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Abstract

In the majority of less developed countries, the people most likely to be poor are those who are socially excluded because of their ethnicity, religion, clan, caste, gender, or region. Disadvantaged by who or what they are, or where they live, such people are discriminated against in schools, in courtrooms, in where roads are built, and in the families and communities in which they live. Born into poverty, they usually die in poverty, their talents and hard work unrewarded or stifled by the societies into which they were born.

This kind of discrimination and exclusion is endemic in states that lack cohesion. Politicians and officials of states with fractured identities rarely feel any responsibility to assist the poor, whom they see not as compatriots, but as competitors for the spoils of government.

Such attitudes are exacerbated by weak accountability mechanisms that leave self-interested élites free to dominate their dis-enfranchised countrymen. With elections rigged, the media starved of resources, civil society weak, government officials unresponsive, and the poor limited in their ability to organise, rulers have little incentive to pay any heed to the interests of the poor.

Notwithstanding this, international aid programmes intended to help the poor often pay little attention to the political and social dynamics that keep people in poverty. Consequently, many aid programmes either fail in their objectives or have only a fleeting impact. The enduring success of efforts to reduce the depth and breadth of poverty in the developing world depends on changing the socio-political dynamics of exclusion - changing how politicians, administrators, judges, community leaders, and other powerful members of society perceive the poor.

Such a change in attitudes cannot, of course, be imposed from outside. It must, instead, arise within the developing world itself, and be driven primarily by domestic forces. But what can we, the international community, do to support and to encourage such a shift in perception?

Two strategies are likely to yield good results, especially if they are inter-linked. One strategy is to look for ways in which to promote social cohesion at the national level and to de-centralise government authority to a level at which the population feels a sense of common affinity and destiny. The second strategy is to seek out and to work with leaders and élites who are actively promoting political and social inclusivity - or whose culture, religion, or political ideology has the potential to favour an inclusive policy.

The first part of this essay examines the roots of social exclusion and its impact on poverty. The second part describes how governments in socially-divided countries discriminate against the poor and the vulnerable, worsening their plight. In the third part, the spotlight falls on social inclusion. It explores, in turn, the two factors that promote inclusiveness, growth, and economic development: 1) social cohesion; and 2) inclusive ideologies (both religious and political). The fourth and final last part looks at what the international community can do to help unlock the two doors to inclusivity.

THE ROOT OF THE PROBLEM: SOCIAL EXCLUSION

All developing countries suffer, to some degree, from weak government, inequitable social relationships, and self-interested politics, but the more socially-fractured ones produce a system of governance that inevitably works against the interests of the weak and deprived. As a consequence, the poor are especially vulnerable - and unlikely to be able to improve their situation no matter how hard they work.

Élites in these places feel as though they have little or nothing in common with their poorer countrymen, and are rarely compelled - be it by competitive elections, a vibrant media, or a coalition of religious leaders - to consider the interests of the lower classes. They thus see little point in helping the poor participate as full citizens in the social, economic, and political life of the country. And the élites are not usually just indifferent to the fate of the poor. Often, they deliberately exclude them. Once established, these attitudes and practices can become ingrained in the political culture - perpetuating themselves over generations.

As a report published in 2009 by the Chronic Poverty Research Centre notes, most chronically poor:

“are economically active, but are persistently poor due to their position within households, communities, and countries. Chronic poverty is most frequent when social and spatial traps overlap. Social groups who suffer from discrimination and prejudice include ethnic minorities, migrant and bonded labourers, refugees and internally displaced people.”

A 2009 report issued by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) on poverty in Africa makes a similar point: 

“Inequality, exclusion and adverse incorporation have a significant impact on poverty and are often played out in ethnic tensions. Ethnicity is a key defining characteristic in Africa, driving discrimination, conflict, state formation, political alliances, economic choices, etc. Where ethnicity overlaps with territorial claims it plays a central role in determining wealth and poverty as well as access to resources and political power.”

The Historical Roots of Exclusionary Politics

Many of these divisions go back at least to colonial times (and even further in some cases, such as India, Ethiopia, and Nepal), when European powers redrew the maps of Africa, Latin America, and parts of Asia, carving out states with borders that simply ignored local political groupings and geographies. The result was a large number of countries made up of a patchwork of distinct racial, ethnic, religious, and clan groups - most of which had no historical experience of working together.

The European imperialists tended to favour particular groups and regions, largely because this helped the Europeans exploit their territories more easily and cheaply. They disbursed power, wealth, social services, and infrastructure in ways which created major economic and political disparities between different groups and different areas within the same country. When the colonialists left, the favoured groups that they had created remained - and, ever since, they have fought, naturally enough, to maintain their privileged positions.
 Meanwhile, those who imperialism disfavoured have fought to reverse their positions.

The legacy of colonial rule by exclusion permeates post-colonial societies, and affects how each group views the others. Even a sudden change in a country’s governing regime does not change the pattern. Until the American invasion in 2003, Iraq’s Sunni population - first installed in power by the country’s British overlords - dominated the state at the expense of everyone else. Since Saddam Hussein’s overthrow, Shiites have sought to replicate the model - except that they want to install themselves in charge. In Kenya, the Kikuyu tribe still benefits from the advantages (in business, land, and government resources) that it was given decades ago under colonial rule. The 2008 post-election violence in Kenya was spurred by a feeling among other groups that it was “our turn to eat”.
 Liberia’s long period of conflict started in 1981, when the indigenous population overthrew the Americo-Liberian élite—African Americans who had literally colonized the country in the nineteenth century.

Officials in these post-colonial states often find that their own standing and well-being is better served by taking care of people from their own identity group or ruling clique, even if it means hurting everyone else. The lack of solidarity across groups means that no one - and especially not the people who pull the levers of power - works for the good of the country as a whole.

Where co-operation does extend across ethnic and religious lines within a ruling élite - as in Nigeria - it is usually only a cynical alliance of opportunity among different factions within a narrow ruling class. In all these weakly governed states, various cliques compete to take advantage of the general lawlessness in society, siphoning off money from everything from state construction projects, to gold mines, to warfare. In such situations, identity divisions may be manipulated for short-term personal or political gain, widening the gulf between groups and re-inforcing the dominance of the wealthy over everyone else.

How Social Exclusion Affects the Poor

This political and economic exclusion produces social exclusion that limits access to all kinds of public services and business opportunities. As a 2005 report from the Department for International Development (DFID) report explains:

“Discrimination occurs in public institutions, such as the legal system or the education and health services, as well as in the household and in the community. Men, women and children who are discriminated against often end up excluded from society, the economy and political participation. They are more likely to be poor. They are more likely to be denied access to income, assets and services. These people suffer from social exclusion—and poverty reduction is harder as a result. Poverty reduction policies often fail to reach socially excluded groups unless they are specifically designed to do so.”
 

The overall effect has severe consequences for its victims. In Brazil, for instance, nearly three times as many black women die from the complications of pregnancy and childbirth as white women. In Bolivia, the poverty rate among the non-white population is more than double - 37 to 17 percent - that of the white population. In Vietnam, the government estimates that, by 2010, 90 percent of the poverty in the country will be concentrated within ethnic minorities. In the Indian states of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, primary school enrolment for lower-caste and tribal girls is 37 percent compared with 60 percent for girls from higher castes (and compared to 70 percent among boys from higher castes).

Tens of millions of people across the globe are impoverished and uprooted by the armed conflict, communal violence, and terrible human rights violations that these social divisions cause. Francis Deng, who has served as the UN Secretary-General’s representative on internally displaced persons (and had earlier been Sudan’s foreign minister), explains that:

“[his] thirty-three in-depth missions around the world revealed that the conditions of the victims of these internal wars had much in common, nearly always characterized by an acute crisis of national identity that privileges some to enjoy the full rights of citizenship and marginalizes others on the basis of race, ethnicity, culture, and religion to the extent that citizenship becomes only of paper value.”

Many of Africa’s internal wars since independence - a depressingly long list that includes wars involving Sudan, the DRC, Chad, Angola, Nigeria, Côte d'Ivoire, Senegal, Rwanda, Burundi, Mozambique, and Ethiopia-Eritrea - are rooted in ethnic exclusion. The DFID study concludes that:

“the risk of ethnic war is ten times higher where there is active discrimination against one ore more ethnic groups.”

Of course, not all poor people in the developing world are impoverished simply because they are socially excluded. After all, many countries are so poor that no matter what their political configuration, large numbers of their citizens - even members of the identity group in power - will live below the poverty line. But those excluded from economic and political power are much more likely to be destitute, vulnerable, and limited in what they can do to improve their condition.

The combination of political and social exclusion both creates poverty and perpetuates it. Starting with little income and meagre assets, the poor are excluded from the resources, opportunities, information, and social networks necessary to improve their condition. Imbalanced distributions of public spending, unfair laws that privilege one group over another, and officials beholden to powerful interests, all play their role. Discrimination in land and water rights, access to schools, financial institutions, and job markets, all work to reduce the scope for the poor to use their own initiative to improve their circumstances. Table 1 provides examples of resources that are typically denied to the poor and the mechanisms by which they are denied.

	Table 1: Social Exclusion Processes

	Resource
	Potential Benefits
	Mechanism of Exclusion

	Agricultural land
	Source of stable income and a secure shelter
	Land tenure laws

	Urban land and housing
	Permanent, secure shelter; access to loans (through mortgages); reduction of risk from income loss
	Discriminatory or corrupt registration schemes; restrictions that limit housing construction 

	Public infrastructure
	Better access to public services, education, and health care; longer lives; higher incomes
	Little or no public provision of roads, electricity, water, and sanitation

	Education
	Better job prospects; more able to demand rights from governments; less vulnerable to exploitation
	Unequal public provision; no road or transport links to public schools; disproportionate spending on higher education

	Transportation
	Links to markets and jobs; access to information on wider world, technology, social change
	Unequal provision of roads or bus service

	Employment
	Stable income, chances to upgrade skills, access to insurance
	Discriminatory job markets

	Information
	Knowledge about jobs, education, political rights, and prices in markets
	No road links; poor schooling; discriminatory language policies

	Security
	Safer homes and communities; higher incomes from the confidence to invest in farms and businesses; higher prices for property; more likely to invest in upgrading housing 
	Discriminatory laws, courts, and police

	Social networks
	Access to licences, jobs, loans, political favour
	Influential social groups (often based on ethnicity, religion, caste, gender, etc.) exclude outsiders


As a result of these conditions, the poor are often trapped in a vortex of low capabilities and meager assets that spins from generation to generation.
 As a World Bank study on poverty reduction describes:

“Social exclusion caused by overt discrimination or biases in public investment allocations can prevent poor families from taking advantage of human capital production externalities (such as spatial or labor market spillovers). Residential segregation can lead to dismal funding for schools in poor communities and to negative sociological factors such as the absence of role models and externalities for learning (“peer group” effects), trapping children of poor families in low levels of education. Lack of labor market connections or discrimination may hinder their access to the higher-paying jobs available for their level of schooling. Although discriminatory practices can hurt the efficiency of profit-maximizing firms, there is evidence that the effects of exclusion on human capital formation and socio-economic status can persist for generations, impervious to competitive market pressures.”

The deck is stacked especially heavily against poor women, who face discrimination not only at societal level, but also within their own communities and families. Beholden to men by custom, law, and the power structures of many impoverished societies, they receive unequal treatment in how money is allocated for education and healthcare. Even their freedom to wear what they want, and to travel both where and how they wish, is often severely curtailed.

Seventy percent of the people living in extreme poverty are women. Women also bear the physical brunt of the anger and frustration that poverty generates. In war zones, women often suffer on a massive scale: one-third of the women in the conflict-ridden Congolese province of Kivu have been raped. Tens of thousands have been molested, mutilated, and sexually abused in Sudan through its long history of warfare without a single person being held accountable by either national or international justice.

The disabled - and their families - also suffer great misfortunes from the inabilities of their states to prevent discrimination. In Tanzania, for instance, households with disabled members are 20 percent more likely than other households to be living in poverty.

MAKING THE PROBLEM WORSE: DISCRIMINATORY GOVERNMENTS AND FEEBLE INSTITUTIONS

While governments in most countries generally strive to moderate such divisions - by, at the very least, offering equal protection before the law to everyone - in deeply-divided societies governments often exacerbate them. Beholden to a segment of the population, politicians, bureaucrats, and judges end up directly and deliberately perpetuating social exclusion and poverty. A vicious cycle is created, with exclusion producing unfair governments, which, in turn, produce social exclusion.

The insipidness of electoral processes and other tools (such as the media or non-governmental watchdogs) that might encourage leaders to act on behalf of larger proportions of their populations, only aggravate these conditions. The great majority of the countries in which the world’s poorest people now live provide few ways for the poor to hold their leaders accountable.

Although most African countries, for instance, now regularly hold elections, these elections rarely result in a peaceful change of government. In fact, only a handful of states on the African mainland have ever held peaceful elections and witnessed a consequent smooth transfer of power from one political party to another. As the map below indicates, very few of Africa’s states are really democracies.
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Source: “The Democracy Bug is Fitfully Catching On: Africa’s Year of Elections,” Economist, 24 July 2010, p. 47.
The lack of accountability is especially pronounced in states with a weak sense of national community. In such places, the ruling regimes have very few qualms about grabbing control of wealth-producing assets, restricting markets, dis-enfranchising portions of the electorate, and siphoning off foreign aid. As a 2001 World Bank study on poverty in Africa concluded:

“Resources of the state are used to reward those who support those in power. The base for this is often ethnic and regional, sometimes religious, sometimes military. Many of those seen as in opposition, or just politically unimportant, will rather be forced into poverty through neglect, discrimination, and all the ill effects of the economic stagnation resulting from this form of rule. Public service provision has been notable for its lack of relevance to the poor.”

The villages in countries such as Pakistan, Bolivia, and Sudan and the slums of cities such as Recife, Nairobi, and Mumbai offer depressing testimony to the powerlessness of the poor. Government indifference is to be seen everywhere. Roads are often unpaved, schools are undersupplied, and streets are unsafe. Government, if present at all, is seen as a predator to be avoided. The police ask for bribes, judges rule for the rich and the powerful, and high-ranking civil servants act only if pressured by influential interests.

Most people in developing countries believe that their governments serve only a select few, be it the rich and the powerful in a distant capital (or district), or simply the more advantaged and well-connected close to home. According to various surveys, 93 percent of Bolivians, 75 percent of Brazilians, 74 percent of Salvadorians, 66 percent of Indians, and 60 percent of Indonesians believe that their governments are run for the benefits of a few big interests.

The picture is the same throughout the developing world. The poor in Africa perceive their governments as:

“having neglected the economic and social infrastructure, especially in rural areas, resulting in limited access to markets, health, and education; as having placed obstacles in the way of individual initiative; and as biasing the delivery of public services away from the poor, particularly in favor of those who can afford to pay bribes.”
 

In Bolivia, the indigenous people hold deep grudges against lowland élites and multi-nationals, which they believe have excluded them from power for centuries. Somaliland’s determination to secure independence is re-inforced by memories of its capital being heavily bombed by Somali warplanes when Somaliland was still a part of Somalia.

Part of the problem is that the institutions - including government agencies, courts, city administrations, and police forces - in these countries are too feeble to play the vital roles which they perform in other countries. They do not formulate policies and laws that will benefit the country as a whole. They do not implement policies and laws in an even-handed fashion. They do not referee between competing interests and groups. And they do not do these tasks, in many cases, simply because they cannot. The colonial powers that established the governments in these countries were unconcerned with whether the institutions that they introduced met the needs of the local inhabitants. To make matters worse, the colonialists either trained only a select, small group of locals to help them run these institutions or - as in the case of the Belgian Congo - trained no one at all and ran everything entirely by themselves. Inevitably, when the Europeans departed, the institutions they left behind were unloved or actively despised, and few, if any locals, had the knowledge and experience to operate them. The élites who took over had little desire or capacity to try to remedy these shortcomings.

The colonial bequest of alien, inappropriate governing institutions has proved a crippling legacy. Governments simply lack the tools, the competence, or the desire to do anything to restrain a continual, frantic competition for the spoils of power. Short-term, selfish opportunism always trumps long-term investments that might help everyone. Nigeria has earned well over $400 billion from oil exports since independence, but gross mis-management and corruption has allowed highways and universities to crumble, and kept 76 percent of the people in poverty.
 A class of rich ex-generals monopolises political and economic power, erects palatial villas, and represses any grassroots association that threatens to challenge the status quo. The best ways to get ahead in Nigeria are to join the army, go into politics, open a business with a corrupt ex-general, bribe a government official, or emigrate. There is no sense of public service amongst officials, only a sense of their private interest. As a result, businesspeople must spend more hours strategising how to obtain licences and deal with bureaucrats than how to win a greater share of the market.

These institutional weaknesses play into the hands of sectarian and élite interests, producing governments staffed by officials with much to gain by encouraging social exclusion and dis-enfranchisement. Regimes of this type do not act for the general interest, only for the narrow interest of the groups that support them. Many of Pakistan’s problems can be traced to the feudal nature of its politics and the stark concentration of power in a tiny élite that has dominated the state for decades. Some scholars estimate that Pakistan’s élite includes fewer than a thousand people - fewer than a thousand in a country with a population of 165 million!

*
*
*

But not all societies in the less developed world are afflicted with such selfish élites and such feeble institutions. Some have governments that have made determined efforts to reduce poverty and empower the poor. Understanding what makes these states act differently from the rest is the key to formulating policies to encourage the rest to do the same.

WHAT DRIVES STATES TO BE INCLUSIVE?

The countries in the developing world with the best record of reducing poverty are those whose élites take an inclusive approach toward governing. They are not, it should be emphasized, usually inclusive in terms of seeking to share their political power with all other groups within their societies. To the contrary, they tend to share the exclusionary inclinations of élites throughout the developing world when it comes to the make-up of cabinets and the identities of ministers, prime ministers, and presidents. They are inclusive, however, in terms of seeking, through their policy choices, to make sure that government functions for the well-being of all, or at least most of, the country’s citizens.

From where does this inclusive approach emanate? There are two sources. One is social cohesion - that is, the social bonds that are created when all, or most, members of a population share a common identity, culture, and history, be it based on ethnicity, religion, clanship, or some other form of affiliation. The other source is a worldview or ideology that explicitly calls upon its adherents to help all other members of a given society, including the poor. It need hardly be pointed out that social cohesion and a pro-poor ideology are by no means one and the same thing: China and Turkey, for instance, are both socially cohesive societies, but their leaders have profoundly different ideologies. Moreover, even the leaders of a socially incohesive society may have a pro-poor worldview. However, the attitude towards the poor embraced by cohesive societies tends to have many similarities with that promoted by ideologies which favour inclusiveness, and the two are usually mutually supportive when both are present. The former is more instinctive, the latter more intellectual, but both see inclusiveness as a core principle of governing.

Social Cohesion

The Strength of Nation-States

The countries most likely to prioritise helping the poor have natural unifying mechanisms rooted in the long common histories of their cohesive societies. These nation-states - usually based upon a physical shape that leaves one “imagined community” of people in one territory
 - possess an affinitive power of identity and group allegiance that other states lack. The attitudes that this affinity produces translate into governments which are both more oriented towards development and more concerned for the welfare of the poor.

Nation-states are relatively rare within the developing world, but where they exist they tend to be far more cohesive and unified than their neighbours. By virtue of being based upon a common identity, nation-states contain fewer identity-driven rivalries and conflicts than are found in the rest of the developing world. Some, such as Turkey and Vietnam, organised themselves around a common cultural heritage and a recognisable political unit, while others, such as Botswana and Costa Rica, had colonial borders that fortuitously left them relatively homogeneous. Able to rally around a common tongue, a common culture, and shared political and economic organisations, the citizens of these places view outside countries as their true competitors, rather than other groups within the state and are thus highly motivated to pull together to advance their homeland’s power and standing. Helping the poor improve their condition is considered crucial to helping the state itself advance, and is, therefore, assigned a high priority by policy-makers.

China is the best example of this process in action on a large scale. With a strong national identity based upon thousands of years of common social, economic, and political evolution, China was among the more cohesive states in the pre-modern world. As a result, it has been able to call upon deep reserves of group affinity to make modernisation a national mission in recent decades despite having the world’s largest population. The country’s current leadership has repeatedly shown a concern with bridging the divisions - geographic as well as social - that rapid economic growth has brought. It builds new train lines to its remotest regions, makes the development of its poorer western half a national priority, and experiments with policies to address its growing urban-rural income divide.

Although far from a model state in terms of promoting political rights or some aspects of governance, China pursues policies of inclusion and seeks to empower its poor to advance their own livelihoods, seeing such policies as benefiting the country as a whole. Heavy investments in education and infrastructure; a wide set of policies to encourage labour-intensive manufacturing, foreign investment, exports, and technology transfer; and a consistent, if imperfect, drive over many years to upgrade the regulatory and judicial institutions related to business have all paid off handsomely. As a result, the country sustained an average economic growth of over 9 percent for the three decades after its reforms started in 1979, while attracting far more foreign investment - over $80 billion in 2007 alone - than any other developing country.
 Exports rose one-hundredfold, from $14 billion in 1979 to $1.429 trillion in 2008.
 Meanwhile, the infant mortality rate and maternal mortality rate both fell by 40 percent between 1990 and 2005.
 China’s inclusive policies have cut the proportion of its population living in poverty from over five-sixths in 1981, to less than one-sixth in 2005 - a decline of over 600 million people!
 This drop is greater than that achieved throughout the rest of the world over the same period. Although corruption and government malfeasance are widespread, and officials often side with business people and sometimes even criminal gangs at the expense of the poor, China has got far more things right than not, especially when compared to its counterparts in less-developed countries.

Most nation-states in the developing world have similar track records in tackling poverty. Vietnam, another East Asian nation-state that brings together people with a common history, language, and culture dating back over a millennium, cut its poverty rate in half - from 58 percent to 29 percent - between 1993 and 2002. Chile, among the most homogeneous countries in Latin America, has reduced poverty from 43 percent of the population to 13 percent over the past two decades.

The Link between Social Cohesion, Growth, and Development

A number of studies have shown the importance of social cohesion to development outcomes and growth. William Easterly, the well-respected development economist, points out what happens when such cohesion is absent because of ethnic diversity. 

“High ethnic diversity is closely associated with low schooling, underdeveloped financial systems, distorted foreign exchange markets, and insufficient infrastructure . . . interest group polarization leads to rent-seeking behavior and reduces the consensus for public goods, creating long-run growth tragedies.”

Or, as Easterly argues in a 2006 essay written in conjunction with Jozef Ritzan and Michael Woolcock:

“A country’s social cohesion is essential for generating the confidence and patience needed to implement reforms: citizens have to trust the government that the short-term losses inevitably arising from reform will be more than offset by long-term gains. The inclusiveness of a country’s communities and institutions (e.g., laws and norms against discrimination) can greatly help to build cohesion. On the other hand, countries strongly divided along class and ethnic lines will place severe constraints on the attempts of even the boldest, civic-minded, and well-informed politician (or interest group) seeking to bring about policy reform. . . . The strength of institutions itself may be, in part, determined by social cohesion. . . . Key development outcomes (the most widely available being “economic growth”) . . . [are] more likely to be associated with countries governed by effective public institutions, and that those institutions, in turn, should be more likely to be found in socially cohesive societies.”

More growth generally means less poverty, as the two are closely correlated. Only growth can produce jobs, entrepreneurial opportunities, and rising incomes. It provides more money for the government to spend on schools and roads. And, over the course of decades, it can produce social change that weakens the power relationships that often hold the poor back.

While not all growth helps the poor in the short-term - increases in mineral output or the lowering of trade barriers, for instance, may not help the poor at all - over the long-term, growth is unquestionably beneficial. It is, indeed, necessary to improve the lives of the poor. One World Bank study, by the economist Aart Kraay, estimated that 95 percent of the variation in poverty over the long-term depended on growth.
 Another World Bank study concluded that “changes in poverty reduction are almost uniquely driven by growth in mean income”.
 In short, one reason why the poor in cohesive countries have a much better chance of improving their lives than the poor in incohesive states do is simply because cohesive countries grow faster.

Cohesive countries have societies that are also more likely to unite in the face of adversity, rather than breakdown into competing factions. They are less prone to conflict, a common cause of hardship among the world’s poor, because they have fewer fissures that can cause friction between groups. As the 2006 essay by Easterly, Ritzen, and Woolcock notes:

“The extent to which people work together when crisis strikes or opportunity knocks is a key factor shaping economic performance. Managing . . . tensions during crises, and ensuring that they do not descend into outright or violent conflict, is a key political task. Failure to do so can be disastrous for rich and poor, powerful and powerless alike.”

Social Cohesion and Social Exclusion

Fewer fissures mean that fewer people are likely to be denied public services and equitable treatment at the hands of the state—a major cause of vulnerability, as explained above.
 As Ritzen, the former vice president for development policy at the World Bank, concluded in 2001 report:

“An inclusive economy and society requires a serious commitment to building and maintaining social cohesion. It matters in all countries and for all members of society, especially the poor, and their prospects of living with a sense of empowerment, security, and opportunity.”

The importance of promoting social cohesion and integration in order to help the poor (and to achieve overall development goals) can be seen in how the topic has emerged as a major theme amongst leading Latin American development specialists over the past decade. “Social cohesion and social policies for more inclusive societies in Ibero-America” was the theme of the 2007 Latin American regional summit of heads of states and government, and the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA) has repeatedly emphasised the issue. As a 2007 ECLA book explains: 

“In Latin America and the Caribbean, the idea of social cohesion has emerged as a response to persistent problems which, despite certain achievements over the past few years, continue to exist: high indices of poverty and indigence, the extreme inequality that characterizes our region and various forms of discrimination and social exclusion dating back to the distant past. . . . While there are usually many reasons for these gaps, the frail material foundation of social cohesion is a stand-out factor. . . . This book represent[s] an attempt to increase the visibility, identity and depth of social cohesion, and advance its adoption as an important beacon for public policies.”

Such thinking has influenced a number of Latin American policy-makers to make inclusiveness a higher priority after centuries of exclusion and neglect of their mainly non-white poor. The results have been encouraging. For instance, a number of conditional cash transfer programmes, such as Oportunidades in Mexico and Bolsa Família in Brazil, are designed to reduce inequities and increase human capital among the poor by encouraging school attendance, boosting levels of vaccination, and providing better nutrition.

Inclusive Ideologies

Social cohesion can be a powerful force in the fight against poverty, inspiring élites to craft policies to protect the poor. But what becomes of the poor in states that lack such cohesion, that are divided by religion, ethnicity, clan, or caste? In such places, the prospects of élites striving to combat poverty depend on the existence of an ideology or worldview that extols inclusiveness. (Even in some socially cohesive states, élites need the extra incentive provided by inclusive ideologies before they will introduce pro-poor policies.)

As a recent report from the United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) explains:

“Ideologies are important to social policy because they determine the underlying motives and norms for a number of policy measures. . . .  State élites are often motivated by a particular kind of ideology. . . . It is ideologies that determine the weights attached to various costs and benefits of social interventions, that underpin the moral entitlements of individuals to social support and that shape the purpose of social policy to empower citizens or to pacify them.”

The Example of Islam

Perhaps the best contemporary example of an ideological impulse to tackle poverty is to be found in the Muslim world.

Islam - like any ideology - is neither static nor monolithic. Different groups of believers emphasise different strands within the faith, and different historical currents and circumstances bring out different elements. Although the rituals practiced by people in, say, Saudi Arabia, Indonesia, Turkey, and Iran may be broadly similar, the role of religion in how these countries govern themselves and how their societies function varies enormously. And notwithstanding the pious hopes of ardent Islamists, none of today’s Islamic states is anything like the Umayyad Caliphate or the Moorish Kingdom of Granada.

And yet, although religion obviously plays a vastly different role in the Middle East’s theocracies, monarchies, emirates, secular autocracies, military oligarchies, and democracies, governments across the heartland of Islam have all felt obligated by the dictates of their people’s faith to reduce poverty and provide a minimum standard of social welfare.

The Arab world may have a long-standing reputation for economic lethargy, but it has the greatest concentration of successful poverty-fighting states in the world. Of the eleven countries that qualify as “Across-the board Consistent Improvers” in the Chronic Poverty Report 2008-09 (CPR), nine are Muslim and seven are Arab. The Arab septet includes Syria, Egypt, Libya, Jordan, Oman, Morocco, and Tunisia, all of which score exceedingly well on indicators that measure “the level of, and change in, average welfare/deprivation, using data covering at least 20 years between 1970 and 2003”.
 What makes this all the more remarkable is that many of these countries (Syria, for instance) have deep internal socio-political divisions.

(Albania, the second-poorest country in Europe, and Indonesia, a country few thought cohesive enough to hold together until recently, are the two other Muslim states that also make this top grade. The only two non-Muslim countries are China and Vietnam, which, as mentioned above, are among the most cohesive states in the developing world.)

Among the twenty-one “Partial Consistent Improvers”, the second-highest CPR categorisation, six are Middle Eastern states with a majority (60 percent or above) Muslim population: Iran, Lebanon, Turkey, Algeria, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates.

All told, of the sixteen countries in the Middle East and North Africa covered by the CPR, twelve are in the top two categories. (In comparison, only 19 of the other 115 countries covered in the report qualify for the top two categories.) Only Iraq, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia are in the bottom two categories (the West Bank and Gaza have insufficient data to be categorised), and two of these have been plagued by violence.

Although some of these countries have abundant oil revenues that give them more money to help the poor, it is notable that they have not succumbed to the notorious “resource curse” that has so debilitated states elsewhere such as Nigeria, Angola, Venezuela, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, all of which are in the bottom two categories in the CPR. Moreover, many of these high-ranking Muslim states are not at all wealthy and have very limited resources with which to help the poor. Syria, Egypt, and Morocco, for instance, all had GDP per capita below US$3,000 in 2008.

For these latter states, reductions in poverty were driven by much more than simple increases in remittances from overseas workers. Morocco, for instance, has reduced the percentage of its population that falls into the category of “poor” from 16.2 percent a decade ago, to under 9 percent today, by investing in rural electrification, drinking-water networks, roads, and economic zones and by strengthening its fiscal regime (which provided a more stable financial base for these investments), encouraging the expansion of micro-credit, and reducing demographic growth.

Syria, long ruled by an Arab Socialist regime, has heavily subsidised basic commodities, such as bread, for decades, and social services are provided at nominal charge. Despite a reputation for the poor quality of its education and health services, the country has universal primary school enrolment and has reduced child and maternal mortality rates in line with the Millennium Development Goals.

Such results might surprise us, but they would not surprise most scholars of the role of religion in development. Gerrie ter Haar and Stephen Ellis, for instance, see a religious outlook as a vital determinant of attitudes in the developing world towards such apparently secular subjects such as policies related to development. As Haar and Ellis argue in essay that won the 2006 prize for the best contribution to the European Journal of Development Research, there are:

“eminently practical reasons for including religion within a broad concept of development, since religion provides a powerful motivation for many people to act in the ways they do. . . . Whether one regards religious belief as itself ‘true’ or ‘untrue’ is hardly the point here. . . . It is particularly appropriate to debate such matters with regard to Africa, not only because it is the continent considered in greatest need of development, but also because it contains an enormous diversity of religious and spiritual traditions, whose potential for development has hardly been considered. . . . European development policy needs to be rethought in terms of the world-views of those most immediately concerned, the very people whom development policies seek to assist.”

Although all major religions emphasise social justice and caring for others, such emphases are especially strong in Islam. Religious giving, or zakat, is one of the five pillars of faith that every believer must follow, with the proceeds of this compulsory tax used only for the poor and needy. Qur’anic duties to create balance and justice in society, and to work conscientiously towards the collective good, strongly impact on how individuals behave and how populations judge their leaders. In Islam, society as a whole is obligated to care for its weakest members and to develop mechanisms to dispense zakat and other charity funds effectively.

This obligation, it should be noted, is not respected equally throughout the Muslim world. Many African Muslim states, for instance, perform much less well on the CPR scale. In the Middle East, however, the record is undeniably impressive. The Middle East, of course, is where the historical roots of Islam are deepest, and the number of competing traditional cultural influences fewest. Islam started as an exclusively Arab religion, and only those who can read Arabic have direct access to all of its teachings. As a result, core Islamic values such as caring for the poor may have the greatest influence within the Middle East on individual behaviour and on how the legitimacy of rulers is judged by the populations.

The growing religiosity of populations and the rise of Islamism in recent decades may, in fact, be giving Middle Eastern regimes more impetus to be seen to be helping the poor than in the past (especially when combined with the rise of the mass media). Governments feel under greater pressure to govern in accordance with the principles of the faith, and providing assistance to the poor is one of the easier ways of doing this; certainly, it entails far fewer political costs than implementing sharia or giving religious leaders more power does. It might also forestall the attempt by some religious groups to use social welfare programmes to gain support among impoverished populations (as has happened with Hamas in Gaza and Hizbullah in Lebanon). Ensuring a minimum level of social justice is one of the few ways that Middle Eastern Islamic states can increase their own legitimacy - which is typically low for all regime types, given the very short histories of most states and the general paucity of competitive elections across the region.

Political Ideology

Political ideology works in a similar way to religious belief in shaping how leaders view the world and how the populations judge their leaders’ actions.

Communist states offer an excellent illustration because they based their legitimacy partly upon their avowed intention to improve the lives of society’s most disadvantaged groups - and they made it a priority to demonstrate that they were better than capitalist countries at combating poverty. Although many people suffered under Communist rule, the most destitute were almost always better off economically - at least in the short-term - than they had been under the regimes that the Communists displaced. Improvements in living standards were most pronounced in countries in which the Communists came to power with mass support from those at the bottom of highly inequitable societies, such as in Russia, China, and Cuba. Education and health indicators, for instance, dramatically improved for Russian workers and Chinese peasants in the years after their revolutions. The results were more ambiguous in countries in which Communists gained power thanks to substantial external support or outright foreign intervention, as happened in Eastern Europe and Mongolia.

The Soviet Union may have performed markedly worse economically than its capitalist competitors, but it had much lower levels of poverty than currently exist in the great majority of its successor states, most of which have a free-market orientation. In fact, the only part of the world that has seen a marked increase in poverty since the late 1980s has been within what was once Soviet territory. Central Asia, the area worst hit, has seen the number of people living on under $1.25 a day increase more than fourfold, from 3.7 million in 1981, to 16.1 million in 2005. Uzbekistan had almost no one below this poverty line in 1981, but almost two in five were below it in 2005.

Although Cuba’s economy has performed miserably for decades and the country is technologically backward in many ways, literacy rates are the highest in Latin America and poverty rates among the lowest.

But this phenomenon is not limited to revolutionaries and leftish politicians. All political leaders and groups that have strong ideological predilections toward inclusive state building also tend to make policies favourable to the poor a priority of their governments.

Take the example of the handful of East African countries ruled by groups that came to power after fighting for many years to unseat an existing government. Whereas many wars - and elections - only produce self-interested leaders, the newly empowered élites in these countries have sought to improve the standards of living for all their citizens, including the poor, despite the ethnic fragmentation that plagues their countries. The reasons for this concern for the welfare of the population en masse are many and varied, but it certainly seems that the rebels’ need to court the support of the impoverished masses, throughout protracted struggles for power, created relatively broad coalitions, a powerful interest in addressing the needs of the poor, and an enduring commitment to inclusive state-building. Sincere ideological commitment and pragmatic political calculation combined to produce a rebel platform in which pro-poor policies figured very prominently.

Uganda and Ethiopia are good examples of the phenomenon of lengthy rebellions ushering in pro-poor regimes. Both are run by a group that spent years fighting the countries’ previous government, and who came to power committed to inclusive state-building. Uganda’s top guerrilla of the 1980s and its current president, Yoweri Museveni, used to “fire up his rebels by telling them they were on the ground floor of a national people’s army”.
 His National Resistance Movement prioritised poverty reduction and nation building well before coming to power. The Ethiopian ruling party, the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), has an ideology “rooted in its military history and its experience of mass mobilisation in resistance to the previous regime (the Dergue). . . . Throughout its history the EPRDF leadership has seen the rural poor as its primary political constituency, and key government policies and programmes have often had a strong rural bias”.

(Of course, not all rebels even pretend to want to act inclusively if they gain power, as examples from Liberia, northern Uganda, eastern Congo, and elsewhere attest. And many rebels who proclaim their good intentions do not make good on their inclusionary promises if and when they finally seize the reins of government. The Sandinistas in Nicaragua, for instance, failed to turn their rhetoric into results when they came to power. Hugo Chavez in Venezuela has repeatedly sacrificed the good governance and policies necessary to keep his promises to the poor in order to buttress his authoritarian regime.)

Uganda and Ethiopia have both made helping the poor more of a priority than other countries in Africa have. They have, for example, been leaders in moving away from disaster relief towards more permanent social assistance programmes. Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Nets Programme and Uganda’s Growth and Poverty Reduction Strategies have benefited their most vulnerable citizens. Uganda has institutionalised a Poverty Eradication Working Group (as well as a Private Sector Working Group) at the apex of its budgetary process to ensure that all sector funding proposals can be viewed through the lens of how they impact on the poor.

The CPR concludes that both these countries (as well as Vietnam):

“have strong ideological agendas. . . . [The] commitment to reaching the extremely poor . . . is partly . . . due to the way their political support is structured and, in particular, the political calculations needed to ensure political survival and social stability over the longer term. In Ethiopia, for example, the ideology and rural power base of the ruling party means that the preferences of the rural political elite are joined with those of the poor in rural areas. A similar situation prevailed in Uganda during the 1990s, whereby the National Resistance Movement (NRM) was dedicated to a vision of nation-building and modernisation and relied heavily on the votes of the rural poor.”

The same forces partly account for the emphasis on inclusive nation-building by the Vietnamese and Chinese communist parties when they came to power. Both won wars after a long liberation struggle and depended heavily on the poor for support in their early years in power. In these cases, their ideologies merged with the forces that had shaped their political journeys and the natural tendencies of their own cohesive peoples to form governments which were highly inclusive and focused on helping the poor.

East Asian states have, in general, pioneered a unique form of inclusive state-building, which has emphasised investing in education, infrastructure, manufacturing, and other areas that promote national wealth creation and development. Although these policies originated in a country of remarkable cohesion - namely, Japan - they have become a model adopted by states across the region, including states such as Indonesia and Malaysia, which have traditionally suffered from significant social divisions.

Democratically-elected leaders may also come to power with pro-poor agendas. This is most likely to occur in countries in which the poor make up substantial proportions of the population, and elections have become accepted by all sectors of society as a legitimate means of transferring power. In such circumstances, politicians may even have strong incentives to appeal to the poor with pro-poor policy ideas. But such cases are relatively rare in the least developed countries, because great inequities and frail democratic institutions give powerful élites many incentives to block change, and many resources with which to do so. Elections are rarely fair when states are deeply divided into competing groups and the élite has much to lose by giving up power.

This is not to say that elections cannot empower a pro-poor political party. Bolivia, for example, elected Evo Morales, the Western Hemisphere’s first indigenous president, in 2005, and he has since introduced a number of policies long called for by the lower classes. He won re-election in 2009. But many more poor countries - from Guatemala to Nigeria to Kenya to Pakistan - have yet to see elections catapult to power political parties dedicated to helping the poor, despite large majorities within the electorate that would be expected to favour just such a result. Corruption, ballot-stuffing, tight control of the media, and the manipulation of ethnic and religious divisions are just some of the tricks used by those in power to stay in power.

*
*
*

Of course, in all these situations, leadership and circumstances matter. Whatever forces influence a society or a ruling élite, heads of state who can convince their people of the importance of helping the poor can make a difference. But even the most inspirational of leaders can only do so much if societies are deeply divided, governments highly corrupt, or ruling cliques dependent on very narrow support bases.

HOW INTERNATIONAL ACTORS CAN SUPORT STEPS TOWARD GREATER INCLUSIVITY

International actors that wish to reduce poverty and vulnerability in less developed states would be more effective if they devoted more attention to the socio-cultural dynamics and ideological forces affecting the regimes running these countries. In particular, they need to do what they can to assist and encourage moves within the developing world towards greater political and social inclusivity.

To this end, donors and development agencies should adopt a dual strategy. One part of the strategy should be to look for ways to promote social cohesion at both national and sub-national levels. The other strategy should be to support leaders whose ideologies favour inclusiveness. These strategies can be employed separately, but have much more effect when they can be combined. After all, they are mutually re-inforcing: the more cohesive a population, the more inclusive its attitudes; and the more ideologically committed to inclusion an élite is, the more likely it is that a population will become cohesive over time.
However, the international community must be aware of the limits of its capabilities in this regard. Attitudinal changes - such as changes in how leaders and élites perceive their poor compatriots - can rarely be imposed externally, and those that are imposed seldom survive for long. The seeds of enduring change must be found in the developing world itself, must be able to grow within local conditions, and must flower in a fashion that complements the local cultural, social, and political landscape. The international community can help to nurture these changes, but it cannot insist upon them.

Nor should it try to do so. Politicians and publics alike in the developing world are understandably suspicious of international, especially Western, efforts to implant alien ideologies and political systems. Consequently, in pursuing this dual strategy, the international community must not impose - and must not be seen as imposing - its own ideologies on developing states, Development agencies and donors must step carefully, plotting an intelligent course based upon a well-informed understanding of the local socio-cultural fabric and political dynamics.

How to Support the Promotion of Social Cohesion

International actors should place much greater emphasis on supporting measures that both unify disparate peoples in fragile states at the national level and that take advantage of pockets of cohesion at the sub-state level.

Aid programmes and diplomatic efforts should offer assistance and encouragement to governments that seek to appeal to a shared history, ethnicity, belief, or language, and thereby create a sense of common identity and purpose. In Botswana, for instance, the government has constructed a sense of national identity around the language, customs, and symbols of the Tswana, the country’s largest and dominant ethnic group, while promoting an inclusive non-ethnic citizenship and democracy. Although minorities have become increasingly vocal in recent years about their own languages and histories, the equitable use of revenues from the country’s valuable diamond resources has underwritten stability and provided the opportunity for many members of minority groups to move through the educational system into prominent management and bureaucratic positions.

Few developing states have the unified élite and relatively homogeneous population that helped Botswana in its early years of independence. In most places, some unifying force must be unearthed from local soil or invented to overcome the problems posed by ethnic and religious diversity. Efforts to do this include Tanzania’s adoption of Swahili as its national language, Senegal’s celebration of its unique Islamic and African cultural heritages, and Côte d'Ivoire’s embrace of its charismatic leader Félix Houphouët-Boigny. But the unity based upon such forces can prove fleeting unless it is accompanied by steps to institutionalise a sense of common identity and develop enduring social bonds. Thus, for instance, despite Houphouët-Boigny’s popularity in his day, Côte d'Ivoire descended into civil war in the years following his demise.

Ghana, which is now one of the more cohesive countries in Africa, has actively promoted national integration over decades by investing in infrastructure, education, and health in the poorer northern areas; by supporting the study, teaching, and use in television and radio of all major indigenous languages; by prohibiting the formation of political parties based upon ethnicity, religion, or region; and by maintaining an ethno-regional balance in the political sphere. But, the process is still far from complete, with fears that the discovery of oil might undermine progress.

To succeed, the process of building a common identity must be multi-generational. It must encompass the education of the young from an early age in languages, symbols, and ideas that everyone within the country can accept. At the same time, government officials must consistently display no favouritism towards any particular group. Given the weak nature of state institutions and the strong ties binding individuals to their group allegiances, the process is at best haphazard and likely to face many setbacks.

In many cases, success will depend on the simultaneous promotion of a common national identity with a celebration of each identity group’s distinctiveness, creating a “nation of nations” rather than trying to build a state on the “negation of social identities”, in other words, a “nation against identities”.
 Encouraging strong “we” feelings through various educational, sports, and cultural programmes can foster complementary or multiple cultural identities that strengthen national bonds, thereby diminishing inter-group frictions in the process.

Many developing countries have recognised the importance of such policies. South Africa, for example, has creatively used sports since the end of the apartheid era to unite its divided population. Greater access to television can help nurture a sense of unity by promoting a common national popular culture while highlighting differences with other states. Conscription or other forms of national service can strengthen the sense of a common identity and destiny that citizens have. Programmes designed to reconcile long-festering inter-group wounds, such as South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission and reconciliation programmes in Burundi,
 have proved valuable in many countries.

Such policies must be accompanied by measures that institutionalise cross-group élite co-operation, thereby minimising the potential for political entrepreneurs to undermine unity by appealing to ethnic, religious, tribal, or clan divisions. Some developing countries might contemplate establishing a national security council, which brings together leaders of the country’s major groups to make major decisions and to regulate the media, schools, politicians, and religious figures to ensure that no inflammatory language or action threatens inter-group peaceful co-existence. Leaders and élites in the developing world might also explore the advantages of various forms of political engineering, many of them pioneered by developing countries. For instance, political systems could be designed to ensure that parties are large, inclusive, and broad-based (i.e., that they bring together various interests and identity groups) by limiting their number and requiring that each secure a certain minimum level of support in each province, as Somaliland has, or by requiring that they establish branches in a certain minimum proportion of provinces and garner a minimum number of seats in legislatures, as Indonesia has. Forms of consociational government, such as those in Burundi, could mandate coalitions of all groups and wide representation in cabinets, civil services, legislatures, and the military, reducing tensions by lessening or eliminating actual or perceived imbalances. Similarly, apportioning the profits from natural resources in a fair and transparent manner, ensuring that social spending is impartially distributed, and reducing economic inequities between rival groups would dispel some of the potential for friction in divided polities.
These policies should be complemented by efforts to de-centralise government where the national polity is weak and divided, but where regions, cities, and rural areas possess (or are more likely to be able to create) the cohesiveness required to foster inclusive and robust government. However, where necessary, measures will have to be taken to ensure that de-centralisation does not reproduce, at the local level, the same exclusionary policies seen at the national level.

What, exactly, can the international community do to support these home-grown efforts? In the first place, donors must turn the spotlight on themselves and ask if any of their policies unwittingly contribute to social divisiveness. Second, armed with this greater self-awareness, the international community should re-allocate funds and diplomatic energies toward programmes and policies that promote social cohesion (such as those listed above). Beyond this, the international community could invest more in measuring and identifying the social, political, and economic inequities between groups within countries, ensure that social cohesion receives greater emphasis on the agendas of international organisations and conferences promoting development, show public approbation of initiatives that promote social cohesion via the media, speeches, and so forth, and privately endorse these initiatives through diplomatic channels. The international community can also offer its own expertise in technical areas (such as the drafting of constitutions) and its own diplomatic resources (in forms such as mediation).

Leaders and élites within the developing world are likely to welcome this outside assistance in times of crisis, when domestic resources seem inadequate to the task of holding together a fragmenting state. Since the disputed elections in Kenya in 2007, for instance, Kenyan politicians have been working with the United Nations and others to revise the country’s constitution to make the state more inclusive and equitable. The process has been somewhat tortuous, but the focus and prestige brought by Kofi Annan’s leadership as the chief mediator has slowly moved the process forward.

The international community’s contribution will be all the more valuable if it can demonstrate a long-term commitment to the promotion of inclusivity. Short-term initiatives can certainly be valuable, especially when they help lay the foundations for future efforts. But a long-term commitment will help ensure that something solid and enduring is built upon those foundations. One way of engendering and sustaining this long-range perspective might be to create an institution dedicated to spurring inclusiveness. For example, the creation of a UN agency dedicated to fostering cohesiveness in ways that help the poor (a companion agency to those UN agencies dedicated, for instance, to children, peace-keeping, and agriculture) would help to keep the issue on the international agenda while also funding and orchestrating some concrete action.

How to Support Inclusive Ideologies

International actors with little patience or short life-spans (such as individual U.S. administrations) are highly unlikely to be able to offer the kind of long-term support that developing countries need if they are to foster social cohesion by re-shaping attitudes and institutions. Fortunately, however, far quicker - albeit more easily reversible - improvements in the lives of the poor can be achieved by working with leaders and élites whose ideologies are, at least potentially, inclusive.
Many leaders in the developing world have understood the fragility of the cohesion that ties together their countries, and have sought to strengthen those ties by repressing divisive creeds and disseminating a unifying ideology. The governments of many Muslim countries - from Syria to Oman - actively monitor what leading clerics say to ensure they stay within the state-approved orthodoxy of Islam and do not stir divisive feelings among the population.
 In Turkey, the government’s Directorate of Religious Affairs has historically dictated the all-important Friday sermons across the country. In Rwanda, President Paul Kagame has systematically tried to change the “extremist ideology” that mobilised “the population to commit mass murder” by curtailing the use of ethnic identities in public life (by banning the use of the very words “Tutsi” and “Hutu”) and by substituting a new inclusive national identity in its place.

Donors should seek out leaders whose avowed ideologies are fundamentally inclusive in nature, and co-operate with them to develop and implement policies designed to ameliorate poverty. Members of the international community could, for instance, publicly announce that they were allocating funds to countries run by such leaders, regard inclusiveness as no less promising a sign of political development than elections, include barometers of inclusiveness (alongside barometers of such things as transparency and governance) in the international ratings of countries, and be more willing to promote trade and investment ties with inclusive states.

In more than a few countries, such leaders may not be found within the political élite but will be found at lower political levels and/or within non-political areas of society, such as religious communities. In these instances, donors should explore various options for increasing the influence of these individuals.

· they might seek to encourage opinion leaders, such as religious figures, who have the ear of the leader of the developing state to condemn actions that hurt the poor and to emphasise the merits of helping the poor;

· they might invite inclusive-minded mid-level political leaders to participate in Track II activities that build understanding between hostile groups or that brainstorm ideas for constitutional change to foster greater unity and accountability;

· they might offer greater funding for religious organisations that work to promote reconciliation between traditionally adversarial groups.

These steps may not yield immediate results, but they may have a long-term impact by building ties between, and raising the public profile of, individuals who may move into top-level political positions within a generation or so.

In some locations, inclusiveness may not be championed by any prominent individuals but may be implicit within one or more local political ideologies, cultural outlooks (for example, the ubuntu belief system of Bantu-speaking southern Africa), or theologies. In such circumstances, the international community might:

· explain in ideological and cultural, as well as in practical terms, the advantages of reforming governance;

· recruit the support or cite the examples of leaders from other countries that share the same ideology. Muslim states in West Africa, for instance, could be encouraged to learn how their Arab neighbours have emphasised anti-poverty programmes. Countries with successful inclusive state-building traditions, such as Turkey, Chile, and China, could be enlisted to explain to their neighbours why it is important to ensure that all groups within society have an opportunity to participate in government-driven economic modernisation programmes.

Threats to cut off aid, incentives for positive performance (such as invitations to the White House), and appeals to self-interest (such as the need to maintain internal stability) will all continue to have their role. Appeals to ideology, however, may have more effect - and may buttress those other measures.

There is no fixed formula for what might persuade élites to re-consider how the precepts or tenets of their own ideologies affect their policies towards the poor. After all, every country, culture, and ruling group is influenced by different factors. Consequently, any effective policy will require an in-depth study of local individuals, ideologies, and other elements in order to develop a carefully customised strategy.

As a start, the international community should invest more in acquiring a richer, deeper, and more nuanced understanding of the socio-cultural and political dynamics of target countries. Researching the power politics and social dynamics that drive the behaviour of politicians, officials, and the general population can help zero in on socio-cultural and ideological elements that might encourage people to act for the common good and to help those at the bottom of often highly-stratified societies. Such research would not be completely new for the development field, as it exists in a few specialised fields, but it would require a major change in thinking for it to start to play an important role in policy.

Using Ideology to Spur Cohesion

Social cohesion is a stronger and more enduring force than ideology when it comes to propelling a country to help its poorest citizens. But even relatively cohesive societies may do nothing to tackle poverty until they acquire an inclusive ideology. China, for instance, has always had unifying elements that held the huge country together over centuries, yet it rarely had governments that cared for the masses of its poor until the Communists took over in 1949.

In countries with deep ethnic, religious, and other identity divisions, ideology has an even tougher task: namely, to spur the creation of social cohesion. Yet, this task, while daunting, is not impossible. Despite a long history of excluding its lower classes, in recent years, the government of Brazil has adopted a very different approach that has put social cohesion at the forefront of public policy. It has, in turn, developed some of the most successful programmes worldwide to combat hunger and increase human capital. Syria, arguably the most unstable state in the Middle East between 1946 and 1970, has since become among the most stable, partly because the Asad regime has seen the promotion of social cohesion as crucial to preserving its hold on power. The government has tried to create an inclusive regime by using the powers and the spoils of government to co-opt important factions and thereby broaden its base of support.

The international community should take such examples to heart. Although many poor countries remain dominated by self-interested élites and tortured by social fractures that promote exclusion, it is unwise to assume that that a country that has always been deeply divided will never become more inclusive and cohesion. The developing world is nothing if not dynamic and unpredictable. International actors should always be ready to support inclusive forces and actors wherever they emerge and whenever they promise to foster a cohesive society committed to tackling poverty.
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