossil fuel use involve making it more expensive un-
til consumers choose to turn away from it to other energy sources. It could be made 
more expensive in either of these two ways: a carbon tax, or so-called cap-and-trade. 
My impression is that a carbon tax would be more straightforward and efficient, but 
so far no national government has had the courage to impose it. So cap-and-trade 
may win by default. Provided politicians could bring themselves to act seriously, fossil 
fuels will begin to become more expensive. This is where the danger for developing 
countries from our necessary response to the dangers of climate change begins. This 
danger means the response to climate change must not have only one dimension. 
The danger is disrupting development by depriving the poorest of the only energy 
source that they can currently afford – fossil fuel. 

There is no good reason why fossil fuels should be the cheapest energy source. This 
is the result of two mistaken policies. First, many poor countries’ governments heav-
ily subsidize fossil fuels as part of their effort to promote development. Second, the 
price of fossil fuel is as low as it is because a gross lack of regulation has permitted all 
of the enormous health and environmental costs to be externalized. Neither a carbon 
tax nor cap-and-trade would be necessary if the price of fossil fuel covered the huge 
health costs of the lung diseases and shortened life spans caused by the pollutants 
from coal burning and the monumental environmental costs, the despoliation of the 
land and pollution of the water from the extraction of all fossil fuels including coal 
mining, especially strip mining, which India plans to do. Much of the environmental 
damage is hidden from our view here because it’s in the developing world – such as 
for example the gigantic mess Shell has made in Nigeria with horrific oil leaks that it 
has failed for years to clean up, leading to deaths in protest by the Nigerian people. 

In general, fossil fuels and corporations like Shell, BP, and Exxon have been given by 
far the biggest free ride of any corporations in human history and, in addition, govern-
ment tax breaks. In any case if we act against climate change by pricing carbon, the 
prices of fossil fuels will rise. What is now the most affordable energy for the poorest 
will become more expensive, and will specifically become unaffordable for many of 
the poor who can afford it now. We have no choice but to limit climate change, but 
if we do it in this way, the implications for development are ominous. Our efforts to 
limit climate change cannot be pursued in isolation. We must simultaneously pursue 
complimentary policies that avoid undermining development and forcing those who 
are already humanity’s worst off, to become even more worse off. 

We must encourage the rapid spread of alternative forms of energy by the most ef-
fective means possible. This could mean feed-in tariffs, as used by Germany, which 
could be subsidized in India for example, or special tax concessions for entrepreneurs, 
and/or early adopters of new technology, or increased research and development 
funds for universities or other techniques that a philosopher like me would be the 
last person to know about. The crucial goal is that the alternative forms of energy 
must be made accessible and affordable to the poorest in the developing world. If 
the state subsidies come off the fossil fuels and or perhaps are put on alternative en-
ergy instead for a transition period at least, there’s no reason why non-carbon energy 
cannot become competitive in price with fossil fuels. The prices of for example solar 
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and wind energy have plummeted in recent years and they’re already in some places 
competitive in price with the fossil fuels, even with the fossil fuel subsidies. Not only 
will sufficiently affordable alternative energy help to overcome energy poverty in the 
developing world but it will directly assist in the eliminating of carbon emissions by 
making a replacement readily available in the developed world. 

In the affluent world much of our energy is wasted. We can fairly easily use less carbon 
energy without replacing it with anything by simply reducing waste. But where peo-
ple are unwilling or unable to reduce energy usage, they will give up carbon energy 
only if they have a replacement for it. In order to stay within the cumulative carbon 
budget for the planet as a whole, carbon emissions need to come down sharply in 
the developed world but not go up very much in the developing world. So at both 
ends of the line affordable non-carbon energy is crucial. For once at least the same 
response to alternative energy serves the desires of the rich and the needs of the poor. 

I’ve tried to be reasonably concrete about what needs to be done, although I’ve not 
tried to say which specific forms of alternative energy should be encouraged, since I 
don’t think that needs to be a top-down decision. I should perhaps mention that I’m 
counting effective forms of carbon capture and storage, if they are ever developed 
as an alternative energy. If energy is provided without injecting carbon dioxide into 
the atmosphere, that’s alternative energy. Carbon capture and storage so far remains 
undeveloped because the fossil fuel companies have refused to invest in making the 
products they sell less polluting. If they get serious about carbon capture and stor-
age, they may be able to rescue the value of their reserves which otherwise are liable 
to become stranded because people cease to be willing to tolerate the damage that 
carbon emissions do.

Now I want to return to the question of responsibility. Why do we, in the rich coun-
tries, share the responsibility for the dissemination of alternative energy within the 
developing countries? How did this get to be a task that falls to us? There are some 
less familiar, but I think important and interesting reasons that have to do specifically 
with climate change. 

India’s Power Minister says that the Indian government must serve India’s poor who 
suffer from energy poverty and that for this reason massive strip mining in India, as 
well as the import of Australian coal, is needed. His premise is of course correct – 
the Indian government ought to give priority to reducing poverty in India. But his 
conclusion does not follow. On the contrary, India will cut its own throat if it ejects 
large additional amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere and contributes to 
humanity’s exceeding the cumulative carbon budget for some manageable amount 
of temperature rise, not to mention creating dangerous amounts of ground level 
pollution that will multiply the cases of lung and heart disease within Indian cities. 

It is vital, however, to recognize that additional Indian carbon emissions would be 
such a dangerous problem for the planet only because of past emissions from devel-
oped nations and more recently from the surge of coal-driven development by China. 
The cumulative carbon emissions of the United States, Great Britain and China, each 
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considerably exceed the cumulative carbon emissions of India at this point, although 
this could change rapidly if India really does throw itself into the arms of cheap coal. 
Like China a decade ago, India is on the threshold of rapid massive increases in ener-
gy consumption. Meanwhile China is not pledging to cap its carbon emissions until 
2030, although India so far has not pledged to cap it’s emissions ever. Now as Indian 
and Chinese leaders argue, it would be wildly unjust for us in the rich countries to say: 
“Sorry, but our own development has used up most of the cumulative carbon bud-
get so there’s not room within the budget for more emissions. You will unfortunately 
simply have to remain poor”. 

On the other hand, the cumulative carbon budget is an unrelenting feature of the 
dynamics of the climate of the planet. If we exceed the cumulative carbon budget for 
a given temperature rise, the temperature rise will be larger and the subsequent cli-
mate change will be more dangerous. There is no overdraft privilege for the planetary 
carbon budget. It would be profoundly unjust if India and China and Africa could not 
develop because the emissions budget is about to be all used up. But development 
produced at the price of exceeding the emissions budget would not be sustainable; 
it would undercut itself. Therefore development must proceed sustainably, which 
means with declining carbon emissions. The only good alternative is a rapid scaling 
up of non-carbon energy. This is a tremendous challenge politically and technologi-
cally though it is not in the least impossible. 

So we have seen, first that India’s looming emissions are dangerous only because our 
emissions preceded them. Secondly, it is our decision to discourage carbon emissions 
by raising the price of carbon that risks pricing poor Indians out of the market. Both 
exactions causally contribute to India’s plight and make us causally responsible. Thirdly 
and very closely related, if we allow the world’s poorest to bear the brunt of the tran-
sition out of carbon energy and into alternative energy, we are balancing the energy 
transition on the backs of the poor. Putting it less informally, we would in effect be 
producing an upward redistribution of wealth from the poor to the rich by making 
those who are already among the worst off members of humanity suffer the costs of 
the transition rather than contributing some of our own wealth to lighten their costs. 
We would be saving the climate by leaving the world’s poorest in misery – that they 
had no means to escape.

These are three good reasons why we have responsibility. We should not use so much 
inexpensive fossil fuel that our own emissions do not leave enough of the cumulative 
carbon budget to allow others to rely on inexpensive fossil fuel to satisfy their needs. 
We should not in the course of preventing the cumulative carbon budget from being 
exceeded, price the poorest entirely out of the energy market, even if the danger 
of climate change requires discouraging the burning of fossil fuels and we are not 
to pursue a policy that creates benefits for most people but only costs for the poor. 
And we have seen that an alternative policy is readily available. We can contribute 
substantially to make alternative energy accessible and affordable for the poorest 
who are living today. 
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Yet one group is even more vulnerable than the poorest living today – the poorest 
who will live in the future. Our relationship with future generations is totally asym-
metrical. We control the world in which they will have to shape their lives, but they 
have no way to influence our decisions about them. The people of the future need 
two things from us. First, they need sustainable development now. The best way to 
improve the lives of tomorrow’s poor is to improve the lives of today’s poor, who will 
bring them into the world. Second, they need for us to bring climate change under 
control and to fix as firm a ceiling as we can on the disruptions that climate change 
will bring if they are to be spared extreme climate change. This is the basis for one 
crucial and final but underappreciated responsibility for us. 

The critical time to consider is not the time at which damaging events will begin to 
occur. The critical day is what we can call the date of last opportunity. That is, the last 
time at which it’s still possible to prevent the effect in question, which for some of 
the effects is now. This is starkly and tragically embodied in the melting of the West 
Antarctic Ice Sheet. When I began to work on climate change in the early 1990s, the 
debates had already begun about what should be the target of mitigation efforts. 
This year two different teams of scientists have converged on the conclusion that the 
melting of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet is now irreversible. The date of last opportu-
nity has receded into history as a tragic lost opportunity. The kilometers deep and 
hundreds of square miles wide and long West Antarctic Ice Sheet will melt. From this 
additional water alone, ocean levels will rise about four or five meters above their 
current level. It will definitely happen and we cannot even imagine any way consis-
tent with physics to now stop it. This would be catastrophic for several million people 
who live in coastal cities and who will be forced to abandon their homes. And it will 
be at best deeply burdensome economically for their fellow citizens who will bear 
the tax burden from the forced relocations, and in many cases the influx into their 
communities of additional people. 

Nevertheless, other catastrophic thresholds loom in the not very distant future – like 
various thresholds for the massive release of methane. As you know, the direct effects 
of the methane would be very brief compared to the effects of carbon dioxide but 
even a brief surge of a lot of methane would drive the average global temperature 
past the thresholds for the melting of various additional ice, most notably, Green-
land’s ice sheet. 

One can view the fact that weather profoundly important events that will occur 
centuries into the future, will be determined by the choices made by the present set 
of generations, and is a kind of structural feature of the relationship between past 
generations and generations in the far future. It shows decisively in yet another way 
why the elements of our phenomenology of agency – that Scheffler expressed as the 
primacy of near effects over remote effects and the primacy of individual effects over 
group effects – are profoundly mistaken. But perhaps it would have been an exces-
sive burden on one set of generations to have prevented even a disaster involving 
massive human losses, as avoiding the irreversible melting of the West Antarctic ice 
sheet would have done. 
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However, a crescendo of reasons supports the conclusion that it need not be an 
excessive burden on any recent set of generations. First, even when a threatening 
disaster is in no way one’s own causal responsibility, if the disaster can be prevented 
at relatively modest cost and the disaster is extreme, one ought to act to prevent it. 
I think it appeals to something like a fundamental sense of proportionality. It seems 
absurd that one should allow such a great difficulty to persist, when it would involve 
so little trouble to deal with it. 

Second, the climate change case is not in fact a case in which a threatening disas-
ter is in no way one’s own causal responsibility. If one belongs to a nation with high 
cumulative carbon emissions that are continuing, like the United States, this is one 
point at which the intergenerational argument cannot be entirely separated from the 
international one. One’s responsibility to deal with intergenerational climate threats 
is affected by one’s general responsibility for the occurrence of climate change, and 
such causal or historical responsibility varies across nations, very roughly according to 
the extent of their industrialization. In general, most people think that such a negative 
responsibility, where you are a cause, deserves a high priority, and that where one is 
actively contributing to harm and damage, one’s duty is to stop it even if stopping 
it involves considerable cost. One has no right to be creating threats to the lives and 
welfare of others, whoever they are. 

The third and final reason why the burdens would not be excessive for a single set of 
generations is simply that they could be the ones with the last chance to avoid the 
addition of finality to the severity of the possible loss. Beyond the sheer magnitude 
of the catastrophe that one set of generations might be contemplating in terms of 
numbers of rights toward it and the numbers of lives in the future, I think it’s import-
ant – whether it relates to those alive now or the ones alive at the date of last oppor-
tunity – the last opportunity to avoid the finality of the disaster. Why is its being a last 
chance important, beyond the magnitude of the disaster that it’s the last chance to 
avoid such a disaster? If one misses the last opportunity to prevent a loss, that change 
becomes irreversible. And what is lost is irretrievable. I am not sure one can give any 
deeper reason why the irretrievable loss of important goods is important to avoid.  But 
one can add this, before the change for the worst becomes irreversible – there is the 
hope that it can be avoided, and hope can be precious. Irreversibility is the death of 
hope. In the case of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, we’ve lost a major battle before we 
had even begun to fight. We’ve lost any hope of avoiding a major rise in sea level up 
every coast, on to every continent. This is discouraging, and one thing that humanity 
cannot do without in the struggle to limit climate change is hope. 

I talk about this case not to discourage you. We cannot succeed in preventing addi-
tional disasters unless we lick our wounds and return to the fight full of hope and be 
determined to succeed. Rationally of course the frustration of one specific hope, even 
a major one like the West Antarctic, is no reason to abandon other specific hopes. 
There are many more battles that we can win. But it’s important to understand that 
if we do nothing, we will not win. 
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If, say in 1992, leaders had realized that the generations then alive could still prevent 
the melting of the West Antarctic ice sheet, that they were the last ones, it seems to 
me that they not only should have expended the share of effort and expense that 
would be the fair share of any similar set of generations, but put more effort into the 
expense. Precisely because they were the last to have the opportunity. How much 
more? Quite a bit more. 

In the important battle one should do one’s fair share every day. If one could some-
how know that the decisive day has arrived and that the outcome would be decided 
on this day, it seems to me that any ordinary person would think that one should give 
even more on this day, because it’s the last chance to win. In these circumstances the 
value of the sacrifices one has already made depends on the sacrifices one makes on 
this day and whether they are adequate for victory. It is as if everything depends on 
the effort made on the last day. That can determine victory or defeat. 

Humanity has already failed to prevent all climate change. My generation has failed. 
The climate is changing now and this will be especially difficult for the less developed 
nations to adapt to. But ahead lie many more important battles that can be won and 
whose outcome will determine how severe and dangerous climate change becomes. I 
hope that you will take up the responsibility to join these battles and keep hope alive 
for those who will live in the world we shape.

The lecture took place on 4th of December 2014, in Dublin, Ireland 
It was hosted by University College Dublin and Trinity College Dublin
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Behavioural science derives from various disciplines dealing with the subject of human 
actions, usually including the fields of sociology, anthropology, psychology and some 
aspects of biology, economics, geography and political science. The term behavioural 
sciences suggests an approach that is more experimental than the traditional social 
sciences. It is a rapidly growing area for policy and business, with fascinating insights 
into human behaviour and its wide-ranging practical implications. It seeks to answer 
key questions about how people behave and what influences the decisions they make. 

Behavioural science holds a great potential for development studies and development 
assistance implementation as can be applied to understanding and informing the 
decisions made by the stakeholders and the beneficiaries of development projects.

Suggested readings:

1. Baddeley, M. (2012). Behavioural Economics and Finance. London: Routledge. 
2. Halpern, D. (2015). Inside the Nudge Unit: How Small Changes Can Make a Big 

Difference. London: Ebury Press. 
3. Howgego, J., (2015). How Behavioural Science Could Revamp Development. 

SciDevNet; on line access here.  
4. Marr, B. (2015). Big Data: Using SMART Big Data, Analytics and Metrics To Make 

Better Decisions and Improve Performance. New York: Wiley. 
5. Thaler, R., Sunstein, C.R. (2009). Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, 

Wealth, and Happiness. London: Penguin Books.
6. Thaler, R.H. (2015). Misbehaving: The Making of Behavioural Economics. Lon-

don: Allen Lane. 
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A recent dispatch from India in the New York Times said the following: “The govern-
ment is digging deeper in a coal rush that could push the world into irreversible climate 
change, scientists say. India’s coal mining plans may represent the biggest obstacle 
to a global climate pact to be negotiated at a conference in Paris next year. While the 
United States and China announced a landmark agreement that includes new targets 
for carbon emissions and Europe has pledged to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
by forty percent, India – the world’s third largest emitter – has shown no appetite 
for such a pledge. ‘India’s development imperatives cannot be sacrificed at the altar 
of potential climate changes many years in the future’ India’s Power Minister Piyush 
Goyal said at a recent conference in New Delhi. ‘The West will have to recognize we 
have the needs of the poor’.” 

If India’s poor have rights that can be satisfied only through economic development, 
only by for example electricity for the hundreds of millions of Indians, the massive 
burning of the world’s dirtiest coal, which India is the cheapest source of, the ener-
gy that India has the infrastructure to exploit, will make the air in major Indian cities 
far more polluted even than the notoriously polluted air of Beijing. In addition it will 
greatly reduce the odds of limiting climate change across the globe to levels that are 
already now dangerous for billions of people across many generations. What should 
be done? And how much of this, if any, is our problem here in Dublin? Do we share 
the responsibility to find a way out of this dilemma and if so, why and how much?
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In a probing 1995 philosophical article called “Individual responsibility in the global 
age”, philosopher Samuel Scheffler suggested that our inherited conception of re-
sponsibility rests in part on what he called a ‘complex phenomenology of agency’, 
a set of assumptions about what matters, what we do and what we don’t do. Specifi-
cally, he saw that among the concepts deeply ingrained in our understanding of the 
world are the following two assumptions: First, the near effects are more important 
ethically than the remote effects. Second, the effects we produce as individuals are 
more important ethically than the effects we produce as members of the group. These 
assumptions reflect their urges in simpler times. 

The first, that the near effects of one’s actions are more significant than the remote 
effects, made sense in an earlier century when in fact one’s most powerful influence, 
for most people most of the time one’s only influence, was local. Centuries ago if one 
wanted to have some effect on people elsewhere than where one lived, one needed 
to go to that other place in order to act there. Now one’s greenhouse gas emissions 
over the course of one’s life in Ireland contribute to the level of sea rise on, say, the 
coast of Africa. 

The second assumption, that the effects one produces acting alone are ethically more 
significant than the effects one produces as a member of a group, was, I suspect, 
never entirely true, because apart from hermits, like the homeless and stateless, the 
ordinary individuals are normally embedded in communities. The assumption that 
what matters as individual action is partly explained, I think, by our Western individ-
ualistic ideological commitments. But however true it may or may not have been in 
the past, it’s not true now, that the effects of what one does by oneself are always 
more important than the effects of one’s participation in institutions and practices 
like being a customer in a consumer society based on carbon energy. 

Climate change is indeed a giant example of remote global effects that are also the 
group effects of individuals participating in an international energy regime, that is 
dependent on coal, oil and natural gas. Climate change is a powerful reason why we 
need to try to rethink our understanding of responsibility, which, I hope, we can begin 
to do now. Any normal person who’s conception for their self extends beyond per-
sonal material comforts and psychological pleasures, has self-interested reasons for 
caring about climate change because of its potential to disrupt everyone’s ordinary 
lives. Ordinary humans who care about at least some of the people and activities that 
survive them have good reason to take action to limit the climate change. 

But as my title indicates, I’m inviting us to think about most people, all the people who 
are strangers to us, in many cases distance strangers for whom we have no reason to 
feel affection and whose activities and practices we may have no instinctive reason to 
care about, that is, the vast majority of the other people in the world. Do we have any 
responsibility towards them with regard to climate change? If so, why and how much? 

Our own societies are each to some degree engaged in some kind of effort to re-
spond to climate change. We need to reflect on both the climate problem itself and 
the proposed responses – because, of course, every response to a problem comes 
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with its own problems. We should consider any responsibilities we might have to dis-
tant strangers, either regarding the climate change itself or our responses to climate 
change, half-baked and otherwise. 

I can’t believe that this audience truly needs to be told the dangers of climate change 
itself. So I’ll simply remind you of two of their more notorious features. First, the dis-
tribution of the dangers bears no relation to the distribution of the benefits from the 
emissions that are causing the dangers. Sea level rise for example will affect those 
who live near sea level, thus hundreds of millions in Bangladesh, in India, who do 
not even have electricity, will suffer from encroachment, flooding and storm surges 
caused by the emissions. Second, the death tolls from storms are heavily affected by 
the wealth of the society that suffers the storm. Hurricanes that hit the United States 
kill relatively few people, because buildings are sturdy, communication of warnings 
is effective, and the medical care is excellent, while Cyclones that hit the Philippines 
regularly, have high death tolls. Anyone may be affected by climate change, but gen-
erally speaking it is the poor who will suffer the most. 

The dangers that will come from the response to climate change are less well known. 
By far the most important factor in causing climate change is the accumulation in the 
planet’s atmosphere of carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels. And it turns out 
that this is because carbon dioxide remains in the atmosphere for almost unimaginably 
long times, between roughly ten percent and twenty five percent stays for several 
hundred thousand years. The crucial factor is the cumulative amount of carbon diox-
ide emitted since around say 1870, when the Industrial Revolution really got rolling, 
the bulk of which still remains in the atmosphere. The atmospheric physicists have 
established that there’s a fairly specific cumulative carbon budget for not exceeding 
each degree of temperature rise beyond the pre-Industrial Revolution global average 
temperature. The cumulative carbon budget for a temperature rise of not more than 
two degrees centigrade would, if current trends in emissions continue, be exceeded 
by November, 2039. Twenty five years from now. 

So if we are serious about the official goal of not exceeding a two degree centigrade 
rise, it is critical for global emissions to peak and then start to go down sharply very 
soon, which is physically possible. It simply has to be made politically possible. A strong 
trailing off of emissions would move the date for exceeding the cumulative budget 
back from November, 2039 further into the future, and by about 2050 carbon dioxide 
emissions from energy use must completely stop. This obviously is because if we keep 
adding to the cumulative total, the atmosphere of the concentration must exceed 
the budget for two degrees centigrade. However, it will occur within your life times 
– of those of you, who are students. Either way it will be an amazing time to be alive. 

I want to focus here on the danger that comes with our responses to climate change. 
Fossil fuels, especially coal, which is by far the worst, need to be made extremely unat-
tractive, extremely fast. Governments could simply regulate and eventually ban them, 
and perhaps the Chinese government actually will. But no democratic government 
so far has had the guts to regulate fossil fuel use to save the climate. 
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So all the proposals for reducing fossil fuel use involve making it more expensive un-
til consumers choose to turn away from it to other energy sources. It could be made 
more expensive in either of these two ways: a carbon tax, or so-called cap-and-trade. 
My impression is that a carbon tax would be more straightforward and efficient, but 
so far no national government has had the courage to impose it. So cap-and-trade 
may win by default. Provided politicians could bring themselves to act seriously, fossil 
fuels will begin to become more expensive. This is where the danger for developing 
countries from our necessary response to the dangers of climate change begins. This 
danger means the response to climate change must not have only one dimension. 
The danger is disrupting development by depriving the poorest of the only energy 
source that they can currently afford – fossil fuel. 

There is no good reason why fossil fuels should be the cheapest energy source. This 
is the result of two mistaken policies. First, many poor countries’ governments heav-
ily subsidize fossil fuels as part of their effort to promote development. Second, the 
price of fossil fuel is as low as it is because a gross lack of regulation has permitted all 
of the enormous health and environmental costs to be externalized. Neither a carbon 
tax nor cap-and-trade would be necessary if the price of fossil fuel covered the huge 
health costs of the lung diseases and shortened life spans caused by the pollutants 
from coal burning and the monumental environmental costs, the despoliation of the 
land and pollution of the water from the extraction of all fossil fuels including coal 
mining, especially strip mining, which India plans to do. Much of the environmental 
damage is hidden from our view here because it’s in the developing world – such as 
for example the gigantic mess Shell has made in Nigeria with horrific oil leaks that it 
has failed for years to clean up, leading to deaths in protest by the Nigerian people. 

In general, fossil fuels and corporations like Shell, BP, and Exxon have been given by 
far the biggest free ride of any corporations in human history and, in addition, govern-
ment tax breaks. In any case if we act against climate change by pricing carbon, the 
prices of fossil fuels will rise. What is now the most affordable energy for the poorest 
will become more expensive, and will specifically become unaffordable for many of 
the poor who can afford it now. We have no choice but to limit climate change, but 
if we do it in this way, the implications for development are ominous. Our efforts to 
limit climate change cannot be pursued in isolation. We must simultaneously pursue 
complimentary policies that avoid undermining development and forcing those who 
are already humanity’s worst off, to become even more worse off. 

We must encourage the rapid spread of alternative forms of energy by the most ef-
fective means possible. This could mean feed-in tariffs, as used by Germany, which 
could be subsidized in India for example, or special tax concessions for entrepreneurs, 
and/or early adopters of new technology, or increased research and development 
funds for universities or other techniques that a philosopher like me would be the 
last person to know about. The crucial goal is that the alternative forms of energy 
must be made accessible and affordable to the poorest in the developing world. If 
the state subsidies come off the fossil fuels and or perhaps are put on alternative en-
ergy instead for a transition period at least, there’s no reason why non-carbon energy 
cannot become competitive in price with fossil fuels. The prices of for example solar 
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and wind energy have plummeted in recent years and they’re already in some places 
competitive in price with the fossil fuels, even with the fossil fuel subsidies. Not only 
will sufficiently affordable alternative energy help to overcome energy poverty in the 
developing world but it will directly assist in the eliminating of carbon emissions by 
making a replacement readily available in the developed world. 

In the affluent world much of our energy is wasted. We can fairly easily use less carbon 
energy without replacing it with anything by simply reducing waste. But where peo-
ple are unwilling or unable to reduce energy usage, they will give up carbon energy 
only if they have a replacement for it. In order to stay within the cumulative carbon 
budget for the planet as a whole, carbon emissions need to come down sharply in 
the developed world but not go up very much in the developing world. So at both 
ends of the line affordable non-carbon energy is crucial. For once at least the same 
response to alternative energy serves the desires of the rich and the needs of the poor. 

I’ve tried to be reasonably concrete about what needs to be done, although I’ve not 
tried to say which specific forms of alternative energy should be encouraged, since I 
don’t think that needs to be a top-down decision. I should perhaps mention that I’m 
counting effective forms of carbon capture and storage, if they are ever developed 
as an alternative energy. If energy is provided without injecting carbon dioxide into 
the atmosphere, that’s alternative energy. Carbon capture and storage so far remains 
undeveloped because the fossil fuel companies have refused to invest in making the 
products they sell less polluting. If they get serious about carbon capture and stor-
age, they may be able to rescue the value of their reserves which otherwise are liable 
to become stranded because people cease to be willing to tolerate the damage that 
carbon emissions do.

Now I want to return to the question of responsibility. Why do we, in the rich coun-
tries, share the responsibility for the dissemination of alternative energy within the 
developing countries? How did this get to be a task that falls to us? There are some 
less familiar, but I think important and interesting reasons that have to do specifically 
with climate change. 

India’s Power Minister says that the Indian government must serve India’s poor who 
suffer from energy poverty and that for this reason massive strip mining in India, as 
well as the import of Australian coal, is needed. His premise is of course correct – 
the Indian government ought to give priority to reducing poverty in India. But his 
conclusion does not follow. On the contrary, India will cut its own throat if it ejects 
large additional amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere and contributes to 
humanity’s exceeding the cumulative carbon budget for some manageable amount 
of temperature rise, not to mention creating dangerous amounts of ground level 
pollution that will multiply the cases of lung and heart disease within Indian cities. 

It is vital, however, to recognize that additional Indian carbon emissions would be 
such a dangerous problem for the planet only because of past emissions from devel-
oped nations and more recently from the surge of coal-driven development by China. 
The cumulative carbon emissions of the United States, Great Britain and China, each 
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considerably exceed the cumulative carbon emissions of India at this point, although 
this could change rapidly if India really does throw itself into the arms of cheap coal. 
Like China a decade ago, India is on the threshold of rapid massive increases in ener-
gy consumption. Meanwhile China is not pledging to cap its carbon emissions until 
2030, although India so far has not pledged to cap it’s emissions ever. Now as Indian 
and Chinese leaders argue, it would be wildly unjust for us in the rich countries to say: 
“Sorry, but our own development has used up most of the cumulative carbon bud-
get so there’s not room within the budget for more emissions. You will unfortunately 
simply have to remain poor”. 

On the other hand, the cumulative carbon budget is an unrelenting feature of the 
dynamics of the climate of the planet. If we exceed the cumulative carbon budget for 
a given temperature rise, the temperature rise will be larger and the subsequent cli-
mate change will be more dangerous. There is no overdraft privilege for the planetary 
carbon budget. It would be profoundly unjust if India and China and Africa could not 
develop because the emissions budget is about to be all used up. But development 
produced at the price of exceeding the emissions budget would not be sustainable; 
it would undercut itself. Therefore development must proceed sustainably, which 
means with declining carbon emissions. The only good alternative is a rapid scaling 
up of non-carbon energy. This is a tremendous challenge politically and technologi-
cally though it is not in the least impossible. 

So we have seen, first that India’s looming emissions are dangerous only because our 
emissions preceded them. Secondly, it is our decision to discourage carbon emissions 
by raising the price of carbon that risks pricing poor Indians out of the market. Both 
exactions causally contribute to India’s plight and make us causally responsible. Thirdly 
and very closely related, if we allow the world’s poorest to bear the brunt of the tran-
sition out of carbon energy and into alternative energy, we are balancing the energy 
transition on the backs of the poor. Putting it less informally, we would in effect be 
producing an upward redistribution of wealth from the poor to the rich by making 
those who are already among the worst off members of humanity suffer the costs of 
the transition rather than contributing some of our own wealth to lighten their costs. 
We would be saving the climate by leaving the world’s poorest in misery – that they 
had no means to escape.

These are three good reasons why we have responsibility. We should not use so much 
inexpensive fossil fuel that our own emissions do not leave enough of the cumulative 
carbon budget to allow others to rely on inexpensive fossil fuel to satisfy their needs. 
We should not in the course of preventing the cumulative carbon budget from being 
exceeded, price the poorest entirely out of the energy market, even if the danger 
of climate change requires discouraging the burning of fossil fuels and we are not 
to pursue a policy that creates benefits for most people but only costs for the poor. 
And we have seen that an alternative policy is readily available. We can contribute 
substantially to make alternative energy accessible and affordable for the poorest 
who are living today. 
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Yet one group is even more vulnerable than the poorest living today – the poorest 
who will live in the future. Our relationship with future generations is totally asym-
metrical. We control the world in which they will have to shape their lives, but they 
have no way to influence our decisions about them. The people of the future need 
two things from us. First, they need sustainable development now. The best way to 
improve the lives of tomorrow’s poor is to improve the lives of today’s poor, who will 
bring them into the world. Second, they need for us to bring climate change under 
control and to fix as firm a ceiling as we can on the disruptions that climate change 
will bring if they are to be spared extreme climate change. This is the basis for one 
crucial and final but underappreciated responsibility for us. 

The critical time to consider is not the time at which damaging events will begin to 
occur. The critical day is what we can call the date of last opportunity. That is, the last 
time at which it’s still possible to prevent the effect in question, which for some of 
the effects is now. This is starkly and tragically embodied in the melting of the West 
Antarctic Ice Sheet. When I began to work on climate change in the early 1990s, the 
debates had already begun about what should be the target of mitigation efforts. 
This year two different teams of scientists have converged on the conclusion that the 
melting of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet is now irreversible. The date of last opportu-
nity has receded into history as a tragic lost opportunity. The kilometers deep and 
hundreds of square miles wide and long West Antarctic Ice Sheet will melt. From this 
additional water alone, ocean levels will rise about four or five meters above their 
current level. It will definitely happen and we cannot even imagine any way consis-
tent with physics to now stop it. This would be catastrophic for several million people 
who live in coastal cities and who will be forced to abandon their homes. And it will 
be at best deeply burdensome economically for their fellow citizens who will bear 
the tax burden from the forced relocations, and in many cases the influx into their 
communities of additional people. 

Nevertheless, other catastrophic thresholds loom in the not very distant future – like 
various thresholds for the massive release of methane. As you know, the direct effects 
of the methane would be very brief compared to the effects of carbon dioxide but 
even a brief surge of a lot of methane would drive the average global temperature 
past the thresholds for the melting of various additional ice, most notably, Green-
land’s ice sheet. 

One can view the fact that weather profoundly important events that will occur 
centuries into the future, will be determined by the choices made by the present set 
of generations, and is a kind of structural feature of the relationship between past 
generations and generations in the far future. It shows decisively in yet another way 
why the elements of our phenomenology of agency – that Scheffler expressed as the 
primacy of near effects over remote effects and the primacy of individual effects over 
group effects – are profoundly mistaken. But perhaps it would have been an exces-
sive burden on one set of generations to have prevented even a disaster involving 



311KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

C
LI

M
A

TE
 J

U
ST

IC
E:

 T
H

E 
IL

LU
SI

O
N

 O
F 

SE
PA

R
A

TI
O

N

massive human losses, as avoiding the irreversible melting of the West Antarctic ice 
sheet would have done. 

However, a crescendo of reasons supports the conclusion that it need not be an 
excessive burden on any recent set of generations. First, even when a threatening 
disaster is in no way one’s own causal responsibility, if the disaster can be prevented 
at relatively modest cost and the disaster is extreme, one ought to act to prevent it. 
I think it appeals to something like a fundamental sense of proportionality. It seems 
absurd that one should allow such a great difficulty to persist, when it would involve 
so little trouble to deal with it. 

Second, the climate change case is not in fact a case in which a threatening disas-
ter is in no way one’s own causal responsibility. If one belongs to a nation with high 
cumulative carbon emissions that are continuing, like the United States, this is one 
point at which the intergenerational argument cannot be entirely separated from the 
international one. One’s responsibility to deal with intergenerational climate threats 
is affected by one’s general responsibility for the occurrence of climate change, and 
such causal or historical responsibility varies across nations, very roughly according to 
the extent of their industrialization. In general, most people think that such a negative 
responsibility, where you are a cause, deserves a high priority, and that where one is 
actively contributing to harm and damage, one’s duty is to stop it even if stopping 
it involves considerable cost. One has no right to be creating threats to the lives and 
welfare of others, whoever they are. 

The third and final reason why the burdens would not be excessive for a single set of 
generations is simply that they could be the ones with the last chance to avoid the 
addition of finality to the severity of the possible loss. Beyond the sheer magnitude 
of the catastrophe that one set of generations might be contemplating in terms of 
numbers of rights toward it and the numbers of lives in the future, I think it’s import-
ant – whether it relates to those alive now or the ones alive at the date of last oppor-
tunity – the last opportunity to avoid the finality of the disaster. Why is its being a last 
chance important, beyond the magnitude of the disaster that it’s the last chance to 
avoid such a disaster? If one misses the last opportunity to prevent a loss, that change 
becomes irreversible. And what is lost is irretrievable. I am not sure one can give any 
deeper reason why the irretrievable loss of important goods is important to avoid.  But 
one can add this, before the change for the worst becomes irreversible – there is the 
hope that it can be avoided, and hope can be precious. Irreversibility is the death of 
hope. In the case of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, we’ve lost a major battle before we 
had even begun to fight. We’ve lost any hope of avoiding a major rise in sea level up 
every coast, on to every continent. This is discouraging, and one thing that humanity 
cannot do without in the struggle to limit climate change is hope. 

I talk about this case not to discourage you. We cannot succeed in preventing addi-
tional disasters unless we lick our wounds and return to the fight full of hope and be 
determined to succeed. Rationally of course the frustration of one specific hope, even 
a major one like the West Antarctic, is no reason to abandon other specific hopes. 
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There are many more battles that we can win. But it’s important to understand that 
if we do nothing, we will not win. 

If, say in 1992, leaders had realized that the generations then alive could still prevent 
the melting of the West Antarctic ice sheet, that they were the last ones, it seems to 
me that they not only should have expended the share of effort and expense that 
would be the fair share of any similar set of generations, but put more effort into the 
expense. Precisely because they were the last to have the opportunity. How much 
more? Quite a bit more. 

In the important battle one should do one’s fair share every day. If one could some-
how know that the decisive day has arrived and that the outcome would be decided 
on this day, it seems to me that any ordinary person would think that one should give 
even more on this day, because it’s the last chance to win. In these circumstances the 
value of the sacrifices one has already made depends on the sacrifices one makes on 
this day and whether they are adequate for victory. It is as if everything depends on 
the effort made on the last day. That can determine victory or defeat. 

Humanity has already failed to prevent all climate change. My generation has failed. 
The climate is changing now and this will be especially difficult for the less developed 
nations to adapt to. But ahead lie many more important battles that can be won and 
whose outcome will determine how severe and dangerous climate change becomes. 
I hope that you will take up the responsibility to join these battles and keep hope alive 
for those who will live in the world we shape.

The lecture took place on 4th of December 2014, in Dublin, Ireland  
It was hosted by University College Dublin and Trinity College Dublin
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One of the central goals of the 21st Conference of the Parties (COP 21) held in Paris in 
2015 was “to achieve a legally binding and universal agreement on climate, with the 
aim of keeping global warming below 2°C.” 1 

The industrialized countries, most responsible for climate change, are also least affected 
by it, while developing nations, who did not acquire the benefits of industrialization 
yet, are not only the most vulnerable to climate change but also the least able to pay 
the adaptation costs. Only this raises a moral dilemma – the developed world has 
reaped all the benefits of climate affecting industrialisation, therefore would it be fair 
to demand that the developing world not do what the developed countries have al-
ready done and benefited from? If the Global South can not develop their economies 
as the Western world have already done, then how are they supposed to be able to 
adapt to the changing climate? 2

However, climate change and the global efforts to address it have a broader philo-
sophical dimension covering such issues as: moral responsibilities to the environment, 
non-human species, future generations, the global poor; global governance and in-
ternational cooperation; the role of individuals and institutions; scientific and moral 
uncertainty; the ethics of expertise and communication; and more.

Professor Henry Sue in his lecture raises the individual, personalised context of the 
philosophical discussion on climate change. He urges that sanity requires an under-
standing of the limits on one’s sense of responsibility. A person who felt responsibility 
toward everyone would be driven to distraction, if not madness, by the accompanying 
relentless urge to act. But we are very good – much too good, actually – at washing 
our hands of what we take to be other people’s problems. The better-off have always 
managed to live on the other side of town from the poorer ones so that the latter’s 
poverty is mostly out of sight and out of mind. Yet some line must be drawn some-
where between ‘my problem’ and ‘not my problem’. In more philosophical language, 
we need an adequate conception of responsibility – and its defining limits. Nothing has 
been specified until its limits have been drawn. Am I responsible for climate change 
and global poverty, asks Henry Sue. 

Suggested readings:

1. Gardiner, S. et all. (ed.) (2010). Climate Ethics: Essential Readings. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press. 

2. Klein, N. (2014). This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate. London: 
Allen Lane. 

3. Lyster, R. (2016). Climate Justice and Disaster Law. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

4. Shiva, V. (2015). Soil Not Oil: Environmental Justice in an Age of Climate Crisis. 
Berkeley: North Atlantic Books. 

5. Shue, H. (2014). Climate Justice: Vulnerability and Protection. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.  

6. Tokar, B. (2014). Toward Climate Justice: Perspectives on the Climate Crisis and 
Social Change. Porsgrunn: New Compass Press. 

1  See more at: http://www.cop21paris.org/about/cop21. 
2   See more at: http://philosophytalk.org/community/blog/laura-maguire/2015/04/mor-

al-costs-climate-change#sthash.Wcg1S4GE.dpuf



RAJENDRA SINGH, known as the “wa-
terman of India”, is the laureate of the 
2015 Stockholm Water Prize. He is chair-
man of the Tarun Bharat Sangh organi-
sation. Rajendra Singh lives and works in 
the arid Indian state of Rajasthan, where 
for several decades he  has dedicated 
himself to defeating drought and em-
powering communities. The results of 
his tireless work are without equal: in 
close cooperation with local residents, 
he and his organization have revived 
several rivers, brought water, and life, 
back to a thousand villages and given 
hope to countless people. Rajendra Sin-
gh’s work reveals a true humanitarian 
and a firm believer in empowerment. 
After studying Ayurvedic medicine and 
surgery, he went into the countryside 
in the largely impoverished state of Ra-
jasthan in the mid-1980’s with the aim 
to set up health clinics. Instead, he was 
told by villagers that the greatest need 
was not health care, but water. Rajendra 
Singh did not insist with the clinics. In-
stead, and with the help of the villagers, 
he set out to build johads, or traditional 
earthen dams. Two decades after Ra-
jendra Singh arrived in Rajasthan, 8,600 
johads and other structures to collect 
water had been built. Water had been 
brought back to a 1,000 villages across 
the state. The methods used by Mr Sin-
gh are modernisations of traditional In-
dian ways of the collecting and storing 
of rainwater, dating back thousands of 
years. The methods fell out of use dur-
ing British colonial rule, but have now 
brought water back to the driest state 
in one of the world’s most populous 
nations, thanks to the “Water man of 
India” and his colleagues
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LIFE WITHOUT WATER:  
WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THE  
GLASS IS EMPTY? 
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Rajendra Singh: I would like to start my speech with stating that Kapuściński, like me, 
believed in the power of people and believed in and respected people’s actions. All his 
life he wrote about people’s initiatives. I am really grateful to give a lecture in his name. 

Today a big threat is migration. To understand it, we need to know why people are 
migrating. One of the reasons people migrate is a scarcity or surplus, both are a crisis, 
of water. And that is one of the factors driving people’s migration. This migration is 
forced, not voluntary. Voluntary migration does not create problems like the forced one. 

These days many countries create and face a scarcity of water. When I started my 
professional life, migration was from a village to a city. No young people were left in 
my area as they had all migrated to the city; just old people and children were left.

As a doctor, I started my work in a village but the village elders told me they needed 
water rather than medicine or education. One of them offered to teach me a method 
of conserving water. He sadly mentioned that in the past the whole community was 
involved in the water conservation effort, but not anymore because of the divisions 
in the community. He taught me the old traditional method of conserving water in 
an underground aquifer in 3 days. 

And with this learning I started my work in water conservation. At the beginning it was 
really difficult for me. But after four years, when the rains came and the water bodies 
we built were full with water, people saw the water level in the valley rising and they 
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joined the movement. As in India the communities are closely linked, words of the 
project’s success spread and people started replicating and scaling up the model. As 
a result 2,500 wells were replenished due to the 11,500 water bodies we created with 
the community effort. 

I believe the Indian community can make a huge change if they join hands and act 
for the conservation of the environment. And they have done it. Back in time my 
region was all about red heat, now green and yellow heat has taken over. And with 
the life giving rains, the trees and crops are growing in Rajasthan again. The seven 
rivers: Arvari, Ruparel, Sarsa, Bhagani, Jahajwali, Sauri and Maheshwars are now full 
with water. These changes are due only to the community effort and the wisdom of 
the community.

Discussion:

Question 1: Did you encounter resistance from people when starting your work with this 
ancient technology?

Rajendra Singh [RS]: Before the British Empire, water management was decentral-
ized in India. The King gave land for the water conservation and water bodies, people 
gave their voluntary labour and businessmen gave donations for the betterment of 
the common future. These three entities came together to create water bodies in my 
country. Drinkable and clean water was in abundance. During the British Raj in 1932, 
all the drains were directed towards the Ganges. And the trend caught on in other 
parts of India as well, polluting the rivers.

And how did the rivers dry up? After independence, irrigation was increased and 
without understanding the character of the aquifers, wells, tube wells, boreholes and 
submersibles were drilled everywhere and this depleted the underground aquifers 
greatly. In Rajasthan the aquifers are very shallow and very small, so they dried up. 

With time the indigenous knowledge about water preservation was forgotten by the 
communities. When I started this work I learned from the community, their indigenous 
knowledge system, the wisdom from the old Indian people. The movement essen-
tially was driven by the knowledge of the people, so the people could relate and had 
a sense of belongingness with the movement. 

If you ask why they joined me? It is because I learnt from the community and worked 
together with them, so that everybody has faith in me and in the movement. 

Question 2: At what point did you realize that you had a gift for motivating people, for 
bringing people together?

RS: I really have no special talent! If you are working within the community and people 
believe you to be one of them and see you working for them, they start having faith 
in you. If you reciprocate with respect, it builds trust. 
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Question 3: When we spoke in August you told me your idol was Mahatma Gandhi. And 
I am interested in what specific lessons you have applied from him to your work and in 
your organization.

RS: Mahatma Gandhi believed in the wisdom of the community. He took communi-
ty wisdom into consideration and his efforts at creating change always involved the 
people. Gandhi created the belief in the community that it was possible to stand up 
against the British Raj and it happened. The community stood up and they changed 
the country. He fought against the exploitation of the Manchester cotton company, 
through the Charkha movement. He motivated the community to start spinning and 
making clothes of their own. Today, if Mahatma Gandhi was alive, he would have giv-
en the community-driven decentralized water management to us. He would have 
fought against water privatization, commercialization, exploitation, encroachment 
and pollution. And his teachings and wisdom motivate me a lot. 

Question 4: How do you feel when you hear that the water problem is so big?

RS: Today the biggest problem is that because of water people are migrating to ma-
ny different places. Wherever they go, tensions and conflicts are arising. I am afraid, 
these conflicts are moving us towards the III World War – this time over the water. 
We know the solution – work in the affected areas where the water crisis is going on 
and is forcing people to move – and create a community driven decentralized water 
movement. This will stop the forced migration. The III World War can be averted. 

We also need water literacy, not just reading and teaching about the water problem 
but understanding the importance of water. And with this understanding the people 
will be willing to take action. Then we can start the interaction for action, and finally, 
we can create an atmosphere for water management. 

Question 5: How did receiving the Stockholm Water Prize benefit or complicate your work?

RS: The Stockholm Water Prize benefited my work in many ways. After receiving the 
award, the state government has started taking our suggestions into consideration 
and acting upon them. On the other hand, my public appearances have increased a 
lot, which takes up a lot of time and that is a hindrance for me. I am just a practitioner 
of the water conservation and I want to do that. So it goes both ways. 

Question 6: You must have very strong, individualistic people within the community 
who would like to grab what the community has created – so how do you deal with these 
problems?

RS: Yes, in India some people tend to encroach upon the common properties, as well 
as the water bodies. We don’t always fight directly, but our organization of the water 
communities fights legal battles when necessary and they win cases. Forty three pri-
vate water companies came already to my region, but the community fought, and 
finally, today not a single company is leasing water bodies in the Arwari region. I told 
the Supreme Court that we are doing water conservation for the communities, not 
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for the companies. The Honourable Supreme Court cancelled all leases and we are 
very grateful for that. 

Question 7: I want to ask about the water usage in the agriculture sector. You were saying 
that we should reduce the use of water in the industry. But does it mean that we should 
give more water to the agricultural sector or it is because we have seen less efficiency in 
the agriculture sector?

RS: I’m not saying to give more water to the agriculture sector. I always create aware-
ness in my region, and we link the crop pattern and rain pattern. We don’t have much 
water and I am always training the community so that they can grow more crops with 
the least amount of water.

What I am saying is that Rajasthan is a water scarce area. If we allow industry there, 
the rural communities will not survive. And if they put the industry there and pollute 
the aquifers, there is no way of coming back from that. We have created a river par-
liament and that river parliament makes rules and regulations for the crops. We are 
growing by the compensatory crop pattern and sowing pulses, mustard and other 
crops whose roots are deep, so if there is no rain they can take the moisture from the 
deep soil. I am asking for efficient use of water in agriculture not to give it more water. 

* * *

Moderator: The next guest of today’s meeting is Mr. Fernando Jaramillo who is 
a post-doctoral researcher at the Stockholm University. He is going to talk about his 
research on the global water system. The conventional view has long been that the 
global use of water has been below a threshold under which changes to acclimatize 
the entire Global Water System would be irreparable. In December Fernando published 
a paper in the “Science” journal which blew that idea out of the water. 

Fernando Jaramillo [FJ]: Water is vital for us humans. We need it for our development. 
We need it for our survival. We drink it, we cook it, we wash with it, and we really use 
it for everything – for energy, for the production of goods, etc. But actually in that 
use of water what are we doing to the water itself? We always are thinking how useful 
water is for us, but what are we doing to the water cycle just by using it? That’s the 
type of research we are focused on here. We are trying to see how are we affecting 
the water cycle. The water falls as rain and goes into the rivers and we think the more 
rain comes down, the more water goes into the rivers. I will show you how, however, 
during the last century this is not the case. 

We have been messing with the landscape so much, and with the water, that the water 
that falls down is not actually reflecting on the water that we see on the landscape. 
We are tampering with the water cycle. 

To understand this, we need to understand what water in the landscape is. What de-
termines the availability of that water? Water is coming down from the atmosphere 
as rain and that water as soon as it touches the landscape is taken by the soil or the 
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vegetation, there is evapotranspiration and it is sent back to the atmosphere as va-
pour – either as evaporation or transpiration from the vegetation. And then the re-
maining water either is re-stored in the soil or ends up in the streams or in the rivers. 
So how are we changing these water cycles? 

For that we need to see what is happening with the evapotranspiration. Our global 
temperature is increasing now and with that you would expect more evapotrans-
piration. But that is not what is happening. Our research shows that the amount of 
evapotranspiration that can be calculated from observations is linked more with hu-
man development, with the number of dams are we putting up, with how much water 
are we taking from our ground water supplies, with how much we are we shifting 
these regulations of water within the year. For example, when we do deforestation 
and replace these forests with grasslands, we actually reduce the evapotranspiration 
because the vegetation is not going to be there to return vapour back to the atmo-
sphere. We move water from ground water resources and we use it to water some 
crops that were not there in the first place; we are actually taking water and we then 
throw it back to the atmosphere. That is the water that shouldn’t be there. So actually 
trying to assess changes in the water cycle due to us humans, we need to consider 
what we call water consumption.

Water consumption is not the consumption of water that we have in the glass that 
we drink or the shower that we take. It counts, but water consumption can be seen 
as all the evapotranspiration that we are moving as a result of our activity. Its water 
that ends up going back to the atmosphere because of us. 

We are trying to assess how much water we consume. How much evapotranspiration 
change are we generating as humans?  Evapotranspiration can be quantified. And it 
can be quantified due to the climatic surveys that we have had so far of precipitation, 
and runoff in the rivers. Unfortunately these networks, these measuring networks, are 
decreasing in time instead of increasing. Previous studies had shown that the human 
consumption of water measured in the evapotranspiration was around 9,000 cubic 
kilometers of water per year and this included all our sectors. These are due to changes 
that we have done to the landscape and changes that we have done to the water to 
regenerate these evapotranspirations. As Mr. Rajendra was saying, agriculture is the 
main driver of water consumption. It does not only include the irrigated agriculture 
but also rain shed agriculture, because we also take the water directly from the rain 
and use it for crops and that water is going back to the atmosphere without even 
having to move it from one place to the other. 

We need water; no doubt, but how much can the earth tolerate? How much can the 
water system tolerate? There is ongoing research on other sites and we have found 
several planetary boundaries for the earth’s system. Based on the former assessments 
of water use, like water consumption of blue water, which is the water that we take 
directly from the resources, was actually way below the planetary boundary. So the 
message of this is that we know so little about water. We need to encourage more 
research in water consumption to benefit the society. 
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Moderator: Fernando, you have looked at Rajendra’s project. Can you explain the 
science behind it to us?

FJ: As Rajendra said, throughout history water in the area has been depleted, has been 
used for agriculture, and other purposes and that is why the land has become so dry. 
I would like to focus more on the other side, what would have happened if Rajendra 
had not done what he has done. If you see the water patterns, compare the precipi-
tation that has been falling in Arwari district from the 1930s to the 1980s, it is actually 
higher than the rain that is falling after the 1980s. And the temperature has been 
increasing with time. You all know it has been increasing all around the world due to 
climate change, from the 1970s. The increasing temperature and decreasing precip-
itation after the 1980s helped to increase the evapotranspiration. That is where you 
see the work of Rajendra. If those societies living in that area wouldn’t have benefited 
from those changes that he has done with those check dams and lifting the ground 
water levels, there would be even less water running due to the climatic variability. 

Moderator: Is the method that he used replicable across other dry areas of the world? 

FJ: That is hard to say. That is really hard to say. First of all, I don’t know exactly the 
history of the area. I come from Colombia and there we have a lot of water, but in-
credibly, I just read in the news last week that one of the main rivers in Colombia 
actually dried up. The situation is getting critical and we need to put more research 
and also more community work into those water crisis areas because these issues are 
not going to be solved by legislation and bureaucracy. Initiatives need to come from 
the community level in some sense. 

The lecture took place on 3rd of February 2016, in Stockholm, Sweden.  
It was hosted by the Stockholm International Water Institute and the Stockholm 
University. 
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Water is a key driver of sustainable growth and poverty alleviation as an input to al-
most all production, in agriculture, industry, energy, transport, by healthy people in 
healthy ecosytems. It can be a force for destruction, catastrophically through droughts, 
floods, landslides and epidemics, as well as progressively through erosion, inundation, 
desertification, contamination and disease. Water is quite literally a source of life and 
prosperity and a cause of death and devastation. 1 

Water is a finite and irreplaceable resource that is fundamental to nearly all of the 
Sustainable Development Goals. It is only renewable if well managed. Today, more 
than 1.7 billion people live in river basins where depletion through use exceeds 
natural recharge, a trend that will see two-thirds of the world’s population living in 
water-stressed countries by 2025. Water can pose a serious challenge to sustainable 
development, but managed efficiently and equitably, water can play a key enabling 
role in strengthening the resilience of social, economic and environmental systems 
in the light of rapid and unpredictable changes. 2

Suggested readings:

1. Anand, P.B. (2010). Scarcity, Entitlements and the Economics of Water in Devel-
oping Countries. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. 

2. Cortobius, M., et all. (2014). Water Co-operation between Cultures: Partnerships 
with Indigenous Peoples for Sustainable Water and Sanitation Services. Stock-
holm International Water Institute; on line access here. 

3. Ghoshal, D. (2015). An ancient technology is helping India’s “water man” save 
thousands of parched villages. Quartz India; on line access here. 

4. Hoanh, Ch.T. et all. (Eds.) (2015). Climate Change and Agricultural Water Man-
agement in Developing Countries. Wallingford, CABI Publishing. 

5. Mustafa, D. (2012). Water Resource Management in a Vulnerable World: The 
Hydro-Hazardscapes of Climate Change. London: I.B.Tauris. 

6. Tapping the Markets: Opportunities for Domestic Investments in Water and 
Sanitation for the Poor (2013). World Bank Group Publications.

1  Water for Growth and Development. A Theme Document of the 4th World Water Forum; on 
line access here. 

2  See more at: http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/water_and_sustainable_development.
shtml. 
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We are here to celebrate one man, Ryszard Kapuściński. He was to me a true European 
intellectual. That means a man or woman who is absolutely curious, not destroyed 
by some preset ideologies or to preset views, but looking into the world and trying 
to understand it, as it is. He was, maybe very remarkably for a Pole of his age, a world 
citizen. Most Poles were not allowed to go around in the world and he went every-
where, even to Iran at the time of the Shah, to Ethiopia, to India, even Afghanistan. 

Maybe he was even more important than a true intellectual in the sense that he took 
sides. He took sides with the ordinary people, people who were suffering, against 
leaders, autocrats and emperors whoever they were. On this basis, we want to take 
sides, we want to be true world citizens and we want to be curious. 

We are the most lucky generation living on the planet Earth. The average human being 
is much taller, much faster, much better educated, in much better health and living 
much more in peace than in any other generation in human history. The number of 
extreme poor on the planet also has halved in the last two decades. If you are born on 
planet Earth today, on average you can expect to live seventy years, a little bit more 
even in Lithuania, a little bit less in Africa, but we forget to compare that to what was 
the reality of the past. Two hundred years back in year 1800 in not one nation on the 
planet did people live longer – the richest nation was the UK at that time – and in the 
UK life expectancy was close to 40 years. When I was born, well it is a long time back 
but not that long, the average life expectancy on the planet was 46 years. 
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On reducing violence, we are doing very well also. In Europe, for instance, the chance 
of being murdered is about 1/20th of the chance of being murdered if you go back 200 
years. What ISIS is doing now, a couple of hundred years back, this was entertainment 
in every square in Europe. Torturing people to death was entertainment. Killing Jesus 
Christ was entertainment in Jerusalem in the year thirty three AD. But killing anyone 
else in Europe was entertainment until very recently. 

As humanity we have made enormous progress. And if there is progress, it is very 
important to identify why. Let me also give you one caveat that is very important. For 
sure, saying that on average we are doing better on the planet is no consolation for 
the mother in South Sudan who saw her children being killed by violence or saw her 
children dying from diseases which are completely curable or who knows that her 
children have no chance of education. In South Sudan only one out of 100 children 
has a chance to reach to nine years of age. For this woman in South Sudan, the aver-
age will not help. That is why we need to bring everyone on board to share in the real 
progress, not only average numbers.  

Let me identify five main reasons why we are successful. Number one, we have much 
better states. You need a strong state to develop, not a brutal dictatorial state, but a 
strong state to frame the market rules and to direct the development. Let me propose 
a success story here. In 1960 a young man called Lee Kuan Yew became the Prime 
Minister of Singapore. At that time the average Singaporean made 450 US dollars a 
year. When last month Lee Kuan Yew at the age close to 90 left this Earth, the aver-
age Singaporean makes 55,000 US dollars a year. Singapore has gone from one of the 
poorest nations, an absolute slum, with a lot of malaria and other problems, into one 
of the richest nations in but one long generation. Why? Basically just for one reason: 
they have been so successful, by and large, because this man and his group of people 
were able to make all the right political decisions. They didn’t have more money than 
anyone else, and didn’t have a better starting point. Most of the people of Singapore 
were uneducated in those days. But they made the right political decisions and they 
created a state which was bringing people to development. We need to assist the 
state formation. There is no way African nations can really prosper, unless they have 
functioning states. 

Second, you need a market-based economy. For a very long time, many people do-
ing development believed in socialism if not outright communism, rather than a free 
market. You need a market-based economy. No other economic formation is effective 
enough. But you need a state to frame that market, to protect people against the neg-
ative sides of the market, for sure. Again if you want an example, what is the difference 
between North and South Korea. Language? Same! Religion? Same! People? Same! 
History? Same! Raw materials? There is much more in the North than in the South. 
The only real difference, however, between the absolute prosperous people of South 
Korea and the absolute destitute people living in the dictatorship in the North is that 
South Koreans basically got the political decisions right and provided a market-based 
economy rather than the communist economy of the North. I mean, South Korea is 
now probably the most successful nation on the planet if you compared it to where 
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they were in the 1950s. The average South Koreans are 390 times richer than they 
were in the 1950s. 

I would not be surprised if there are Hyundai cars in Lithuania and quite a few peo-
ple here are using Samsung mobile phones and some of you may even have tuned 
into the new cultural expression coming from South Korea, the biggest hit ever on 
YouTube, the Gangnam Style. My son has listened to it at least five or ten times. But 
it is an enormous achievement from a nation like South Korea. First the state and 
market-based economy, then you need to prioritize education, because if you want a 
prospering economy, if you want to climb up to become affluent, you must, you must 
emphasize education. And again, the best are Asians here. Singapore is number one 
in education in the world, second is Hong Kong, third is South Korea, fourth is Japan 
and you can continue. All these Asian nations prioritise education. And, you won’t 
believe, Vietnam, still a very poor nation, is doing better in school for their fifteen 
year olds than we do in Norway, one of the richest, and we would think, one of the 
most successful nations on the planet. They must be doing something right because 
they spend much less money on education than we do, and can achieve much more. 
Focus on education is crucial and you must focus on the education even at the time 
when you cannot afford to do anything else. 

If you look at China – they have prioritized education, but they have not prioritized 
health. This is not to say that health is not important. But they said we do education 
first because it is so important for everything else in society. Education is also import-
ant for health and health is also important for education. Of course, this is because 
in a more educated population you will get fewer diseases; I mean the people will 
be more amendable to information etc. etc. So that is the third factor, if you want to 
develop – education. 

Fourth is peace. If you have civil wars, if you have massive conflict in society, it is very, 
very hard to develop. The African Development Bank has tried to stipulate the cost 
of a civil war in Africa – they say it is about 30 years of development. I mean, for sure, 
the worst thing is that many people are killed. But the economic cost of a civil war in 
Somalia, the Central African Republic, in Mali, wherever it may be, is 30 years of de-
velopment. In some cases it is even much worse. When the first female president of 
Africa, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, took office in Liberia in 2006 the average GDP of Liberia 
was 15% of what it was in 1980. Try to think of the situation in Lithuania, if you were 
to go back to 15% of the economic prosperity you have now. That is an enormous 
change and it takes many decades just to recover to the former situation. So avoiding 
civil war, even if it needs some compromises, even if it may need to accommodate 
some rulers which you do not necessarily like, still it may be worth paying the cost, 
because the cost of war is so astronomical for development. It keeps people poor. You 
can’t build a school because the school would be burned down tomorrow. And you 
can’t educate a teacher because the teacher may be killed tomorrow. No one really 
invests neither private nor public capital if there is a war. 

And finally adding to the formation of the state, a market-based economy, focus on 
education and focus on peace, you also need to protect the environment. If you de-
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stroy the environment, you will make the situation for the poor much, much worse. 
I mean everyone will suffer, the planet will suffer, but the poor will suffer the most. 
Still many of the practices that bring development are destructive to the environment 
and we cannot continue with that. 

Brazil decided to reduce the deforestation rate in the Amazon. The Amazon is the 
biggest rain forest on the planet, the most beautiful, fantastic place, and 50% of the 
biodiversity of the planet is in the rainforest. Swarming with flies, insects, butterflies, 
necessarily all, it is so green, it is so beautiful. They decided to reduce the deforesta-
tion rate and they reduced it to 80% in ten years. That is the biggest service to the 
environment by any nation ever. 

We basically now know how to develop. Fifty years back we didn’t know, because fifty 
years back it was just a few nations in Western Europe, the United States of America 
and maybe Japan that could be considered as developed. Now huge parts of the 
planet are developed. So we know what works and what doesn’t. 

Until very recently for sure quite a lot of people on the left, communists, believed in 
so-called dependence theory. They said private investment is bad. We should not have 
private investors because they are sucking money out from the very poor. What we 
all know is that we need more private investment. All the big success stories, I mean 
China, Korea, Turkey, Brazil, and Singapore, have had a huge amount of private invest-
ment. That is part of their success story. So some of these debates are over, because if 
you do not open your eyes the way Kapuściński did, if you do not try to see the world 
the way he did, you will fail. And if you have an ideological view of the world, where 
you do not click into the reality, you will fail. 

In reality the idea of communism is wrong, and the idea of the completely free markets 
is wrong – they have both failed. Successful nations are those which have learnt from 
experience. Lee Kuan Yew, authoritarian leader of Singapore, was once asked what the 
ideology of Singapore is. And he said: “I’m sure it’s not communism, nor it is socialism, 
nor is it liberalism, nor is conservatism. We have one ideology here – pragmatism. If 
we see something going well and working, we do more of it. If we see something 
failing, we do less of it and try to correct that mistake and try to do something else”. 
That has served Singapore well. You also need direction, you need to know where 
to go, you need a moral compass. But on that basis, you should look for what works 
and not being confined by old style ideologies – then you will make a better world. 
Having the policies right is my main message here. 

Although money is not the most important for development, good policies are, you 
need to mobilize the resources. How can we mobilize the resources we have so that 
we can reach out and eliminate absolute poverty by 2030? It is for sure possible. We 
know how to do it. It is a matter of the political will to achieve it. But how can we mo-
bilize the resources? The three main resources for development are 1) aid, 2) private 
investment and 3) tax. We need more and better aid, more and better private invest-
ment and more and better tax systems at the same time. 
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First aid. It has served the planet well. It has been a main source for progress in ma-
ny cases. Let me just give one example. How have we reduced the rate of children 
dying so much? It is because of aid – Bill Gates and a number of other people have 
designed very innovative systems making certain that children are vaccinated. Today 
more than 80% of all children on the planet are vaccinated against all the big killers. 
This is an aid success story. 

As far as I know, there are no poor people in Lithuania, poor that is in the African sense 
or context – meaning that you do not have no chances of getting education to your 
children, that you will die from diseases which are completely curable for little or no 
money. If you can survive a disease at the cost of, let’s say, a dollar per day, you would 
normally survive in Lithuania, but you may still die in the Central African Republic or 
South Sudan. So we are not speaking about exactly the same poverty and we need 
to make resources through aid available for the poorest nations. 

Some nations have really stepped up and provided more development assistance. 
Let me cite a couple of them. The United Kingdom, very surprisingly, under the con-
servative Prime Minister David Cameron, decided to provide 0.7% of their GDP for 
development assistance. And they did. For sure I can tell you it was not popular with 
the average Briton to do that, but the political will triumphed. Another example is 
Turkey. Turkey is a middle-income country not much richer than Lithuania. And Turkey 
is above the average for the rich nations of the world when it comes to its develop-
ment assistance – at 0.45% of its GDP. At the same time Turkey has received 1.7 million 
Syrian refugees, which is not a small number. 

So what the common issue between Turkey and the United Kingdom is, is that they 
are not just providing development assistance because they want to show solidarity 
with the world’s poor, but to see it as a part of their own foreign policy, their own way 
of protecting the next generation of Turks or Brits. Why? Well, if you want to keep any 
nation of the planet safe today, you cannot do it in isolation. 

What else? I think we need free trade to have a more prosperous world. Terrorism will 
not originate in places where business and commerce flourish, but terrorism comes 
from some of the poorest places and then spreads to other places. Climate destruction 
hurts the world’s poor the most. Currently we see huge refugee flows. The European 
Union is discussing whether there should be some quota for every country, which will 
also mark the quota for Lithuania. All these are destructive forces to the global system 
and they can only be handled by making all nations more prosperous. If I want to de-
fend my daughter’s future life, if she is to be able to live a normal life up to around the 
year 2100, the main threats to her are not coming from Norway. But they may come to 
Norway from any other place in the world though terrorism, climate change, the flow 
of refugees, or nuclear wars and only a perspective of the whole world can defend 
us against all this. And that is the thinking of David Cameron, that is the thinking of 
the president of Turkey – Erdoğan. That is why they have stepped up, and that is why 
I think the time has come for you all to gradually step up to the mark. 
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Second, private investment is much bigger than aid. Just to compare the figures: 
development aid in the world last year was 135 billion US dollars. The Foreign Direct 
Investments (FDIs) in the last year were 1.23 trillion US dollars, out of which 55% was 
located in developing countries. So compare these two figures – 1.23 trillion with 
135 billion. It is clear that development assistant is only a small flow and it can’t be 
leveraged, unlike private investment. It can supplement the FDIs and can take some 
of the risks that private investment cannot take and for sure it can be more directed 
to the very poor. 

The big issue is how to make the private investment of this world much greener, much 
more climate friendly and much more directed to those really in need, living in the 
poorest parts of the world. We must use aid to achieve this bigger aim, to influence 
the private investments.  This is why we are setting up a huge number of instruments 
to facilitate this process. 

A few months ago I was in Riga, at the opening of the European Year of Development 
2015. All the big names of the European Union were there and spoke about develop-
ment. And they spoke very well. But to me they made the one cardinal mistake. They 
spoke as if, and by and large, it was Europe who is providing all the development 
aid to the world. But can anyone think what percentage of education in the world is 
provided, by development aid from Europe? I looked into it – it is approximately 1%. 
The rest, 99% of education in Africa and Latin America, India, and China is provided 
for by the taxpayers of those nations. One pays taxes in Turkey or in Brazil or even in 
Pakistan and India and gets some kind of education for his or her children as a return. 
If we can improve the tax system of the poor countries, we will gain a lot more money 
for development than we can provide through aid. 

If we were to get just a 1% increase in tax revenues in all the developed countries in 
the world, that would double all the official development assistance. This is a huge 
potential source of money for education, for health, for road building, rail building, 
whatever it may be. At the same time we should remove all the wrong things – many 
countries still subsidize fossil fuels rather than prioritize education. You won’t believe 
it, but until very recently Indonesia, a brilliant nation, used to spend more money sub-
sidizing fossil fuels than they spend on education and health combined. What does 
this mean – prioritizing cars and drivers over schools and children? Luckily Indone-
sia has already changed their policies. And just for reference, the amount of money 
made available by the Finance Minister of Indonesia is more than the entire official 
development aid of Norway, Sweden and Denmark combined.

Let me summarize now. For the first time in human history we know how to defeat 
poverty. If the great leaders of the past, I mean the great kings of Lithuania in the mid-
dle ages, or Caesar Augustus in Rome, or the great Chinese Emperors, if any of them 
had thought of eradicating poverty, they might not have known how to do it. Even if 
they had distributed their resources used for all the beautiful temples and palaces, to 
all the poor farmers of those days, still, it would have been not enough for everyone. 



331KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

D
EV

EL
O

PM
EN

T 
A

SS
IS

TA
N

C
E 

IN
 A

 N
EW

 W
O

RL
D

Now we know how to do it. We have the policies and we have the money to do it. So 
it is just a matter of the political will to get it done, to mobilize more taxes, to mobilize 
better policies, and more private investment and aid, and then we can achieve this aim. 
Let me end with a quote from probably my favorite politician of all times – Abraham 
Lincoln. He was pragmatic in all his decisions for morally great, clear aims and he once 
said: “If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong.” It is exactly the same with regards to 
moral clarity now. If absolute poverty is not wrong, nothing is wrong”. 

Thank you.

The lecture took place on 13th of May 2015, in Vilnius, Lithuania.  
It was hosted by the Institute of International Relations and Political Science,  
Vilnius University. 
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Extreme poverty has been halved and people have never been richer, healthier or 
better educated. More than 600 million people have been brought out of poverty 
in China alone. But the average global improvement is of little help for the over one 
billion people still living in extreme poverty. Eradication of extreme poverty remains 
a leading aim of the international development agenda and opens a new set of the 
Sustainable Development Goals:

 – Goal 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere.

Extreme poverty rates have been cut by more than half since 1990. While 
this is a remarkable achievement, one in five people in developing regions 
still live on less than $1.25 a day, and there are millions more who make lit-
tle more than this amount daily, plus many people who risk slipping back 
into poverty.

Poverty is more than the lack of income and resources to ensure a sustainable 
livelihood. Its manifestations include hunger and malnutrition, limited access 
to education and other basic services, social discrimination and exclusion, as 
well as the lack of participation in decision-making. Economic growth must 
be inclusive to provide sustainable jobs and to promote equality.

Suggested readings:

1. Barriers and Opportunities at the Base of the Pyramid – The Role of the Private 
Sector in Inclusive Development. UNDP 2014; on line access here. 

2. Beegle, K., et all. (2016). Poverty in a Rising Africa. World Bank Group Publi-
cations.

3. Cora, M.D., Castle, A. (2016). Economic Growth And Poverty Reduction. Cre-
ateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.

4. Mitlin, D. (2012). Urban Poverty in the Global South: Scale and Nature. London: 
Routledge.

5. Murrugarra, E. et all. (2010). Migration and Poverty: Towards Better Opportu-
nities for the Poor. The World Bank Group Publications.

6. Sadi, A. (2012). Poverty Development: International Poverty Net, London:  Au-
thor House UK.
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WHY REFUGEES NEED JOBS, BANK 
ACCOUNTS AND INSURANCE
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I hope the concepts I’m going to discuss today will be relatively straightforward. I think 
the problem will be actually implementing them, which will take decades. There has 
been a change in the last five years or so; there have been more conflicts, and the 
magnitude, the size of these conflicts, their simultaneous nature, has really pushed 
the humanitarian system to its brink. In fact as the high commissioner said, the hu-
manitarian system is broken, it can no longer function in this sort of environment. It’s 
a tough thing to say that it is broken, but it is broken and one of the key issues that we 
have seen, that we will discuss, is actually seeing how we can work with development 
partners. We need to be able to work together to address those who are affected, as 
well as those that are accepting the refugees, the national populations. 

So to start with: this is the paradigm that we have now, which is different to the past; 
you will see this has changed. Our response, the way we respond to refugees in the 
past,  has been to develop refugee camps and you could see that four out of ten, 40% 
of refugees, are in such camps. Nowadays, things have changed somewhat in that 
more and more refugees are outside of camps. But yet again, the way we respond as 
an agency, as a humanitarian community, our response is currently insufficient. You 
will hear a number and you will see it in many discussions about the average refugee. 
The average time one is a refugee is 17 years, give or take. As a fact, you can see that 
45% of refugees have been hosted for over five years in 26 different countries. This 
means we have a seriously protracted situation. For example there is Syria; is Syria an 
emergency or is it a protracted situation? At this point, it is likely both. 
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So one of the policies that we have been working on for years following an urban pol-
icy, is what is called Alternative to Camps, or A2C. It is a simple concept; however, as I 
mentioned, actually implementing this will be very difficult. The idea is that we want 
refugees not to be in camps. You can imagine it is quite a complex situation. When 
you look at some countries – Kenya, for example – which has the refugee camps in 
Dadaab now, it is the second or third largest city in Kenya. So governments have to 
decide and they have to weigh up security versus the freedom of movement for ref-
ugees. Secondly, and another big issue, is that they need to look at the economy and 
this is one of the big issues that I am going to be talking about today. It is extremely 
difficult for many governments’, particularly very poor governments, with very high 
unemployment rates, to allow refugees to actually have freedom of movement and 
freedom to work and we will discuss this. 

So, for A2C to work what we need is a favorable national, legal and policy framework. 
And currently we do not have sufficient evidence to be able to show very clearly that 
if we say to host governments, particularly those that are hosting millions of refugees, 
that refugees should not be in camps, they should have freedom of movement, that 
they should have the right to work and that this will benefit not just the refugees 
but will actually benefit the local economies as well. It is a very complex, serious sit-
uation, and I will show you some data in which we have started for the first time to 
be able to actually look in detail at working with the World Bank, how refugees are 
affecting local economies both positively and negatively, as well as how refugees are 
affecting the national resources. And I am sure most of you are aware Jordan has a 
serious water problem. With the huge amount of refugees there – over six hundred 
and fifty thousand registered refugees and likely more yet to come – how is this af-
fecting the natural water resources? So if, and that is a big if, governments agree that 
refugees can stay out of camps, they cannot just depend on humanitarian systems, 
they will need a right to work, because what is happening in most of these refugee 
camps is once you start a refugee camp it is extremely difficult to end that situation. 
Refugees become dependent on aid, there is no sustainability, the local authorities 
gain a tremendous amount of money and power that comes into the region when 
the international community comes in, and once you start it is extremely difficult to 
stop, and therefore the best way is not to start a camp but to actually allow refugees 
to be outside of the camps – but that requires jobs.

So we have four different strategic plans. One of them is a livelihood plan. We have 
a new policy here and we are working with economists to be able to look at what 
are the issues of the local economy, what are the gaps. We are trying to profile the 
refugees to see actually what they can do, what are their skills and what are needed. 
Also we are trying to change the dynamic in the mindset within the UNHCR. It is very 
common, we think, that many people think of refugees as dependent, as vulnerable 
and as needy. But as we all know, this is not necessarily the case and for the most part 
refugees are very innovative, like immigrants, like all of us. They are just normal people 
that have been uprooted from their houses, from their places of residence, but they 
are not given what they need, to be able to actually be productive. So the whole idea 
of this policy is to actually help them to be productive, but, this is the big but, to also 
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show and make them a positive effect for the nation particularly, the local population 
surrounding them, so that in theory it can be a win-win situation.

Here are just some of the areas that we’re working on. We are working with UNDP 
because the UNHCR is by no means a development organization and we do not have 
the skills to be able to do this, so we are reaching out for new partnerships. Syrians are 
famous for their artisans, 15% or so of Syrian refugees in Lebanon and Jordan identified 
themselves as artisans. We are trying to look at the traditional ways that the Syrians 
work, to work with the Lebanese to, let’s say, modernize. And then we are looking at 
the value chain and we are trying to work with multinationals, that may be able to 
buy some of these services and products and which in theory will help the Syrians, 
Jordanians and the Lebanese alike. In most countries the refugees have no freedom 
of movement nor the right to work, so together with the World Bank, we are trying to 
see what is happening, and what will happen if the governments relax their rules to 
allow refugees to work. How will the local economies adapt. So there are two studies 
that I want to show you.

The “Living in the shadows” report was prepared by the UNHCR in 2014 and it is 
showing clearly that refugees are becoming poorer and poorer, over time, which 
is not a surprise if they are not allowed the right to work and to be able to actually 
make a living. So two-thirds of the refugees are below the national poverty line. The 
national poverty line in Jordan is about 1,000 USD and you can see that 1/6th of the 
refugees are now living with less than 40 USD per person per month, which is un-
sustainable. This is very similar to what is happening in Lebanon, which again, is not 
a surprise, and why you see a massive movement of people migrating outside the 
Middle East towards Europe.

Just recently on 1st of October “The Washington Post” published an article by Jim 
Yong Kim, the Head of the World Bank, who himself was an immigrant from South 
Korea to the United States in 1964. The article is looking for a global strategy to sup-
port refugees and gives some of the preliminary data. For example, in 2014, 26% of 
the newly formed businesses in Turkey were started by Syrians. The influx of cheap 
informal labour in Turkey (around 2 million refugees) has forced many locals “up” into 
the formal sector, where their wages have increased. There are preliminary studies 
in Jordan and Lebanon as well, showing the poverty rates have fallen faster in the 
regions hosting Syrian refugees than elsewhere, because, as you can imagine, the ref-
ugees are not living in isolation. The WFP, UNHCR and donors are putting in millions 
of dollars and they have a big effect on the refugees, as well as on the local economy. 

There’s been a big shift, in fact ECHO has been pushing for it, and DFID has been push-
ing us too towards Cash Based Interventions (CBIs). In the past, donors were usually 
shipping their excess food to the WFP worldwide. Now there is a push towards cash 
based interventions, a move towards unconditional or what is called multi-purpose 
grants. 
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Table 1: Cash Based Interventions: types of approaches.  

Unconditional cash transfers Direct grant with no conditions or work requirements. No re-
quirement to repay any money, and people are entitled to use 
the money however they wish.

Conditional cash transfers A condition is attached as to how the money is spent, e.g. for 
reconstruction of a home, or money is received after a condition 
is fulfilled, e.g. children enrolled at school.

Cash for Work Payment (cash or vouchers) is provided as a wage for work, 
usually in public or community programmes.

Vouchers (cash or commodity) A paper, token or electronic card that can be exchanged for a 
set quantity or value of goods, either in cash (e.g. 10 USD) or 
commodity or services (e.g. 10 kg of maize).  Redeemable with 
selected vendors or in fairs.

Microfinance Micro-credit

Source: Lecture presentation. 

As a result, in Jordan, in Lebanon and in Turkey refugees receive ATM cards with 
a certain amount of money on them. We are measuring the minimum expenditure 
baskets for refugees we are targeting (those that are most vulnerable). This differs 
from the international community choosing what they can buy, as they can choose 
for themselves. We have done this on and off for many years, but this has never been 
done at this level. 

The dignity this provides the refugees is extraordinary. We have done a lot of surveys 
and it is very clear, as anyone in the world would prefer not to be given something, 
but to have a choice of what to buy. There was a bit of a backlash early on saying: “but 
of course they will also spend it on drugs, alcohol and sex” and we, as a protection 
agency, we had a lot to do, to change the ingrained way of our thinking. We now see, 
however, a very positive response towards this new approach. 

What’s happened is that the UNHCR and its partners have been giving unconditional 
grants, multi-purpose grants, in Jordan and Lebanon. The Turkish government has 
been giving these as well. The Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan is now one of the largest 
cities in the country and if you look there, you can see a supermarket that local traders 
have established. There is a lot of competitive bidding and the prices are competitive. 
And most importantly, refugees are able to choose what they need. Security and fraud 
are important too, because donors are concerned about fraud with vouchers, with ATM 
cards and with codes. So as we move more and more towards biometrics, this will be 
hugely important. We are also exploring ways to make sure the process is transparent. 
For instance in Kenya, and many other places, mobile money is working very well. 

The first reason why this is important is because it will change the way humanitarian 
assistance is provided. Number two, though theoretical, this will cause a multiplier 
effect. We are not bringing in these goods, but they are actually being bought locally, 
so there is a positive effect for the local economy and local production. We are talking 
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about tens of millions of dollars. It will have a very positive effect for the economy 
and, therefore, complements what we are trying to do – to make sure that refugees 
coming into a country may have a positive effect both for themselves and the locals. 

We now work with the private sector much more than we have done in the past. Again 
I am not speaking just for the UNHCR but the humanitarian community as such, and we 
work with financial sectors in particular because, again, we do not have the expertise 
to be able to negotiate country-by-country, bank-by-bank, how to implement cash 
based interventions. We also work with the Western Union because, as you are likely 
aware, they are the largest organization in the world dealing with remittances. The 
remittances are huge, but our knowledge on the remittances that occur worldwide is 
rather limited. Nevertheless, it may be true that the remittances the refugees receive 
are higher than what is provided as humanitarian assistance. We also hope to have 
what is called virtual bank accounts for refugees to facilitate cash transfers by relatives. 

We work closely with the EU, the USAid and the World Bank to change the way things 
are done. Even the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria is looking at 
their existing systems and trying to adapt to the changing world. It makes no sense to 
work in an isolated, disconnected way as we do currently, when humanitarian agen-
cies come and start pouring in humanitarian aid but there is no connection to the 
development plans of that country. There needs to be much more flexibility among 
all partners. We have made some progress, I would say even significant progress in 
Jordan and Lebanon, but we are not yet seeing the fruits of this because systems take 
a lot of time to change and this is going to take longer than we would have hoped. 
When there is an emergency, the development people leave, the humanitarian people 
come in. When the emergency ends, then the development people come back and 
the humanitarians leave. We need to be able to work together, yet at this point the 
systems are not there for us to actually make a huge difference. But the changes are 
coming, and the World Bank in particular is making some major new shifts. 

So we have refugees out of camps, they have jobs and cash in bank accounts. But what 
happens when they become seriously ill? I mean there are major issues of course. As 
you can imagine education is another important area, but I am biased because I am 
a physician. The other thing I would also like to mention is that these are middle-in-
come countries and therefore the way we responded was to focus on communicable 
diseases. Now more and more, we need to deal with non-communicable diseases 
and we are dealing with very serious and sophisticated tertiary care. We have had 
to. With the Iraqi crisis, we had to redo all of our protocols dealing with renal dialysis, 
and dealing with cancer. There is a tremendous amount of refugees with diagnoses of 
cancer – they came over to the host countries and we have had to figure out a way to 
continue their treatment. Yet, as you can imagine, tertiary care is incredibly expensive. 

Over the last few years we have been working on various public health policies, and 
this is just a strategy: we now say very clearly, please let’s not have camps, if we can 
avoid it, and let’s not have parallel health or education systems. Let’s try to use the 
existing national systems and integrate refugees. But as you can imagine, this can be 
very difficult.
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But integration is our clear policy now, and what we have been working on. Let me 
give you some examples. We have been looking at health insurance schemes for refu-
gees – ten or fifteen years ago, when I started working with UNHCR, this was beyond 
any discussion. The first time this came up was actually in Iran. Iran has been one of 
the most generous countries in the world to refugees, and the Afghan refugees in 
particular. The Iranians came to us and said: many of these refugees have very serious 
diseases and they are using our hospitals. UNHCR, you are not paying for them, the 
refugees cannot afford them, so we are bearing all the costs. It has taken us seven 
years, but we finally have signed an agreement between the UNHCR and Iran.  It states 
that refugees (there are approximately 850 thousands to 1 million Afghan refugees 
registered in Iran) will be integrated into the Iranian health system. This is a huge 
achievement. Iran does not have many refugee settlements – most of the Afghans are 
outside of refugee camps, many are allowed to work, and the UNHCR has agreed that 
we will pay for their health costs. There is a significant vulnerability across the board, 
as there is in every country, so we will pay some of the health premiums, but the ref-
ugees themselves will pay most of the premiums and then the Iranian government 
by paying a tremendous amount has their contribution as well. We work on similar 
solutions with Malaysia and Congo, and Ghana has already agreed to allow refugees 
into the National Health Insurance System. 

We need to advance legislation systems in host countries and to look at the social 
security systems in many of these countries to see how refugees can actually get into 
the social security system but without bankrupting the host government. All of this 
is interconnected. If refugees would be able to pay premiums because they would 
have the right to work, that may help the national system because the more payers 
you have, ultimately the better the system can be because of the shared risk.

There is also a dream that we have, like with a virtual bank account, of an integrated 
health system or international health systems. Would it be possible to have a consortia 
of health insurance companies throughout the world and that UNHCR together with 
its donors would pay a certain amount of money per refugee up front? The cost of 
that would be huge. At this point it is just a dream, but it is something that we would 
like to see.

So, in summary, these are the four big areas that we are looking at. The alternatives to 
camps, although in some situations, for security reasons, camps are mandatory. There 
is a need for the right-to-work and a livelihood and self-reliance, and cash based inter-
ventions. We will likely change the way we respond to humanitarian assistance if we 
can combine that with the development actors and the donors showing much more 
flexibility in their development funds, their being able to change their development 
plans according to the reality in the field, very quickly. And finally, we are looking at 
better integration into government systems. I have mentioned health insurance, but 
education is equally important and you will find very commonly that once refugees 
have their basics – including health – secured, the next thing they want is education 
for their children, and not just primary and secondary education. They want tertiary 
education too. If we can work on this together, I think the concepts are relatively clear. 
Together with the help from many of the people that are present now in this room, 
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but also together with the younger students here who will hopefully be able to push 
for this sort of policy and framework in the future, I hope we will be able to succeed. 

Thank you.

The lecture took place on 12th of October 2015, in Berlin, Germany.
It was hosted by Hertie School of Governance.
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Our world is in the midst of one of the most intense refugee crises. The UN estimates 
that in recent years more people have been displaced that at any time since World 
War II. In fact, 1 in every 122 persons in the world has been displaced due to conflict. 
At 60 million, this is enough to form the world’s 24th largest country. 

More than a million migrants and refugees crossed into Europe in 2015, sparking a 
crisis as countries struggled to cope with the influx, and creating division within the 
EU over how best to deal with resettling people. However other, non-European coun-
tries are often even more affected – more than 1.3 million refugees live in Lebanon, 
which itself has got only 4.5 million citizens. Jordan hosts over 1 million of refugees, 
mainly from Syria and Iraq, having itself 6.4 million of citizens. 1   

As the international community, largely unprepared, is struggling to meet the de-
mands, Dr. Paul Spiegel of UNHCR argues for a new paradigm. He suggests we must 
go beyond the donor-assistance system, to one in which refugees must be given cash, 
bank accounts and health insurance.

Suggested readings:

1. Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, E. et all. (Eds.) (2014). The Oxford Handbook of Refugee and 
Forced Migration Studies.  Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

2. Lindley, A. (2014). Crisis and Migration: Critical Perspectives. Milton Park: Taylor 
& Francis Ltd. 

3. Martin, S.F. (Ed.) (2014). Humanitarian Crises and Migration: Causes, Conse-
quences and Responses. London: Routledge. 

4. Meier, P. (2015). Digital Humanitarians: How Big Data Is Changing the Face of 
Humanitarian Response. Boca Raton: CRC Press. 

5. Rawlence, B. (2016). City of Thorns: Nine Lives in the World’s Largest Refugee 
Camp. London: Portobello Books Ltd. 

6. Smith, R.E. (2015). The Migration Crisis. CreateSpace Independent Publishing 
Platform.

1  See more at: http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e486566.html. 
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IMPACT OF THE REFUGEE CRISIS ON 
THE WESTERN BALKANS AND THE EU 



345KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

IM
PA

C
T 

O
F 

TH
E 

RE
FU

G
EE

 C
RI

SI
S 

O
N

 T
H

E 
W

ES
TE

RN
 B

A
LK

A
N

S 
A

N
D

 T
H

E 
EU

Thank you very much for inviting me to give a lecture on a topic that is moving many 
minds, not only in Europe but all over the world – but I think this year especially in 
Europe. While I was preparing for this lecture I was thinking, why are we suddenly so 
moved by migration? What is it that suddenly woke us up? Migration has been here 
since Homo sapiens have been walking on this Earth. But somehow we always forget 
very quickly what our history is. And the history of Europe, is a history of migration – 
migration within Europe, migration to Europe and migration out of Europe. Therefore 
I would like to start with this thought and maybe you yourself individually can reflect 
on your own family histories. I am convinced that each of you has a family history of 
migration in one or the other way. Here we are today talking about the current situation 
in the region. And I would like to make sure that we understand that we are talking 
about the so-called Western Balkan region and what happened in 2015. 

How come suddenly so many refugees and migrants came? Was it predictable? What 
was so attractive about the route through this region? I think professionals in migration 
had made many predictions about this. However, listening to predictions is of course 
always difficult for society and for politicians because there are so many predictions 
around, such that you never know which prediction to focus on. 

But this prediction was there for quite a while. Europe has experienced it for over ten 
years. People were coming across the Mediterranean to Spain and to Italy mainly, al-
so to France, in a way which is one of the most dangerous ways to reach Europe. But 
they dared. And they did it for over ten years. And many died. What was the response 
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of Europe to this? The response was Italy and Spain have to deal with this. Nobody 
looked at the situation as if it were a European situation. People who crossed the 
Mediterranean, who risked their lives, they got to Europe. They didn’t go to Italy, they 
didn’t go to Spain, they got to Europe. But why did they come? Did anybody analyze 
why is it that they are really coming? 

Here I would like to take a leap back in history. What happened in Europe in the 19th 
century? The population tripled, poverty was rampant everywhere, industrialization 
increased poverty even more, and the old political systems were crumbling. This means 
people were poor, people were not respected and people didn’t have space. So they 
took off to other parts of this world. Many of them went to the Americas, because 
they could. They just took a boat, then experienced the famous Ellis Island where they 
were sorted out – you were sick, you had to go back, you were healthy, you could 
stay. Many of them went to Australia, many of them went to other parts of the world, 
to China, to Japan, everywhere. Europeans went everywhere. We forgot about that. 

And now here we are. What is happening in Africa? And what is happening in the 
Middle East? The population has quadrupled, the economy is down, politically many 
countries are in limbo, so people are looking for other opportunities. History is re-
peating itself. And we are surprised. 

Then why the Balkan route? The Balkan route has been developed in the last ten 
years because when people were crossing the Mediterranean, there were already 
smugglers looking at ways how to make it easier. Definitely the route through the 
Balkans is much easier and safer than crossing the Mediterranean to Italy. So we have 
had trickles of irregular migrants coming through this region for a long, long time. 
These were at first only small numbers, so nobody paid much attention. But through 
this experience, the route has been slowly developed and smugglers felt safe to di-
rect more migrants this way. The Syria crisis has naturally had a huge impact on this 
because people were desperate to leave. These were real refugees who were fleeing 
for their lives. But a route had been developed that they were able to take and they 
felt they were safe taking it. That’s why the Balkan route is used.

But what happened to Italy and what happened to Spain, happened also to Greece. 
Europe was saying, Greece was not guarding the border. Again one has not learned 
that it’s actually a European issue. But now, finally, one has. We have the seventeen 
point plan that has been agreed on by the EU member states. It is a little bit late, but 
it’s there. It is a plan that should have been there since a long, long time ago. It was 
the High Commissioner for Refugees, Mr. Guterres, who attended the meeting and 
who has very much pleaded for many of the points that are in this plan. This means 
that the whole of Europe has to take responsibility and not to start to discuss numbers 
– who takes how many people. Let’s first put the system in place, let’s communicate 
with the refugees and migrants, and let’s tell them what the reality is, what the op-
tions are. So far, one has not done this yet, but I hope it will come soon – because in 
history whenever there were migration flows, they were not disastrous when people 
knew what will happen and when the receiving countries and cultures were ready 
to receive the migrants. So we can do all of this and it is not so difficult because the 
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numbers are not as big as we are portraying it. As a reality check, after the Second 
World War, Germany at that time destroyed, bombed, no economy, no employment, 
nothing, twelve million people arrived in Germany and had to be absorbed. So when 
we talk about one million coming to the whole of Europe, I think we can handle this. 
We just have to be ready and we have to discuss it. And we have to discuss it not only 
by asking the refugees and migrants about their doubts but also we have to tell the 
population in Europe what is coming, why it is coming and what we have to do. So this 
is just to reflect a little bit on where we are, a bottom line – there is no need for panic. 
There is just a need to communicate, to discuss, but not only to one part of the society 
but to the whole society. And also to communicate with the migrants and refugees. 

And here I come to the important issue that has been very much neglected so far. It is 
to make distinctions about who is a refugee and who is a migrant. Because from the 
beginning of this flow there were no registrations done. Therefore, it was an open 
gate policy for anybody. That is what became actually dangerous. Now we are starting 
to do registration and order is kicking in. Refugees and migrants are also now slowly 
understanding that there is a rule to this migration flow – and this is important. So, 
now Europe is starting to identify who is a refugee, and that means who will receive 
asylum, who can stay and has to be integrated, and who is an irregular migrant and 
does not have a refugee claim and therefore will have to go back home or another 
solution will have to be found. 

With asylum it is very clear. There are laws. Every European country has a law on asylum 
that is very clearly defined. But so far Europe has not agreed on any migration policy 
and each European country has its own definition of who is a migrant and who is not. 
I sincerely hope that the discussion about migration will now be speeded up in the 
European area. Otherwise it will be very dangerous, because the message that comes 
out of Europe is that anybody can try and then we will see. This is not a safe message. 

Coming back to the Western Balkans region, to what is happening there now and the 
actual title of the lecture, this is a development lecture and I wanted to basically focus 
on what appears to be a small thing but in the long run is actually the most important 
thing. What impact does the refugee or migration flow have on development in the 
Western Balkans? The Western Balkans have had very very difficult last decades, and 
development has only slowly started. Some countries have developed faster, and 
some are still working on it – but it is coming. And now suddenly people have come 
and have been crossing through the region. I was talking to the mayors of villages in 
Serbia where you had 2000 inhabitants and there were ten thousand people crossing 
every day. This throws off any infrastructure that is there – the social structure, health 
structure, everything. The development that was very carefully and painfully done 
over the last decade was suddenly within a few days wiped out, because those who 
were taking care of the whole community were completely overburdened with tak-
ing care of the people who were walking through the area. The garbage collection 
was not functional, because it was just impossible to take care of everything. When 
the flow became more sophisticated, i.e. people took buses and trucks, the road in 
the village was completely destroyed within a few weeks, because there had never 
been so much traffic before. 
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This is what throws off development overnight. And that’s where we have to focus 
because if we are not ready to help municipalities, if we don’t understand what it 
is that actually is needed in the villages that are affected, this is where we then get 
xenophobia. We have seen it happening in many European countries. Where people 
were not ready, and they did not understand what was happening, their reaction was 
“We are against refugees”. Actually it’s not about refugees, and not about blaming 
refugees, who are actually running for their lives and looking for attention. It is about 
being ready for what is coming. 

These flows that we have seen in Serbia and that are now also here in Croatia impact 
the municipalities where people walk through. Here in Croatia there is assistance from 
the European Union. One could see the difference between Croatia where assistance 
comes immediately and is immediately applied, and Serbia, where the assistance is 
still on the way. Therefore, also hearing the Croatian, one can see that the flows are 
orderly and that the population understands what is happening. In Serbia we have 
had also a tremendous support from the whole population. From the beginning of 
this year I have not heard a single person or I have not read a single article that would 
say this refugee flow is bad for us and that the refugees should all go home. There 
was such a solidarity as there was here in Croatia, and I think this is a great tribute to 
this region, because many European countries did not have that reaction although 
they were much less affected than Croatia or Serbia. 

So, paying attention to what is coming, communicating with the population, com-
municating with the migrants and refugees and being ready for what is coming is 
necessary.  Because what is coming is not a disaster. It is a natural flow of history that 
all nations have dealt with in the past. The numbers that we are dealing with, as I have 
said at the beginning, are small enough to be manageable. So the migration just has 
to be managed and then everybody will benefit. 

When the refugees continue to pass through this region, they have the dream to stay 
in Sweden or in Germany or in Austria. We will see if it will be possible for them. But 
some of them will also maybe opt to stay in this region, and there is a great recent 
history in reintegrating people and I’m convinced that it will not be difficult in this 
region to give the people who will stay the same support as the refugees received 
just ten or fifteen years ago in Croatia or in Serbia. So with this I will close and I will 
respond to any questions that you may have. Just my overall message would be, to all 
of you, that we are not witnessing a disaster; the only thing that would be a disaster 
is that we have forgot what to do. That would be a disaster –  not the fact that people 
are coming. 

The lecture took place on 14th of December 2015, in Zagreb, Croatia 
It was hosted by the University of Zagreb



349KAPUŚCIŃSKI DEVELOPMENT LECTURES 2015

IM
PA

C
T 

O
F 

TH
E 

RE
FU

G
EE

 C
RI

SI
S 

O
N

 T
H

E 
W

ES
TE

RN
 B

A
LK

A
N

S 
A

N
D

 T
H

E 
EU

Neither the limited local infrastructure nor tried and tested social capitals can with-
stand the size of the present migration challenge unaided. With specialized govern-
ment agencies and international organizations providing direct support to refugees 
and migrants, the UNDP has focused on supporting its traditional partners in local 
government, which in so many regards have shown themselves again and again to be 
the – somewhat less visible – backbone of resilience at times of crises. “The refugee 
and migration crisis threatens years of development gains in the Western Balkans and 
the EU – border communities and local governments on migration routes key to the 
region’s resilience”. 

Suggested readings:

1. Betts, A. (2013). Survival Migration: Failed Governance and the Crisis of Displace-
ment. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

2. Bevelander, P. (2014). Crisis & Migration. Lund: Nordic Academic Press. 
3. Johnson, M.E. (2015). The European Migrant Crisis: Unprecedented Displacement 

on an International Scale. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform. 
4. Kingsley, P. (2016). The New Odyssey: The Story of Europe’s Refugee Crisis. Lon-

don: Guardian Faber Publishing. 
5. Solimano, A. (2010). International Migration in the Age of Crisis and Globaliza-

tion: Historical and Recent Experiences. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
6. Weiss Fagen, P. et all. (2005). The Uprooted: Improving Humanitarian Responses 

to Forced Migration.  Lanham: Lexington Books.
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Klaus Rudischhauser – Moderator

Good morning ladies and gentleman it is my great pleasure to welcome all of you to 
this special edition of The Kapuscinski Lectures. We the European Union are one of 
the largest development actors in the world, and therefore in a unique position to 
shape the future. Today we are very honored to have very distinguished guests with us.

I really would like to thank all the speakers for having accepted to participate in the 
event this morning. This lecture takes place on the eve of an exceptional event. In just 
two days the summit, the UN summit will adopt the 2030 agenda for development, 
with the EU playing a pivotal role. 

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf – President of Liberia 

Good morning all. It is very inspiring to see an audience with such a large number of 
young people as it will be you, the young people, who will be the torch bearers of the 
new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

We have traveled a long road to reach this historic moment. There were several notable 
milestones, in 2000, then 2002, then 2012 the UN Secretary General (UNSG) appointed 
a panel of eminent persons to consider what might constitute a success of framework 
to the MDGs. I had the great pleasure of co-chairing the panel alongside Prime Min-
ister of the UK and President of Indonesia together with twenty four other high level 
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persons from academia, government, the private sector and civil society. We put forth 
a set of twelve potential Goals and capsulated in our report “A new global partner-
ship”. This eventually resulted in a 2030 agenda including the seventeen Sustainable 
Development Goals that will be agreed upon by the heads of states and government 
on Sept 25th, just two days from now. This really will be a historic moment, and will be 
the result of so many of these panelists right here, that have worked so hard to make 
this day come to pass. More importantly, this new agenda has been shaped by you, 
each and every one of you, the world’s global citizens. 

Through widespread global consultations we have heard from men and women, old 
and young, rich and poor, from the global north and the global south. Over 8.5 mil-
lion diverse people have voted on their priority concerns via the My World Survey. In 
spite of that diversity we have managed to craft a coherent, ambitious vision for the 
world in 2030, a world without extreme poverty, a world without hunger and acute 
deprivation, a sustainable world that will generate prosperity and wellbeing, for all 
people through economic and social transformation. 

The reality that we are all one at humanity, part of an interconnected world was 
brought into sharp focus by the recent Ebola epidemic that ravished my home coun-
try Liberia as well as our neighboring countries across West Africa. The Ebola virus 
killed more than four thousand people across my country and has affected many, 
many more. It has demonstrated the power of global collective action. Liberia has 
been able to train a network of community health workers as Contact Traces, who 
track down people who have been exposed to the virus and monitor their symp-
toms; community by community. Religious leaders, tribal leaders, women and youth 
groups, businesses, civil society in many others from across Liberia’s fifteen political 
subdivisions have fought back. 

And so today we can say that we are reclaiming our future that was one threatened 
by this deadly disease. Today we are Ebola free, as a result the United States lifted the 
sanctions on travelers from Liberia. The collective spirit that we experience is at the 
heart of the new SDGs. It is about one humanity. One world. Crucial to the success of 
this long-term agenda is data and information. We need to know where the poorest 
and most vulnerable are. What services and support do they need? We must have the 
requisite information at our fingertips to make informed, evidence based decisions. 
Thankfully, a data revolution is underway, which combined with new information 
communication technologies is providing a whole new toolbox of data collection, 
compilation and analytical approaches. We live in an interconnected world with seven 
billion mobile phone subscribers and more than three billion internet users. Private 
companies have learned to utilize the opportunities afforded by the data revolution 
much faster. This technology will equip us to end extreme poverty once and for all. 

I ask each of you in this room today to become a part of this global partnership, and 
help end poverty and create a more just world. 
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Jeffrey Sachs – Professor of economics 

Thank you, I will be brief. This a big day and it’s a really big week, we had thousand 
students show up last night for a SDGs rally, and of course Pope Francis is coming to 
town. 

We are at a turning point. We’re at a turning point because for decades now we’ve 
been doing some things amazingly well and other things amazingly stupidly and dan-
gerously. And we’ve got to clean up our act. A lot of the mystery of economic growth 
and development has been successfully unlocked. The world economy despite all the 
ups and downs actually works, quite well, for producing broad increases of economic 
growth. China and India have made great progress, poverty has come down sharply 
during the last few decades, keep that in mind. 

Technology has made it possible to include the poor as a part of the world economy. 
This is a technological revolution we are living in. The bad news is that despite warnings 
from eminent scientists now for decades, we still have not taken heed, and 23 years 
after signing the climate agreement there is still no global agreement on how to im-
plement it. This is dumb. Dumb! That is why it’s so important that Pope Francis speak 
to the US Congress. We’ve been mean. On the island that we are located, there are 40 
billionaires within a 5 mile radius, it is the highest concentration of wealth in the entire 
world. And there is a lot of it. We’re now a one hundred and six trillion dollars per year 
world economy. And yet we’re mean. Because tiny, tiny fractions of that could save 
millions of lives and epidemic diseases and make sure that every child has a decent 
education. We need to harness this great productive machine that we have, to solve 
some massive challenges and also produce some wonderful outcomes in the world.

There is not a place on the planet that is not destabilized environmentally right now. 
There is not a place on the planet that is not grappling with the consequences of 
desperately poor people on the move. Sustainable development means harnessing 
the economic development combining it with social inclusion that means everybody 
gets to be part of this, and environmental sustainability. This agenda of Sustainable 
Development that will be adopted on Friday, the 17 SGDs were concluded weeks in 
advance, it is that essential for humanity. 

Now, the final word I want to say is that gives us all a unique opportunity, and it gives 
us all a huge responsibility. These 17 SDGs will not be achieved by governments. Every 
part of society now needs to respond. The world’s much too complicated. The only 
way we can coordinate is that we now have shared Goals for the next fifteen years. 
I feel for us at Columbia University and I speak on behalf of universities around the 
world we have an obligation now to respond. We have a responsibility as a university 
and as all universities around the world. 

So this finally I want to say this: the 17 Goals if you don’t know them by heart, learn 
them. It’s possible. Then you can actually champion them. And you need to champion 
them. We have brilliant scientists like Jim Hansen, Johan Rockstro, brilliant engineers 
like professor V.J. Mody of our engineering school saying: “Here are the new technolo-
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gies that can really make the difference”. It is like having you writing new apps to make 
this work in local context, local languages around the world. So it is the marriage of 
the heart, the science, the knowledge. Let’s do it! Thank you very much. 

Irina Bokova – Director General of UNESCO

In two days we will see a historic moment, with the adoption of the SDGs. I know that 
all of us are brimming with excitement. I think we should pay a special tribute to the 
UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, because he was relentless in this effort. He was 
urging world leaders, he was putting forward initiatives, he was gathering panels, he 
organized the Real Plus Twenty Conference, and he is now urging leaders to take up 
all the responsibility for another major event later this year in December, in Paris the 
Climate Conference COP-21. The agenda of sustainable development and the agenda 
also of the climate change. We know that the Goals, the 17 Goals represent a most 
universal ambitious comprehensive agenda the international community has ever 
adopted to eradicate poverty, to readdress inequalities, to advance. 

It is a unique agenda and the delivery in the solutions also should be unique. We all 
say – business as usual does not work. We need to move beyond the traditional view 
of development. I think in fact this is what this conference also is all about. It is about 
partnerships of innovation, inclusion and ownership. We need also to call for sustained 
and innovative financing, drawing on all resources including domestic, emerging 
economy donors, mobilizing effective means of implementation; connecting all the 
dots together. 

It is important also to connect the dots between the different initiatives on innova-
tion or new technologies. ICT, open educational resources, everything that the new 
technologies can bring to the world and to the implementation of this agenda. But I 
think, we cannot do that if we do not look also in how science and technology change 
the world. And how it can reduce and eradicate poverty, how it can reduce social in-
equalities, redress social inequalities. 

I believe the framework for action that we have adopted in the Global Education Fo-
rum earlier this year gives the keys to understanding why education matters. I said 
the same is true for Science Technology and Innovation.

We need more robust policies, on science, technology and innovation. The issue of 
financing for development is important. We need also to make a change in recognizing 
Science, Technology and Innovation as a goal in itself. So this is where we are working 
nine agencies from the United Nations under the leadership of UNESCO have created 
a technology facilitation mechanism, which will be launched at the high level summit 
here, at the United Nations as well. 

So just to say my last word – I think the 17 ambitious Goals that we are adopting this 
week are truly transformative and universal. We have to empower governments. We 
have to give them the right tools, the best practices, the corrective actions and the 
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data. And this is where the role of the partners is so important because as I stated at 
the beginning, partnerships are the key. 

We live in a planet under pressure. We cannot postpone some of the decisions for bet-
ter times. We cannot postpone some of the decisions and actions that we have to take 
to eradicate extreme poverty. Because people want a better life, and some of them 
are becoming refugees. They are refugees from conflicts and also from climate. We 
really have to go down to development. To eradicate poverty, to strengthen effective 
national, regional and other policies in order to bring about the development that we 
want to know, to have. So both ambitions, post 2015 agenda and development goals 
and climate change agreement hopefully to be achieved in December. I think are the 
big two agendas this year that we have in front of us. And I think we can manage. 
Nothing is predestined. Thank you. 

Jan Eliasson – UN Deputy Secretary General

Thank you very much. My father always said to me: “Listen son, there is no coincidence 
that God gave us two ears and only one mouth.” So please let me be very brief. 

1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere,
2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustain-

able agriculture,
3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages,
4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all,
5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls,
6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all,
7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and clean energy for all,
8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and produc-

tive employment and decent work for all,
9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization 

and foster innovation,
10. Reduce inequality within and among countries,
11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable,
12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns,
13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts,
14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustain-

able development,
15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably 

manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation 
and halt biodiversity loss,

16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide 
access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions 
at all levels,

17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership 
for sustainable development,
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We have been working together on this for the last three and a half years, practically 
every day. One important task is to see the implementation, turning these Goals into 
reality. We cannot do it alone; we have to do it together. I’ll come back to that. 

Now many of you, I hope, will also be at the forefront of realizing you are living up to 
these Goals which will be adopted hopefully two days from now. There is now great 
excitement and anticipation around the world for the seventeen SDGs, which are at 
the heart of the 2030 Agenda, that has already mobilized, energy and the momentum 
across the world and across all sectors of society. This is now a question of setting 
the conditions for future generations and we definitely have to do it with energy and 
strength. 

We need to set a direction for ourselves and for development for the next fifteen 
years. The agenda is universal. It incorporates the social economic and environmental 
dimensions of sustainable development. It aims to promote universal human wellbe-
ing and to protect our planet. 

To eradicate poverty in all its forms is an overarching goal. Its addresses hunger un-
der-nutrition and healthy lives for all, and aims to achieve gender equality and uni-
versal access to quality education, ensure access to clean water, decent sanitation and 
renewable energy. It links the social and economic and environmental dimensions 
of the Goals on climate change. Oceans and terrestrial eco systems, the new agenda 
also links economic and social progress to peaceful and inclusive societies, as well as 
to human rights, the rule of law and strong institutions. There is no peace without 
development and there is no development without peace. And there is none of the 
above without respect of human rights. 

In other words, we have three pillars as an agenda for the UN and the world. And we 
have to work on all three, strengthen all three at the same time. That is a huge task 
but it is doable. It is doable; it must be doable. None of the Goals can be achieved in 
isolation from the others. We must stop thinking in silos. Start thinking horizontally. 
Each Goal is also related to a number of targets that relate to other Goals, creating 
a web of inter-linkages. But this calls for an integrated all-inclusive approach to poli-
cymaking and implementation, using all partners available. We need to make serious 
progress. And in the end achieve those Goals by 2030. 

SDG 6 for example: safe water and sanitation for all. It is connected to a number of 
other Goals. They are connected to child mortality, maternal health, to education, 
gender equality and to poverty eradication. Five of the present eight Goals are im-
mediately related to this issue and vice versa.  An integrated approach will give us the 
momentum to really get things done. Goal twelve – sustainable consumption produc-
tion. We can’t achieve sustainable development without changing our conception of 
production patterns. We have to reduce, we have to reuse, and we have to recycle to 
make these Goals become realities. 
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Bill Swing is present here, a great hero on migration and right now he is one of the 
busiest persons in the world. This is not a national level not even on region level 
problem, you’ve got to go global. 

We have worked in silence for too long. Our mindset has to change into acting and 
thinking as I said broadly or horizontally we should focus on problems and ask who 
can bring about progress and change. The UN development system is now gearing 
up and the UN General Assembly is gearing up to help in different ways at the country 
level, which is of course the most important level. First, the UN will provide immediate 
support to governments to implement the Agenda, the new Agenda. And to reflect 
it in National Development Plans and policies, at their request of course. Second, we 
will support countries to accelerate progress on their development priority areas and 
thirdly, we will make expertise on sustainable development and governance available 
to governments at all stages for this process. 

You can all drive change. Think about your own studies and your research and con-
sider how it touches on various economic and social environmental dimensions or 
development. You all have a role to play. We now need a broad mobilization for 
change. Nobody can do everything. But everybody can do something. It is clear that 
governments can’t achieve this agenda alone. The broader discussions at the UN and 
very much outside the UN generated as I said earlier the basic interest and now the 
momentum which we can build on to rally all actors around the SDGs and for this we 
need the involvement of academia. We also need the engagement of civil society to 
help governments serve their people, remember the first three words of the charter. 
“We the peoples”, remember the first three words. 

And also we need the full involvement of the local authorities. Including the G77 and 
in Africa particularly could make sure that this becomes a living concept also on the 
local level. The private sector has an important role to play not only to develop sus-
tainable production patterns but also importantly, I would say very much important, 
create jobs, not least for young people. 

So in closing dear friends, let me say that the adoption of the SDGs is not an end but 
the beginning of a historic enterprise, affecting everybody. It calls for actions by gov-
ernments, parliaments, business world, civil society, academic community and by the 
private sector, in other words all people everywhere. Only by working together can 
we achieve the Goals of Sustainable Development in today’s world. 

The lecture took place on 12th of October 2015, in Berlin, Germany.
It was hosted by Hertie School of Governance.
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In 2016 the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were replaced by the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs), which are expected to carry on the mo-
mentum generated by the MDGs and fit into a global development framework 
beyond 2015. In the interest of creating a new, people-centered development 
agenda, a global consultation was conducted online and offline. Civil society or-
ganizations, citizens, scientists, academics, and the private sector, from around 
the world, were all actively engaged in the process. Activities included thematic 
and national consultations, and the My World survey led by the United Nations 
Development Group.

The UN Secretary General presented a synthesis of the results of these consultation 
processes. In July 2014, the UN General Assembly Open Working Group (OWG) 
proposed a document containing 17 goals to be put forward for the General 
Assembly’s approval in September 2015. This document set the ground for the 
new SDGs and the global development agenda spanning from 2015-2030. From 
ending poverty to ensuring education for all, from reducing inequalities to fighting 
climate change, the Goals are looking to improve the lives of all citizens – every 
single person in every country.

The SGDs implementation and progress can be followed on line here.


