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futures. In response, this new edition of From Poverty to Power has been fully revised and now 
includes a new chapter with an in-depth analysis of the human impact of the global financial 
and food crises.

From Poverty to Power argues that a radical redistribution of power, opportunities, and assets 
rather than traditional models of charitable or government aid is required to break the cycle 
of poverty and inequality. Active citizens and effective states are driving this transformation.

Why active citizens? Because people living in poverty must have a voice in deciding their own 
destiny and holding the state and the private sector to account. Why effective states? Because 
history shows that no country has prospered without a state structure that can actively manage 
the development process.

There is now an added urgency: climate change. We need to build a secure, fair, and sustainable 
world within the limits set by scarce resources and ecological realities. 

From Poverty to Power should be read by students, researchers, NGO workers and all those 
who want to contribute to ending global poverty. 
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‘This second edition is a must read for those wanting data, analysis and positive guidelines about how to react to the 
cuts and financial setbacks in the West or build on the new opportunities opened by the Arab Spring in the South.’

Sir Richard Jolly, Honorary Professor and Research Associate, Institute of Development Studies, 
University of Sussex

’A unique blend of solid academic understanding, serious activist experience, and political acumen. 
Well worth a read – or a re-read.’

Ha-Joon Chang, Reader, Faculty of Economics, University of Cambridge

‘A discerning and prophetic analysis of the political and economic turbulence of recent years.’
Professor Caroline Moser, Institute for Development Policy and Management, University of Manchester

‘The book is a must read for anyone who is concerned about ending poverty, reducing inequality and promoting 
environmental sustainability simultaneously in the world.’

Professor Justin Lin, The China Center for Economic Research, Peking University, 
and former Chief Economist, The World Bank

‘This book is invaluable for anyone who wants to understand both the shocking injustices of the way the world is run 
and the means by which they can be put right.’

George Monbiot, journalist, activist, and campaigner

‘A tour de force.’
Professor Robert Chambers, Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex

‘In telling us what can be achieved by ordinary people through organised  
action, this book generates hope even as it enhances understanding 

of what is involved in the removal of poverty.’
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Praise for this book

`This second edition is a must read for those wanting data, analysis and positive guide-
lines about how to react to the cuts and financial setbacks in the West or build on the 
new opportunities opened by the Arab Spring in the South.’

Sir Richard Jolly, Honorary Professor, Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex

`This second edition, in addition to being thoroughly updated, provides equally pene-
trating analyses of more recent events, like the global financial crisis, the food crisis, 
and the Arab Spring. Well worth a read – or a re-read.’

Ha-Joon Chang, Reader, Faculty of Economics, University of Cambridge

`With its emphasis on the role of active citizenship and the need for effective states, 
From Poverty to Power provides a discerning and prophetic analysis of the political and 
economic turbulence of recent years.’

Professor Caroline Moser, School of Environment and Development, 
The University of Manchester 

`The book is a must read for anyone who is concerned about ending poverty, reducing 
inequality and promoting environmental sustainability simultaneously in the world.’

Justin Lin, Former Chief Economist, World Bank

`Duncan Green's focus on the importance of active citizens interacting with effective 
states for transforming the power relations that trap poor people in poverty has an 
enduring relevance.’

Naila Kabeer, Professor of Development Studies, SOAS, University of London

`This book is invaluable for anyone who wants to understand both the shocking injus-
tices of the way the world is run and the means by which they can be put right.’ 

George Monbiot, journalist

`Duncan Green combines academic expertise, a flair for storytelling and an activist's 
sense of urgency in this essential guide to both what is wrong with the world and how 
to put it right.’

Claire Melamed, Head of Growth, Poverty and Inequality Programme, 
Overseas Development Institute 

`A tour de force … At once shocking, realistic and radical, this book takes us further on 
the road to understanding the challenges of development and what needs to be done.’

Robert Chambers, Institute of Development Studies 

`Oxfam's great strength is that it channels the moral outrage that global poverty evokes 
into effective action based on solid research.’

Dani Rodrik, John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University 

`From Poverty to Power has played an important role in reshaping modern attitudes to 
development, with poor people as protagonists, never objects or victims.’

Jonathan Glennie, Overseas Development Institute

`This book does justice to raising the spectre of inequalities … between the world's richest 
and poorest people and countries.’

Bineta Diop, Executive Director, Femmes Africa Solidarité

`Duncan Green uses numerous case studies to demonstrate this book is not merely an 
academic textbook but a manual for real, practical and lasting social change.’

Andrew Dodgshon, Tribune

‘The enormous breadth of this book, along with the author’s clear style and coherent 
presentation, makes it an indispensable key text for students of international 
development.’

Alexia Rogers-Wright, Department of Geography, University of Hull
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foreword

George Bernard Shaw argued more than 100 years ago (in the preface to his 
1907 play Major Barbara) that, ‘The greatest of evils and the worst of crimes 
is poverty’. This certainly goes well beyond noting the fact that poverty is a 
huge tragedy, which ruins the lives of a great many people across the world. 
The immense tragedy of poverty is obvious enough: lives are battered, happi-
ness stifled, creativity destroyed, freedoms eradicated by the misfortunes of 
poverty. But Bernard Shaw was not talking, on this occasion, about the hard-
ship of poverty, or the misfortune that goes with it. He was commenting on 
the causation and consequences of poverty – that it is bred through evil and 
ends up being a crime. Why so? And how is that evil bred?

The classic view that poverty is just a shortage of income may be well estab-
lished in our minds, but ultimately we have to see poverty as unfreedoms 
of various sorts: the lack of freedom to achieve even minimally satisfactory 
living conditions. Low income can certainly contribute to that, but so can 
a number of other influences, such as the lack of schools, absence of health 
facilities, unavailability of medicines, the subjugation of women, hazardous 
environmental features, lack of jobs (something that affects more than the 
earning of incomes). Poverty can be reduced through expanding these facili-
ties, but in order to guarantee that, what is needed is an enhancement of the 
power of people, especially of the afflicted people, to make sure that the facili-
ties are expanded and the deficiencies removed.

People remain unempowered as a result of a variety of complex processes. 
The predicament of the poor need not be the result of deliberate cultivation 
of asymmetry of power by identifiable ‘evil-doers’. But no matter how the 
deprivations develop, the gross asymmetries do not correct themselves. Quiet 
acceptance – by the victims and by others – of the inability of a great many 
people to achieve minimally effective capabilities and to have basic substan-
tive freedoms acts as a huge barrier to social change. And so does the absence 
of public outrage at the terrible helplessness of millions of people. Thus the 
social evil draws not just on those who positively contribute to keeping 
people down, but also on all the people who are ready to tolerate the thor-
oughly unacceptable predicaments of millions of fellow human beings. The 
nature of this evil does not relate principally, even primarily, to the diagnosis 
of specific evil-doers. We have to see how the actions and inactions of a great 
many persons together lead to this social evil, and how a change of our priori-
ties – our policies, our institutions, our individual and joint actions – can help 
to eliminate the atrocity of poverty.
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This book from Oxfam explores many different ways in which poverty is 
being fought through the empowerment of the people whose deprivations 
relate ultimately to their helplessness in a badly organised world. Under the 
lead authorship of Duncan Green, the book discusses a number of different 
types of initiative across the world that have enhanced and expanded the 
powers of the powerless and through that have reduced the unfreedoms that 
characterise the poverty of the deprived. In bringing about these changes, the 
state obviously can – and does – have an important role to play, and yet the 
state is not the only responsible agency that can make a difference, nor is it 
the only instrument for tackling the general evil that society tends to tolerate 
and accept. If the evil of poverty and the crime associated with it can come 
through the actions and inactions of a great many persons, the remedy too 
can come from the co-operative efforts of people at large.

What the report calls ‘active citizenship’ can be a very effective way of 
seeking and securing solutions to these pervasive problems of powerlessness 
and unfreedom. The reader is told about various efforts at enhancing the 
power of the unempowered, varying from the pursuit of women’s rights in 
Morocco to the international campaign to ban landmines around the world. 
They can all make a huge difference in fighting intolerable and unacceptable 
deprivations. One case study after another is invoked, presented, and inves-
tigated to show how changes can be brought about through deliberate and 
organised efforts.

This book, which I hope will be widely read, is important for at least three 
distinct reasons. First, through discussing the ways and means of reducing 
and removing deprivation, the case studies bring out the role of powerless-
ness in generating deprivation and the effectiveness of empowerment in over-
coming widespread deprivations.

Second, studies of this kind serve as much-needed correctives to the growing 
tendency to think of poverty removal mainly in terms of economic growth. 
There has certainly been some success in many countries in the world in 
reducing the proportion of people with very low incomes through economic 
growth, a success that is significant enough even though the achievements are 
often exaggerated. But the attraction – even the intoxication – of this success 
has also contributed to the mistaken understanding that (1) raising income is 
the uniquely privileged way – indeed the only secure way – of removing the 
unfreedoms of poverty (this downplays the role of general enhancement of 
economic, social, and political opportunities) and (2) high economic growth 
must necessarily be a sure-fire method of raising the incomes of the poor (this 
understates the social changes that are needed for expanding the freedom of 
the deprived to get a reasonable share in market-based aggregate economic 
growth). It is critically important, as a corrective, to clarify, with actual illus-
trations, that poverty has many dimensions, and that the removal of depriva-
tion calls for much more than economic growth (important as it is).
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Third, the recounting of a number of successful initiatives in removing 
deprivation through empowerment helps also to confront the pervasive 
pessimism that has become so common these days concerning the possibility 
of deliberately bringing about the changes that are needed. An exaggerated 
belief in the frailty of public efforts – whether of the state or of active citi-
zens – generates a climate of cynicism and provides comfortable grounds for 
inaction and torpor, even when the widespread deprivations and sufferings 
are fairly well recognised. The recounting of what is actually being achieved 
– and how these achievements come about – can be very important as an 
antidote to inactivity based on exaggerated pessimism.

Bernard Shaw may have chosen unusual words to characterise poverty as 
an ‘evil’ and a ‘crime’, but underlying that verbal choice is clearly a call for 
action, through a more forceful social analysis of the nature and causation 
of poverty that can lead to more determined efforts to eliminate the iniquity 
of poverty. In telling us what can be achieved by ordinary people through 
organised action, this book generates hope even as it enhances understanding 
of what is involved in the removal of poverty. The world does need hope as 
well as the know-how, and we have reason to be grateful for what we get from 
this important study of a rich collection of collaborative social action.

Amartya Sen
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Preface to the second edition

Revising for a second edition is likely to be a nerve-wracking exercise for any 
author. History moves blithely on, leaving a trail of wrecked and abandoned 
theses in its wake; critics and reviewers shine a floodlight on the weaknesses; 
one’s own thinking (hopefully) develops. 

Since From Poverty to Power was written in 2007, tumultuous events have 
battered the global system – financial and economic implosions, food price 
chaos and political upheaval. Yet (a pleasant surprise), these events have 
largely upheld the central arguments of the book – the central role of effective 
states and active citizens in bringing about genuine human development, 
and the primacy of ‘the national’ in development, compared to an often 
exaggerated emphasis on ‘the international’.

Discussion of climate change, once framed largely in terms of future 
threats, is clearly now an issue of present dangers, not least in the multi-
layered impact on poor and vulnerable communities. While this urgency 
has sadly not moved climate negotiators, it has helped bring a new intellec-
tual seriousness to development thinking. Ecosystems have boundaries, and 
we had better not cross them. Oxfam’s GROW campaign, launched in 2011, 
arose from just such a reflection.

Critiques of the book have largely focused on the role of the private sector, 
and here my thinking has indeed evolved. I realised I had downplayed a 
crucial point: Markets and companies can indeed largely be left to states 
and citizens to sort out, as I argued in 2008. But the nature and exercise of 
economic power is a vital aspect of the politics of development that warrants 
much more attention than I gave it. 

Perhaps the biggest transformation for me as an author has grown out of 
the digital revolution. A blog launched to coincide with the publication of 
this book [www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p] rapidly acquired a life (and readership) 
of its own, offering a level of spontaneity and interaction with readers that a 
book can never provide. 

One aspect of the book has particularly flourished within Oxfam – the 
focus on ‘how change happens’, a phrase that inspires development practi-
tioners to ask good questions. Though the theoretical annex on this subject 
in the first edition rapidly became outdated and is not here (it is still avail-
able online), ‘How Change Happens’ will be the topic for my next book. Now 
there’s a hostage to fortune.

xii



acknowledgeMents

The word ‘editor’ hardly does justice to Mark Fried’s enormous contribution 
to this book. Over both editions, he has used his unique combination of 
editorial skills and deep knowledge of development to shape the text, spot 
gaps, and propose improvements – all this with unfailing patience and good 
humour. Seemingly infinite reserves of stamina and good humour have also 
allowed Anna Coryndon to manage the project from its conception, through 
byzantine consultations, to final product, her extraordinary eye for detail 
spotting whenever things were starting to unravel. Jonathan Mazliah proved 
an equally perfectionist project manager on the second edition. It has been a 
delight to work with all three.

I would like to thank Oxfam for ensuring that I had the time and 
resources to get this job done. In particular Phil Bloomer, and before him 
Justin Forsyth, offered unswerving support and brilliant advice throughout. 
Others who played a crucial role include John Ambler, Jaime Atienza, Jan 
Bouke Wijbrandi, Becky Buell, Sam Bickersteth, Marjolein Brouwer, Celine 
Charveriat, James Ensor, Gonzalo Fanjul, Lot Felizco, Jeremy Hobbs, Avinash 
Kumar, Richard King, Adam Leach, Tom van der Lee, Luk Tak Chuen, and 
Chris Roche. Space forces me to be selective – the full list of those I would like 
to thank is on the book’s website. Dozens of Oxfam specialists, and others, 
have also contributed background papers and case studies – these are listed in 
the section ‘Background papers and case studies’.

Outside Oxfam, numerous academics and others have offered expert advice. 
They include Saamah Abdallah, Chris Adam, Sabina Alkire, Supriya Akerkar, 
Catherine Barber, Peter Bakvis, Nicholas Bayne, Stefan Baskerville and first-
year students at University College, Oxford, Jo Beall, David Booth, Saturnino 
M. Borras Jr, Oygunn Brynildsen, Diana Cammack, Ha-Joon Chang, Martha 
Chen, Anuradha Chenoy, Peter Chowla, John Clark, Chris Cramer, Paddy 
Coulter, James Darcy, Michael Ellis, Rosalind Eyben, Julian Filochowski, Sean 
Fox, Verena Fritz, John Gaventa, Jonathan Hellin, Mark Heywood, Rolph van 
der Hoeven, Richard Jolly, Jonathan di John, Roman Krznaric, David Lewis, 
Matthew Lockwood, Ian MacAuslan, Ruth Mayne, Branko Milanovic, Nuria 
Molina, Jamie Morrison, Sarah Mulley, Karma Nabulsi, Peter Newell, Sheila 
Page, Jenny Pearce, Jeff Powell, the staff and students of Queen Elizabeth 
House, Oxford, Vicky Randall, Amartya Sen, Frances Stewart, Pablo Suarez, 
Jim Sumberg, Michael Taylor, Kevin Watkins, David Woodward, Andrew 
Wyatt, Roger Yates and Dan Yeo. The author assumes full responsibility for all 
opinions and any errors.

xiii



Finally, I would like to thank my family, Catherine, Calum and Finlay, for 
putting up with a self-obsessed author in the house (again).

A list of the non-government and civil society organisations and networks 
supported by Oxfam that are mentioned in this book is available on the 
book’s website: www.fp2p.org

FROM POVERTY TO POWER

xiv



xv

list of acronYMs

AIDS acquired immune deficiency syndrome
ART antiretroviral treatment/therapy
ARV antiretroviral
ASEAN Association of South-East Asian Nations
AU African Union
CAP Common Agricultural Policy
CDM Clean Development Mechanism
CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women 
CERF Central Emergency Response Fund
CGIAR Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research
CSO civil society organisation
CSR corporate social responsibility
DAC Development Assistance Committee (of the OECD)
DFID Department for International Development (UK)
ECOSOC United Nations Economic and Social Council
ECOWAS Economic Community of West African States 
EFA Education for All
EITI Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative
EPA Economic Partnership Agreement
EPZ export-processing zone
EU ETS European Union Emissions Trading Scheme
FAO Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
FDI foreign direct investment 
FTA free trade agreement
G7 the seven richest nations (USA, UK, Germany, Japan, Italy, 

France, and Canada)
G8 G7 nations + Russia
GATS General Agreement on Trade in Services
GATT General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
GAVI Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization
GBS general budget support
GCAP Global Call for Action against Poverty
GCE Global Campaign for Education
GDP gross domestic product
GNP gross national product
HIPC Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Debt Reduction Initiative



FROM POVERTY TO POWER

xvi

HIV human immunodeficiency virus
ICC International Criminal Court
ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross
IDP internally displaced person
IFI international financial institution
IFRC International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies
IHL international humanitarian law
ILO International Labour Organization
IMF International Monetary Fund
INGO international non-government organisation
IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
LDC least developed country
MDG Millennium Development Goal
MDRI Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative
MSF Médecins Sans Frontières
NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement
NGO non-government organisation
OCHA UN Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN)
ODA overseas development assistance
ODI Overseas Development Institute, UK
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
ORT oral rehydration therapy
PRGF Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility (IMF)
PRSP Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (IMF and World Bank)
SAP structural adjustment programme
SAPRI Structural Adjustment Participatory Review Initiative
SARS severe acute respiratory syndrome
SMEs small and medium-sized enterprises
SWAP sector-wide approach
TNC transnational corporation
TRIMS Trade-Related Investment Measures 
TRIPS Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights
UNCAC UN Convention Against Corruption
UNCTAD United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
UNDP United Nations Development Programme
UNFCCC UN Framework Convention on Climate Change
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund
WFP World Food Programme
WHO World Health Organization
WIPO World Intellectual Property Organization
WTO World Trade Organisation


