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1. The Bahá'í International Community welcomes the decision of the Special Rapporteur to address the right of persons living in poverty to participate in the decisions of society. The idea that every person has a role to play in shaping the processes and structures that impact their lives is now widely accepted and considered by many as a cornerstone of social action. 

2. It is important, at the outset, to acknowledge that poverty is a condition that arises from the injustices of society. The very structures that perpetuate poverty also perpetuate the lack of participation of the materially poor in decisions that affect their lives. Too often, those living in poverty are not treated as part of society; social norms and structures, legal mechanisms and economic policies develop in ways that, either explicitly or not, exclude them from full participation. Despite noble intentions, many efforts to remedy the situation place the burden of responsibility on the very populations struggling within systems that deny them access to channels of deliberation and decision-making. Yet the responsibility lies with society—its communities and social institutions—to make it possible for all people to contribute their energies and talents to the construction of a more just and equitable global community.  
3. The challenges presented by extreme poverty, however, in no way detract from the vital principle that the primary protagonists of development must be the people themselves. It is in this regard that we offer the following reflections on the nature, goals and challenges of participatory processes, in hopes of advancing this important discourse. 

The rationale and scope of participation
4. The expansion of opportunities for the materially poor to voice their perspectives on issues that affect their lives has been expressed in terms of both human rights and obligations. Equally important, though less acknowledged, is the reality that only by involving the people directly affected by decisions can the best ideas emerge and the greatest advances be made. Those living in poverty must be included in decision-making processes not simply because it is the “right” thing to do, but because if they are not, the progress of society as a whole—impacting rich and poor alike—will be hindered. The erroneous belief that those with power and resources already possess everything needed for society to thrive undermines the meaningful participation of those who have traditionally been excluded and thwarts human development as a whole, by discounting a rich source of insights, knowledge, ideas and resources.   

5. A key question, then, is whether efforts to involve the materially poor in decision-making conceive of their contribution as being relevant for the well-being of society as whole, or whether their involvement is understood merely within the context of projects created by others—generally those with access to resources and power. The question is an important one, for if involvement is limited to processes designed and built by others, it must be understood that such “participation,” by giving implicit consent to the process, runs the risk of reinforcing the structures that perpetuate inequities. As one prominent thinker has noted, authentic development occurs when groups become the subjects who deliberate, decide and act in the world, rather than being either victims of circumstance or objects of someone else’s decisions.

6. It is an unfortunate reality that participatory mechanisms designed for those living in poverty often take the form of pro forma consultations or largely symbolic “listening-sessions.” Such approaches demonstrate that involvement, by itself, is no panacea, and that consensus can as easily be the product of manipulation by those with vested interests, as the product of authentic participation. Participation must therefore be substantive and creative if it is to further constructive social transformation. It must engage constituents in the full range of the decision-making process, from identifying challenges, devising solutions, choosing approaches to determining implementation strategies and articulating criteria for evaluation. In particular, the more individuals are included in the early stages of the process, the more fully they can express their agency. 

7. Creating an environment in which all people, particularly the historically excluded and marginalized, are able to take part in decision-making processes also requires a transformation at the level of the individual. The present-day social order, in which materialism and exploitation have largely supplanted the organizing principles of justice and mutualism, exerts its influence on each one of us and shapes our understanding of ourselves and our role in society. The exclusion of individuals from relevant decision-making processes, the failure of society to consider their needs and aspirations, too often distorts their perceptions of their dignity and self-worth. Expanding meaningful opportunities for participation, then, has intrinsic value as it respects the inherent worth and dignity of marginalized peoples and provides an environment in which their experiences, perspectives, their hopes and fears can be heard.   
A process of collective inquiry

8. Expanding the participation of those who have historically been excluded from decision-making not only increases the pool of intellectual resources, but can also foster the trust and mutual commitment needed for sustained, collective action.  A diversity of opinions, on its own, however, does not provide a means to bridge differences or resolve social tensions. A unifying process of decision-making is needed—one which helps participants to formulate common goals, to manage collective resources, to win the good-will and support of all stakeholders, and to mobilize diverse talents and capacities.   

9. Though much remains to be learned, certain features seem integral to such a process.  Among these is the effort to identify and apply moral and social principles to the matter at hand. Many well-intentioned groups can formulate approaches to the problems before them, but such plans are valuable only to the degree that they can be translated into action. The advantage of articulating relevant principles is that these shape the nature of practical measures being proposed and, equally importantly, foster the attitude and will needed for the selection and implementation of practical measures. Because good intentions and good ideas will not suffice in the face of stretched budgets, meager resources, and contending visions of progress and well-being, agreement will need to be reached on the underlying principles.  

10. Reaching a shared vision of action requires processes of collective inquiry and decision-making that focus on ascertaining facts and assessing circumstances, rather than on advancing competing claims and interests. In such an atmosphere, ideas that have been shared no longer “belong” to the individuals who expressed them, but become a resource to be adopted, modified or discarded by the group as a whole. And while individuals are free to express differing opinions and viewpoints in a candid and frank manner, interactions need to be dignified and guided by a shared search for the truth about a given situation.  

11. Establishing mechanisms of this kind will be no easy task, nor will it be a cure-all for the challenges social development efforts face. Nevertheless, conventional models of disputation and debate, which exclude the masses of the world’s people, perpetuate patterns of conflict, and place inordinate emphasis on the concerns of a powerful few, have proven inadequate to the task of building a world in which all can thrive and prosper.

Enhancing local capacity, fostering mutual support 

12. What kinds of norms and practices will enrich the deliberations of local, national and global communities? What are the characteristics of an environment in which individuals and communities are empowered to pursue constructive social transformation, whether on the global stage or in a home, neighborhood or village? How can human interaction tap the power of collective action and avoid the pitfalls of conflict and competition?

13. Building the capacity of the world’s peoples and social institutions to create a prosperous and just society will require a vast increase in knowledge. Rather than unquestioningly adopting “solutions” developed elsewhere, an emphasis on strengthening local capacity to generate, apply and diffuse knowledge can help to put into place an ongoing process of action and reflection. Such an approach encourages respect of the existing knowledge base of a community, raises the community’s confidence in its ability to devise, implement and assess solutions, and helps to systematize and expand local knowledge. In this way, a coherent process of learning, systematically building the capacity of a given population to take charge of its spiritual social and intellectual development, comes to encompass wider and wider spheres of community endeavor. 
14. Every community possesses structures for decision-making and consensus building.  To the extent that they are recognized and utilized by members of the community, these structures and modes of organization can provide a starting point for efforts to give a greater voice to the perspectives and concerns of the materially poor in decisions that affect their lives and the progress of the community.  

Beyond “us” and “them”

15. The course of human development is shaped by conceptions of “progress” under which it is pursued. The task of incorporating all people, regardless of material wealth, into the advancement of civilization therefore calls for the articulation of a vibrant and compelling vision of human prosperity at its widest and most inclusive. Such a vision must address the need for harmony between varying aspects of development (cultural, technological, economic, social, moral, spiritual), and must give rise to a widely-shared sense of common purpose. This approach, based in a recognition of the capacity and responsibility of all to contribute to a better world transcends us/them patterns of thought that divide the world into “haves” who grant opportunities for participation to the “have nots.”  

16. Approaching social progress in such a way requires a model of humanity that coherently incorporates the pervasive and growing interdependence characterizing the peoples and nations of the world today. One such model can be found in the complexity and coordination that characterizes the human body, in which millions of cells, immeasurably diverse in form and function, collaborate to make life possible. Every cell plays a role in maintaining a healthy body and each is linked to a lifelong process of giving and receiving. The growing consciousness of a common humanity lying just beneath the surface is redefining our relationships with one another as individuals, communities and nations. 

17. While the idea that the peoples of the world constitute a single human family receives wide support at the level of theory, the vast majority of both personal interactions and social structures are still based in entrenched conceptions of race, nationality, tribe, and similar designations. Such affiliations will need—without in any way detracting from the rich diversity of ethnic origins, history, language and tradition—to be informed by a wider allegiance to a global civilization if concern for the prosperity of all is to become anything more than politically expedient rhetoric.

18. In the final analysis, it is clear that a flourishing society cannot be built by the materially wealthy on behalf of the materially poor. In order to move forward, structures, which have contributed to the exclusion of the materially poor will need to reexamined; a genuine reassessment of the distribution of power and wealth will need to take place; the inherent relationship between the extremes of wealth and poverty will need to be recognized; and progress will need to be reframed in terms of the harmony between the moral and material dimensions of human life.   
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