
A Few Final Thoughts 
 
This book has focused on people in distress: the poor and displaced, the vulnerable, victims of 

violent conflict. We have also explored the opportunities for and constraints on implementing economic, 

social and cultural rights. Where basic needs are unmet or even denied, the daily struggle for livelihood 

becomes an arena full of tension. Human dignity requires recognition in adequate living standards and 

access to health services and education. Internationally, these needs have been acknowledged as the basis of 

primary entitlements of each and every individual. Yet the international human rights agenda has given 

much more attention to fundamental freedoms -civil and political rights -than to the protection of people's 

essential needs through economic, social and cultural rights. We have seen that the protection of such needs 

through law and legal mechanisms suffers from three basic constraints: 

- an almost exclusively vertical focus on state responsibilities, neglecting the role of other actors as 

duty-holders (corporations and the international financial institutions, for example); 

- a juridical method in implementation, principally involving standard-setting, monitoring and 

enforcement by legal means; 

- a focus on resource constraints as the primary impediment to a full realization of these rights. 

 

 The phrase "achieving progressively" in Article 2.1 of the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has led to development-oriented approaches towards their realization, 

in which the people whose lives are characterized by denied human needs drop out of sight. Hence, we 

followed our critique of market-led and state-led development with a new centre of analysis: human dignity 

and its opposite -humiliation. From this angle, two new methodologies had to be introduced. Taking the 

perspective of people themselves means first of all replacing an external problem-solving attitude 

(development as a panacea for resource pressure) by a dilemma approach. Second, a needs-led method 

initiates the implementation of economic, social and cultural rights in what people themselves experience, 

feel and express. 

Human rights are often discussed as tools that have to be taken up and mastered. If that had been our 

intention, we might have focused only on the opportunities for and constraints to implementing economic, 



social and cultural rights. But rather than stopping here, that is where in a real sense this book begins. The 

focus on human needs brings us to the core of strategies for implementing economic, social and cultural 

rights: basic human dignity. It cannot be gained or lost, though of course it can be seriously hurt and 

violated. Purely secular interpretations of dignity are rather limited. It is the world's religions that provide 

deeper sources for understanding this foundation of human rights. 

In intra-state collective violence, religion plays a dual role. On the one hand, it is misused to 

construct or fortify us-them divides. On the other hand, it may be easier to reach people from a religious 

platform than from an international human rights perspective. Religion can indeed contribute towards 

conflict resolution. In cases of collective violence, the challenge is to get the real conflict, rather than merely 

its symptoms, in view. This may provide a basis for strategies of conflict transformation. In such efforts 

people's basic needs are bound to come to the fore, and with that, comes the necessity of implementing 

economic, social and cultural rights.  

A focus on human dignity lays the foundation for critical approaches to positive law (existing 

legality). From the side of the poor themselves, quiet encroachment is a strategy which transcends the 

adaptive coping which continuously reduces one's living standards and depletes resources. In their efforts to 

secure livelihood, poor people do sometimes succeed in gaining new space. 

Vulnerability presents a particular problem. Uncertainty and stress may paralyze people. Narratives 

from outside may break through this incapacity. Although this is not yet a part of traditional human rights 

language, it may encourage people to stand upright and regain the self-respect that follows from their basic 

human dignity. 

Although the United Nations Development Programme has embarked upon "enabling environments" 

approaches to human rights, most of the people in need of implementation of economic, social and cultural 

rights live in adverse environments: productive resources are badly allocated, economic injustice is rife, the 

state is not subject to the rule of law, violence, civil strife and cultures of domination and submissiveness 

prevail. In such a context of "non-law" or even "anti-law", human rights cannot easily provide legal support 

for individual claims to resources and essential goods and services. Yet even here, economic, social and 



cultural rights may be a forceful weapon to contest power based on access to productive resources. The 

challenge is to build awareness among the rights-holders and to identify the duty-holders. Where denied 

needs meet human rights, legality is confronted with principles of legitimacy. 

In order to understand such processes the notion of entitlement failure is crucial. It is through the 

lack of entitlement positions that human dignity tends to be structurally violated; thus, the systems and 

subsystems of entitlement need to be properly analyzed in order to provide a basis for human rights 

strategies that enhance socio-economic rights as real human rights, which support legitimate claims to 

food, clothing, housing, health services and education and have implications at all levels of economic power. 

In society, politics and the economy, the struggle is directed at those institutions and processes which result 

in violations of basic human dignity; in a positive sense, the search is for a cultural and institutional 

environment conducive to a realization of everyone's human dignity. 

 

Transforming the Struggle 

Implementation of economic, social and cultural rights is a continuous, day-to-day struggle for the 

poor, the displaced, the vulnerable. The argument presented in this book may well be summarized in terms 

of transforming this struggle. At first sight, the types of struggle in which the deprived and destitute are 

caught seem only to be clashes of different interests backed by unequal power positions. But where needs 

meet rights, such conflicts must be seen in a different light in three distinct ways. Each has direct 

consequences for how the people involved may experience their realities. 

 

The struggle is deepened 

Where needs meet rights, the struggle is deepened in the sense of being given a normative setting: 

the confrontation of power with the rights of people and fundamental principles of legitimacy. For example, 

people fighting for access to clean water are not just involved in a struggle for economic power that will give 

them better access to goods and services. The denial of their basic needs for clean water confronts society 



with its own values. This applies to public policies as well as to business decisions. Earlier, for example, we 

mentioned the phenomenon of development-induced displacement of people, as in the construction of giant 

dams for electricity generation. This is the essence of the critique of purely "development"-oriented 

approaches to human deprivation and destitution. It is not development per se but human dignity as the 

foundation of people's basic entitlements that should serve as a primary basis for public and private decision-

making. 

Economic, social and cultural rights thus imply rights-based approaches to poverty and 

displacement. Here lies the basis for resistance against the status quo and action based on such resistance. 

Non-governmental organizations and other actors assisting in these struggles should be aware that people's 

feelings of self-respect may be expressed in types of discourse different from human rights language. What 

matters are not the words but the effectiveness of the action elicited. 

 

The struggle is widened 

 When people's essential needs are being denied, the promotion of human rights broadens the 

struggle for livelihood to involve the whole local community -agents of government, development and peace 

organizations, women's and environmental groups, and businesses. Where needs meet rights, "actors" 

become "duty-holders". This implies that economic, social and cultural rights must be integrated into all 

activities of such institutions, not just incorporated into specific human rights projects. 

Shifting the focus of implementation strategies to extragovernmental activity at the local level, 

including business, requires approaches which may differ from those used in struggles for civil and political 

rights. There, the primary focus appears to be on legal resources. Economic, social and cultural rights are 

oriented to action. Action first, legalization later seems to characterize successful strategies. 

States should of course be confronted with their positive obligations to provide basic public services 

to all and to guarantee adequate living standards. But economic, social and cultural rights may also serve as 

a weapon to fight concrete state interventions that result in abuse of people's basic entitlements. In this 



connection, the implications of structural adjustment programmes, economic sanctions and the immense 

problem of external debt demand special attention. The establishment of country committees for economic, 

social and cultural rights, ombudspersons and regional or sub-regional coordinating committees may be seen 

as significant steps in this direction. Furthermore, where duty-holders can be clearly identified, concrete 

violations of economic, social and cultural rights may also be addressed in litigation. 

 

The struggle is uplifted 

Finally, where needs meet rights, the struggle for livelihood is uplifted. The adjective "universal" in 

the term "universal human rights" points to responsibility. The situation of those whose unmet needs imply a 

violation of their basic dignity is recognized today as a universal responsibility. The human rights 

mechanisms established by the United Nations are rooted in the universal human responsibility for the 

implementation of fundamental freedoms and basic entitlements. Yet, no matter how important this 

international venture for the protection of human rights may be, it will have real significance only if it is 

connected to what we have identified as the first two elements of transforming the struggle: human rights as 

principles of legitimacy and local involvement beyond those whose basic human dignity is directly affected. 

The vision presented here shifts the emphasis from alleviating the consequences -of hunger, malnutrition, 

infant mortality, reduced life expectancy, illiteracy -towards a focus on people and their life conditions as 

rooted in institutions, processes and outcomes that do not meet fundamental standards of legitimacy. 

Humanity is still only at the beginning of efforts to develop strategies to implement economic, social 

and cultural rights. In terms of focus and vision, methods and strategies, multiple actors and diverse levels, 

the recognition of economic, social and cultural rights requires new commitments to concerted action. In 

awareness, in practice and in law, these rights gradually mature. Concretely, this suggests linking practical 

actions against displacement and poverty with human rights concepts and issues, developing a political 

culture of human rights, which includes economic, social and cultural rights. Like Amnesty International's 



"mobilization of shame" in regard to violations of civil and political rights, what is meant here is to evoke a 

deeply felt concern with other people's livelihood. 

Such processes of conscientization regarding economic, social and cultural rights should be driven 

by a primary focus on human needs. When people in need see themselves as rights-holders and those in 

power recognize their duties, the fight against poverty and destitution is put in a civilizational perspective. In 

politics, economics and society alike, it is high time to place human dignity at the centre of our agendas. 

At this turn of the century, one further observation is pertinent. Without a doubt, the 20th century 

was the age of modernity. An almost invincible belief in technological as well as social engineering and the 

"constructibility" of society prevailed. Out of this has come the "developmental" perspective on protecting 

people's basic entitlements. In the process, the deepening of daily struggles for livelihood through economic, 

social and cultural rights has been lost. In fact, post-modernity, with its mistrust of principles as such, 

implies a further defeat: no objective standards of legitimacy are recognized any longer, and human rights 

are buried in cultural relativism. 

In this impasse we have suggested that the way out of this sterile debate between legal universalism 

and cultural relativism is an intercultural approach which acknowledges the diverse roots of human rights in 

different social, cultural and religious contexts while linking local practices and languages of human dignity 

and rights to international standards and mechanisms for human rights implementation. 

Our focus has not been on problem-solving and legal or socio-economic engineering but on people 

faced with the violation of their basic human dignity, how they themselves experience their struggle for 

livelihood and how they respond to humiliation. Coming closer to people in their unmet needs is perhaps the 

most promising perspective for the implementation of economic, social and cultural rights in the 21st 

century. 


