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Realising Justice

NEERA CHANDHOKE

ABSTRACT In the recent past the Western-dominated global institutional order
has come to be challenged by the bloc of rising powers. The question of
whether BRICS has the ability to reshape global governance is an important one
and carries significance for the global South, which has been adversely affected
by global institutions. Yet the reliance on the capacity, or the will, of rising
powers to speak for the global South, or to prioritise the concerns of their own
people might be misplaced. Conceivably the only way both global institutions
and governments can be compelled to heed the voices of the poorest of the poor
is through sustained activism in civil society. In a globalised world, civil society
activism has to be global in scope. Civil society might not be the best solution
to the problems of the world, but in a disenchanted post-revolutionary world, it
is the only option on offer.

Some excitement has been sparked off in the corridors of national and interna-
tional policy makers and investment bankers by the upsurge of rising powers in
general and China and India in particular. Prognostications of the change that
this rise harbours for the global system have run rife. Yet the one question that
still needs to be addressed by the burgeoning literature on rising powers is the
following: even if the rise of these powers compels dominant Western powers
to reform the global order, and even if this order comes to approximate the cur-
rent profile of the global economy, will this change the way poor people in
these countries live out their lives?
The question might well prompt a degree of eyebrow raising, because the

search for an answer will willy nilly involve shifting the research agenda from
methodological nationalism to methodological individualism. The question sim-
ply runs against the grain of state centrism in classical theories of International
Relations to boot. But the time when scholars were only concerned with the
power that states had or did not have in the global arena has perhaps passed. In
the aftermath of the normative turn in international relations theory,1 states are
now evaluated not only on the economic or military power they possess or do
not possess, or their skill in forming strategic alliances, or their status in the
global division of labour or lack thereof, although these aspects are enormously
important. Today states are evaluated by a host of international agencies,
ranging from donor organisations to human rights bodies, on the basis of
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whether they do or do not provide the basic preconditions of well-being to their
own people: rights, incomes, shelter, health, education, and the ability to partici-
pate and be represented in policy-making forums. Several international relations
theorists, as well as the General Assembly of the United Nations, have fore-
grounded the concept of human security, which can be interpreted in a number
of different ways, from an organising principle of international relations to an
individual-centred approach in international law, to the recognition that individ-
uals need to be secure from multiple threats that confront their everyday lives.2

Therefore it is perfectly in order to ask the question raised above: in what way
will the emergence of new powers, which formerly belonged to the developing
South, as major players in the global economy, affect the way their people live
out their daily lives in grinding poverty, exchanging their labour for, as Marx
famously put it, ‘a mess of pottage’?
The argument in this article suggests that, although states as well as global

institutions may feel obliged for a variety of reasons (the need to be seen as
legitimate, for instance) to rectify injustices and respect human rights, an essen-
tial precondition for such action is provided by collective action in civil society.
In a globalised world civil society activism has to be global in scope. Civil soci-
ety organisations have learnt that it is essential to forge networks across borders,
whether to protest or to advocate. Taking into account one such global network
of poor women in the informal economy, the argument holds that this is one
way in which global institutions—which can be the source of ill-being—as well
as national governments—which can equally be the source of ill-being—can be
brought to realise justice for the global poor. Civil society might not be the best
solution to the problems of the world but, in a disenchanted post-revolutionary
world, this is the only option on offer. We simply have no choice. The demo-
cratisation of the global order of governance is desirable for a number of rea-
sons, but the democratisation of countries belonging to the category of rising
powers is equally significant.
The argument in the article proceeds in three parts. In the first I discuss the

rise of a number of Southern countries in the global economy, and the demand
for an expansion of the global order to accommodate these countries and their
aspirations. In the second I point out that this transformation alone is not
enough to change the way people live out their lives in the member countries
of, say, BRICS, and that the realisation of justice demands collective action on a
global scale. And in the third part I suggest that, even if global coalitions of the
poor make an impact upon policy, ultimately it is only the national state that
can help realise these demands. The democratisation of the global order is a sig-
nificant factor in the realisation of justice, but there are other aspects of the
struggle for justice that need to be taken into account.

The rise of BRICS in the global order

In the first decade of the 21st century the global institutional order, until then
comfortably dominated by a handful of Western countries, was suddenly chal-
lenged by what came to be known as rising powers. The dominance of finance
capital in the global economy, increased trans-nationalisation of production, the
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transformation of the production process via post-Fordist structures of accumu-
lation, the information revolution, and flexible labour markets enabled these
countries to shrug off low growth rates and embark on a path of high growth,
creating high rates of GDP. International attention clustered around these econo-
mies when they revealed an uncanny ability to survive the global recession of
2008, at a time when established economies were wracked by unemployment
and stagnation. For these reasons India, China, Russia, Brazil, South Africa,
Turkey, Indonesia, and Argentina began to be looked at not only as economic
success stories, but also, and principally, as profitable venues for investment.
When Jim O’Neill of Goldman Sachs coined the acronym bric, all he meant

was that four countries—Brazil, Russia, India and China—were likely to offer
the best investment opportunities in the coming years. Not only did these coun-
tries have relatively high economic growth rates and high growth potential when
compared to dominant market-driven economies, their populations also represent
a sizeable chunk of humanity. Three billion people live in these four countries,
with 1.4 billion inhabitants living in China alone, and 1.2 billion in India.
Between them India and China contain one-third of the world’s population,
offering a ready and eager market for all sorts of goods ranging from informa-
tion to commodities.
Within the grouping each country possesses a different and distinct economic

advantage. China is an important exporter of consumer goods, India provides
services in the information technology sector, Russia dominates the natural gas
market, and Brazil has an advantage in the primary goods sector. It is generally
assumed that by 2050 China and India will be global suppliers of manufactured
goods and services, and Russia and Brazil will become primary suppliers of
raw materials and manufactures. To a world shuddering under recession and
high rates of unemployment, the rise of BRICS (now with South Africa added )
seemed a success story secured through the adoption of the right mix of eco-
nomic strategy.
Investment predictions, or so it appears, not only influenced decisions on

where to put one’s money, they also shaped the ways member states of BRICS

represented themselves to others and to themselves, as potential shareholders in
the global institutional order, and as dislocators and destabilisers of the existing
order. This became clear in the Delhi meeting of BRICS in 2012. The Minister of
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Sergey Lavrov, pointed out that in
2011 BRICS accounted for 25% of global GDP (based on the purchasing power
parity of national currencies), and for 30% of global land area and 45% of the
world’s population. Over the past decade their economies have grown 4.2
times.3 Countries with economic power and a large share of the global spatial
and demographic map, he seemed to suggest, should be shaping the architecture
of the world. This was supported by Jim O’Neill, who acknowledged that, by
the end of 2011, the bric economic story had been much more powerful that he
had proposed in 2001. The collective GDP of the four original member countries
of the group had reached close to US$13 trillion. The Chinese economy had
overtaken Japan six years earlier than he had predicted, and is double that of
Germany. At the end of 2011 its economy was worth $7.3 trillion. Brazil’s
economy became bigger than Italy’s 10 years earlier than expected. Although
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the Russian economy declined after 2009, before that it was headed towards
outperforming its partners’.4

According to some estimates, continued O’Neill, global GDP growth is likely
to be between 4% and 4.5% this decade, almost exclusively because of these
countries. ‘The decade ahead promises to be extremely interesting for the rele-
vance of the bric countries. Barring a disastrous shock that would affect them
all—particularly China—their combined GDP is likely to exceed that of the US
by 2020, if not sooner. That will certainly carry much symbolic weight.’5 It
seems almost inevitable, he concluded, that their role in the IMF will need to rise
even more, along with those of Korea, Indonesia, Mexico and Turkey, and per-
haps South Africa. It is also more likely that the special drawing right (SDR)
will be different by 2015 when it is due for revision, because the renminbi and
the rouble will have to be included.
High on the confidence that the combined strength of the bloc might well

make a distinct difference to the way global politics, economics and trade had
been conducted up to now, at the 2012 Delhi meeting BRICS decided to provide
an alternative to the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank, to increase
inter-country trade in local currencies and thus bypass the US dollar, to take on
the ad hoc policies of powerful Western countries on Libya, Iran, and Syria,
and to re-establish the supremacy of the UN in international affairs. The core
project of the group, however, remains the same: reshaping the world economy,
challenging the privileged position appropriated by the Western countries and
Japan in global institutions and policies, and mediating the policies of interna-
tional monetary institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF. At the risk of
sounding cynical, the BRICS project can be summed up in one sentence: demand-
ing a seat at the high table of global decision making.
As an opinion piece in one of India’s leading newspapers The Hindu pointed

out, after the global financial crisis and the recent upheavals in various parts of
the world, BRICS have a historic opportunity ‘to create or rebuild a new sustain-
able and relevant multilateral platform, one that seeks to serve the interests of
the emerging world as well as manage the great shift from the west to the
east’.6 Why should member countries, went the argument, depend on ‘sluggish,
multilateral channels’ such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) or ‘imbibe
didactic, non-pragmatic western perspectives on issues purely of common
interest?’.7

The question of whether BRICS had the ability to reshape global governance is
an important one, and it certainly carries significance for the global South,
which is adversely affected by global institutions. Various studies have pointed
out the causal connection between policies of global regulatory institutions such
as the WTO and farmers’ suicides in India. According to one research study con-
ducted by Professor Nagraj, formerly of the Madras Institute of Development
Studies, 150 000 farmers committed suicide in India between 1997 and 2005,
mainly by consuming pesticide.8 In the past the Indian government had cush-
ioned farmers against problems endemic to Indian agriculture, such as lack of
irrigation and degraded land. Today, under the direction of global institutions,
public investment in agriculture has dried up, and bank credit has been cur-
tailed. The tightening grip of large multinational corporations over inputs has
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led to a steep escalation in prices. As a result, cultivation costs in these high-
input zones have shot up, Indian farmers have been rendered even more vulner-
able to a market increasingly shaped by the policies of global institutions, and
indebtedness has increased considerably.
Following the dictates of global regulatory institutions, the government has

scrapped quantitative restrictions on various agricultural products, and has
reduced tariffs on many items. Therefore all kinds of agricultural products from
fruit, to wheat, to vegetables have flooded the market. In short, agricultural sur-
pluses in Western countries have driven down the price of agricultural commod-
ities in India, particularly in the case of cotton. The influx of cheaper imports,
and the consequent slowing down of domestic demand for crops like oil seeds,
have hugely impoverished farmers. Already hit by the reduction of public
investment, and the steep rise in the price of inputs, farmers are simply not in a
position to compete with highly subsidised agricultural commodities produced
in the USA and Western Europe. At a time, Professor Nagraj’s study points out,
when subsidies for corporate farmers in the West were rising, ‘we cut our few,
very minimal life supports and subsidies to our own farmers. The collapse of
investment in agriculture also meant it was and is most difficult to get out of
this [debt] trap.’9

In 2005 more than 50 000 farmers participating in a huge protest rally in
Mumbai demanded that agriculture be taken out of the WTO, that import duty on
agricultural commodities should be increased, that quantitative restrictions
should be reinstated to protect farmers and farming, and that the surge of agri-
cultural commodities that have been dumped in the country by the developed
world be brought to an end.10

Agrarian distress and farmers’ suicides in times of globalisation are not
unique to India. At the WTO’s Fifth Ministerial Conference in Cancun, Mexico
in 2003 Lee Kyung Hae, the leader of the Korean Federation of Advanced
Farmers, stabbed himself in the chest. He was wearing a sandwich board that
read: ‘The WTO kills Farmers’.11 Agrarian distress marks most of the developing
world, and the future of this sector remains bleak. Yet any hope that the rise of
these developing powers will herald momentous transformations for the global
south might be fated to disappointment. There was a time when leaders of such
countries were committed to South–South solidarity. Today it is difficult not to
believe that the leaders of the rising powers speak only for themselves and pos-
sibly for others in the same bloc.
Consider the growing asymmetry between the poor countries in mostly sub-

Saharan Africa and the newly emergent economies. Increasing investments by
India and China in sub-Saharan Africa has become the signpost of increased
global ambitions of these countries. The contradictions that are bound to erupt
between the poor countries and the emerging power hardly augurs well for soli-
darity and for the politics of representation. For representation demands sensitiv-
ity, an ability to understand the needs of the represented, a capacity to articulate
these as if they were one’s own needs. In the discourse of the emerging powers,
however, there is little indication that such qualities underlie claims to represent
the global South. The discourse is purely self-referential, and the wedge
between the better off and the worse off in the global South has been widened.
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Whether members of BRICS will be able to work as a single group to
effect such transformation is also debatable. There is little in common
between the member states of the coalition. Apart from the obvious fact that
India, Brazil and South Africa are democracies and China and to some
degree Russia are not, each member has different expectations of the global
order arising from different levels of dissatisfaction with this order. India
desires membership of the UN Security Council. Since the global financial
crisis has exposed the inadequacies and deficiencies of the current monetary
order, which has the US dollar as its currency, China is more interested in
a new international and broad-based reserve-currency system because it holds
40% of the world reserves ($2 trillion). Russia wants membership of the
WTO. South Africa’s aspirations are, on the other hand, restricted, because
sub-Saharan African countries have decided that membership of the Security
Council will be rotational.
Bilateral relationships between member states are also not in too happy a

state. India and Brazil are concerned about the trade deficit with China. China
and India are at variance for an entire range of reasons from excavations in the
South China Sea, to boundary problems, to the Indian Ocean, and to invest-
ments in sub-Saharan Africa. Brazil appears to be more committed to the India,
Brazil, South Africa (IBSA) grouping and South Africa to its leadership role in
the continent. Other differences between member countries, as O’Neill writes,
are equally significant. The four main economies—Brazil, Russia, India, and
China—are so big that they will soon be among the 10 largest, but beyond
being big, having a large land mass, and lots of people, they share little else.
Unlike in the G7 countries, the wealth differentials among them are high, rang-
ing from $15 000 per capita in Russia and Brazil to below $2000 per capita in
India. South Africa is about one-fifth the size of Russia and India, and tiny
compared to China. Above all, these countries do not share the same ideological
goals.12

Finally, there is something deeply ironic about rising powers asking for an
expansion of institutions of global governance on the plea that the system is
highly unequal, when their own societies are supremely unequal. An OECD

report on inequalities in rising powers accepted that these countries have
played a major role in supporting the global economy, and in shaping the
post-crisis global governance architecture. At the same time high levels of
inequality, commented the report, mark most of these economies. Largely as a
result of sustained government intervention, Brazil has lessened inequalities
and also grown economically, but India has the highest headcount poverty rate
world-wide, with about 42% of its population living on less than US $1.25
per day.
Levels of income inequality in these economies, stated the report, are signifi-

cantly higher than the OECD average. China, India the Russian Federation and
South Africa have become less equal over time. The key sources of inequality
are the large persistent informal sector, widespread regional divides, gaps in
access to education, and barriers to employment and career progression for
women.13
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Inequality, injustice and civil society

In sum, some of the most unequal countries in the world demand equality in
global forums. But then there is no intrinsic link between economic growth and
a lessening of social and economic inequalities. States with high social develop-
ment indicators might or might not be states with the highest incomes or high
rates of economic growth. ‘One of the most surprising results of human devel-
opment research in recent years’, states the 2010 Human Development Report,
‘is the lack of a significant correlation between economic growth and improve-
ments in health and education’.14

History shows us that such a link between economic growth and well-being
can be constructed when citizens in the space of civil society mobilise, channel
energies, organise, and demand of the state that it deliver what has been prom-
ised in constitutions and party manifestos, in political rhetoric and laws, in the
very establishment of democracy. Democracy is about giving ordinary people
the right to elect their own government, which will represent their hopes, aspira-
tions and their needs, and to hold it accountable. But involvement in this activ-
ity demands certain preconditions: rights, income, food, shelter, health and
education. And it is the duty of the state to provide these preconditions.
We have travelled a long distance on the democratic road, and there is little

need to make a case for why the state should deliver these goods. The state
takes decisions in our name, it coerces in our name, it taxes in our name, and it
penalises citizens in our name. The state legitimates its own laws and its poli-
cies, politics and sovereignty in the name of an amorphous entity called ‘the
people’. Why should not these people have expectations of the state, the expec-
tation that their basic needs should be met, and that meeting these basic needs
is a necessary precondition of the very rationale of democratic life: participation
and representation? The right of all democratic citizens to engage in collective
actions flows from the very premise of democracy: popular sovereignty. It also
flows from the recognition that all states, however impeccable their credentials
to democracy, are imperfectly just and inadequately democratic. Democracy is a
project that has to be realised through collective action, and sustained engage-
ment with the state. And for this we need citizen activism, public vigilance, the
building up of informed public opinion, a free media and a culture of engage-
ment and debate in the space of civil society.
Building on the point made in the previous paragraph, let me put forward the

following propositions as a broad context for the argument that follows.

• The modern democratic state is many things but above all it is a conden-
sate of power. This is because the state possesses unparalleled capacity to
gather power from nodal points of society, to codify, implement, arbitrate,
and thus generate power through a variety of means, technologies of sur-
veillance and opacity of governance. Above all the modern democratic
state has revealed an enormous capacity to legitimise power through
authorisation of permissible forms of dissent.

• States which possess democratic credentials are likely to be imperfectly
just.

REALISING JUSTICE

311

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Su

ss
ex

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 1
3:

35
 2

6 
Ju

ne
 2

01
3 



• At the same time, the democratic state recognises and grants equal rights
to citizens, paramount among which is the right to participate in politics,
the right to be represented in decision-making forums, the right to hold
governments responsible, the right to form associations, and the right to
protest. Collectively we can term this set of rights ‘civil and political
rights’.

• Justice has to be realised, even wrested from, imperfectly just states
through forms of collective action. Collective action is enabled by the
grant of civil and political rights.

• In a globalised world the lives of people wherever they might live and
work are affected not only by decisions taken by global institutions, but
also by patterns of investment, trade, media and transmission of communi-
cations and information across borders. Therefore policies of global insti-
tutions and patterns of capitalism can only be countered through the
formation of global coalitions of resistance.

• These global coalitions of resistance have managed to build bridges of sol-
idarity among the poor and the oppressed.

• Collective action in global forums to claim, reclaim and realise rights is a
constitutive aspect of justice. Further, these political acts not only contrib-
ute to the realisation of rights that lie at the core of justice, but also to the
realisation of human agency.

• Yet the main agent that can realise rights and thus justice remains the
national, democratic state upon which demands can be made, and from
which accountability can demanded.

This is not to suggest that we should privilege the national over the global. The
option is implausible given the interconnections that globalisation has wrought,
and given that the lives of ordinary people over the world are affected by tangi-
ble decisions taken by global institutions. These decisions range from the lifting
of subsidies to the agricultural sector to the reduction of emissions to halt cli-
mate change. It is merely to suggest that the global and the national constitute a
series of overlapping relationships. In these relationships sometimes the global
dominates and at other times the national becomes more important. Sometimes
they work in tandem. Therefore, whereas much of the poverty that has wrecked
the lives of people in distant lands can be clearly traced to the working of glo-
bal institutions dominated by Western countries, and although coalitions in the
space of global civil society have mounted large-scale protests against these pol-
icies, when it comes to realising justice and reclaiming rights the national state
acquires significance.
Civil society has traditionally been conceptualised as a project of projects,

with its main project being that of cultivating solidarity among democratic
groups pursuing distinct projects of their own. Although civil society signifies
both a space and a set of values, especially those of plurality and democracy,
there is no inherent essence that we can attribute to civil society. Given the plu-
rality of ends that people subscribe to, existing civil societies are often divided
and contentious, often messy, and only sometimes creative. What is important is
that civil society agents recognise and respect each other’s views, opinions,
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perspectives and ideologies, as long as these fall within the framework of what
is democratically permissible. Democratic groups have to be patient with some
forms of politics and impatient with others, tolerant of fellow travellers, and
intolerant of those who give up on democracy and opt for other forms of poli-
tics, such as management from above. Above all civil society organisations have
to join up with other organisations and form coalitions that will thwart the
efforts of the state to divide this sphere.
Notably the concept of civil society does not only abstract from, describe or

conceptualise particular sorts of phenomenon such as civic activism and collec-
tive action. The concept is normative insofar as it specifies that associational life
in a metaphorical space between the household, the market and the state, is
valuable for a number of reasons. For one, a multiplicity of social associations
putting forth multiple projects engenders solidarity between groups located in
different subject positions. The projects themselves might range from develop-
ing popular consciousness about climate change, to discussing and dissecting
cultural practices, to supporting needy children, to organising neighbourhood
activities.
But, more significantly, participation in collective action enables the realisa-

tion of human agency insofar as citizens recognise and appreciate that they pos-
sess the right to take part in decision making, and that they possess the political
and linguistic competence to do so. Human beings are valuable because they
possess the competence to make their own histories, even if the histories they
make are not the histories they wanted to make in the first instance.
In recent years a space has been created for the articulation of global coali-

tions of the poor and oppressed, because globalisation, like other political pro-
cesses, is double edged. On the one hand, globalisation has knit the world into
a single structure; on the other hand, globalisation has given rise to global civil
society, which has forcefully brought home not only the flaws of global capital-
ism but also the issue of people’s rights. Focused on resistance to the imposition
of a new liberal orthodoxy across the world, global coalitions have protested
against the privatisation of basic services and of the economy, curbs on subsi-
dies, financial deregulation, the opening up of fragile economies to financial and
trade flows, and denial of the rights of workers. Networks of resistance have
also brought onto political agendas significant issues such as debt relief for poor
countries, development, the illegitimacy of global finance capital, criticism of
the policies of the advanced capitalist world and of global financial institutions,
the interests of small farmers, peasants, informal labour and indigenous people,
and human rights, all within a general critique of dominant modes of domina-
tion and exploitation. Helped by the international media these coalitions have
succeeded in putting onto domestic political agendas issues that have been
neglected by national governments.
The constitution of the space itself was made possible by the realisation that,

in a globalised world, it is no longer possible to insulate political struggles
within a country from developments in other parts of the world, particularly
when the lives of people, wherever they might live and work, are affected by
decisions taken elsewhere, in the closed discussion rooms of the WTO for
instance.
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The power of international NGOS (INGOS) was first visible at the Earth Summit
in Rio in 1992, when about 2400 representatives of NGOS came to play a central
role in deliberations. If the idea that people across the world were united in and
by certain common concerns formed the first plank of ingo agendas, the corre-
sponding idea was that no one country, no one government and no one group
of citizens could tackle these concerns in abstraction or in isolation from others.
These problems could be tackled only through common endeavours, common
strategies and a pooling of energies.15

The other significant issue that global civil society actors have placed on the
international agenda is the inequitable nature of globalisation. By mobilising
against multilateral institutions in particular and globalisation in general, INGOS

served to foreground the imbalances of the world system. The most dramatic
manifestation of global civil society was to appear in what came to be known
as the ‘Battle for Seattle’. At the end of November 1999 massive protests
involving some 700 organisations and about 40 000 students, workers, NGOS,
religious groups and representatives of business and finance brought the third
ministerial meeting of the WTO at Seattle to a halt. The WTO was planning to set
in motion a new multilateral round of trade negotiations. But collective anger at
the relocation of industries to the South, at the unsafe and abusive work condi-
tions in the factories and sweatshops found there, at environmental degradation,
and at widespread exploitation, which exploded in a series of angry demonstra-
tions, brought this to a stop. These demonstrations were hailed by some schol-
ars as ‘globalisation from below’ or as the herald of a new internationalism.16

There were two aspects of the ‘battle for Seattle’ that proved significant for
the consolidation of global civil society. First, for the first time hitherto single-
issue groups coalesced into a broad-based movement to challenge the way the
world trade and financial system was being ordered by international institutions.
Second, whereas in the late 1960s protest groups in the USA and in Western
Europe had targeted the state, at Seattle they targeted global corporations and
international economic institutions. The protests themselves bore the mark of
collective ire and resentment at the way in which globalisation, which had been
set in motion two decades earlier, had intensified inequality.
Over time the strategy of global coalitions has changed, from focusing on cri-

tiques of transnational corporations and holding them accountable for unfair
trade practices and exploitation of cheap labour in countries of the global South,
to mass protests at annual meetings of the World Economic Forum, the IMF, the
World Bank and the WTO, to advocacy. Today global civil society agents are
equipped with the intent to ‘transform flaws in multilateral institutional arrange-
ments, and...develop alternatives to inter-state arenas as the main drivers of
world politics’.17

Srilata Batliwala ties another string to the bow of civil society activism, sug-
gesting, ‘[as] the United Nations affirmed the right of nongovernmental actors
to participate in shaping national and global policies on the environment, popu-
lation, human rights, economic development and women, civil society actors
discovered the power of international support, resources, and intervention in
strengthening local work and fighting local repression’.18 In addition to bringing
together an entire host of activist groups across countries and providing these
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multiple organisations with collective focus, in addition to casting the attention
of the global media on these coalitions, global civil society agents are now
involved in struggling with local agents in sites of oppression.
The strategy requires an immense amount of coordination between local

organisations fighting specific problems and international advocacy, media atten-
tion and policy recommendations. It demands vision and commitment, time and
sensitivity to the logic of democracy. Spaces of solidarity have been constructed
with the recognition that poor people face the same problems wherever they live
and work, that these problems are more often than not the outcome of a process
that outstrips national boundaries and the power of national governments, and
that concerted attention needs to be paid to local articulations of common
problems.
Take the case of unorganised labour in the informal sector. In a number of

countries in the global South the size of the informal working class is far, far
larger than that of the organised working class. With the onset of globalisation
in the 1990s the numbers of workers in the informal economy increased phe-
nomenally. This was a development that naturally lessened the bargaining power
of the working class and completely reshaped the capital–labour contract.
Around 92% of the working people in India work in the informal sector; they
are the most vulnerable because they have no fall-back mechanism to meet con-
tingencies such as ill health, accident, death and old age.
For almost 40 years after independence the Indian government paid scant

heed to the overwhelming numbers of workers in the unorganised sector. It was
only in the 1980s that some measures, such as social insurance, micro-credit,
and a National Social Assistance Programme which seeks to cover maternity,
old age and health were introduced.19 It is interesting that social protection poli-
cies began to be enacted for this sector only at the time when India was liberal-
ising and subsequently globalising.
Ratna Sudershan has argued that the 1970s and 1980s witnessed two para-

doxical developments. First, despite the large differences in the situation of the
old and new informal workers, and between workers in the developed and the
developing countries, the forging of associative networks between them resulted
in the formulation of a definite approach to social protection. Second, although
globalisation has expanded the informal sector, the process has also provided
the space for serious discussion on how to ensure the rights of informal workers
to social protection. A number of such discussions in global forums led to the
creation of international networks such as Women in Informal Employment
(WIEGO). WIEGO is a network of individuals and institutions drawn from member-
ship-based organisations of informal workers, such as cooperatives and unions,
associations, researchers and statisticians who collate data on the informal econ-
omy, and professionals from development agencies, both governmental, nongov-
ernmental, and inter-governmental. By December 2011 WIEGO had 168 members
from 28 countries.20

The initiative for the formation of a union of home-based workers across var-
ious countries was taken by an Indian union of home-based workers, the Self
Employed Women’s Association (SEWA). SEWA was inaugurated in 1970 by Ela
Bhatt as a distinct branch of the Textile Labour Association (TLA), a trade union
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which had been formed by Gandhi in 1917. SEWA’s objective was to inaugurate
a more democratic mode of trade unionism by maintaining close touch between
the leadership and the grassroots members. Significantly SEWA was to project
women, many of whom worked from home, as workers, not only as women. In
1980 SEWA broke away from the TLA and was established as an autonomous
organisation.
HomeNet was set up by SEWA to coordinate a global campaign to improve the

working conditions of home-based workers at all levels, and to strengthen their
capacity through information and technical assistance.21 The multitude of tasks
that confronted the union, for example, giving home-based workers an interna-
tional profile, strengthening capacities and goals on the ground, and building
campaigns based on research, management, and analysis of macroeconomic pol-
icies, required the construction of networks among a diverse set of organisa-
tions. Significantly HomeNet also realised that women in other sectors of the
informal economy, such as street vendors, also needed to be given a profile
through policy advocacy.22 The campaign has had a major impact on public
policy in a short span of time. And a new convention on home work was
adopted by the International Labour Organization (ILO) in June 1996.
In 1997 WIEGO was formed to take on these tasks as well as to take on

research, policy advocacy, and the development of programmes for informal
workers. Significantly WIEGO has managed to transcend a divide that plagues
other nongovernmental organisations and networks, between the grassroots and
the leadership. Its leaders are expected to subordinate their own impulse to
power and take into account the opinions of the members of the organisation.
WIEGO works closely with allies within the ILO to improve and strengthen the
basic framework of the home-work convention, such as sharpening definitions
of home work, and also in order to monitor policy.
This strategy has played an important role in increasing the visibility of infor-

mal workers, and in generating commitment to providing universal social pro-
tection. The Indian government established the National Commission for
Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector in 2004. Based upon the NCEUS report,
in December 2008 the Government of India finally passed the Unorganised Sec-
tor Workers Social Security Bill. The bill aims to provide social security and
job protection to at least 375 million workers in the unorganised sector.
At least three important implications can be drawn from this case. First,

across the world people can be bound together in a number of ways, with the
binding force ranging from formal regulatory institutions such as the WTO to
mobilisation through virtual global civil society networks. This ‘bringing
together’ generates solidarity among different kinds of people, who live and
work in different situations in different countries. Second, these webs of solidar-
ity and networks of advocacy may not lead to a (minimal) transfer of resources
from the rich to the poor, but they may do something equally significant: they
may lead to the grafting of social policy onto political agendas. Third, different
strategies of helping the poor need not be mutually exclusive; they can equally
complement each other. If leaders of BRICS lobby for better prospects for their
citizens, this has to be welcomed. But if concerned citizens across the world
come together in and through networks that consolidate solidarity for and with
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the poor, it is equally good. And if in tandem these different agents can bring
about the reform of global institutions, as well as the reform of national govern-
ments, it is even better. The significant fact is that informed public opinion and
political activism can propel onto the agenda several issues that have not been
taken up by governments or by global institutions. In the process global coali-
tions have had a constitutive impact on justice.
Nancy Fraser has made an important point in this context. She argues that

political actors have transformed the monological debate on justice into a dia-
logue. Earlier, comments Fraser, theorists of justice did not imagine that those
who would be subjected to the principles of justice might have a role to play in
determining such principles.

Today however, monological theories of social justice are becoming increas-
ingly implausible…as the circle of those claiming a say in frame-setting
expands, decisions about the ‘who’ are increasingly viewed as political mat-
ters, which should be handled democratically, rather as technical matters,
which can be left to experts and elites…No longer content to ascertain the
requirements of justice in a monological fashion…[some] theorists are look-
ing increasingly to dialogical approaches, which treat important aspects of
justice as matters for collective decision-making, to be determined by the cit-
izens themselves, through democratic deliberation.23

Claiming rights, realising justice

Various forms of activism in global civil society have succeeded in initiating a
dialogue on justice ranging from climate change to human rights to the rights of
the informal sector. But the question of who will realise justice brings us up
short. The hope that crucial rights can be claimed, reclaimed or realised from
global institutions, even if these institutions accommodate the governments of
the rising powers, appears unfeasible and, therefore, unrealisable, at least for the
foreseeable future. Whatever the power of global institutions, these simply do
not have the mandate to realise rights. Nor are they obliged to do so. Global
institutions might be compelled by civil society activism to moderate and mod-
ify policies that have the potential of wreaking havoc on the lives of the global
poor. The process of realising rights, however, demands other preconditions.
Apart from possessing power and resources, the institution that is in a position
to realise rights should be 1) proximate in a metaphorical sense; 2) accessible;
3) possessed of the capacity to garner resources through policies of taxation; 4)
vested with the power to legislate on and implement and monitor social policy;
and 5) responsible to the constituency that it is accountable to. Certainly inter-
locking structures and institutions of global governance have been set in place,
such as international bureaucracies, world trade regimes, regulatory authorities,
a rule-making process and international judiciaries. But the hope that the expan-
sion of these institutions to include rising powers will enable the legislation and
implementation of a just world order, or engage in the intricate business of real-
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ising rights that remain unfulfilled, is but a dream on our collective political
horizon. As of now this is not the mandate of whatever global institutions exist.
We are left with the recognition that, whereas collective action that is both

global and national in scope can demand the realisation of rights, the only agent
that can possibly enable access to the goods that right is a right to, remains the
national state. The democratic state is determinate, it is metaphorically speaking
proximate, and it can be held to account. Second, the state is a condensate of
power; therefore, it is able to command all sorts of resources. Put differently,
the state is best able to secure the good a right is a right to simply because it
has, or at least can garner, the resources to do so. It is only the state that can
tax its citizens and redistribute revenues in a fair and just manner, and establish
the preconditions to enable access to the good the right is a right to. And this is
important, because redistributive justice requires as essential preconditions insti-
tutions, policies, distributive mechanisms, tribunals, regulatory agencies, a
vibrant civil society, a free press, and a judiciary that can be appealed to if these
rights have not been fulfilled. Civil society agents cannot establish these institu-
tional preconditions. And for this reason the best organised civil society move-
ments, such as the movement to make poverty history have not achieved
notable success. Ultimately it is the state that has to realise the demands thrown
up by civil society.
The first inference we can draw from the argument above is that rights and

justice can be realised through collective action that is both national and global.
The second inference is that the realisation of a right presupposes a determinate
agent, which is in a position to enable access to the good the right is a right to.
Moreover, this agent must be obliged to enable access to the right on offer.
Which other agent apart from the democratic state can the poor or their repre-
sentatives in civil society approach? Third, the act of claiming what is our due
bears an important implication; persons, in and through political practices and
claim making, realise human agency. The concept of human agency can be
interpreted in two ways. The quintessential liberal take on agency is that just
political institutions should enable human beings to craft and revise projects that
make their life worthwhile. In a more radical sense, persons realise agency
when they address the historical constraints that prevent them from formulating,
pursuing and revising projects.

Conclusion

Finally, to return to the question posed above: even if the dominant Western
powers agree to reform the global order and make it more consonant with the
distribution of economic power, will this change the way poor people live out
their lives? Although the entry of rising powers onto the world stage might
democratise an unequal global order, this development can constitute only one
component of an entire range of strategies that seeks to realise justice. Indisput-
ably the elimination of global injustice is an essential precondition for a number
of things. A country can hardly institutionalise processes and institutions that
deliver justice if it is hampered by unequal and exploitative international trade,
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if its decisions are constrained by the unjust policies of global institutions such
as the WTO, if it has to spend a major part of its revenues on paying back inter-
est on debts, and if it is condemned to primary forms of economic activity
because technology and expertise are not available to the country. But a lessen-
ing of global inequality might or might not translate into a lessening of inequal-
ity within the country.
The forging of coalitions within borders and across borders has placed onto

the political agenda challenges to the profound injustice wreaked upon people
within and between states. People have begun to resist inequality and injustice
within borders and across borders, and this is a distinct good because, in the
final instance, the only form of politics that can help realise justice for those
who have been denied their due is collective action in the space of civil society.
This is what the votaries of rising powers have to take into account when they
celebrate a possible recalibration of the global order.
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