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1 Introduction

“It seems that men not unreasonably take the notions of the good or happiness from the lives they
actually led (..)”

Aristotle “The Nicomachean Ethics” (350 B.C.E.)

1.1 Relevance of the topic

Analysis of human rights performance is certainly not a new affair — as perhaps the central
topic of debates about domestic and international politics it is accompanied by a growing body
of academic research, mainly in the fields of law, philosophy and international relations. Over
the recent decades there have been increasingly many efforts to investigate practicalities of
human rights realisation and factors that promote or stifle their development, conducted not
only within research scholarship, but also by restless work of various intergovernmental and
non-governmental organisations, which observe and document human rights violations
worldwide, illuminating the failures of states to adequately respect, protect and fulfil human
rights. All this work has contributed greatly to enhancing the understanding of the relationship
between human rights and different forms of government, yet these debates have been largely
confined to the realm of civil and political rights (CPR), which more often than not tend to

monopolise the entire concept of human rights.

Economic and social rights (ESR) have consequently been overlooked by this research
resulting in a lack of conceptual, theoretical and methodological clarity surrounding this group
of rights in particular. Several reasons have contributed to this state of affairs. First, scholarly
preoccupation with CPR was initially prompted by the end World War Two, and again
reinforced by the “third wave of democratisation” drawing research attention to aspects that
prompt countries’ transition to democratic regimes. The bulk of this research accounted for
ESR mainly as explanatory variables, employing socio-economic information to assess or
predict the levels of democracy and rarely awarded them individual focus (Landman, 2002).
This effectively marginalised ESR from the research agenda, leaving gaps in conceptualisation
efforts, theoretical explanations with regard to ESR fulfilment as well as clarity about how they
should be translated into public policy (Hertel and Minkler, 2007; Minkler, 2013b, 2013a;
Landman, 2002, 2009; Landman and Carvalho, 2010; Donnelly, 2003; Kunnemann, 1995).
This unfortunate omission has been somewhat addressed by the United Nations’ (UN) work on

human development and poverty alleviation, initiated in the 1990s, slowly but gradually



reviving research interest into ESR. While an increasing body of work is currently devoted to
questions related to ESR, scholars still emphasise the relative state of underdevelopment when
it comes to this group of rights (Donnelly, 2003; Landman and Carvalho, 2010; Landman,
2013; OHCHR, 2006, 2008, p. 1).

A related obstacle causing much confusion has been the prevalent view that all human rights
are interrelated,! deeming, on the first glance, individual investigations into ESR somewhat
redundant. It is often asserted that human rights can only be achieved in democratic regimes
leading to the assumption that democracies will also inevitably advance ESR. Yet, while it is
indeed true that all rights in theory can only be achieved in democratic states (not least because
autocracies are distinguished by their violations of CPR), empirical evidence has been cautious
to generalise the causation between democracy and ESR (Landman, 2013, p. 5). Virtually all
countries are in one way or the other deficient in their fulfilment of rights, and just as there are
a number of democracies that have failed to realise ESR for their populations, there are also
several autocracies that seem to be doing rather well in this regard. These may or may not be
exceptions from the rule, but such examples suggest at a minimum, that the relationship
between both sets of rights is less automatic than previously assumed and certainly propose
that more attention be devoted to the relationship between the ‘rights’ and ‘regime’ variables.
Likewise, while studies have explored deficiencies in the human rights records in authoritarian

states, we know relatively little about why they do further rights, especially ESR.

Finally, the majority of research investigating ESR has been conducted within the subject of
law or international law resulting in somewhat unfairly confining human rights (including
ESR) to the realm of their legal fulfilment. While their legal articulation may be desired, it is a
misunderstanding and a grave oversight to assert that a formal recognition of rights will
inevitably lead to their enjoyment in practice. As articulated by Amartya Sen: “[hJuman rights
may well be reflected in legislation, may inspire legislation, and may even serve, in many
circumstances, as ideals that demand legislative attention. However, these are ‘further facts’ —
not the defining characteristics of human rights” (Sen, 2012, p. 91). It is much too common that
laws and constitutions articulate rights which fail to be realised in practice and likewise
conceivable how in the absence of legal recognition, some states may nevertheless be able to

demonstrate significant practical achievements in a variety of ESR domains. It is therefore clear

! The approach to human rights as interrelated has been most widespread and promoted by the international
human rights institutions. Alongside others, this principle is laid out in the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948), further reiterated in the Limburg Principles in 1986 and reinforced in the World Conference on
Human Rights in Vienna in 1993.



that human rights extend far beyond legal measures and these avenues need to be explored

when examining ESR performance.?

As a result, the philosophical, theoretical, conceptual and methodological debates concerning
ESR have not been fully resolved. Among other things, scholars disagree as to how ESR fit
into a conceptualisation of rights, what factors promote or stall their fulfilment® and how ESR
should be measured given their somewhat arbitrary nature. This contribution does not seek to
resolve these issues; it cannot. The project is rooted in the belief that meaningful inferences
with regard to human rights practices can be made even without explicit unanimity about their
foundational issues. Such research can, however, contribute significantly to these debates
through investigating the puzzle that is ESR fulfilment in non-democratic states and enriching
empirical knowledge about this ‘black box’ of human rights research since neither the rights,
nor welfare scholarship offer adequate explanations as to whether, how and why authoritarian
states further ESR. But they do provide valuable starting points for theorising about these

issues.

While many of the foundational questions are still in the core of heated debates and unequivocal
agreement is unlikely to be achieved, this project contributes to clarifying and improving the
domain by presenting contextual empirical evidence about the relationship between ESR and
autocracies. It (1) draws on existing debates within human rights and political regime
scholarship as well as research on welfare states to develop theoretical expectations as to the
factors that could promote ESR in authoritarian regimes; (2) investigates the (potentially
overlapping) concepts of ESR and political regimes and discusses the trade-offs involved; (3)
surveys and critically assesses the existing tools available for evaluating ESR performance;
and (4) investigates ESR in three authoritarian states, which, given the dominant theoretical
paradigm stand out as outlier cases, portraying ‘good’ ESR performance given their economic
resource constraints, namely Singapore, Jordan and Belarus. Given the state of the overall
underdevelopment with regard to ESR, these empirical contributions can contribute to refining
existing theories about this group of rights and enable researchers to draw more informed

inferences about these issues.

2 The Limburg Principles explicitly state that “[I]egislative measures alone are not sufficient to fulfil the
obligations of the Covenant” (UN Commission of Human Rights 1987, p. 3para.18), emphasising that a legal
perspective may be inadequate to explain ESR performance.

3 While factors that contribute to the realisation of ESR in democratic states are understood fairly well (e.g. lack
of corruption, availability of resources, strong civil society, good governance, etc.), these issues have been
largely left unexplored in non-democratic contexts.



1.2 Outline of the problem

It is widely accepted that democratic states have superior human rights records in comparison
with autocracies. In fact, ‘democracy’ and ‘human rights’ are often understood as interrelated
or even synonymous concepts because both are seen as grounded in the notions of freedom,
human dignity and agency (Beetham, 1999). This relationship is particularly ‘intrinsic’ in the
case of CPR, for democratic states are largely defined by their record of civil liberties and
political rights (Landman and Larizza, 2009; Griffin, 2008; Beetham, 1999), while autocracies
are defined by their absence. Such mutual reciprocity, however, becomes less straightforward
once the notion of rights is extended beyond the civil and political realm to also encompass

economic and social dimensions.

ESR are human rights that relate to the areas of education, health, work, social security as well
as the more fundamental requirements often associated with basic needs, such as access to
food, housing, water and sanitation. The project conceptualises these rights as an
interconnected set of rights, which together intend to ensure an adequate standard of living.
These issues are later discussed in detail but it is worth noting here that international treaties
articulate adequate standard of living as one among other ESR (see Article 25, UDHR (1948);
Article 11, ICESCR (1966)).* International treaties and a significant amount of scholarship,
lean towards understanding this right as concerned with the bare minimum in relation to food,
water, clothing and sanitary conditions, but this study notably assumes a much wider
interpretation of the said right. While it certainly encompasses the minimal resources needed
for survival and basic needs, the project invokes the broader concept of ‘well-being’ as an
investigative focus. Here, adequate standards of living are perceived as the overarching goal
that all other ESR strive to achieve (Eide, 1995; Hertel and Minkler, 2007, p. 6), yet the value
in the right is seen to rest within providing people well-being, that is, the ability to be well and
pursue the lives they “have reason to value” (Sen, 1999, p. 18). In this sense, food, water,
clothing, sanitation and mere survival is likely not enough for one to be well — crucial for
advancing people’s standards of living are other ESR, such as education, health care, work and
others, which together mutually enhance one another while striving to improve people’s

individual standing.

4 Article 25 of the UDHR states that “Everyone has the right to a standard of living, adequate for the health and
well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing, ad medical care and necessary social
services”. The ICESCR further elaborate on this entitlement in Article 11.1. that “The States Parties to the
present Covenant recognise the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family,
including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions (..).”



Such a wide conception, is admittedly underspecified, but enables a variety of possible policy
responses to advance these rights without tautologically implying the presence of a democratic
political regime. It is also neutral to the idea that there exists the ‘correct’ way of raising living
standards and advancing their well-being, and allows for the likelihood that appropriateness of
measures taken will be influenced by the cultural, historical or even geographical contexts
within which people’s lives take place. Indeed, even the UN framework has recognised that
ESR are compatible with a variety of political and economic forms of organisation® and the
panel of experts who composed the Limburg Principles of 1986 have reiterated the point.®
Democratic processes may well serve to the advantage of ESR, but it may be an empirical
rather than normative observation; desired but not causational and there is no reason why both
should be linked by definition.

What factors then do contribute to the fulfilment of ESR? The leading theoretical paradigm for
explaining ESR performance is primarily dominated by resource-based and procedural
considerations. The former take into account that ESR indirectly entail financial investments
in education, health care, social security and hence view resource availability as an important
factor determining ESR outcomes. Indeed — poorer states are gravely disadvantaged in
achieving similar levels of well-being as those with an abundance of assets and to this day, a
country’s ability to acquire necessary resources remains the principal explanatory factor for
improving socio-economic outcomes for their general population. The resource-based account
is further complemented by procedural considerations, which insist that although ESR are
compatible with a “wide variety of economic and political systems”,” democratic regimes
possess certain advantages expected to result in a higher attainment of ESR. Such benefits

relate to the electoral process and input legitimacy, accountability, freedom of speech and

5 The UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human rights has stated explicitly “[t]here is a misconception
that the realisation of economic, social and cultural rights will flow automatically from the enjoyment of
democracy, and that any imbalance in the full realisation of economic, social and cultural rights will in the long
term be corrected by the market forces in open economies. The truth is that, unless specific action is taken
towards the full realisation of economic, social and cultural rights, these rights can rarely, if ever, be realised,
even in the long term” OHCHR (2008, p. 22).

6 Para 6 of the Limburg Principles states that “[t]he achievement of economic, social and cultural rights may be
realised in a variety of political settings. There is no single road to their full realisation. Successes and failures
have been registered in both market and non-market economies, in both centralised and decentralised political
structures.”

" The UN Committee on Economic and Social Rights state in Paragraph 8 of the General Comment No. 3
Specifying the States’ Parties’ Obligations under the ICESCR that “(...) in terms of political and economic
systems the Covenant is neutral and its principles cannot accurately be described as being predicated exclusively
upon the need for, or the desirability of a socialist or a capitalist system, or a mixed, centrally planned, or
laissez-faire economy, or upon any other particular approach. In this regard, the Committee reaffirms that the
rights recognised in the Covenant are susceptible of realisation within the context of a wide variety of economic
and political systems (...).”



press, as well as implied pressures for redistributing resources (Sen, 1999; McGuire, 2013,
Siegle et al., 2004; Baum and Lake, 2003; Haggard and Kaufman, 2008; Gerring et al., 2012;
Alvarez, 1999; Muller and Seligson, 1994). Authoritarian states, on the other hand, where
violations of civil and political rights are a norm, lack the aforementioned advantages when it
comes to sustainably improving ESR. Consequently, although people’s standards of living will
to a significant extent be determined by the levels of economic growth in any particular country,
the existing theoretical account presumes that given similar levels of economic development,

democratic states will be better at fulfilling ESR than non-democratic ones.

This research is inspired precisely by the empirical puzzle that some autocracies portray
remarkable economic and social rights records, “outperforming” democratic states at similar
levels of resource availability.® Such observation is puzzling in light of existing theories that
point to democratic advantage and draws attention to the need for more nuanced investigation
of the insufficiently explored relationship between non-democratic regimes and socio-
economic rights in particular. Careful investigations of these outlier cases can be of great value
in elucidating previously overlooked factors that may positively reflect on ESR realisation,
while addressing a multitude of challenges associated with this group of rights, including the
inability of theoretical assumptions to account for the variety of demonstrated outcomes.
Democratic regimes at large may well possess more conductive environments for realising
ESR, but the presence of autocratic empirical exceptions-from-the-rule alone suggest that other
political systems might likewise attain positive results — stretching beyond theoretical
deliberations of a benevolent dictator (Griffin, 2008; Wintrobe, 1990) into the practical realm.
The need to embark on such research is only made more pertinent by the ongoing debate
between proponents of universal rights on the one hand, and cultural relativists on the other,
calling for an exploration of rights fulfilment in a truly universal context of diverse cultural,
economic and political systems where non-democracies prevail and persist. Rather than
providing a defence for autocracies, the project intends to open novel avenues for developing
and refining the understanding about ESR so as to enable improvements in people’s lives
worldwide and serve as means to guide more informed, evidence based discussions in this

regard.

8 The project employs the Economic and Social Rights Fulfilment (SERF) Index, which arranges countries
according to the achievement of ESR relative to the rate feasible, given best practice at particular levels of
development. Chapter 5 discusses the measurement and methodological challenges in more detail and analyses
the SERF Index alongside other existing tools for making global cross-country comparisons with regard to ESR.



1.3 Research focus

It should be noted here that a concern with socio-economic rights does not necessarily reflect
the presence of high standards of living. While high outcomes are likely to indicate a good
performance with regard to ESR, it is not itself a central concern for human rights. The duty
that states have in this respect is to strive for a progressive realisation of ESR while using
maximum resources available as per Article 2 of the International Covenant of Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). This clarification has made the development of
methodological measures that could effectively be used to compare ESR among various states
significantly more challenging and exposed ESR to criticisms of being ‘relative’ and
‘arbitrary’, used by some scholars to denounce them as human rights at all.® Yet it has also
clarified that as rights they require a) that people’s well-being is improved in line with the
country’s resource availability; b) for at least the minimum necessary for a decent life to be
guaranteed to everyone regardless of resource constraints (Minkler, 2013b; Hertel and Minkler,
2007; Beetham, 1999; OHCHR, 2008, 2006); and specified that c) poorer states with fewer
resources can also be fulfilling their duty towards ESR, even if their citizens do not enjoy high
living standards, while richer states that do guarantee high levels of well-being may be failing
to meet their obligations if they inadequately address prevailing socio-economic challenges
given that they possess the resources necessary to do so. This goes to illustrate that trade-offs
between various policy objectives are always at play and states’ duties consist of demonstrating
effort towards improving people’s well-being not only through legislation, policy or increased

socio-economic spending but also by achieving actual improvements in people’s lives.

Note also that concern with ESR and economic growth are not identical. Although resource
availability may enable states to improve ESR, there is no guarantee that economic
development (as expressed by GDP growth) alone will have a positive influence on ESR
(Beetham, 1999). The Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights (OHCHR) has
likewise cautioned that neither economic growth nor democracy is sufficient to realise ESR —
specific action and targeted efforts are additionally required to improve ESR in long term.
Governments responsible for decisions about how to distribute available resources and
structure representation of interest groups can choose to direct funds towards satisfying the
short-term needs of electorates (Przeworski and Limongi, 1993), certain groups that possess

disproportionate access to decision-making (OHCHR, 2008, p. 22), or reward loyalty, finance

% For the most prominent criticism see Cranston (1983) “Are There Any Human Rights?” in Daedalus 112 (4)



repression or co-opt elites to secure the their rule (Croissant and Wurster, 2013) instead of
improving lives for the general population. At the same time, significant advances in raising
the standards of living can also be achieved without attaining economic growth through
carrying out improvements in governance indicators, eliminating corruption or securing the
rule of law (Alkire et al., 2013; UN Commission of Human Rights, 1987, p. 24). Hence,
although economic growth indicates improved possibilities for increasing people’s well-being,
it does not directly follow. Nor does it follow that a sole lack of resources indicates that
advances cannot be achieved. As remarked by Eide (1995, pp. 126-127) — ESR do not entail a
governmental responsibility to provide all goods and services for everybody, but rather to
ensure that people enjoy the necessary conditions to be able to sustain themselves individually.
Only in the case of particular welfare services (such as primary education) or situations when
individuals are unable to care for themselves, does direct welfare provisions become necessary
(OHCHR, 2008, p. 20). Otherwise, ESR may well be better protected though a ‘negative’
governmental duty to respect and not interfere with rights people already enjoy, together with
the ‘positive’ obligation of making policy decisions that would enhance people’s individual

skills and capabilities to enjoy their ESR, without necessitating an abundance of funds.
1.4 Research aim and research questions

What influences the economic and social rights situation in any given country and what should
be the focus when examining the autocratic outliers? This project is grounded on the
assumption that people’s actual economic and social opportunities to a large extend depend on
not only the formal, but also informal institutions, that comprise the contexts in which ESR
find expression and where individuals and groups advance their objectives (North, 1990;
Goodin, 1988). Domains associated with ESR are often perceived as the “business of the state”
(Baum and Lake, 2003, p. 336) because education, health care and other social policies that
concern these rights are decided upon by the government — even when governments are not
directly involved in the provision of socio-economic “goods” and services, states still possess
the power and responsibility to regulate other actors in a way that ensures people adequate
levels of well-being (Hertel and Minkler, 2007, p. 21). Considering seriously this observation
would require to sway the focus towards formal institutions, such as laws, rules or legislation

that constrain individual and collective opportunities to improve their well-being.

Likewise, given that autocracies, not democratic states, are in the centre of this research, it is
also likely that policies will be influenced by the rulers’ own aspirations to retain power

(Tullock, 1987) directing their incentives to promote human development or to the contrary —



to guide enjoyment of benefits to certain groups or actors that contribute to regime longevity.
Such choices made by the political elites will depend on governance strategies pursued by those
in power exerting influence not only on national-level formal institutions, but eventually also
the level of well-being enjoyed by the population and are important for ESR analysis outside

of democratic political systems.

Decisions that impact governance strategies and public policy, however, do not appear and
exist in a vacuum — they are influenced by informal constraints or institutions, that stem from
socially transmitted information and determine what is seen as just, legitimate and acceptable
(North, 1990; March and Olsen, 1995; Steinmo et al., 1992). Such informal ‘modes of action’
establishing unwritten but widely shared rules for interaction, direct individual aspirations and
structure behavioural expectations on others (Elster et al., 1998; Steinmo et al., 1992; Thelen,
1999; Helmke and Levitsky, 2004), inescapably influencing policy-making as it, too, is
conditioned by institutions and driven by what governments believe is the rightful political
vision and what issues they see worthy of being addressed (Goodin, 1988). Social behavioural
norms, sometimes attributed to ‘cultures’ or moral predispositions, have significant
implications for human rights as they direct individual beliefs, societal relationships and create
a sense of justice prevalent in any polity influencing the contexts in which ESR are realised
(Dreze and Sen, 2002). While often overlooked, individual and group dispositions (such as
race, gender, social norms or dominant beliefs and practices) can be equally power as formal
institutions or specific policies in determining whether or not people have access to socio-
economic opportunities and possess the capabilities for improving their well-being (Robeyns,
2000). Therefore, in order to understand the factors behind ESR fulfilment, looking at
resources, policies or formal institutions alone is not sufficient — one also needs to analyse the

informal drivers or constraints of ESR.

Given these insights, exploring outcomes, processes and predispositions towards ESR in
particular states must be sensitive to historical contexts and potential legacies possibly rooted
in certain historical developments (Collier and Collier, 1991). Such insights can help explain
how rights are advanced and whom they target, simultaneously stemming from and affecting
local understandings that shape people’s views about welfare provision and associated
expectations placed on those in positions of authority (Thelen, 1999; Thelen and Steinmo,
1992).
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In this context, the dissertation aims to reconstruct the processes of institutionalising ESR in
the absence of democratic political regimes and does so by asking the following research

questions for the case-study inquiries:

(1) How has the ‘good’ ESR performance been achieved?

(2) Why have ESR been advanced under these non-democratic regimes and what factors
have promoted developments towards a favourable ESR performance?

(3) How does the way, in which socio-economic outcomes are attained, relate to the

concept of human rights?

The project is explorative, follows an inductive logic and it does not strive to universally
generalise its findings (Leuffen, 2007; Seawright and Gerring, 2008). Rather, it attempts to
uncover and analyse new, unexplored variables that have influenced socio-economic
developments in the particular cases and consequently draw comparative inquiries based on

the rich and diverse empirical evidence presented.
1.5 Structure of the dissertation

The chapters are organised as follows. Chapter 2 reviews the main body of scholarly work
concerning economic and social rights fulfilment in general, situating the study on the
intersections between human rights scholarship and research with regard to the welfare state.
It proceeds to lay down the leading theoretical paradigm regarding ESR realisation in different
regime types and examines particular factors that are of importance in analysing ESR in
particularly authoritarian states. Chapter 3 continues with illustrating the conceptual
framework and the potential overlaps between concepts of interest to avoid tautologies and
enable a valid investigative inquiry. Chapter 4 explains the theoretical and methodological
approach, before discussing the available methods of measuring ESR on a global, comparative
scale in Chapter 5. It also debates in detail the choice of the SERF index as the guiding tool for
choosing case studies and proceeds, in Chapter 6 to analytically explain the selection of
Singapore, Jordan and Belarus as the outlier cases deviating from expectations provided by
predominant theoretical assumptions. The following Chapters go on to empirically analyse the
case studies. Singapore is investigated in Chapter 7, the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan in
Chapter 8 and Belarus in Chapter 9. Finally, Chapter 10 draws together the empirical evidence

and outlines the main conclusions emerging from this study.
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2 Literature Review

Over the past decades there has been revived interest in economic and social rights (ESR).
Fuelled by the United Nation’s focus on development, large amount of evidence and data with
regard to the socio-economic aspects of people’s lives has become available on a global scale,
expanding possibilities for understanding factors that improve or undermine people’s well-
being. Despite this “data revolution”, conceptual, theoretical and methodological clarity
surrounding ESR and their connection with either civil and political rights or economic
development is still deficient (Kunnemann, 1995; Hertel and Minkler, 2007). Most of the
existing research on ESR stems from the understanding either that civil and political rights are
intrinsically linked to socio-economic rights (Marshall, 1950; Beetham, 1999, 1993) or that
they are a consequence of economic development. The former view steered towards an
empirical focus on welfare provision in democratic states, harbouring a disbelief that
authoritarian states could provide human rights in a sustainable manner. The latter implied an
emphasis on improving economic indicators, assuming that ESR would follow. Meanwhile,
the regime-type variable mattered only insofar as assessing its impact on producing economic
growth, largely ignoring other political, institutional and societal aspects that would promote
or infringe ESR.

By now it has become clear that while economic resource availability does positively influence
the potential for increasing human well-being, it does not always result in improved ESR.
Many countries experiencing periods of rapid economic growth have failed to mirror it in the
standards of living for their populations, while other states have provided evidence that ESR
performance can be significantly improved in the absence of such growth (Alkire and Santos,
2010). Thus, although the relationship between economic variables and ESR remains strong,
the ability of monetary aspects (such as GDP or income) to be used as sole proxy measures for
socio-economic rights enjoyment has been largely discredited. Instead, as this chapter
illustrates, political variables have come to be taken more seriously as determinants of how

resources are distributed and how growth is translated into improvements in people’s lives.
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Paying attention to political variables implies also dealing with the empirical observation that
not only have autocracies survived “democracy’s third wave” (Huntington, 1991) but they have
persisted, evolved and become much more diverse, at times even resembling democratic states
with regard to their political institutions rather than other autocracies (Geddes, 1999).
Additionally, many non-democratic governments have demonstrated marked improvements in
areas of health care, education and overall living standards, further challenging prior
assumptions about ESR fulfilment. A theory based on inherent advantage of democratic
regimes cannot account for why autocracies too advance ESR and/or why they succeed in
achieving progress in ESR fulfilment, suggesting a more complex relationship. It is clear that
the paths of authoritarian welfare provision cannot be fully explained by the leading theories
of either the welfare state or human rights scholarship. While human rights focus stresses the
indivisibility of all rights, welfare state research has been disproportionately focused on
democratic welfare provision. If politics matter, what exactly about politics matters and can
these facets be also advanced in the absence of a democratic political regime? Recognising the
persistence of autocracies and considering the prediction that their number is unlikely to
decrease (Merkel, 2010), scholarly interest should be devoted to understanding the implications
of authoritarian governance for human rights and ESR in particular. There have been few
attempts to systematically tackle the implementation of ESR by non-democratic governments
(Arat, 1991; Haggard and Kaufman, 2008; Mares and Carnes, 2009), and the project aims to

deepen this inquiry, clarifying this area for future research.

The overall aim of this project is thus to explore this unknown terrain, improving the
understanding of the relationship between authoritarianism and ESR. This is achieved through
three in-depth case studies of non-democracies that have portrayed a good socio-economic
rights performance. What explains these divergences? How and why have these states come to
deliver their respective welfare results? What factors have contributed to this state of events?
How does the way in which well-being is institutionalised relate to the overarching principles
of human rights? On a broader perspective such analysis helps to extend our knowledge about
the indivisibility of all rights in practice as well as enhance the research field of authoritarian

welfare states, largely neglected within existing research.

The following section explores theoretical lines of reasoning focusing particularly on the

variables of political regime, economic development and ESR.
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2.1 Resources, Political Regime and ESR: Triangular Relationship

2.1.1 Political regimes and economic growth

Human rights became the focal point of attention after the atrocities experienced in World War
Two. With the subsequent adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948,
scholars’ attention was drawn to inquiries about factors that promote human rights and facilitate
the processes of democratisation. Yet, under the given historical circumstances, rights were
seen to rest primarily within the civil and political domain and the chief effort therefore focused
on investigating the relationship between levels of economic prosperity on the one hand, and
levels of democracy on the other.

The understanding that economic development is important for rights realisation was tied to
the sentiments already expressed in 1941 by Franklin D. Roosevelt in his State of the Union
address. He envisioned the “freedom from want” as an essential element of the post-war order,
stating that: “[w]e have come to the clear realisation of the fact that true individual freedom
cannot exist without economic security and independence. ‘Necessitous men are not free men’.
People who are hungry and out of job are the stuff of which dictatorships are made”. Prosperity
was viewed as a favourable element for bringing about people’s well-being and, consequently,
democracy and human rights. Given these considerations, economic development emerged as

a proximate indicator also for ESR assessment.

The view that functional factors (associated with a changing socio-economic environment) are
among the principal determinants for democratisation emerged from the modernisation theory,
which suggested that economic development brings about social change, altering people’s
aspirations and eventually creating pressures for more democracy (Rustow, 1971; Huntington,
1968). Early modernisation theorists, in large, tended to imply an exogenous relationship
between economic growth and democracy, advancing a rather deterministic theory. It argued
that economic growth could be achieved by a variety of regimes, but as countries underwent
modernisation, urbanisation and industrialisation, governments would inevitably face bottom-
up pressures to open up to the public and create democratic political institutions. More sceptical
of such determinism, Lipset observed that when a democratic regime emerges under conditions
of relative prosperity, countries are more likely to remain stable democracies (Lipset, 1959).%°

So he agreed that economic variables are important for democratisation, but suggested that

10 In his research, Lipset distinguished between four types of regimes: stable and unstable democracies, and
stable and unstable dictatorships.
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higher levels of economic prosperity make countries more likely to sustain democracy rather
than simply transition to this political regime. Either way, economic resources were seen to
reflect the countries’ prospects for democratic governance in important ways, either by
suggesting that on some level, improvements in ESR are instrumental in enhancing prospects
for a democratic regime in general, or a stable democracy more particularly. Economic
development and industrialisation, which prompts societies to transition from traditional to
urban lifestyles, similarly urges politics to reflect the increased economic wealth on

improvements in people’s well-being (Spalding, 1988).

What these theories also shared, was the understanding that economic growth and, by
extension, improvements in ESR, are possible without the presence of democracy. Instead,
functional factors were seen as primarily responsible for progress made in the realm of ESR as
they increased states’ potential to pursue developments in health care, education and other
domains related to these rights. Early accounts of welfare state research also echoed these
findings insisting that the rise of welfare states is associated with urbanisation and a changing
demographic environment, which increased pressures on the state to undertake a welfare
function (Wilensky, 1975; Rimlinger, 1971; Pampel and Weiss, 1983; Kerr, 1960).! The so-
called “full-belly-thesis” therefore proposed that, since economic development plays a role in
the rise of a (stable) democracy, priority should be placed on meeting people’s basic needs
before focusing on ensuring civil and political rights (Howard, 1983). Only after a certain level
of economic development was attained, could other human rights assume primary importance
as civil and political rights were viewed as luxuries for the impoverished and hungry populace
seeking to ensure their subsistence needs. If ESR fulfilment inevitably brought about
democracy or was a necessary condition for democratic stability, authoritarianism (or at least
certain limitations on democratic rights) was seen as a legitimate condition in order to ensure
development and growth (Wong, 1991; Kibwana, 1993).12 Political institutions were thus
perceived as insignificant for improving people’s welfare in comparison with the large

economic and societal factors. Faced also with the empirical observation that the earliest

11 Authors argued that eroding traditional ways of life resulted in increasingly many people facing problems
selling their labour and calling for social protection from the state (for an overview, see Myles and Quadagno
(2002). At the same time, Manfred Schmidt (1989) empirically investigated whether variables concerned with
industrialisation could meaningfully predict social spending and found that outliers nevertheless exist,
comprised of states that over-spend and under-spend. He suggested that a political explanation for these cases is
needed, likely to be rooted in comparative-historiographic analysis of social policies in these countries.

12 On the other hand, Knutsen (2012) and Acemoglu and Robinson (2006) have pointed out that if
industrialisation inevitably brought about democracy, authoritarian leaders who wished to stay in power, would
prefer avoiding industrialising in order to not advance economically.
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welfare provisions occurred under non-democratic rule,*® scholars’ attention was turned to the

question of what political regimes were more likely to produce economic development.

Some authors suggested that authoritarian leaders are in an advantageous position when it
comes to pursuing growth oriented policies. Building on the role of the elites in implementing
policy, they argued that as authoritarian regimes do not typically require public support, face
distributional pressures or political opposition, they are able to extract resources more
effectively and impose the costs often associated with efficient and rapid economic
development that would, in democratic states, cause public discontent (Barro, 1999; Ezrow and
Frantz, 2011; Haggard, 1990, p. 262). Without having to undergo procedural scrutiny of
proposed policies implied by the democratic process, autocracies have the potential to take
more immediate action that can promote economic growth (Knutsen, 2012; Rodrik, 1999).14
Conversely, redistributional demands in democracies can have the potential to retard growth
(Huntington, 1968; Haggard, 1990) and even “the persistence of liberal ideals and of
institutions based on them” (Rimlinger, 1971, p. 12) can restrain democratic states from

developing economically or creating institutions for social security.

An ‘authoritarian advantage’ in promoting economic development has been widely questioned
and critics argue that there is nothing inherent about democratic regimes that is contradictory
with economic development to support such a claim.’® Empirical studies have not provided
conclusive evidence for this either. While some scholars have found that authoritarian states
do grow faster than democracies (Weede, 1983), and that, when structural factors are kept

steady, autocracies achieve the same (or even better) economic growth as democracies (Wu,

13 In fact, Mares and Carnes (2009) and Schmidt (2003) have noted how welfare states or particular welfare
policies (such as insurance for old age, disability benefits and health care protection) first developed under non-
democratic governance. Others likewise note the role of particularly monarchies in historically introducing some
of the first welfare programs (Mares and Carnes (2009); Miller (2013); McDonagh (2015)). Firstly, such
findings suggest that ESR and autocratic regimes may not be conceptually mutually exclusive notions as Mares
and Carnes (2009) remark that 2/3 of the countries that adopted insurance policies for old age, disability and
health, first adopted them while under authoritarian rule. Secondly, others draw attention to the intentions served
by these policies, noting that social insurance introduced under Bismarck and in the Soviet Union aimed to build
workers’ loyalty to the state, and welfare provision in Germany under the National Socialist Party too was
amended so that it would serve national goals (Rimlinger 1971).

14 Additionally it has also been remarked that autocracies have certain advantages in achieving a better
distribution of resources. Olson (1982) pointed out that democratic politics can lead to policies that
disproportionately represent interests of specific groups (such as business interests) rather than the overall
population. Authoritarian governments, on the other hand, may conduct action more independently of such
pressures and can therefore be prone to enacting ‘better’ policies, as indicated by Wade (1990).

15 The Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew was perhaps the most vocal proponent of this view also in
the international arena, insisting that economic development can only be achieved when individual rights and
political freedoms are sacrificed. For a detailed criticism of the “Lee thesis”, see Sen (1999, pp. 14-16) and
Knutsen (2010, 2012). In short, critics argue that regardless of the seeming empirical relation found by some
studies, there is little evidence to suggest either that democracies cannot achieve growth or that they stall it.
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2012), the majority of studies find an insignificant overall regime effect on economic growth
or none at all (Przeworski and Limongi, 1993; Przeworski et al., 2000; Gerring et al., 2012;
Baum and Lake, 2003; Lake and Baum, 2001; Mulligan et al., 2004; Norris, 2012). In fact,
others observe that democratic states, not autocracies, have better prospects for furthering
economic development. For example, looking at data from all regions of the world combined,
Knutsen (2012) notes that, although democratic as well as non-democratic states can have both
—good and bad performance records with regard to economic growth, on average, dictatorships
only rarely supersede democratic countries. By failing to constrain extractive behaviour of a
variety of actors, not just the state itself (Rodrik, 1999; Wu, 2012), autocracies can have
retarding effects on economic growth and it is instead democracy that positively correlates with

economic development (Knutsen, 2012, p. 394).

Given the inconclusive evidence about the effect of political regimes on growth, it has been
suggested that factors other than regime type may be more important in accounting for
economic development (Przeworski et al., 2000; Przeworski and Limongi, 1993; Knutsen,

2012). The point has eloquently been articulated by Przeworski and Limongi:

“Our own hunch is that politics does matter, but "regimes" do not capture the relevant
differences. Postwar economic miracles include countries that had parliaments, parties,
unions, and competitive elections, as well as countries ran by military dictatorships. In turn,
while Latin American democracies suffered economic disasters during the 1980s, the world
is replete with authoritarian regimes that are dismal failures from the economic point of

view." (Przeworski and Limongi, 1993, p. 65)

A number of authors have hence suggested that the impact of democracy on growth may be
rather ‘indirect’” — found in their ability to improve other indicators that in the long-term
positively affect economic development (Landman, 2013, p. 14; Baum and Lake, 2003, p. 337,
McGuire, 2013). These studies argue that democracy enhances property rights, provides checks
and balances for systematic redistribution (Przeworski and Limongi, 1993; Acemoglu and
Robinson, 2003, 2006), or improves indicators associated with ESR — life expectancy, infant
mortality (Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce et al., 2003; Gerring and Thacker, 2008; Gerring et al.,
2005; Navia and Zweifel, 2003; McGuire, 2013), education (Brown and Hunter, 2004; Lake
and Baum, 2001; Barro, 1999), or health care (Lake and Baum, 2001). Thus democratic
regimes are related to “high quality growth” (Barro, 1999; Halperin et al., 2005; Landman,
2013) and the positive effect also holds for low-income countries, where democracies are found

to consistently outperform dictatorships in a wide variety of outcome indicators associated with
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human development (Halperin et al., 2005) as well as economic performance (Gerring et al.,
2005; Rodrik, 1999).

The numerous examples of countries, where economic growth has failed to produce a
democratic regime likewise provide an unsettled account as to how economic abundance
relates to regime type further challenging the determinism of functionalist theories. The
consensus grown out of empirical and historical evidence seems to be that economic growth
and development can be advanced in a variety of political regimes, without necessarily
contributing to the establishment of a democratic regime. Instead, while the lack of economic
development can lead to coups and decrease stability of the existing status quo (Huntington,
1968), high levels of economic prosperity can potentially increase the stability of the existing
regime regardless of its form (Przeworski and Limongi, 1993; Arat, 1988, 1991; Przeworski et
al., 2000). On average, however, irrespective of which regime is likely to produce higher levels
of economic growth, it is likely that democratic states will pay more attention to translating
whatever resources available into aspects of human development (such as education and health

care) inescapably linked to ESR.

2.1.2 Economic development and ESR

While there is no consensus as to whether economic development necessarily results in an
establishment of democratic regimes and enhanced CPR, more agreement surrounds the
recognition of resource availability as an important indicator of state’s capacity to advance
ESR. Following World War Two, GDP and/or GNI came to be widely used as proximate
indicators for socio-economic rights fulfilment and remain the foundation for the most

widespread line of theoretical reasoning with respect to this group of rights.

As examined in the previous section, early welfare state'® research recognised economic

variables to have also widely influenced the socio-economic contexts of people’s lives. It

16 The term ‘welfare state’ is typically referred to in situations when the state acquires responsibility for ensuring
some “basic modicum” of welfare (Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 19). In scholarly literature ‘welfare’ has typically
been used to refer to a) a utilitarian view, whereby it relates to certain outcomes people have either had the
ability or have chosen to pursue; b) a procedural approach whereby the range of services provided by the
government are analysed; or ¢) specifically government’s attention to the poor or ‘needy’, with the focus on
particular policies related to social security or pension. Furthermore, the term ‘welfare state’ typically refers to
the government’s attention either specifically to social protection or their provision of public goods more
generally (for a more elaborate analysis, see Barry (1990) and Pierson (1991)). Whether the focus is placed on
social protection, services, insurance or the generosity of social policies, Rothstein et al. (2012) note that the
tendency is to understand welfare states as increasingly “encompassing” wider segments of population as
redistribution increases. Used in this manner, the notion is not to be equated with ESR because ‘welfare state’
bypasses normative issues that are implied by the notion of ‘rights’. For instance, welfare state analysis focuses
on whether policies are egalitarian and who the recipients of these policies may be, without implying that there
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argued that as people transitioned from agrarian societies and became increasingly
interdependent in increasingly urban societies based on organised labour, previous systems of
social support involving kinship and patrimonial traditions eroded (Kerr, 1960) and many
people faced new social and economic problems, such as inadequate wages, dangerous working
conditions, ill health and poor social protection against these adversities. With the changing
conditions of people’s lives failing to be adequately reflected in an improved well-being, public
demand for social protection significantly increased and created bottom-up pressures that
facilitated the emergence of ESR. It became necessary to address people’s needs and the
responsibility to do so fell on governments, private actors and employers (Pampel and Weiss,
1983). Proponents of this view saw the emergence of ESR as a result of the changing
environment mediated by economic growth without much regard for the role played by political
institutions (Myles and Quadagno, 2002). They insisted, in the words of Wilensky (1975, xiii)
that “such heavy categories as ‘democratic’ versus ‘totalitarian’ political systems (...) are

almost useless in explaining the origins and general development of the welfare state”.

Alongside these considerations, other scholars insisted that the role of political institutions
cannot be easily disregarded as there is yet another way how economic resources influence
ESR — their absence places considerable constraints on social policy choices. Improvements in
education, health care, housing, provision of social services and other areas associated with
ESR do depend on the resources in the disposal of a state. Typically, governments are
responsible for the redistribution of resources and the consequent implementation of ESR —
higher levels of economic wealth increase the resource base that allows states to deliver such
public goods to their populations (Shue, 1980; Pritchard, 1988; Landman, 2013) or allows to
regulate non-state actors that provide them (Baum and Lake, 2003), ensuring that adequate
levels of well-being are enjoyed by people. Hence economic development plays a role in not

only changing the socio-economic environments that made ESR necessary to protect

is a state obligation to provide equitable welfare. These are issues that ESR address. Future research should
conceptualise the relationship between both — rights and welfare — as closely interlinked concepts, especially
because the research agendas of both fields overlap theoretically and empirically. As emphasised by Immergut
(1992, p. 2) at the core of welfare research is the question of when and why political communities extend social
rights. Notwithstanding the lack of clearly specified definitions and the ensuing confusion about the terms this
has generated, this project generally employs the term ‘welfare’ in reference to ‘well-being’ rather than specific
policies that provide for it. While the conceptual relation between ‘welfare” and ESR is specified in more detail
in later chapters, it is important to note here that the conceptual vagueness surrounding the term is also mirrored
in the literature examined in this work. Studies on ‘welfare states’ have a variety of focal points — while some
examine particular policies, others look at the structure of social rights provision or levels of social spending.
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individuals in face of these circumstances, but also possible by providing the resources required

to advance them (Beetham, 1995, p. 47) mediating distribution through political institutions.

In their analysis of growth, North and Thomas listed factors such as innovation, education,
capital accumulation among others that positively influence economic growth. Meanwhile they
also remarked that these factors “are not causes of growth; they are growth” (North and
Thomas, 1973, p. 2). A similar reciprocal relationship also exists between growth and ESR and
has been particularly emphasised by the human capital theory!’ - while economic development
increasingly enables possibilities for ESR realisation, investments in the realm of ESR
positively influence economic development itself (Robeyns, 2006). Population that is healthy,
educated and employed can more effectively participate in the economy and generate revenue
for the government, producing economic growth (McKay and Vizzard, 2005) as well as
contributing to the realisation of ESR themselves. In this sense, not only is growth an enabling

element for ESR, but ESR are also enabling elements of growth.

Due to this reciprocal relationship, it is not surprising that monetary measures (such as GDP
and income) grew to be considered adequate proxies for ESR measurement globally — the
connection between improvements in well-being and economic growth remains strong and has
been repeatedly demonstrated empirically (Landman, 2013). It has been asserted that there is a
correlation between economic growth and people lifted out of poverty and there is a general
consensus that development, which includes economic growth, can enable states to provide the
material and non-material resources for a sustainable realisation of ESR (Siegel, 1988). But
given this co-dependency, economic resource availability has also served as an “escape hatch”
for countries to argue that lack of advances in ESR are due to lack of economic funds rather

than states’ unwillingness to advance them (Fukuda-Parr, 2012, p. 80).

Employing the Human Development Index (HDI)*® as a proximate measure of the overall ESR
enjoyment, Figure 2-1 affirms the strong correlation between levels of GDP and ESR.
However, when separating countries into democratic and autocratic states,'® it can be observed

that, although in general the relationship still holds, autocracies tend to deviate from the

1" Human capital theory has been contrasted to a human rights approach in a variety of ways. Most importantly
the two differ as the former looks at the ends to justify the means (in this case, investments in education,
employment, healthcare or social security), while the latter emphasises the need to achieve certain levels of
enjoyment as a moral duty of states, governments and societies not due to the favourable consequences.

18 The HDI has most widely been employed as a composite index for establishing a proximate assessment of
ESR enjoyment as it assesses the average performance of states in the dimensions of education, health care and
income — three aspects relating to specific ESR.

19 Here and throughout the study, democracies are generally distinguished from non-democracies using the
classification developed by Cheibub et al. (2010).
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regression line, especially at higher levels of economic growth. This indicates that politics
matter indeed as democratic human development performance correlates better with improved
economic growth, while the achieved outcomes of particularly richer autocracies cannot be

explained with reference to available resources alone.
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Figure 2-1 Per capita GNI and HDI in 2013 for democratic and autocratic regimes.
Part 11 of the project examines the HDI in more detail, but it is important to note here that the
general consensus - which is also empirically affirmed — suggests that resources improve the
state’s potential to fulfil ESR. This is so especially at lower levels of economic development
and it is mostly when certain levels of economic development have been achieved that political
variables assume explanatory potential making monetary measures less able to explain levels
of human development, especially in authoritarian states, which more regularly deviate from

the regression line.

The UN’s Human Development Reports (HDR) published from 1990 onwards similarly
marked the shift of attention from growth-related measures to human development outcomes.
The HDR of 1996 recognised that economic growth not always results in human development,

remarking that:

“Human development is the end - economic growth a means. So, the purpose of growth should
be to enrich people’s lives. But far too often it does not. The recent decades show all too clearly
that there is no automatic link between growth and human development. And even when links
are established, they may gradually be eroded — unless regularly fortified by skilful and intelligent
policy management.” (UNDP, 1996, p. 1)
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More recent research on multidimensional poverty has similarly shown that while many
countries have experienced rapid economic growth, it has not contributed to improvements in
people’s socio-economic conditions; and conversely — other countries have managed to achieve
stark improvements in well-being without the presence of economic growth (Grusky et al.,
2006; Alkire, 2010; Alkire et al., 2013; UNDP, 2014). Examining the relationship between
social spending and levels of human development, McGuire (2004) likewise points out that
there is almost no correlation between spending and human development outside of the OECD
countries. Thus, while economic growth is important for enabling states to lift people out of
poverty, it can often fail to improve people’s living standards and progressing human
development outcomes is possible when indicators of economic growth are kept steady.
Economic development is important for rights analysis insofar as it improves people’s socio-
economic conditions, but there are numerous examples to demonstrate that it not necessarily
does 0.2 In the words of the economist and co-developer of the HDI, Mahbub ul Haq,

economic growth is important for ESR, because:

“[nJo sustained improvement in human well-being is possible without growth. But it is also
wrong to suggest that high economic growth will automatically translate into higher levels of
human development. They may or may not. It all depends on the policy choices that countries
make.” (ul Hag, 2004, p. 22)

Thus, wealth and monetary indicators should not be the main outcome of interest, as they may
indicate states’ capacity to improve ESR, without implying specifically whether or not they are
advanced. Nevertheless, this co-dependant relationship is undeniable and has become an
essential element for forming the conceptual understanding of ESR, also acknowledged in the
way these rights are formulated under international human rights law. Article 2.1 of the
ICESCR states that:

“Each State Party to the present Covenant undertakes to take steps, individually and through
international assistance and co-operation, especially economic and technical, to the maximum of
its available resources, with a view to achieving progressively the full realisation of the rights
recognized in the present Covenant by all appropriate means, including particularly the adoption
of legislative measures.” (ICESCR, 1966)

20 This argument and the approach inspiring the work of the HDR stem initially from the works of Aristotle
(384-322 B.C.), who argued that “wealth is evidently not the good we are seeking, for it is merely useful and for
the sake of something else” (Aristotle “Nichomachean Ethics”; quoted in ul Haqg (2004); Sen (1999)).
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Such wording explicitly recognises that, first, as the main focus of ESR is not economic
development per se, but rather its distribution, poor states cannot be held to the same standards
as rich states with plentiful resources. Goods, services and opportunities that these rights ensure
must be guaranteed to everyone according to the best of the state’s capacity. Second, it
acknowledges that ESR fulfilment does not necessarily rest on ensuring full provision of every
right mentioned in the Covenant, but rather on the progressive realisation of these rights and
the use of maximum resources available to the state. States’ efforts should thus be assessed by
whether or not they try to achieve the best possible improvements given the resource
constraints they face.?! This may imply considerable flexibility with what policy choices may
realistically be needed to achieve ESR and may be viable given the resources available. For
example, sometimes the realisation of the right to education may involve long-term investments
in building infrastructure, educating teachers and overcoming cultural norms that restrict
people’s access to education and knowledge rather than simply allocating funds. Such
developments may not be immediately reflected in changes of outcome indicators associated
with this right, but nevertheless address the state’s efforts to overcome obstacles that restrict
people’s right to education. The recognition that a realistic improvement of ESR fringes on the
resources available to the state and their respective, even unique circumstances, may invoke
conceptual criticism, but is necessary to bring ESR closer to the realities of people’s lives rather

than simply viewing them as aspirational social goals.

These insights notably outline the complex relationship between economic growth, ESR and
political variables. Although there is good reason to believe that significant advances in socio-
economic rights are possible when high levels of economic growth are enjoyed, and conversely,
that long-term economic growth can only be enjoyed when accompanied by human
development (UNDP, 1996), inquiries regarding ESR implementation concern the distribution
of economic resources in a way that indicates provision of ESR whether or not it is
accompanied by economic growth. Political decisions, effort and policy priorities rather than a
mere presence of resources thus play a crucial role in determining ESR related outcomes

(Raworth and Stewart, 2004, p. 177). With functionalist explanations dominating the welfare

2L The recognition that the fulfilment of ESR is somewhat relative to economic resources has inspired criticism
of these rights on the grounds of their arbitrariness. The most prominent argument in this regard has been
provided by Maurice Cranston (1983), who argued that including ESR in a list of rights only undermined the
legitimacy of all human rights claims. As ESR attainment depends on the availability of economic resources,
this group of rights are conditional and hence should be understood not as rights, but rather as aspirational goals.
However, it is not relativity in the matter of rights, but rather obligations. It is compatible to recognise that all
people everywhere have the right to education, which is not dependent on where people reside. But the
obligation that is placed on the state to achieve this, is relative to the resources it is in the possession of.
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research unable to account for the importance of politics in the process of furthering ESR, the
following section assesses the role of political regimes as factors that alongside economic
development, influence the distribution of resources and the realisation of socio-economic

rights.

2.1.3 Political regime and ESR

Established in the previous sections is the assertion that not only economic development, but
also state actions matter for people’s enjoyment of ESR. Since governments are primarily
responsible for making decisions over the appropriateness of certain policies and realising them
as well as determining the economic and political direction of the state (Siegel, 1988; Baum
and Lake, 2003) they are also seen as the primary duty-bearers of rights implementation under
international law. For the purposes of global comparative analysis, political variables may have
a lesser explanatory power than economic ones, but they are nevertheless important for
understanding ESR performance in individual countries as political regime, or the rules that
determine who has access to power, plays a role in determining what priority is placed on issues
related to ESR.

2.1.3.1 ESR as “the fabric of autocracies”

In the context of the Cold War, attempts to introduce an international system of human rights
protection within the UN experienced a clash between democratic and non-democratic
countries with regard to the rights prioritised by different states (Eide, 2000). While Western
democracies, emphasised the importance of political rights and civil liberties, several non-
democratic states argued that economic development should instead be the primary focus of
the post-war context. They suggested that advances in ESR could only be achieved through
state direction, even if it came at the expense of limiting people’s political freedoms (Donnelly,
2003; Eide, 1995). After the adoption of the UDHR in 1948, the commitments laid out in the
Declaration were intended to be made legally binding, but the dominant perception about
different groups of rights as somewhat mutually exclusive presented a supposedly dichotomous
ideological divide between democratic and non-democratic states globally. Due to pertinent
disagreements, instead of one legally binding document for keeping states accountable for their
rights commitments, two separate Covenants were produced (Eide, 1995) — the International
Covenant for Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) promoted widely by democratic states, and
the International Covenant for Economic Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) supported by

authoritarian countries partaking in the creation of an international human rights regime at the
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time. Based on such concerns borne out of historical context, some scholars have insisted that
ESR have a particular connection with and an appeal to non-democratic countries, evoking as
proof the apprehensiveness of some democracies to commit themselves to protecting ESR
(Kang, 2009).%

The claim about Western countries’ hesitation to support ESR at large during the drafting
process of the International Covenants has by now been widely questioned and largely
discredited (Whelan and Donnelly, 2007, 2009).2 Several researchers have noted that
representatives from both — democratic as well as non-democratic states were among the
principal drafters of all documents that comprise the International Bill of Human Rights (Eide,
1995; Morsnik, 1999, pp. 28-34)%* and as summarised by Whelan:

“[w]hat is patently untrue is the simplistic assumption that the debates about one or two
Covenants were primarily, or solely, the result of clashing ideologies on human rights. More
important was the attachment of economic, social, and cultural rights to broader political goals
within the UN system, most notably the cause of self-determination and economic development.”
(Whelan, 2010, p. 134)

Not only was the international articulation on human rights worldwide an effort carried out by
representatives across a spectrum of political regimes, but claiming ideological and normative
affinity of ESR to a certain type of regime based on empirical evidence from some states in
general is insufficient proof for establishing inherent relationship. In this regard, the UN

Committee on Economic and Social Rights has explicitly stated that:

“(...) interms of political and economic systems the Covenant is neutral and its principles cannot
accurately be described as being predicated exclusively upon the need for, or the desirability of
a socialist or a capitalist system, or a mixed, centrally planned, or laissez-faire economy, or upon

any other particular approach. In this regard, the Committee reaffirms that the rights recognised

22 perhaps one of the most controversial examples of democratic states disproportionately supporting a certain
group of human rights is demonstrated by the United States of America. Eagerly promoting CPR and
democratisation worldwide, they have not ratified the ICESCR and resist constitutionalising ESR. Issues stalling
the adoption of ESR within the USA is in detail discussed also by the former Special Rapporteur on the Right to
Education Katarina Tomasevski (2005) who notes that the US government perceives these rights not as
guarantees, but mainly as aspirational goals to be progressively advanced.

23 Whelan and Donnelly (2007; 2009) argue that United States and the United Kingdom were at the forefront of
advancing support for ESR and that the claim about the antagonism of the West is therefore unjustified.
Conversely, Susan Kang (2009) analyses the political context of these countries’ welfare provision and labour
rights, and argues that aside from the drafting process of the Covenants, there is demonstrable evidence about
their unwillingness to expand the understanding of human rights to the realm of ESR also domestically.

24 Donnelly shows how, together with French, Canadian and American representatives, also Chinese and Soviet
delegates were equally instrumental for the drafting the UDHR (Donnelly, 2003, p. 22 note 2).
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in the Covenant are susceptible of realisation within the context of a wide variety of economic
and political systems (...).” (GC No. 3, 1990)

So while CPR may inherently be tied to democratic rule, ESR are in this sense ‘regime neutral’
in that all states are expected to and do ensure some levels of welfare to their citizens and,
although socialist political principles (in democratic or authoritarian states) may be ideationally
conductive to furthering particularly ESR, there is nothing conceptually tying these rights with
any particular type of political regime or economic order. That autocracies may be more
enthusiastic in their promotion of ESR (independently or in relation to CPR) or even evoking
human development as justification for violating CPR (Pollis and Schwab, 1979; Freeman,
2013; Osiatysnski, 2007, p. 59) it is an empirical observation rather than a conceptual overlap
between ESR and non-democratic regimes. For to claim that ESR are the ‘rights of non-
democracies’ would be to imply that there is something about democratic governance that
conflicts with socio-economic rights and there is little evidence to support such claims other

than the seeming resentment of particular countries.

2.1.3.2 Mutually reinforcing rights

Instead, most scholars insist that all human rights are mutually reinforcing, giving democratic
states the upper-hand. They insist that ‘freedom from want’ is important for a meaningful
realisation of CPR and vice versa — ensuring CPR is more likely to guarantee the realisation of
ESR. The view that CPR are important to advance other human interests is also reaffirmed in
the Vienna Declaration in 1993: “All human rights are universal, indivisible and interdependent
and interrelated” (United Nations, 1993).2°

It is widely asserted that democratic states have superior human rights records, while
authoritarian countries are more likely to violate them (Wintrobe, 2007, 1990; Landman, 2006)
and the idea that all rights are interconnected has theoretical, historical and empirical grounds.
While theoretical issues are examined below, it is important to note here that historically rights
are often viewed as the result of individual and group struggles to contain state power
(Kunnemann, 1995; Howard and Donnelly, 1986) and the claim is largely supported by an
abundance of evidence numerous empirical studies confirming the positive effects of
democracy on human rights at large. The Human Development Reports likewise single out

democracy as the only form of political governance capable of securing all human rights (HDR

% To clarify, this section is concerned with the analysis of the relationship between CPR and ESR — two
“groups” of rights, not the specific effect of certain variables associated with certain rights on other variables,
associated with other, specific rights.
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2000) and insist that progress in one area of human rights is typically linked with advances in
others. The ‘democratic advantage’ paradigm (Halperin et al., 2005) has thus at large

dominated rights research.

One reason why such assertions are commonplace is, however, due to the conceptual overlaps

between rights and democracy, as eloquently pointed out by Beetham:

“[i]t is often said that democracy is the system of government 'most likely' to defend human
rights, while on the other hand democracy itself is said to need 'supplementing' by human rights,
as if these were something to be added on to democracy, or even themselves vulnerable to
democracy, if they are not independently guaranteed. Such characterizations of the relationship,

while understandable, are nevertheless wrongly posed.” (Beetham, 1999, p. 90)

They are “wrongly posed” because the notion of rights includes (and is often limited to) the
domain of CPR, which also comprise the foundational core for distinguishing autocracies from
democracies conceptually. Thus, certainly, rights are intrinsic to democracy, as there are
significant overlaps between both notions. Yet the other argument such proclamations imply,
include the more qualitative belief that the degree of democracy is likely to be linked to the
overall levels of well-being and ESR enjoyed by the population. People who are impoverished,
uneducated, face starvation and unfavourable health conditions cannot be expected to
efficiently participate in the political life and take full advantage of civil freedoms and political
rights accorded to them (Beetham, 1999, p. 96). Inadequate protection of ESR in democracies
undermines democratic institutions as well as the quality and stability of the political regime
in general. The argument here is that ESR may be conductive to enhancing CPR, making them
a valuable but not sufficient condition for effectively exercising citizenship under democratic
conditions (Goodin, 1988, p. 98), but there are no guarantees that ESR will lead to democracy,
as demonstrated by a number of resourceful autocracies, where human development has failed
to produce a democratic regime. In this sense, the question of interrelatedness, as pointed out

by Beetham, is “wrongly posed”.

So ESR may enhance but do not guarantee democracy, but what conclusions can be drawn
about the relationship of both “groups” of rights in reverse? A number of scholars have asserted
that CPR and democratisation are instrumental for the emergence of ESR (Marshall, 1950;
Beetham, 1999; Sen, 1999; Donnelly, 2003; Skocpol and Orloff, 1986). The most prominent
proponent of the thesis is T. H. Marshall who in his analysis of welfare state development in
the United Kingdom argued that different types of rights gradually emerged during different

historical periods. According to his study, civil rights associated with liberty, freedom of
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speech and property emerged in the 18" century and created a context in which it was possible
for political rights to be included in the concept of citizenship during the 19" century. These
developments consequently enabled the advent of social rights in the 20" century (Marshall,
1950, 1973). In line with this view, CPR are thought to be crucial for various interest groups
to form and formulate their interests so as to later claim these interests as a matter of rights
(pertaining to citizenship). Several authors have empirically tested this relationship concluding
that, on average, democracies perform better than autocratic states with regard to rights and
human development (Landman, 2006; Landman and Carvalho, 2010; Landman, 2013;
Spalding, 1988; Weede, 1983) awarding credibility to Marshall’s assertion based on historical

evidence.

Figure 2-2 examines this proposition by visualising countries’ results of the HDI (as a
proximate measure of ESR) against their respective Polity IV score (as a proximate measure
for democracy)?® in order to scrutinise whether levels of human development increase with
improved democratic rights. The thesis that development outcomes would automatically
improve as greater levels of democracy are achieved can tentatively be observed. While it
shows that most HDI top-performing countries are indeed high-performing democracies, which
only occasionally portray low levels of human development, two additional things can be
concluded: (1) the relationship between CPR and ESR is far from intuitive as both —democratic
and authoritarian states demonstrate good, as well as bad performance in achieving human
development (evidence suggests that additional factors such as economic development might
be important, other than levels of CPR alone)?’; and (2) countries at either end of the regime
spectrum actually exhibit high HDI outcomes cautioning against lending an exaggerated role
to an exact regime type in ensuring potential for improving human development. Altogether,
these observations challenge the argument that political rights are either necessary or sufficient
for improving people’s standards of living and ESR related outcomes or that higher degrees of
democratic governance will necessarily bring about favourable ESR results.

% The Polity IV “conceptual scheme” attempts to capture levels of regime authority by assigning to countries
scores on a scale from -10 (“hereditary monarchy”) to +10 (“consolidated democracy™).

27 Although there is a wide variation in performance among democracies, the variation in human development
outcomes is much higher in non-democracies (See Przeworski et al. (2000); Croissant and Wurster (2013);
Haber (2006)). Gerring and Thacker (2008) remark that aspects such as ethno-linguistic diversity, natural
resources, geographical and historical factors may account for the positive performance demonstrated by some
autocratic states, which not necessarily implies that autocratic institutions are the only factor influencing policy
development.
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Figure 2-2 Human Development Index (HDI) 2013 against Polity IV 2008 classification
The OHCHR has likewise stressed that democracy does not always lead to improved well-

being of the population:

“[t]here is a misconception that the realisation of economic, social and cultural rights will flow
automatically from the enjoyment of democracy, and that any imbalance in the full realisation of
economic, social and cultural rights will in the long term be corrected by the market forces in
open economies. The truth is that, unless specific action is taken towards the full realisation of
economic, social and cultural rights, these rights can rarely, if ever, be realised, even in the long
term.” (OHCHR, 2008, p. 22)

Similar findings are suggested by Schmidt (2003, p. 30) who remarks that the presence of
democracy does not necessarily presuppose an extensive welfare state and is itself not a
sufficient condition for expansive social policy. Several empirical studies reiterate that aspects
other than regime type should be paid attention to. For example, Johnson (1988) compared
human rights attainment in India and USA, concluding that significant differences persist even
when the variable of regime type is held constant, and proposed that more attention be paid to
cultural and philosophical aspects in illuminating potential explanatory factors for varying
performance. Another possible explanation advanced by Gerring et al. concerns the importance
not of the current levels of democracy, but rather the stock of democracy that can potentially
explain the realisation of ESR related outcomes and economic growth, because socio-economic
indicators associated with ESR (such as literacy and infant mortality) take time to change and

democratic advantage may be accumulated gradually (Gerring et al., 2011; Gerring et al.,
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2012).% In the same way, Human Development Reports remark that elections alone are not
sufficient to ensure the fulfilment of human rights, since the latter “requires inclusive, (..) not
just majoritarian democracy” (UNDP, 2000, p. 7) coupled with a separation of powers, an
independent judiciary and accountability (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2004). Even in developed
democracies, citizens’ active participation may be crucial in order to translate the benefits of
economic development or democracy itself into individual outcomes of human development
(Ranis and Stewart, 2012).

2.1.3.3 Main lines of theoretical reasoning

These attitudes thus seem to further echo Przeworski and Limongi’s (1993) finding that the
‘regime’ variable is unable to adequately capture the important aspects about either, economic
growth or ESR realisation. Given the cryptic empirical and theoretical relationship between
ESR and CPR, it is impossible to claim with certainty that democracies will always succeed to
promote ESR or that autocracies will always fair badly. Numerous historical examples
demonstrate both assertions not to be the case. While politics and institutions which regulate
people’s access to well-being by determining whether specific action to advance ESR clearly
play a role, inferences about these issues can more appropriately be drawn about how regimes
will perform in relation to each other, without claiming absolute certainties. More specifically,
there are four main lines of theoretical reasoning that are invoked in relation to ESR
advancement in different regime settings that investigate what exactly about politics is
conductive to ESR. They concern (1) formal institutions, (2) the redistribution of public goods,

(3) freedom of information and (4) government capacity. They will be examined in turn.

First, electoral institutions in democracies ensure the distribution of power, electoral
competition and political accountability — factors important for safeguarding the realisation of
ESR, since they tie political elites to their decisions and allow citizens to penalise or reward
decision-makers for the success or failures of their policies (Beetham, 1999; Bueno de
Mesquita, Bruce et al., 2003; Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce et al., 2005). Authoritarian states, in
contrast, by limiting people’s political rights deprive citizens of the possibility to fully hold
governments accountable. Policy decisions tend to be made by elites anticipating possible
challenges in the future (Ezrow and Frantz, 2011; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2003), while

mechanisms ensuring that people’s opinions are represented in the policy-making process are

28 These authors remark that democratic consolidation facilitates stronger economic performance because it
ensures that policies are not only implemented but also consistently pursued, expanding government capacities.
As a result, democratic advantage appears over time, as the regime acquires stability.
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generally absent. Active presence of political opposition in democratic contexts, participation
of civil society and the notion of equal citizenship can further motivate oppressed groups to
organise as well as formulate and advance their interests in the first place exerting valuable
demands on the government (Gerring et al., 2012; Alvarez, 1999; Muller and Seligson, 1994).
This, in turn, is likely to further the implementation of egalitarian policies, ensuring that well-
being is advanced for the whole society without discriminating certain groups?® echoing
Nussbaum’s assertion that “[p]olitics has an urgent role to play providing citizens with the tools
that they need, both in order to choose at all and in order to have a realistic option of exercising

their most valuable functions” (Nussbaum, 1997, p. 292).

Second, these very same constitutive procedural features of democratic rule are associated with
pressures for redistribution and provision of public goods which, among other things, ensure
that wealth is not accumulated in the hands of few, but distributed widely (Lake and Baum,
2001; Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce et al., 2003; McGuire and Olson, 1996; Haggard and
Kaufman, 2008; Boix, 2003). This argument associates pressures for redistribution with the
size of the franchise. Democratic elites and policy makers motivated by the electoral process
are expected to be more inclined to increase redistribution, generate more public goods and be
more responsive to people’s needs because their need to appeal to a wider range of supporters
(Lake and Baum, 2001; Brown and Hunter, 2004; Lindert, 1994). With citizens in democracies
unsatisfied with public policies, politicians would be inclined to improve access to and quality
of public goods and services motivated by the prospect of winning forthcoming elections and
maximising their support (McGuire, 2013, p. 57). In autocracies, on the contrary, power,
decisions and policy making rest disproportionately on narrow elites, which ensure support

predominantly by providing private goods intended principally either for groups keeping them

29 On the other hand, Przeworski and Limongi (1993) have hinted that democracies may be inclined to take into
account the interests of “short-sighted” voters, which could negatively affect long-term investments needed for
carrying out sustainable improvements in socio-economic realm. Similarly, OHCHR (2008, p. 22) remark that
democratic institutions alone may often be insufficient to realise ESR especially for the poorest and most
marginalised, for whom it is harder to have their interests represented in decision-making. They note that
“[t]here can be a tendency for public policies to focus on the needs of those who have greater sway in political
processes, particularly at election time. Social benefits may focus on the needs of middle-class swing voters, or
economic or trade policy may be shaped to meet the needs of powerful industries. This may divert attention
from the most marginalised to those who are more visible and have more power and more access to decision
makers in a democracy.” Fabre (2000) too has pointed to the existing conflict between ESR and democracy,
whereby the needs of the majority may take priority over the interests of the most vulnerable groups. At the
same time, Dréze and Sen (2002) have remarked the empirical observation that famines, viewed as a deprivation
of a wide range of ESR, have never occurred in democratic states, hence there does seem to be intrinsic aspects
to democratic politics that protects the socio-economic interests of people at large.
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in power or for themselves (Knutsen, 2012, p. 400; Haggard and Kaufman, 2008, pp. 362—-363;
Acemoglu and Robinson, 2003). Increased provision of publically dissiminated, not private
goods, such as education, health-care and social protection are directly linked to people’s
quality of life and the outcomes associated with ESR.

Third, democracies ensure the freedom of press, speech and assembly, which helps decision-
makers acquire accurate information about people’s socio-economic needs, allowing more
efficient social policy interventions (OHCHR, 2008; Landman, 2006; Sen, 1999). In
authoritarian states these freedoms are often suppressed and policy makers are hence less
informed about the actual problems faced by the population. Free media, an active civil society,
the presence of unions and freedom of speech allow for social policy to be better targeted and
effective (Boix, 2003; Muller and Seligson, 1994; Beetham, 1999) as there are an increased

number of individuals and organisations involved in the process of designing policy priorities.

Finally, alongside resource availability, which places significant constraints on any
government’s ability to address ESR related issues, administrative capacity also plays an
important role. But even when the state does possess the necessary resources and intention to
direct efforts towards improving these rights, its practical ability to do so is imperative. In the
absence of the economic, administrative and human resource capacity (signified respectively
by a lack of funds, widespread practices of corruption or inefficient bureaucratic machinery
and an underdeveloped human capital), its efforts can fail to produce intended effects mirrored
by actual improvements of people’s lives. Rule of law, good governance® and the absence of
corruption are typically associated with democratic states and allow to successfully translate
any government’s policy vision into concrete action and specific outcomes (Miller, 2013;
Norris, 2012; Rothstein, 2011; Holmberg and Rothstein, 2012).

The relationship between economic growth, political regimes and ESR is therefore triangular.
Economic development improves states’ capacity to advance ESR, but it should not be assumed
that such growth alone will inevitably lead to ESR enjoyment. Policy choices made by relevant
actors and incentives that drive such choices will determine whether economic development

will be translated into improved human well-being (ul Haq, 2004, p. 22; Tomasevski, 2005).

30 The notion of ‘good governance’ typically encompasses a wide variety of components. Landman and
Héusermann (2003) give a detailed account for the context of developing the concept, noting that after the
World Bank undertook to promote good governance in the 1990s, it came to primarily be associated with a
concern for how state capacity influences economic development. Later, the concept of was expanded by the
UNDP to include a variety of other facets, such as legitimacy, accountability, competence and the rule of law
viewed as conductive to the promotion of human rights.
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Admittedly, the “political regime’ variable alone inadequately captures all valuable aspects that
will guide these decisions, but respect for CPR and procedural accountability typically found
in democracies, is likely to help advancing policies that adequately address and positively
affect people’s socio-economic concerns. This is not to say that democratic states will always
outperform autocracies in their efforts to realise ESR! — they too may be stalled by inadequate
state capacity, economic resource availability or quality of democracy. But, in light of the
arguments discussed above, the leading theoretical paradigm suggests that given similar levels
of economic development, the procedural, institutional and redistributive aspects of democratic
governance are expected to produce better ESR-related outcomes in relation to states operated
under autocratic rule. Such theoretical expectation does not claim that autocracies are unable
to advance human well-being; it only changes the benchmark upon which good performance
of autocracies is to be measured, making it relative to democracies at similar levels of resource
availability. With principal theoretical expectations established, the following section turns to
exploring the key factors that contribute to ESR attainment in particularly non-democratic

regimes.
2.2 ESR in Autocracies: Bringing the State Back in

Generally, aspects that impede ESR fulfilment are much better understood than those that
promote them.®? This omission is particularly pressing for authoritarian contexts, due to the
disproportionate focus of rights and welfare scholarship on democratic states with an
abundance of available, accessible and reliable information.®® Regardless of the gaps in
literature pertaining to efforts of systematically analyse autocratic welfare provision, there are
several ways how research on democratic socio-economic performance can contribute to an
improved understanding of ESR-related outcomes in autocracies and serves as a valuable

starting point.

As noted in the previous sections, early accounts of welfare state analysis emphasised
functional forces such as economic development or changing patterns of demography, family
or employment as the principal determinants for welfare state development, largely neglecting

31 Such a claim would contradict the empirical record of early welfare programs being pioneered by autocracies
with the aim to stall the process of democratisation (Esping-Andersen (1990, p. 15); Skocpol and Orloff (1986,
pp. 234-235)) and fail to explain the observation that several autocracies continue to be very successful in
improving their citizens’ health, education and well-being outcomes (Norris, 2012).

32 For example, ESR attainment is expected to decrease in the context of war, natural disasters, domestic conflict
or other situations that deprive people of economic resources (see Landman (2002, p. 902); Felner (2008)).

33 Some notable exceptions from the explicit democratic focus include Haggard (2005, 1990), Haggard and
Kaufman (2008); Mares and Carnes (2009); Cook (2007); Schmidt and Ritter (2013); Beck (1995); and Miller
(2013).
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the role or explanatory potential of politics (Myles and Quadagno, 2002). In the 1980s, welfare
scholars started to increasingly argue for the need to “bring the state back in” the analysis of
welfare (Skocpol, 1985; Evans et al., 1985; Skocpol and Orloff, 1986). Without dismissing the
importance of economic factors, this “new institutionalist” school insisted that political
conditions are of equal importance in understanding cross-national socio-economic policies
because policy making, as yet another form of human interaction similarly takes place within
an institutional context (Goodin, 1998), which procedurally constrains decision-making and
affects consequent outcomes. Such institutional contexts are conditioned by the rules
encompassed within political regime settings and their impact on well-being remains a crucial
omission in current research (Mares and Carnes, 2009; Haggard and Kaufman, 2008; Nullmeier
and Kaufmann, 2010).

In a sense, the state never was missing from rights research. To the contrary, the human rights
regime was built on the recognition that governmental authority awards it the power to
distribute resources and handle risks posed to individual enjoyment of ESR. Rights analysis
has, in fact, been criticised for its overwhelming focus on jurisprudence and formal institutions,
which, combined with the overly dominant focus on CPR, halted efforts to inquire about regime
effects for the case of ESR. This changed somewhat in the 1990s, when the human development
paradigm demonstrated a more complex relationship between rights fulfilment on the one hand
and the regime type on the other. Findings of the ensuing HDI illuminated the observation that
autocracies and democracies alike could and did improve human development outcomes and
people’s well-being, reviving research interest in ESR and providing a further relevance for
emerging strands of welfare scholarship that highlighted the importance of political variables.

Theoretical assumptions of the project rest primarily on the cross-sections between these
developments in welfare and rights research. Over the past decades, welfare scholarship has
strongly demonstrated that political variables comprise a significant piece of the puzzle for
socio-economic provision not only by determining rules and conditions pertaining to the
channels through which ESR are advanced (a point recognised also by human rights research),
but, perhaps more importantly, by structuring the relationship between the ruling elites and the
general population not only in democratic, but also in authoritarian regimes (Haber, 2006;
Croissant and Wurster, 2013). With the dominant theoretical paradigm unable to fully explain
ESR provision in autocracies, these insights provide a valuable point of departure for theorising

about factors that contribute to influencing people’s well-being outside of democratic rule.
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2.2.1 Formal institutions matter

Institutions are generally understood as the “rules of the game in a society or, more formally,
(..) the humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction” (North, 1990, p. 3). Formally
articulated through laws and constitutions, they constrain, enable and provide incentives for
individual action, increasing the predictability of decision-making and social interaction in
general (Mahoney and Thelen, 2009). Through determining who has access to power, abilities
to formulate policy priorities policies, and whose interests these structures advance (Foweraker
and Landman, 2004; Landman, 2013; Helmke and Levitsky, 2004; Steinmo, 2001), state-level
formal institutions are viewed as central for realising or denying people’s rights with
governments assuming primary responsibility for ESR fulfilment under international law.
Constitutions articulate obligations and entitlements that can be claimed in courts, while laws
and policies direct resources and government effort towards furthering individual and
collective well-being through providing goods and services, promoting, incentivising or
discouraging certain behaviours or imposing and enforcing obligations on individual agents
(Miller, 2013; Pierson, 2006). Consequently, it is not solely political institutions that determine
ESR fulfilment, but, rather, the embedded mechanisms providing for various actors’ interests
to be translated into policy-making. Although the bulk of research examining the role of formal
institutions is confined to an analysis of democratic states, it can nevertheless help draw

insights about aspects that encourage autocratic states to pursue ESR-friendly performance.

2.2.1.1 Institutions as arenas for social conflict

Formal institutions have typically been examined in welfare literature under the notion of
‘political institutions’, conceptualising the state as an arena in which groups pursue their
interests in terms of political struggles (Skocpol, 1985, pp. 8-9). Scholars have analysed how
formal rules structure representation and what policy options they enable for decision-makers
(Myles and Quadagno, 2002, pp. 52-53), whether presidential or parliamentary systems
provide different levels of public goods (Persson and Tabellini, 1999), or how institutional

settings result in divergent policy outcomes (Immergut, 1992).

Democracy or not, it is clear that the internal institutional structure of any state influences the
power balance within the society in different ways. A large section of this research has looked
at institutions (such as parties, legislatures, constitutions and electoral laws) in democratic

contexts, echoing the sentiment expressed by Svolik (2012, p. 15), that formal institutions in
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non-democracies “cannot be taken at face value”.®* Thus, although mainly concerned with
democracies, the power resources theory pertains that political institutions determine the extent
to which the interests of some, but not others are represented in the policy making process. In
this way, mobilised power can be translated into desirable policies through parliamentary
representation or union activism (Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 16) and working class
mobilisation can serve as a source for explaining divergent outcomes among different countries
(Korpi, 1989) but these interests are negotiated within the strategic contexts set by formal
institutions (Hall and Taylor, 1996).

Building on Marshall's (1950, 1973) pioneering thesis that social rights are an important part
of contemporary notion of citizenship, Esping-Andersen (1990) in his “The Three Worlds on
Welfare Capitalism” argued that welfare states can be classified based on the different
formalised arrangements they provide for mediating welfare provision between the state, the
market and the family. He suggested that social rights are linked to the decommodification of
labour, meaning ways in which public goods and services are institutionalised as a matter of
rights, allowing individuals to maintain a livelihood outside the market (p. 21-22).%
Mechanisms decommodifying labour in social programs comprised the critical dimension that
distinguished different types of welfare states. While social-democratic welfare regimes
offered benefits granted by citizenship that could be accessed relatively easily, liberal regimes
decommodified labour through modest benefits depending on work-based contributions and
engaging the market to fill in the gaps; and corporatist (or conservative) welfare states derived
the size of benefits from contributions depending on individual income while emphasising the
role of the family and tradition. Differences in how social rights were institutionalised,
according to Esping-Andersen (1990, p. 17), generated potential for “class-related collective
action”. It is certainly the major contribution of this work to identify a typology of welfare
institutions that influence socio-economic outcomes in divergent ways, but even more
importantly, he turned attention to historical aspects for identifying the causes responsible for

bringing about the respective systems. He concluded that:

34 This assertion is illustrated by research focused on the analysis of institutions in non-democracies, which
analyses how authoritarian states can and do make use of political institutions to further their rule, using elections
as a tool for co-optation and parties to reduce intra-elite conflicts (Gandhi and Przeworski (2007), Gandhi (2008a,
2008b), Svolik (2012); Magaloni (2008)).

3 Esping-Andersen (1990, p. 37) saw the introduction of the modern notion of social rights as a process of
loosening the commaodity status of labour as well as a necessary condition for ensuring tolerable levels of
welfare and security.
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“(tHhe historical forces behind the regime differences are interactive. They involve, first, the
pattern of working-class political formation and, second, political coalition-building in the
transition from a rural economy to a middle-class society. The question of political coalition-
formation is decisive. Third, past reforms have contributed decisively to the institutionalisation

of class preferences and political behaviour.” (Esping-Andersen, 1990, p. 32)

Others examining a smaller set of cases have likewise emphasised how political institutions
structure access of different groups to political representation. For instance, Immergut's (1992)
analysis of health politics in France, Switzerland and Sweden show that diverging outcomes
are associated with differences in existing political institutions and varying levels of electoral
pressure that groups may exert on decision-makers, rather than different ideological patterns
or interest group demands. She demonstrates that because of the diverse institutional rules and
procedures in each country, similar legislative proposals have led to the adoption of different
health care systems and remarks how political institutions ensure various openings or obstacles
to certain political actors, swaying their ability to advance policy or influence decision-making.

Although the major portion of contributions analysing political institutions is confined to
advanced welfare states and criticised for its dismissal of similar formalised structures in
authoritarian states, they can nevertheless provide insights which may with caution be applied
to non-democratic contexts. For authoritarian institutions can also empower different groups
to pressure political elites to introduce policies that address changing environments. Such
mechanisms may admittedly function differently and the groups’ access to power may be more
restrained, but ways in which power is distributed among interest groups and organisations in

autocracies will nevertheless influence policy priorities and socio-economic outcomes.

The observation that policy outcomes among authoritarian states differ significantly has been
a prevalent concern, with autocracies often portraying both — best and worst performance in a
number of indicators (Geddes, 1999; Croissant and Wurster, 2013) making possible
generalisations difficult. For one, such findings are not surprising because other that being
united by the rather vague concept of ‘non-democracies’, these states differ with regard to
groups that comprise the “ruling elites”, established decision-making procedures as well as the
structure of the relationship between elites and the general population, all of which influence
incentives for social policies. In other words, the political institutions in non-democracies are
by no means uniform. Some autocracies have parties and legislatures that constrain the
government’s policy choices in a similar (albeit certainly not identical) vein as they do in

democratic countries by enabling different groups to assume some political agency and
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advance their interests and provide checks on their leaders’ power. Others may have an
institutional setting that awards disproportionate power to certain organisations, such as a
political party, the royal family or the military. Additionally each state also differently
structures the role and representation of other organisations, such as trade unions, business
organisations, church, civil society or collectives and family, which likewise play a role in
explaining people’s enjoyment of ESR (Landman, 2006). Each institutional setting has
implications for what priority is given to advancing people’s well-being so divergent outcomes
are by no means surprising although theoretical assumptions are deficient in helping to

sufficiently understand this variety.

Some valuable studies nevertheless provide insights into how people’s well-being may be
affected by authoritarian political institutions. For example, Haggard's (1990, p. 3) analysis of
socio-economic provision in Korea, Taiwan, Hong-Kong, Brazil and Mexico points out that
“elites have inherited or built organisational structures that significantly constrain the ability of
societal actors to achieve their political and economic objectives” but remarks that these
constellations may also enable some groups to voice their interests and achieve favourable
outcomes. Particularly elections in non-democracies have been found conductive to improving
socio-economic outcomes — Miller examined a range of human development outcomes (child-
mortality, literacy, health and education) in authoritarian regimes and found that positive
effects of electoral institutions can also be observed in non-democratic contexts. Electoral
autocracies (even without elections being entirely free and fair) still pressure governments to
pursue human development outcomes, while autocracies without electoral institutions tend to
focus their efforts of co-optation (Miller, 2013). A similar point is echoed by Haggard and
Kaufman's (2008, pp. 362-363) broad analysis of democratic and non-democratic regimes in
Latin America, East Asia and Eastern Europe concluding that in the absence of competitive
checks and balances (provided by electoral channels), dictators or elites may increase the
provision of public goods and social assistance, but have fewer incentives not to accumulate

assets in their own hands.

Aside from the positive effects for social policy and human well-being, the presence of multi-
party elections and legal constraints on the ruler can also serving dictators’ own ends. By
providing guarantees that leaders will refrain from abusing their power, these institutions
reduce incentives for opposition groups to overthrow the existing regime (Magaloni, 2008;
Svolik, 2012; Gandhi and Przeworski, 2007; Gandhi, 2008b). For this reason, multi-party

elections have been found more likely to exist in regimes with strong opposition, where rulers
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are required to seek cooperation with non-regime actors (Gandhi, 2008b; Gandhi and
Przeworski, 2007). Not only do electoral institutions thus stabilise the rule but they may also
change the constellation of social contracts themselves through extending the selectorate,
construing the image of political pluralism and influencing other actor’s strategies of pursuing

their interests, making them more likely to succeed through cooperation rather than opposition.

Thus, on the one hand, electoral institutions in autocracies benefit the population by implying
an additional concern for the overall population or at least groups with access to power
resources, involving them in decision-making or constraining other decision-makers in their
pursuit of policies potentially seen as undesirable by the general public (Wright, 2008;
Robinson, 1998). This may not only result in an expansion of socio-economic rights but also
contributes to performance-based legitimacy (Huntington, 1991) — if leaders manage to
improve people’s well-being, they are more likely to be seen as advancing the collective
interests of the society. On the other hand, therefore, creating parties and legislatures also
benefits regime longevity by creating stable environments that help advance economic growth
(Gandhi, 2008b; Przeworski et al., 2000; Knutsen, 2012), in turn providing further resources
for distribution — necessary for improving socio-economic outcomes for the general public or

a more limited interest groups.

2.2.1.2 Institutions as sources of state capacity and information

The previous section discusses the importance of formal institutions as determinants of power
balances in the society, which structure different groups’ access to decision making and
influence their ability to advance their interests. Explored in this section is the importance of
the quality of these institutions as reflective of state capacity, the lack of which can be a
significant impediment to development. Even if states do attempt to further policies aimed at
advancing ESR, they may be stalled not only by social factors (such as changing patterns of
demography, family and employment as recognised by the ‘first generation’ of welfare
scholarship) (Freeman, 2013, p. 378; Myles and Quadagno, 2002, p. 51), but also by a corrupt
and inept bureaucracy posing obstacles to a meaningful implementation of these policies
(Agbakwa, 2002; Norris, 2012). The quality of political institutions may thus be indicative of
any state’s capacity to advance ESR, illustrating their “administrative infrastructure” for

furthering ESR.

In her book “Making Democratic Governance Work”, Pippa Norris (2012) emphasises that
enhancing governance capacity is crucial for enabling any state to meet the needs and demands

of their citizens. The argument is likewise applicable to authoritarian states as improved
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governance indicators has several advantages also for autocratic political elites. First, it may
help to implement the ruling elites’ political vision and policy goals more effectively without
posing a direct threat to the non-democratic rule. Even if ESR per se are not the primary goal
of governments, it significantly expands possibilities to achieve economic development and
improve variety of socio-economic indicators, which can contribute to ensuring regime
stability. Fukuda-Parr et al. (2009) also emphasise that the state “capacity” consists not only
of financial resources, but also the administrational and organisational aptitude, as well as the
available human resources that this capacity helps to improve. Given resource constraints faced
by most states, enhancing these aspects of governance may allow improving ESR performance
even without achieving significant economic growth (Alkire et al., 2013; UN Commission of
Human Rights, 1987, p. 24) — eliminating corruption and improving the rule of law can be seen
as a long-term investment, which allows to reduce costs in the future, address systemic
shortcomings that impede ESR realisation (Obinger, 2004) and improve the accountability of

those in power.

Second, establishing reliable institutions can considerably contribute to facilitating people’s
trust in the effectiveness of the state and improve social cooperation among the citizenry. Bo
Rothstein (2005) argues that mutual social trust, which arises in situations, when individuals,
groups and organisations share an understanding of trustworthy and impartial political
institutions, can generate wide-ranging improvements for the society and human development
outcomes. In the absence of such trust, he finds that individuals instead perpetuate “disloyal
behaviour” (2005, p. 7) because they believe that others will do so as well. Analysing 18 OECD
states between 1984-2000, Rothstein et al., (2012) additionally concluded that impartial,
trustworthy and uncorrupted state institutions increase citizens’ support for their welfare
policies. In authoritarian settings, such support can garner acceptance for the regime as a
benevolent pursuer of public interest, decreasing incentives for opposition and contributing to

regime longevity.

Third, concerns about the information-sharing processes enabled by democratic procedures is
one of the central reasons why democratic states are expected to be more effective in realising
ESR. Freedom of speech, press, the media as well as electoral institutions that concern
participation transmit information to decision-makers about the needs of the society, public
opinions and support for or resistance to policies advanced (Miller, 2013; Magaloni, 2008).
While autocracies are likely to limit these freedoms to a certain extent, building participatory

institutions can help authoritarian leaders overcome the informational vacuum that obscures
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their rule and allow to target their interventions more effectively without fear that they would

backfire due to opposition from the public.

Turning attention particularly to authoritarian states, Charron and Lapuente (2011) find that
different types of autocratic regimes may actually vary in their incentives for improving the
quality of governance in the face of increased resources. Their analysis of 70 authoritarian
regimes from 1983-2003 find empirically that single-party autocracies proportionately improve
governance with increasing economic growth, while monarchies and military regimes are more
influenced by the ruler’s understanding of the time horizons of their reign — the longer they
expect to be in power, the more aspects of governance are improved. This shows that not only
can improved state capacity positively influence authoritarian stability, as discussed before, but
attempts to improve governance can themselves be motivated by the rulers’ outlook on their

longevity, tying efforts directly to strategies of governance.

In short, formal institutions matter for ESR fulfilment because outcome indicators are likely to
be influenced by the institutional structure and public policies, which determine the
organisational conditions in which these rights can find expression, who has stake in the
agenda-setting and decision-making process, and hence, what priorities are advanced.
Although, as underlined by Pierson (2006), the effects of some formal institutions (such as
public policies) will be indirect, they nevertheless sway prospects of ESR realisation.
Importantly, improving governance aptitude through the establishment of effective institutions
can: a) improve decision-makers’ knowledge about societal needs; b) allow for more efficient
(and less resourceful) interventions; ¢) improve the regime’s ability to advance their political

vision; and d) help foster people’s support for the existing regime, promoting its stability.

2.2.2 Governance strategies matter

The previous section has already pointed to the importance of intentionality when examining
political institutions and the interests of actors that guide the emergence of public policies. It
is reasonable to assume that positive outcomes in the realm of ESR can be seen as indicative
of the government’s attempts to improve people’s well-being (Miller, 2013; Goodin, 1988)
which is a valuable start for examining the effort dimension of ESR realisation that determines
whether or not resources are distributed so as to benefit people’s well-being. Therefore to fully
understand the logic of welfare provision outside of democratic contexts, attention should be
paid to the incentives that may induce authoritarian rulers to promote human development,

analysing the preferences of particularly executives and elites as important actors in policy-
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making in autocracies. Issues of autocratic elites’ intentions, as this section will show, have
likewise been mirrored by the early work on authoritarian welfare provision. The main point
of departure is the observation that in democratic states, formal institutions typically structure
interests between formalised interest groups and organisations (parties, unions, NGOs and civil
society) and determine the extent to which they can influence decision making. These same
groups may be of less analytical value in non-democracies, but the principle that some actors
may exert disproportionate influence over public policies still stands. An “executive-centred”
approach can reveal insights about the political incentives of leaders to expand social policies,
which can be motivated both — by concerns for the population or an attempt to satisfy the
interests of certain groups (such as “launching organisations” (Haber, 2006), bureaucrats or the
military). Whose interests autocrats will take into account will depend largely on the

governance strategies employed by the ruling elites aimed at securing their power.

Rational-choice literature on political economies of authoritarianism has been useful in
providing information about the rationales behind choices dictators make. Although these
studies do not specifically speak of welfare, they is largely based on the premise that all
dictators’ main objective is to stay in power (Tullock, 1987), for which well-being provision
can be instrumental. A number of authors have argued that the institutionalisation of welfare
in authoritarian regimes can serve as an important tool for ensuring regime resilience. Within
this literature, one of the most elaborate accounts of such autocratic intentions is provided by
Rimlinger, who argued, for example, that Bismarck’s social protection policies largely served

as a tool to build loyalty of the working classes towards the state. He writes:

“The social insurance legislation of the 1880s made social and economic relations among
individuals an object of statecraft. It was a conscious attempt at cementing the social fabric of the
industrial order, with the interests of the state instead of the welfare of the worker as the primary

objective.” (Rimlinger, 1971, p. 9)

Other notable examples emphasising the role of social policies in achieving the authoritarian
intention of maintaining power include the analysis of Soviet Union (McAuley, 1979; Kornai,
1992), China (Leung and Nann, 1995; Zhu, 2011) and Latin America (Haggard and Kaufman,
2008; Brown and Hunter, 2004). Pepinsky (2014, p. 633) has also cautioned that “authoritarian
institutions do exactly what their creators want them to do, and leaders adjust institutional
forms when doing so is in their interest”. Taking this into consideration, scholars have
suggested that there are three main strategies available to authoritarian leaders for maintaining

their rule, which consequently influence the distribution of available resources. They can invest
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their resources in (1) financing repression so as to extract assets from the population; (2)
rewarding loyalty and co-opting strategic groups; or (3) striving to legitimise their rule among
the general population (Wintrobe, 1990, 1998; Merkel et al., 2013; Gerschewski, 2013, 2014;
Gandhi and Przeworski, 2007; Backes and Kailitz, 2016). Although these strategies are often
employed in combination with each other (Croissant and Wurster, 2013; Gerschewski, 2014),
they structure the relationship between the ruling elites and the overall population differently

and, hence, have different implications for social policies.

Dictators who rule by repression do no rest their authority on popular support and have few
incentives to direct resources towards improving the lives of citizens. Instead, the regime aims
to expropriate assets from economic activity and invests considerable amounts of resources in
sustaining the repressive state apparatus. In short, it acts like “a group of roving bandits”
(McGuire and Olson, 1996, p. 72) with little regard to people’s general well-being. An
economic consequence of using terror and repression, stemming from potentially short time-
horizons of their rule as McGuire and Olson argue, is that economic activity is also repressed,
declining tax revenues and investments, which in the long-term leaves not only the people but
also the dictator worse-off due to the declining amount of resources available to be seized.
Additionally, Haber notes that financing repression requires a lot of expenditure and lack of
remaining available funds takes away considerably from the capacities of the government itself
to generate assets either needed to run the country (Haber, 2006) or furthering people’s well-
being. Dictators may stay in power through employing repressive strategies, but it is unlikely

that funds will be directed towards satisfying the needs of poplations subject to this rule.

Some authors have hence suggested that terror as a strategy of governance may be unattractive
for rulers also for reasons other than the ensuing economic challenges. They argue that “even
very coercive regimes cannot survive without some support” (Geddes, 1999, p. 125) because
employing repression inevitably results in what is called a “dictator’s dilemma” (Wintrobe,
1990, 1998). Repressive leaders may never be entirely confident about the amount of support
they actually enjoy from the population and their “launching organisations” (Haber, 2006).
This, in turn, makes them feel consistently threatened as they face the fear of being overthrown,
imprisoned or even killed. To avoid the dilemma, it may be in dictators’ own interests to instead
seek at least some forms of support, either from the overall population of a more limited

selectorate (Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce et al., 2003) to prolong their tenure.*® McGuire and

3 Initially, repression was perceived as the main mode of governance distinguishing democratic regimes from
dictatorships. From 1960s, the “totalitarian paradigm” highlighted the role of ideology and terror, and saw
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Olson (1996, p. 72) similarly note that “[i]f a leader can seize and hold a given territory, it will
pay him to limit the rate of his theft in that domain and to provide a peaceful order and other
public goods” leaving not only the dictator and his subjects more prosperous economically, but
also allowing for the establishment of credible sources of allegiance for the regime contributing

to the stability of his rule.

One option for the dictator to avoid regime decline may be convincing those capable of
overthrowing his rule that it is more advantageous to cooperate instead.®” This strategy involves
co-opting strategic groups by offering them an arrangement for sharing rents, which may
involve monetary benefits, favourable opportunities to the members of these organisations or
other kinds of advantages in order to reduce their incentives to overthrow the dictator. Certain
informal arrangements, such as clientelism and corruption may also be tolerated, helping
supporters of the regime achieve personal gain and tying their source of revenue directly to the
leader’s office (Haber, 2006).38

Focusing on co-optation as a strategy of authoritarian governance is likely to reflect on social
policy and people’s well-being. For example, welfare provision may be extended to selected
beneficiaries based around the sectors that support the ruling elites as opposed to only the rulers
themselves and their immediate circles (Mares and Carnes, 2009). How wide or narrow this
selectorate will be, will differ among states. For example, Cook (2007) illustrates the use of

this strategy in examining welfare distribution in the Soviet Union, organised around the

dictatorships as ruled by tyrants who maintain power by exerting credible threats over the general population
(Boix and Svolik (2013); Friedrich and Brzezinski (1965), Arendt (1973)). Throughout 1980s the focus was
shifted due to the observed diversity of autocratic rule whereby the image of repressive tyrants was no longer
able to adequately characterise the regime category. Scholars proposed that the non-democratic concept should
be modelled on the realities of contemporary politics, which involve complex strategies and multifaceted
causalities, prompting a focus on socio-economic factors as drivers of the emergence as well as persistence of
autocratic rule (O'Donnell, 1979). This strand of research was most notably succeeded by the study of
institutions, exemplified by Geddes’ (1999) work and the idea that political institutions, previously perceived as
a ‘window dressing’ in non-democratic rule, may have a stabilising effect on the regime and positively influence
the durability of authoritarianism. Authors found electoral institutions to be useful tools for co-optation; argued
that parties can help reduce conflicts among the elites and suggested that rulers frequently use these institutions
for strategic purposes (Gandhi and Przeworski, 2007). More recent strands of this literature focuses on paying
more attention to legitimacy, alongside coercion, co-optation and repression as ends of institutional intra-state
architecture (Kailitz and Stockemer (2015); Kailitz (2013); Gerschewski (2013)).

37 Tullock (1987) noted how the vast majority of dictatorships are challenged not by popular uprisings, but
internal coups.

38 Haber (2006) additionally distinguishes another strategy — one where the regime sets up rivalries between new
or existing organisations (such as the party and the military) forcing them to compete for power with each other
to reduce the potential for either group to pose a credible threat to the existing rule. However, as the main aim of
creating alternative organisations is nevertheless attempting to create obstacles for specific groups to overthrow
the regime, the project perceives it in line with other strategies of co-optation due to the similar implications for
the formation of social policy.
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working class as a critical group with a credible opportunity to overthrow the regime had they
so wished. Following a similar logic, communist China prioritised industrial workers as welfare
recipients (Leung and Nann, 1995), while other states provide disproportionate advantages to
members of certain organisations (such as the military or a political party). Consequently, when
the regime is focused on co-optation, the system of benefits or even rights may be extended,
but it may unevenly benefit certain strategic groups incentivising them to cooperate with the
regime or absorbing them within the regime itself. While it may increase the number of
beneficiaries in comparison with when repressive strategies are employed, welfare is likely not

to extend to the entire population.

Facing the restraints and insecurities associated with the use of repression and co-optation,
autocracies can also be inclined to respond to the preferences of the general public through
satisfying the needs of the overall population. This strategy is associated with seeking
legitimation for the rule, which increases public support and provides stability for the dictator,
while at the same time being conductive to promoting economic development (Gerschewski,
2013, 2014). With regard to the benefits for economic growth, McGuire and Olson suggested
that dictators that have a reliable chance of maintaining rule in the long-run may act as
“stationary bandits” (Olson, 1993; McGuire and Olson, 1996; Knutsen and Fjelde, 2013) —
motivated by their drive to stay in power, they have incentives to invest in enforcing long term
property rights and providing public goods, because their interest lies not in gathering all
revenue from their citizens, but in creating conditions in which assets can be collected in the

future. The authors concluded that

“[a] secure autocrat has an encompassing interest in his domain that leads him to provide a
peaceful order and other public goods that increase productivity. Whenever an autocrat expects
a brief tenure, it pays him to confiscate those assets whose tax yield over his tenure is less than
their total value.” (McGuire and Olson, 1996, pp. 72-73)

Thus, if a dictator plans to maintain his rule, it may be in his own interest, as well as that of the
general population, to increase the socio-economic well-being of the citizenry. Others have
similarly found that in states where the fulfilment of ESR is generally high, the regime, whether
democratic or authoritarian, tends to be more stable (Arat, 1988; Przeworski and Limongi,
1993). Failure to meet people’s needs is, conversely, likely to weaken people’s support of the

regime and thereby decrease its stability and time-horizons.

Such an interaction between the ruling elites and the population has been characterised as an

“authoritarian bargain” (Desai et al., 2009) — an unofficial agreement between the people and
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the ‘state’, whereby citizens relinquish their political rights for economic security and the
provision of public goods.®® Part of this bargain rests on performance legitimacy, that
prescribes attention to people’s living standards to ensure support for the rule. An associated
problem, however, is that any state’s ability to achieve constant progress relies largely on the
possibility of providing resources necessary for enabling improved performance (Lipset, 1959,
p. 9). Consequently, it may result in a “performance dilemma”, which undermines legitimacy
if the state fails to deliver increased well-being or when it fails to respond to calls for
democratisation supposedly generated by the rise in people’s living standards (Huntington,
1991, p. 50; Inglehart and Welzel, 2005).

Even when the claim for legitimacy is accepted by the society based on policy outcomes, the
state must nevertheless strengthen its capacity in order to advance its political or ideological
vision (Brooker, 2013, p. 107). Thus, the “bargain” consists of not only performance, but also
at least some levels of input legitimacy, whereby increases in living standards are supplemented
by improved state capacity or even controlled political liberalisation for maintaining popular
support. When states have an abundance of resources in their possession, they are able to
provide generous welfare benefits to satisfy the population (Miller, 2013), but when resources
are limited, they may increase people’s participation in decision-making to improve the
effectiveness of their policies or even subject themselves to electoral pressure. Consequently,
people give their tacit consent for the rule not due to terror or coercion, but by voluntarily
acknowledging the authority of the non-democratic rule, providing leaders a legitimate basis
to govern.*® Although empirically “benign despots” (Haber, 2006, p. 698), or “benevolent
dictators” (Beetham, 1999; Griffin, 2008) may be rare, this strategy nevertheless remains a
viable or even preferred option for rulers whose aim it is to maintain stability, as alternative
means of securing obedience may be even more costly economically and risky from a strategic
standpoint (Brooker, 2013, p. 108; Levi et al., 2009).

Note that legitimation understood this way does not have a normative implication — it does not
maintain that the autocrat is justified to hold office or even that these policies are ‘best’ for the

population in the normative sense. Legitimacy is understood here as the “degree to which

39 Cook (1993, p. 1) similarly uses the social contract concept to explain the relationship between the rulers and
the population referring to “a tacit agreement to trade social security for political compliance”.

40 Electoral institutions, accountability, freedom of speech and media, and active participation of civil society
comprise aspects of input legitimacy, which help translate individual preferences into political outcomes.
Although autocracies are typically recognised to be structurally disadvantaged to provide input legitimacy
(Schmidt 2012) and therefore believed likely to employ other methods of legitimising their rule, the increasingly
diverse strategies of authoritarian governance may provide a challenge to such assertion.
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institutions are valued for themselves and considered right and proper” (Lipset, 1959, p. 71)
and legitimation is perceived as the process of gaining people’s support (Gerschewski, 2014).
This follows Weber’s notion of ‘Legitimitatsglaube’, who argued that “the basis of every
system of authority, and correspondingly of every kind of willingness to obey, is a belief, a
belief by virtue of which persons exercising authority are lent prestige” (Weber, 1978, p. 382).
It is hence built around the ability of a political regime to instil a belief that its political
institutions are valued as right for the society and people’s perceptions will determine whether
the ruling elites have a legitimate right to rule (Lipset and Larkin, 2004; Beetham, 1999).

Aside from legitimacy based on procedural or socio-economic performance, it can also stem
from ideological or historical sources, be based on “mentalities” (Linz, 2000), charisma of the
leader or the belief that the government is pursuing collective interests, enforcing a shared view
that the regime is justified to hold power.*! Consequently, the concept is not a fixed category;
it is instead fluid and may change over time. In this sense, Dahl (1971) perceived legitimacy
as a ‘reservoir’ that can be built up and may provide some leverage for the governments — even
if not all actions are perceived as legitimate by the people, political stability is maintained
unless levels of legitimacy fall below a certain critical threshold. This approach is in contrast
with normative definitions that tie the concept of legitimacy to justice and analyse why the
holding of power by a certain political body is permissible or why their rules should be obeyed.
Political legitimacy as a non-normative category is pivotal as one of the tools for ensuring
regime support and is likely to be advanced in any political order, even if coercion and
repressive instruments are also employed. And while legitimacy beliefs are an accumulated
result of states’ legitimisation efforts, citizens’ expectations placed on the decision-makers

influence what actions a government should pursue to strengthen this belief.

In other words, rational-choice accounts suggest that autocrats’ strategies of maintaining power
matter for ESR, because they structure their relationship with the overall population and
regulate what priority is accorded to socio-economic concerns. Although such ‘good’
behaviour may indeed be likely rooted in rationales of calculated gain in one way or another
benefiting autocratic rule (Tullock, 1987, p. 12; Tullock and Rowley, 2005), resulting policies

will also positively reflect on the overall levels of well-being enjoyed by the population. Such

41 Weber proposed three main sources of legitimacy: tradition, charismatic authority and the rule of law. If
legitimacy stems from tradition, people perceive authority as “good and proper” because it has persisted for long
periods of time. Leaders’ personal charisma may also lead people to believe in the legitimacy of the rule, but
when it arises from the rule of law, legitimacy beliefs are rooted not in a particular leader or specific ideology
but rather the state’s legal composition, therefore perceived by Weber as the most stable form of legitimacy.
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incentives may play a larger role in some types of authoritarian rule than others. For example,
Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003) point to the importance of the proportion between the relative
size of the selectorate and the winning coalition in providing varying incentives for policy
making — the more people are encompassed by the “winning coalition”, the more the regime
benefits from switching the provision of targeted goods to untargeted public goods (see also
McGuire, 2013). Autocrats’ motivation as to which strategies of governance to focus on, may
also diverge depending on their expected length of tenure. It is likely that dictators who strive
to maintain their rule in the long-term may be inclined to rest their power on ensuring at least
some levels of legitimacy — mediated by the availability of economic resources, they may
choose to distribute resources to the population or advance effective policies that can
essentially be aimed towards addressing similar objectives. For this reason, monarchies, which
are generally interested not only in holding on to the rule for the present but also ensuring that
their offsprings can securely maintain it, may have greater incentives to pay attention to the
overall well-being of people subject to their power as the legitimacy of the future leaders rests,
in part, on the achievements of their predecessors. Military dictatorships, in contrast, are not
associated with legitimate claims for future rule and hence have a reduced interest in gaining
legitimacy in ways mentioned above.*> Some scholars have examined autocrats’ incentives
based on their behaviour in face of economic development. For example, Eibl et al. (2012)
argue that economic resource availability reflects positively on socio-economic spending in
party and personalist autocracies, while monarchies and military regimes are less likely to
translate growth into increased attention to ESR-related domains, who instead, invest in
repression and co-optation. Alagappa (2001, p. 50) suggests that increased levels of growth can
also explain the declining use of coercion, as it subsequently reduces the role of the military,
replacing it with improved state capacity that promotes the rule of law, accountability and
transparency in decision-making. Although inconclusive, these findings propose that autocrats’
incentives are powerful drivers of public policy and their governance strategies may help better
understand socio-economic performance as mediated by economic resource availability.

Behaviour of dictators who focus on legitimising their rule, rather than repress the population

42 Although in general military regimes underperform in a number of outcome indicators, Mares and Carnes
(2009, p. 98) point to the wide diversity of policies implemented in military regimes, so the regime type itself is
not of particular use in explaining social policy outcomes and existing variations. McGuire's (2013) findings of
social performance likewise contradict the assertion — he finds monarchies least successful in improving infant
mortality in comparison with military, multi-party regimes or one-party regimes, who perform best.
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or co-opt elites, is more likely to be consistent with the interests of the public, advancing socio-

economic outcomes for those under their rule.

2.2.3 Informal institutions matter

While rational-choice accounts provide some explanations about the incentives which may
drive ruling elites to improve socio-economic aspects of people’s lives, they do not offer a
thorough understanding of how these policies may be perceived in any given society. Similarly,
a focus on formal institutions is insufficient for it is not only the formalised “rules of the game”
that have capacity to influence people’s socio-economic opportunities, but also informal ones,
such as social norms, conventions, taboos, customs or other types of socially determined,
informally transmitted behaviour (North, 1990, p. 46; March and Olsen, 1984; Shepsle, 2006,
p. 1033). In this regard, Tullock and Rowley (2005, pp. 88-89) argued that ethical values which
guide such personal beliefs do not appear in vacuum, but follow a process whereby they are
taught and learnt by people. For legitimacy purposes, any ruler must meet not only the physical
needs of citizens and their desire for increased well-being, but also informal expectations
placed upon them. Unlike formal institutions, which are clearly articulated through official
channels, informal institutions are socially shared rules that may be deeply rooted in the society
and exert considerable influence over individual behaviour without being formally
implemented and codified (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004, p. 727). Therefore, in order to
understand factors behind ESR fulfilment, looking at resources, policies or formal institutions
alone is not sufficient — contexts are crucially important in understanding the effects of regime
type (Haggard and Kaufman, 2008, p. 362; Pepinsky, 2014) and they include informal drivers
and constraints that guide individual action as well as expectations placed on decision-makers

in positions of authority.

The performance and policies of non-democracies differ greatly when it comes to the outcomes
in question even within autocratic regimes with a similar institutional setting or levels of
economic resource availability (Haggard and Kaufman, 2008). Game theoretic models of
dictators’ behaviour typically employ a top-down logic of explanation and hence only address
a part of the puzzle. The problem with rational-choice accounts is that in most scenarios they
assume actors and individuals are self-aware, informed, rational participants pursuing the
overall objective of maximising their interests. By implication, Rothstein et al., (2012) note
that they must not only be continuously aware of their interests, but must also possess access

to all information necessary to predict possible outcomes and actions of others in a variety of
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scenarios. Such approach becomes problematical given that the “welfare state is a complicated
piece of machinery and for most citizens it is very difficult to calculate the likelihood (or risk)
that they will be winners or losers over their lifetime in this system” (Rothstein et al., 2012, p.
8). In other words, it is unlikely that rational individuals even possess knowledge of all
information necessary for enabling them to calculate and act on their meticulously envisioned

scenarios to maximise their well-being in a uniformly predictable manner.

This complexity points to the view that such assumptions about individuals may not be entirely
exhaustive. Steinmo (2008, p. 163) puts forward a conception of human behaviour as one of
not only self-interested ‘rational’ actors, but also norm-abiding rule-followers, whose
behaviour depends on formal rules and individual preferences, as well as the contexts in which
individual interests are pursued. Focusing more on the bottom-up effects of regime
legitimation, authors argue that knowledge itself is not uniform and processes through which
humans form their beliefs and decide upon appropriate action are largely influenced not only
by subjective social and cultural factors, but also their previous experience. Surely, the
guarantee of economic security is an important aspect of why people ascribe to the
‘authoritarian bargain’, and abide to the rules set forth by the government, but certainly is not

the only factor that fosters people’s belief in the legitimacy of the rule.

Building on the criticisms of the ‘hyper-rationality’ of agents, scholars suggest that a more
plausible approach takes into account collective memories and discourses (which can be
politically construed) as informative of people’s decisions (Rothstein et al., 2012; Schmidt,
2009). North (2006, p. 1005) similarly remarked that “[hJow we translate evidence from the
exterior world through the senses and combine it with beliefs and previous knowledge to create
explanations for the social science world” is crucial in understanding social events, but
comprehensive theories in this regard are lacking. In this sense, informal institutions are “a set
of shared understandings that affect the way problems are perceived and solutions are sought”
(Thelen, 1999, p. 371) and influence both, bottom-up as well as top-down aspects of policy
making. While on the one hand, they impact people’s essential choices of pursued outcomes,
their expectations towards authorities and demands placed on social policy, they also determine
ways in which decision-makers themselves perceive their responsibilities and rationalise
appropriate solutions to prevalent concerns. The latter is pointed out by Katzenstein, who
emphasises the important role of social norms in shaping politics of national security in

particular as rational calculation:
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“Norms typically inform how political actors define what they want to accomplish. Norms help
coordinate political conflicts (regulative norms), and they shape political conflicts over identity
(constitutive norms). To disregard norms and take the interests of actors as given is thus to short-

circuit an important aspect of the politics and policy of national security." (Katzenstein, 1998,

pp. Xi—Xii)
This argument draws attention to the temporal and interpretive nature of rationality itself that
is heavily influenced by contextual aspects of life, recognising that individual and collective
understandings of justice, rights and other normative notions (the ‘rationality’ of individual
action) is not only guided by their understanding of personal utility, but also by individual
worldviews, by what action individuals expect from other agents and what is perceived as
appropriate and desired (Rothstein et al., 2012, p. 8; Hall and Taylor, 1996). The project is
grounded on the view that people’s actual economic and social opportunities to a large extend
depend on institutions, both, formal and informal, that create the contexts and structure ways
in which ESR find expression and where individuals and groups pursue their objectives (North,
1990; Goodin, 1988). Such contexts for individual or collective action are constrained not only
by formal institutions, comprised of laws, rules or legislation, but also by informal modes of
action (Thelen, 1999) that establish what is perceived to be normal, what outcomes are seen as
desirable, or what people should themselves aspire to do and become (Sen, 1999). These
informal institutions are not only background conditions for other factors that explain policy

outcomes, but can themselves be forces that powerfully shape people’s well-being.*®

Capability theorists have particularly drawn attention to how informal constraints can be useful
in explaining some patterns of rights variation owing to culturally rooted restrictive behaviour.
First, they start by insisting that people’s actual states of being and doing should be the concern
of analysis, instead of, for example, legal provisions formally granted by governments. Placing
the freedoms people enjoy in the centre of analysis accentuates that even when de jure
protections of ESR are ensured, their de facto enjoyment can be stalled not only by deficient
state capacity (such as infrastructure, roads, teachers, doctors, effective administrations or
economic resources), but, more importantly, by different social or cultural norms that influence

people’s abilities to attain these rights in practice (Robeyns, 2000; Nussbaum, 2000). Even if,

43 For example, Minkler (2007) demonstrates that child labour results from more than simply functional issues
of poverty or a structural lack of legal protection — cultural factors and gender biases expressed as informal
institutions and prevalent social norms also play a crucial role in promoting the practice. Similarly, she notes
that historically, numerous rights claims have been advanced in the absence of constitutional guarantees or
protection by social movements, underlining the role of non-judicial aspects as source for translating rights
claims into policy (Minkler, 2007, p.29).
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for instance, an educational facility exists and there are plenty of teachers to meet the respective
societal demands, but the prevailing social norms are not supportive towards women attending
school, it will significantly impact whether their right to education is attained (Nussbaum,
2000). Such examples echo the understanding that individual opportunities are often
conditioned by social structures or dominant beliefs and values that provide the contexts of
ESR (Dreze and Sen, 2002). Like formal institutions, societal norms too have the capacity to
support certain types of conduct and behaviour while discouraging others and are thus

important for ensuring that ESR are enjoyed.

Moreover, formal and informal state level institutional settings, can also affect locally shared
understandings of rights themselves through guiding people’s individual goals and aspirations
(Sen, 1988, 2004b, 2005; Robeyns, 2005; Nussbaum, 1997). The notion of ‘adaptive
preferences’ usefully underlines this point* by suggesting that individual preference formation
is heavily influenced by people’s overall conditions, be it deprived circumstances,
opportunities or restrictive cultural norms. Intuitively, people adapt their aspirations based on
information about what opportunities are available to them. In this sense, someone facing
circumstances of extreme deprivation is unlikely to aspire to be and do something they are
aware is clearly beyond their reach or they may not even be aware that such opportunity exists.
Perceived stereotypes about gender or race may influence the aspirations of women or
minorities, who can adapt their ambitions to become only what the conditions, in which their
lives take place, enable them to become. Individuals thus internalise their formal and informal
circumstances, and accordingly build views about valuable ‘beings and doings’, eventually
depicted in their socio-economic states. In a similar vein, they can also internalise community
values or socially accepted behaviour imposing a “psychological price” (associated with guilt)
for breaking the norm, which may potentially even override material benefits and monetary

considerations as a motivation for rule-following behaviour (Lindbeck, 1995).

44 The concept of adaptive preferences is evoked in the capability theory primarily as source of criticism for
measuring development through subjective notions of well-being, emphasising that people may come to
normalise their states of being and accept their dispossessions as a norm. For example, people in ill-health may
believe entirely that their health is under no risk, while others, who experience life-long discrimination may
perceive it an inevitable part of life undermining people’s subjective mental metrics as possessing valuable
explanatory potential for aspects of objective well-being. While this criticism is well grounded, the project
evokes ‘preference adaptation’ in a different sense, one that stresses its pervasive role in determining socio-
economic outcomes individuals choose to pursue. This is particularly important because certain outcomes are
used as proximate-measures for ESR attainment and preference adaptation, significantly influenced by informal
institutions, play a role in swaying people’s choices in life in one direction or another.
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Informal institutions can also enhance rights enjoyment. Increasingly, studies draw attention
to the empirical role of traditions, social norms, family and kinship structures in mitigating
risks and improving people’s well-being (OECD, 2007; Polese et al., 2014) through the
provision of ‘coping strategies’ for individuals and groups facing inadequate access to socio-
economic goods. Channels through which such strategies are exercised, can likewise become
formally institutionalised by structuring the delivery of social services in a way that implies
reliance on these structures (such as the church or family) no longer associated with exit or
coping mechanisms, but rather comprising the rules of the game already embedded in the
welfare state. Whether formalised or not, certain welfare responsibilities, such as care for the
elderly, may come to be associated with actors other than the state and related public
expectations transferred to the family or community. This too may benefit autocratic rule by
shifting the legitimating threshold from the government away from the performance dimension

while allowing to considerably reduce welfare expenditure.

Such aspects bring out the dual nature of institutions in general, which on the one hand
constrains individual and collective behaviour by guiding people’s aspirations and
expectations, but on the other hand, enables it by providing strategic contexts in which people
can advance their interests, cooperate, resolve conflict (Goodin, 1998; Katznelson, 1997) and
allowing groups to recognise their potentially overlapping interests in the first place (Thelen,
2002). They structure societal interaction and the relations between the state and the society
through informing individual behaviour, action and interaction with others, and creating stable
expectations about what behaviour may be expected from others (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004;
Elster et al., 1998). Decision-makers are inevitably embedded in these contexts so public
policies cannot be reduced to merely “goal-oriented activities of the state” (Steinmo, 2008, p.
21); they rather result from various institutional configurations and organisational interests
taking shape through an interplay between formal and informal institutions, with attention also
to the expectations placed on the ruling elites (Thelen, 1999, 2002). For instance, people’s
perceptions about the extent to which one is to rely on the state for social protection as opposed
to family, community groups, religious organisations or own individual efforts for attaining
well-being will be, in part, borne out of informal institutions. Likewise, their understanding
about particular ESR — what constitutes acceptable working and housing conditions, necessary

levels of education and satisfactory health — will be borne out of informal constraints.

So although not necessarily legally codified, informal institutions contain valuable information

about what is desirable or seen as just, legitimate or acceptable in any society (North, 1990;
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March and Olsen, 1995; Steinmo et al., 1992) inevitably shaping also legitimacy concerns of
the ruling elites. On a wider level, expectations placed on the government too can be ‘adapted’
in the sense that, guided by ethical, cultural or moral considerations, citizens may find that the
regime is meeting their expectations with regard to foreign policy, providing adequate security,
stability, presenting military power or reflecting desired ideological predispositions even under
comparatively repressive circumstances (Tullock and Rowley, 2005). Such sources of
legitimacy may prompt people to support government activity that reflects their ideas about
appropriate action including such that not necessarily further their well-being or maximise their
personal utility. In this regard, Katzenstein (1998) shows how norms have helped shape
security policy in Japan, which may consequently become embraced by the people as righteous
in themselves.* The point is underlined by Rothstein (1998), who proposes that institutional
configurations may themselves generate cultural acceptance and Goldstein's (1988) analysis of
trade policy in the United States reinforces which illustrates that the institutional structure
formally intended to address trade issues strengthens certain informalised ideas while
undermining the importance of others, with long-lasting consequences. These insights
demonstrate the reciprocity between norms and formal rules echoing Thelen and Steinmo's
(1992) assertion that with time, existing institutional settings may solidify into worldviews,

accepted and reinforced by the society and potentially employed to legitimise the status quo.

Note that not all ‘cultural’ or moral beliefs, values or regularised forms of conduct can be
classified as institutions. Helmke and Levitsky (2004, p. 727) have usefully distinguished
informal institutions from merely patterned behaviour underlining that institutions “must
respond to an established rule of guideline, the violation of which generates some kind of
external sanction”. They use the example of corruption, which is not formally articulated and
could be seen as a behavioural pattern, not an institution in itself. Yet when corruption is rooted
in shared expectations among members of the society and public officials, and carries important

repercussions in case of non-compliance, it can be considered an informal institution.

Accounting for informal factors in understanding the rights situation in any country requires
paying attention not only to state actors and formalised rules of the game, but also other agents
and socially embedded norms that equally guide individual behaviour, social relations and

politics in general. Policies instituted by the government can usefully signal their intent and

45 Katzenstein (1998) remarks that instead of being an inevitable and irreversible notion, cultural norms can
often be traced back to political processes, which shape them through processes of contestation and political
reinforcement.
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efforts in realising ESR, but achieved outcomes themselves cannot fully be explored without
paying close attention to what ideational norms formal rules promote or how these are
perceived by other societal actors, who embody, interpret, reshape and legitimise them. These
shared understandings help define “what the state can and should do to address societal
problems” (Skocpol, 1985, p. 15), how problems are rationalised in the first place and whether
people perceive their objections to particular issues as legitimate and believe that they will be
treated accordingly (Thelen, 1999, p. 384; Pierson, 2006, p. 127). When political elites are seen
as respectful of such shared beliefs, the regime is more likely to be perceived as ruling in the
interests of the people — the belief of legitimacy is enforced because individuals voluntarily
accept the reproduction of the existing status quo (Mahoney, 2000, p. 509). Regardless of
whether people actively support it or passively consent to it, Mahoney remarks that such
legitimation occurs from individual “self-understandings about what is the right thing to do,
rather than from utilitarian rationality, system functionality, or elite power” Mahoney (2000,
p. 523). Accordingly, the state comprises various organisations and collectives that advance
their own goals in any given strategic context posited by formal rules, and serves as an arena
for influencing politics and policies through the production of meanings and perceptions of

legitimacy (Skocpol, 1985, p. 28) likely to be reflected in ESR outcomes attained.
2.3 Conclusion

In exploring the determinants of authoritarian ESR performance the project follows four main
emerging lines of theoretical reasoning. First, economic resource availability is recognised to
have profound impact on the capacity of any state in providing well-being and increasing the
realisation of ESR related outcomes, while remaining attentive to the observation that resources
alone are not always sufficient for achieving improvements. A particular effort and intention

on behalf of the government is necessary to improve ESR.

Second, formal institutions or “rules of the game” (North, 1990, p. 3) play an important role in
structuring the contexts in which individual welfare can be advanced, often prioritising the
interests of some groups and giving them (sometimes disproportionate) access to power and/or
opportunities. At the same time, formal institutions can also help effectively advance
government vision by building state capacity and achieving economic development, itself

conductive to investments in ESR.

The third theoretical preposition touches upon the effort dimension of governmental action,
namely, by suggesting that authoritarian strategies for maintaining power matter as they
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structure the relationship between the government, particular groups and the overall population
embedding varying incentives for advancing ESR in these strategies. Authoritarian leaders who
strive not only to gain power, but also to maintain it by focusing on legitimation, are more

likely to expand the freedoms associated with well-being to a larger franchise.

Finally, informal institutions are viewed as equally important for understanding ESR outcomes
because they influence the modes of behaviour that are seen as acceptable in the society. On
an individual level, informal aspects of life affect one’s aspirations and determine choices
individuals make with regard to their own well-being. On a societal level, informal practices
can provide socio-economic ‘coping strategies’ for people in times of need and shared beliefs
can structure expectations placed on decision-makers. On a governmental level, social norms
and expectations may be reciprocated by the formal configurations of welfare institutions.
When the regime is seen as respectful towards informal institutions, values and beliefs
prevalent in the society, it is likely to be perceived as ruling for the good of the people
accumulating legitimacy and acquiring stability. Especially in autocracies, contexts, ideas and
regime motivations are likely to considerably contribute to outcomes advanced and freedoms

people enjoy, comprising an important part of the puzzle for exploring ESR attainment.
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3 Conceptual Framework: In Search of a Regime-
neutral Definition

The analysis presented in the previous sections illuminates how implications about ESR in
political science are often deduced from research on other concepts, such as poverty, welfare
or development. This has created not only some conceptual confusion over the extent to which
these notions are interrelated or overlapping, but also disagreement as to what should serve as

the appropriate measurement metric for assessing ESR.

Human rights are typically proposed to be of central importance for advancing meaningful
development, rooted in the understanding that ensuing progress can only be enjoyed by the
overall society when accompanied by a defence of rights. There are nevertheless disagreements
about the content of human rights, especially if their definition is expanded beyond the
relatively non-contentious civil and political domain to also include economic and social
rights.“® The supposed differing nature of the sets of rights has led Maurice Cranston to argue
that the whole viability of human rights is undermined if ESR are included in the definition —
due to their aspirational character they should not be considered rights but rather social goals
and political aspirations (Cranston, 1983).% Perhaps because of this very problematic, majority
of research on human rights has overwhelmingly focused on CPR, causing justified criticism
for more attention to be devoted to the investigation of the philosophical, empirical and
methodological issues surrounding ESR (Pollis and Schwab, 1979; Kunnemann, 1995; Hertel
and Minkler, 2007; Donnelly, 1999b, 2003, 2006; Landman, 2013).

46 Some of the main conceptual objections of rights are based explicitly on criticisms surrounding ESR. A
pertinent argument has been the supposed non-justiciability of ESR by the courts, as their content addresses not
only negative duties (requiring the state mostly to refrain from their violation), but also positive obligations of
action. Another point of contention has been the lack of specified action, as many ESR call for the achievement
of outcomes without determining concrete policies required to attain them. Moreover, their dependence on the
levels of a particular state’s economic resource availability has complicated matters further, as ESR require
progressive realisation, but it remains unclear how this is to be assessed given the variety of political and
economic systems around the world, which advance various policies through a diverse involvement by the state.
47 A powerful response to this objection has been provided by Amartya Sen, who underlines that the recognition
of rights should not fringe on their feasibility — just as the fulfilment of an outcome does not necessarily make
the outcome a right, rights do not become non-rights if they are not fulfilled (2004, p. 326). Donnelly (1999a)
similarly stresses ways in which all human rights, ESR and CPR alike, can be difficult to implement and
suggests that they do not seize being rights only due to this complexity (Donnelly, 1999a; Minkler, 2013a).
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On the other hand, ESR have been defended on the grounds of their fundamental role in
guaranteeing people’s basic needs with regard to well-being, as well as their significant overlap
with the concept of ‘basic rights’, understood as the “central human endowments” without
which the enjoyment of any other right is unimaginable (Shue, 1980, p. 19). Empirical
explorations of the devastating consequences on people’s rights posed particularly by situations
of poverty and deprivation where ESR are inadequately respected, protected and fulfilled
(Hertel and Minkler, 2007; Minkler, 2013a; Fukuda-Parr et al., 2015) provide perhaps the most
convincing rationales in favour of these rights.*® Although the philosophical debate about what
justifies human rights remains unresolved,* it is evident that ESR are vital to a holistic
understanding about the human condition due to their effect on individual survival and
livelihood. Yet, given this ambiguity, it should be clarified what is understood by “economic
and social rights” within the boundaries of this project — the following sections first explore
the more general notion of human rights before turning to the analysis of particularly ESR and
political regimes, demarcating the concept guided by the need for a regime-independent

definition.
3.1 Human Rights

Human rights are typically understood as endowments that people have by virtue of their
humanity. The concept has come to signify agreed-upon moral prerequisites necessary for
people to achieve the objectives overriding all human rights: life in dignity, enhancing people’s

agency and expanding their freedom as inevitable aspects of enabling individuals to exercise

“8 Hertel and Minkler (2007) note that poverty and deprivation resulting from failures to meet people’s nutrition,
shelter, housing, health, employment and social security needs — domains of ESR — are responsible for millions
of preventable deaths each year. According to estimates of the World Bank (2015), 12.7 per cent of the world’s
population in 2012 lived at below $1,90 a day severely limiting their opportunities to achieve a dignified life.
Notably, while monetary aspects of livelihood used to be the principle measure for poverty around the world,
the understanding of this concept has developed over the years, and is exhibited in a more comprehensive
understanding and assessment of deprivation. For example, building on insights provided by the work on human
development, Alkire and Atkinson have advanced the concept of multi-dimensional poverty, allowing to assess
the notion in terms of deprivations of particular dimensions associated with impoverishment. The Index
emerging from their work serves as a “reversed” HDI, consisting of ten indicators which measure deprivations
in the same dimensions as examined by the HDI — education, health and standard of living (Alkire and Santos
(2010)). This approach enables looking beyond aggregate numbers, not only by identifying the poor and
locating them in particular regions, but also by specifying concrete deprivations individuals face in hopes of
contributing to the implementation of a more targeted and efficient policy (Alkire (2010); Alkire et al. (2013)).
49 Even those who advocate in favour of human rights, disagree as to the foundational basis of human rights — be
it laws of nature, human rationality, local communities, or the international human rights regime (Gregg 2012).
Some of the most well-known rights justifications concern basic resources (Rawls 2001, pp. 58-61), basic needs
(Osiatysnski 2007), basic rights necessary for a decent life (Shue 1980; Beetham 1995), capacity for rationally
purposive agency (Gewirth 1982), or consensus standards (and customary law) (Donnelly 2003; Fukuda-Parr et
al. 2015).
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their full potential as moral agents.>® As noted by Donnelly, “[hJuman rights are “needed” not
for life, but for a life of dignity. “There is a human right to x” implies that people who enjoy a
right to x will live richer and more fully human lives” (Donnelly, 2003, p. 14). He further
clarifies that “[w]e have human rights not to the requisites for health but to those things
“needed” for a life worthy of a human being. (...) When human rights claims bring legal and
political practice into line with their demands, they create the type of person posited in that
moral vision” (Donnelly, 2003, p. 14). In this sense, rights may specify certain actions, but they
are all aimed at achieving their overarching goals of dignity, agency and freedom, which is
ultimately what people are entitled to. Correspondingly, as entitlements they imply obligations
on other agents, whose duty it is to respect, protect and fulfil them — traditionally this
responsibility is imposed on states and governments who ought to implement rights and have
a duty to eliminate obstacles standing in way of their fulfilment. The relationship of state
responsibility has been explicitly defined under the framework of international law, justified
by the view that state authorities, more than anyone else possess the ability to fulfil human
rights.>

An unfortunate consequence of recognising state responsibility, however, has been the
extensive legal focus that has dominated research on human rights, with scholars and
monitoring bodies focused primarily on analysing the de jure and de facto implementation of
international treaties. States are certainly important in advancing human rights, as they provide
institutional guarantees which people individually have little control over. Electoral rights, for
example, or the freedom of speech are areas almost exclusively determined by government’s
legal provision and enforcement of these rights. While this may be so, it does not exclusively
imply that human rights are confined to legal provision. The primacy of institutional protection
may apply more in the case of the so-called “liberty rights”, but the implementation of ESR
cannot wholly be understood as a result of the existence or absence of legal articulation or state
action alone. For instance, education may be formally ensured for all, but individuals and

%0 The idea of human rights can be traced back to antiquity with various philosophical justifications employed
throughout the years. The post-war international human rights regime, however, as a ‘political” document has
notably avoided addressing philosophical concerns about foundational issues, allowing for a broad range of
moral approaches to be compatible with the concept of rights (Kunnemann 1995; Cmiel 2004), much in line
with the Rawlsian idea of an “overlapping consensus” (Rawls 1971). For a thorough discussion of the
theoretical background of human rights, see Donnelly (2003, pp. 7-22); Cmiel (2004); Beetham (1993).
51Rights have also been evoked as individual protections against state authority - an argument which gained
ground particularly following the atrocities experienced during the World War Two. The contemporary
understanding of rights, however, substantiates state responsibility also on the grounds that currently, national
authorities are in the best position to assess the needs of their people, implement laws that advance rights
fulfilment and counter any attempts to infringe on rights people already enjoy.
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particular social groups can be curtailed from attaining education by the lack of infrastructure
(such as roads or electricity) or discriminatory cultural practices (Nussbaum, 1997, 1999,
2000). The International Council of Human Rights Policy has recognised the legal
accountability of not only the state, but also non-state actors, insisting that other individuals
and international organisations are likewise obligated towards human rights, which, at a
minimum, implies the responsibility to respect others’ rights (ICHRP, 1999). States can still be
held accountable for failing to identify, regulate and overcome obstacles caused by other actors,
but the level of rights enjoyment is likely to result from non-legal aspects of life — practical,
environmental, cultural or social. Amartya Sen’s proposal that, as the rights concept is one of
a moral nature, the notion of duties should be expanded to include all people in a position to
help (Sen, 1999, 2004b) serves to re-focus rights realisation towards the variety of factors
involved in their attainment. Although, for the most part, individuals cannot be kept legally
accountable for the rights situation of others, everyone should be morally impelled to advance
others people’s rights, when in a position to do so. This insight rightly points to the necessity
of analysing individual and group action when assessing particular human rights situations, as
it suggests that “imperfect obligations” may likewise exist without being concretely specified
(Sen, 1999, p. 230) or articulated within formal institutions. By invoking the Kantian concept
of “imperfect duties” towards others (Kant, 2012, p. 34), Sen demonstrates that the entitlements
to freedom and dignity may invoke a broader responsibility that that of the state, and may
morally require individuals, groups or communities to further the well-being of others,

whenever possible.

As rights strive to ensure individual agency, dignity and freedom, central for their
comprehensive conceptual understanding are the principles of (1) universality and equality; (2)
inalienability; and (3) accountability — all of which can be seen as “‘free-standing’ procedural
rights in the sense that they are intended to be read in conjunction with other human rights”
(Vizzard, 2005, pp. 34-36; Fukuda-Parr, 2012).%2 These principles have been enshrined in the
International Bill of Human Rights and can be seen as underlying and accompanying a realistic
realisation of all rights (UN Commission of Human Rights, 1987; OHCHR, 2006, 2008). Each

principle is further examined in turn.

52 The aforementioned principles are often accompanied by others, further specifying and narrowing the concept
of rights. The choice to opt for a limited number of these ‘procedural rights’ is examined below in more detail,
but it is guided by the need for a regime-neutral definition of rights, which would not tautologically imply the
presence of a democratic political regime.
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First, Article 1 of the UDHR asserts that “[a]ll human beings are born free and equal in dignity
and rights” and it is crucial for an understanding of human rights that they belong to people by
virtue of their humanity regardless of their nationality, religion, ethnic origin or any other social
or economic status (OHCHR, 2008) and are implemented accordingly. The universality
principle of human rights thus encompasses equality and non-discrimination and underlines
that purposefully stripping any group of people of their rights, even if they are at large enjoyed

by others, is incompatible with the notion of human rights.>

Second, if human rights are entitlements justified simply by the condition of being a human, it
is essential that they should not fringe on conditionality or membership in any non-exhaustive
category. In this sense, they are inalienable — ‘being human’ is the only condition for holding
rights, and since individuals will never cease to be human, they cannot be stripped from their
status as rights-holders. This is so regardless of whether rights are guaranteed by legal

provision, recognised by the state or the society.>*

Third, the principle of accountability echoes the aim of human rights as enhancive of human
agency, dignity and freedom because these overarching goals can be attained only when those
in authority are accountable to the public about the decisions they make; when people are active
participants of these choices and, consequently, have control over the environments in which
they conduct life. In this sense, participation is an essential part of accountability and a

mechanism to ensure that policy adequately represents the needs and wishes of the people.

While these three principles are also internationally recognised, they are often supplemented

by a reading of accountability as including specifically the rule of law or implying the

%3 Historical examples of discriminatory rights practices are not hard to find. For example, Germany under the
National Socialist German Workers’ Party or the apartheid regime of South Africa were infamous for providing
‘rights’ that were only available to particular groups of people while conducting severely discriminatory
practices towards other groups.

5% Under international law, the only recognised exceptions to the principle of inalienability apply to ‘special
situations’ (such as “due process” applying to prisoners found guilty of war crimes) and public emergencies
(such as military conflict or national disasters) (OHCHR 2006). The principle of inalienability is a significant
departure from the legal positivist perception of human rights. Waldron's (1987) analysis of the works of
Bentham and Burke shows how they viewed rights enjoyment stemming from legal provision within the realm
of domestic jurisdiction rather than moral principles. Jeremy Bentham perceived the idea of rights as “nonsense
Upon stilts” for he saw it impossible to claim that people deserve something they cannot possibly have.
Correspondingly, rights could only make sense if understood as legal rights, prescribed by the government.
Edmund Burke (1910) on the other hand, perceived rights as derived from the social contexts that procure them,
claiming it “meaningless” to speak of rights in abstract form. More recently O'Neil (2005) has echoed this
sentiment noting that only institutionalisation determines the presence or absence of rights. While the argument
is occasionally advanced also in contemporary debates, a response to this institutional critique has been pointed
out by Amartya Sen, who argued that no right can be secured with institutionalisation alone in its legal sense - it
must also be supplemented by an active discussion and social monitoring to correct persistent inadequacies and
reform institutions if they are incapable of adequately meeting human rights (Sen (2004b, p. 347); See also
Nickel (1987)).
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indivisibility and interrelatedness of all rights (OHCHR 2006).% While there may exist an
empirical relationship between the existence of CPR on the one hand, and ESR on the other,®
the problem with including these other principles conceptually among the ‘free-standing rights’
principles’ lies in their specificity, which significantly complicates the task of making regime-
related inferences about rights. If rights were conceptually defined as having attributes that
only pertain to democratic states, it would make investigations in autocracies tautological and
call into question the compatibility of ESR with a wide variety of political, economic and
social systems or an “overlapping consensus” of morality (Rawls, 1971; Hertel and Minkler,
2007, p. 5). For example, in his analysis of the notion of indivisibility Nickel (2008) argues
that this specific principle has a limited relevance particularly to (developing) states, which
under dire conditions are compelled to accept that certain rights can be advanced before others
with the view of progressively achieving attainment of all rights. Giving some rights priority
over others does not neglect the view that rights can be mutually reinforcing; it merely reflects
the realities of people’s lives within different contexts. Likewise, the progressivity clause of
ESR allows states to nationally decide upon the justified prioritisation of some rights based on
conditions of need. For example, as education is a catalyst for a number of other rights (such
as the rights to health, work and food), states may consider investing in education so as to
improve other rights outcomes as well (OHCHR, 2006). Such a view, however, calls for a
narrower application of the concept of indivisibility than commonly assumed — recognising the
ability of rights to advance others without pertaining that CPR and ESR are themselves
inseparable notions. The project is interested exactly in the oddity that autocracies seem to
further ESR under conditions of limited CPR, exhibiting potential to challenge the claim of
indivisibility. The study is therefore in search of a regime-neutral definition that would not
preclude rights realisation in the absence of democratic electoral procedures. As has been
previously noted, there is no guarantee that democracy will necessarily deliver all human rights
(OHCHR, 2008, p. 22) or that authoritarian governments will not be accountable in the
implementation of their policies — they too can be associated with the rule of law and have

instituted participatory mechanisms that enable individuals to take part in decision-making

% The principle of indivisible rights typically reflects the belief that all rights are of equal importance and they
cannot be denied on the grounds that some rights are more important than others. Interrelatedness of rights, on
the other hand, represents the view that all rights are mutually reinforcing and achieving any right is
complementary to fulfilling any other right. Together, the principles subscribe to represent a holistic
understanding of rights, all of which need to be fulfilled in order to guarantee individuals a dignified life (see
para 5 United Nations 1993).

% In political science, the principle of interrelatedness of rights has caused particular contention. Specific studies
examining the relationship between ESR and CPR are examined in section 2.1.3., but existing work has failed to
produce a clear consensus about the empirical relationship between different sets of rights.
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processes that affect them, fulfilling at least some important procedural aspects deemed
necessary by the interrelatedness-hypothesis. But consequently, the principle of accountability
needs to be understood in a way which at least theoretically allows for a wider variety of

procedures possibly conductive to accountability.

Similarly, some interpretations of the principle of universality significantly expand the notion
beyond non-discrimination and equality, claiming instead the moral superiority of a ‘Western’
conception of rights. These rest on the assertion that the post-war rights consensus transcends
cultural differences and ought therefore to be embraced by all countries, cultures and people
everywhere. Foundational claims of such wide-universalism has been questioned by a number
of scholars who recognise cultures and communities as sources of morality and see morality as
determined largely by beliefs and tradition, which are clearly not universally shared. Yet, the
relativist positions too vary with regard to the levels of legitimacy provided to culturally
determined values and approaches to balancing between universal rights and legitimate cultural
peculiarities (Dunne, 1999).>” While this debate remains unresolved, cross-country
comparisons require scholars to be sensitive to these differences and embrace the idea that
rights fulfilment inevitably involves trade-offs. The resulting national level variations may not

be accepted worldwide, but legitimised by the societies in which rights-realisation takes place.

If the Bill of Rights is employed for evaluative purposes, one may have difficulty finding states
that are not deficient in realising at least some rights as prescribed by the Covenants. Policy-
making is an exercise of trade-offs, with states choosing to invest in some areas over others,
frequently also involving the prioritisation of some rights concerns over others. Such decisions
may be entirely legitimate, as different societies may value different “capabilities”*® and urge

their governments to act on these concerns. Amartya Sen argues that imposing the same

57 Foundational questions that concern the universality of rights cannot be fully captured here, but there are
numerous contributions to this debate worthy of attention. To name a few, see Steiner and Alston (1996, 1996,
pp. 192-232) Nickel (1987); Donnelly (1999a). Pollis and Schwab (1979) further analyse the extent to which
the rights concept as reflected in international law is applicable to non-Western societies suggesting that colonial
legacies have actually been responsible for removing many existing rights from various forms of “traditional”
societies, where they had existed before colonial rule.

%8 Sen (2005) and Nussbaum (1997) have examined the overlaps and differences between the concepts of rights
and capabilities, pointing out that while there is a great degree of convergence (particularly as ESR are
concerned), the concept of capabilities is unable to capture the normative and procedural aspects encompassed
by the notion of rights. Nevertheless, the basic idea of capabilities and the associated concept of ‘human
development’ is that of “enriching the lives and freedoms of ordinary people (..) much in common with the
concerns expressed by declarations of human rights. The promotion of human development and the fulfilment of
human rights share, in many ways, a common motivation, and reflect a fundamental commitment to promoting
the freedom, well-being and dignity of individuals in all societies” (UNDP 2000, p. 19). With both concepts
overlapping, capability scholars’ observation of the plural nature of well-being (Nussbaum and Sen (1993); Sen
(1999)) and assertion that given the freedom, people may choose to pursue various and diverse outcomes in life
should be taken seriously also when exploring ESR outcomes.
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standard on everyone would not only enforce moral supremacy, but also underestimate the
importance of progress in the views and values people possess (Sen, 2004a, 2005). Instead, he
proposes that decisions about relevant objectives of policy (or capabilities) should result from
public deliberation, scrutiny and the changing contexts of people’s lives, which recognise that
views and beliefs may develop, adapt and transform in light of the conditions within which
people’s lives are actually conducted. To illustrate the point, Sen insists that “given the nature
of poverty in India as well as the nature of available technology, it was not unreasonable in
1947 (when India became independent) to concentrate of elementary education, basic health,
and [similar objectives]” (Sen, 2004a, p. 79). However, as the socio-economic and political
context changes, so do people’s interests and aspirations, and public policy should reflect such
developments accordingly. Capability approach remains relatively open to a pluralistic
application of divergent values, suggesting that individual agents should be enabled to pursue
the kind of “lives they have good reason to value” (Sen, 1999, p. 18). This view is reiterated in
the Human Development Reports stating that the value of freedom also consists of “being able
to live as we would like and even the opportunity to choose our own fate" (UNDP, 2000, p. 19)
—this choice will likely be guided by goals, values or aspirations that may differ not only among

communities, but also individuals themselves.

These insights usefully clarify the idea that there may be multiple perceptions of agency,
dignity and freedom and a pluralistic conception of human rights must be sensitive to such
divergences. Cross-country and cross-regime inquiries should be open to embracing a
‘minimum universalist’ view characterised by the conviction that universal rights exist, but
their exact content and trade-offs among them can legitimately be decided within the respective
societies (Dunne and Wheeler, 1999) enabling an ‘overlapping consensus’ over human rights
consistent with a wide range of theories or philosophies without establishing a comprehensive
social, political, economic or moral doctrine (Renteln, 1988; Kunnemann, 1995; Eide, 2000;
Minkler, 2013a). If a focus on freedom, agency and dignity is to be retained, the attention to
diverse perceptions of these notions ought to be retained. Guided by these considerations, the
project substantiates the concept of rights only with the principles of (a minimal) universality,
inalienability and accountability as underlying all human rights, allowing various societies
themselves to provide certain rights with substance. Rights prescribe merely “minimum
standards for acceptable governance” (Kunnemann, 1995, p. 339; Beetham, 1999, p. 90; Hertel
and Minkler, 2007) rather than a general system of ethics, with a view towards achieving their

overarching aims of dignity, agency and freedom.
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Accountability

Figure 3-1 Conceptual representation of the human rights principles underlying all rights

3.2 Economic and Social Rights

ESR relate particularly to people’s socio-economic concerns — their education, health, work,
social security, as well as the fundamental entitlements of access to food, water, sanitation and
housing. They address individual well-being in a fundamental way, for in order to claim that
rights aim to achieve dignity, agency and freedom, individuals must first be alive without
facing the constant threat of poverty, hunger or ill health (Beetham, 1999, p. 97). As Gewirth
(1982) remarks, possibilities to exercise agency and make decisions about one’s life, is of little
value if one is constantly concerned with merely ensuring survival. But beyond an ability to
meet one’s subsistence needs, other ESR (such as education, work and health care) further
enable individuals to enjoy their freedom by leading lives in a dignified way, make informed

choices and decisions, participate in the community and be active agents of their own lives.

This provides a good starting point to illuminate the intrinsic as well as the instrumental value
of ESR. On the one hand, ESR are guarantees to the specific entitlements associated with
certain human needs and hence have intrinsic value by themselves. Without basic life’s
necessities, such as shelter, food, water and sanitation, leading a dignified life becomes
impossible. In this sense, they directly address people’s effective freedoms by improving
different aspects of life that promote individual agency. Education is associated with literacy
and acquiring knowledge, which is certainly a good in itself. Health care, housing, access to
food, water and sanitation ensure good health, allowing people to seek employment, which, in

turn, not only ensures income and access to resources, but also enables participation in the
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social and economic life of the community. All these aspects expand people’s autonomy in a
multitude of ways and are worth pursuing as ends in themselves. Because of such spheres of
individual freedoms that different ESR enhance, their essence can appropriately be captured
through the language of human ‘opportunities’, ‘potentialities’ (Kucguradi, 2013) or
‘capabilities” (Sen, 2004b, 2005; Nussbaum, 2011), which have an intrinsic value.*

On the other hand, each ESR is also instrumental for enforcing others demonstrating their
profound interconnectedness. Attaining an adequate standard of living requires, at a minimum,
that certain living conditions be attained to ensure survival, avoid preventable diseases, hunger
and poverty. Adequate nutrition is essential for survival and shortcomings, especially at a
young age, can create a life-long handicap potentially resulting in health defects, affect one’s
abilities to attain education and negatively influence one’s social and communal interaction
(Eide, 2000, p. 159). Housing, access to food and clean water helps to avoid illness and improve
individuals’ health, which, in turn, contributes not only to ensuring the adequacy of living
standards, but also allows one to obtain education, become literate and knowledgeable, and
reflect on one’s political, cultural or economic membership in the society. Closely related is
the role of education in enhancing the quality of life, as it enables individuals to seek
employment, obtain a profession, a salary and make informed choices with regard to resource
utilisation so as to translate income into improved housing, nourishment and other valuable
outcomes. Social provisions and insurance additionally provide protection and security in
situations where an individual is unable to provide for oneself or one’s family. Shortcomings
in either of these interconnected areas can, conversely, negatively influence the possibility of
excelling in others — illness affects the prospects of one’s education; both of which influence
the possibilities of obtaining work and acquiring resources necessary to meet one’s socio-

economic needs and improve their quality of life.

%9 Some authors advance the view that because of the foundational disagreements surrounding the notion of
human rights, they should instead be formulated as rights to certain capabilities, circumventing much of the
foundational problematic (Nussbaum (1997); Brighouse (2004, p. 80)). ESR are especially prone to such an
interpretation because they can (compared to CPR) more straightforwardly be associated with the promotion of
valuable individual outcomes. This approach is nevertheless problematic, however, because it is impossible to
define which exact capabilities each right will enhance — the possibilities are endless and will differ for various
individuals, their dispositions and the contexts of their lives. Sen (2004) has touched upon this problematic in
remarking that rights also have a constructive value as their provision may enable a wide variety, perhaps even
unintended individual freedoms. For instance, one may acquire the capability of being literate through
schooling, access to technology or social interaction and it is impossible to predict the exact mechanism
responsible for the outcome. Perceiving education as a human right, however, implies its recognition as an
entitlement, which can play a role in enabling literacy, but can equally have other effects on improving one’s
life, such as forming opinions, developing one’s personality, interacting with peers or even becoming aware of
other rights one possesses underlining the value of the ‘rights” concept even in the face of foundational
uncertainties.
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There are hence two overarching objectives of ESR. At a minimum, they individually as well
as collectively strive to ensure that an adequate standard of living is enjoyed by everyone. But
more broadly, socio-economic rights enable the expansion of people’s freedoms in terms of the
potentialities or capabilities they advance, such as the ability to be literate, well nourished, to
be healthy, to work, to obtain income and take care of oneself, further contributing to increasing
one’s living standards in a variety of ways. Although in international human rights documents,
an adequate standard of living is articulated as a specific right alongside others, it is better
understood as the overarching goal that all other ESR aim to fulfil.®° Regardless of their socio-
economic character, as any other human rights they are ethical and moral claims that all people
possess by virtue of their humanity, striving to enhance individual freedom, agency and life in
dignity. Viewed holistically, ESR are the rights to the means (goods, resources, services or
even contexts) for the expansion of capabilities that are conductive to achieving an adequate
standard of living and further improving one’s well-being (Hertel and Minkler, 2007, p. 2;
Eide, 1995, p. 20; Minkler, 2013a; Fukuda-Parr et al., 2015). Together, these rights form an
interconnected set of entitlements aimed at enhancing people’s abilities to achieve an adequate

standard of living.

Adequate Standard
of Living

Education

Health

Figure 3-2 Schematic conceptualisation of Economic and Social Rights indicating adequate standard
of living as their overarching goal

8 This is conceptually in line with the understanding of economic rights by Hertel and Minkler (2007, pp. 3-6)
and the conceptualisation of ESR by Eide (1995, 2000) and Minkler (2013a), reiterated also by the UN General
Assembly (2012). According to this conceptualisation, a thick definition of an adequate standard of living is
employed, one that deals with a continuous improvement of people’s well-being depending on changing
circumstances. In contrast, thin approaches of the concept relate adequate standards of living with people’s basic
needs. For the specific articulation of the right to an adequate standard of living, see Article 25 of the United
Nations (1948) and Article 11 in the ICESCR (1966).
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There are several important misconceptions surrounding the concept of ESR, which have
caused significant confusion as to their practical implementation and need to be clarified. The
first fallacy concerns their character as positive rights that are costly for states to implement —
an argument often used to argue against the feasibility of ESR in countries with lower levels
of economic development. Because the means to advance people’s living standards are
formally laid out through social policies in relation to education, health care, housing, work
and social security, ESR have been coined “the business of the state” (Baum and Lake, 2003,
p. 336) and presented as positive rights that require state action and plenty of financial
investments, as opposed to the negative CPR, which mostly entail that states refrain from
violating them. This view has been somewhat substantiated by international human rights
treaties, which place the duty for ESR mainly on the state, but the claim has been widely
questioned on the grounds of the false dichotomy it has created.%! The fallacy concerns the
ensuing interpretation that all aspects responsible for well-being are to be provided by the state,
which the notion of state responsibility does not necessarily imply. Rather, governments are
responsible to manage provision in a way that adequate levels of ESR enjoyment are
guaranteed. As specified by the OHCHR:

“There is a common misconception that economic, social and cultural rights require the
Government to provide free health care, water, education, food and other goods and services.
States have a responsibility to ensure that facilities, goods and services required for the enjoyment
of economic, social and cultural rights are available at affordable prices. This means that the
direct and indirect costs of housing, food, water, sanitation, health or education should not prevent
a person from accessing these services and should not compromise his or her ability to enjoy
other rights.” (OHCHR, 2008)

The responsibility of states, therefore, lies in regulating provision through public or private
entities, laws and policy in a way that ensures adequate access for the population. When
existing formal or informal institutions stand in way of rights enjoyment, governments should
strive to change these contexts towards circumstances that enable people’s access to ESR. State
duties thus reach well beyond mere provision and they are specified by international treaties
under the framework of the obligations to respect, protect and fulfil — states ought to (1) respect

ESR in cases where rights are already enjoyed by people; they should (2) protect ESR against

51 For a more elaborate discussion, see Shue (1980), Donnelly (2003, pp. 30-33) and Landman (2006, pp. 10—
13). These authors argue that in practice, all human rights involve (1) a “costly” monetary dimension (for
example, investments in the judiciary or the police, in the case of CPR); (2) a policy dimension that relates to
specific intentions to improve these rights; and (3) a negative dimension, which requires that states refrain from
violating rights (often involving protection against rights violations by corporate actors, in the case of ESR).
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interference by third parties, non-State actors or practices that curtail them; and (3) fulfil them
in situations of inadequate enjoyment. These obligations may involve “positive” action of
providing certain rights or regulating other actors that do, but they may also require “negative”
action of refraining from violating situations, when individuals already enjoy access to certain

rights.

These multiple dimensions of state obligations underline that alongside freedom and dignity,
rights also strive to enhance individual agency, and enable people to meet their socio-economic
concerns by their own means and efforts (Eide, 1995, p. 29; Beetham, 1999, p. 101). Generally
it is this state of affairs that ESR attempt to promote, which starkly contrasts the perception of
individuals as passive beneficiaries of state policies. People are expected to improve their
individual well-being “whether through access to land for subsistence farming, through a fair
price for the goods they produce or through a sufficient wage for the labour they supply”
(Beetham, 1999, p. 101). While the state should strive to eliminate obstacles standing the way
of such exercise of human agency, direct state provision is mainly necessary when people are
unable to provide for themselves.®? They may need to be ensured access to certain financial or
non-financial resources (such as knowledge and health) for the exercise of their agency, but it
is misguided to assume that, given the choice, most people would chose to rely on the state for
their well-being instead of striving to attain it through their own efforts (Eide, 1995, 2000, p.
127). The broader concept of well-being thus echoes Aristotle’s idea of eddapovia or “human
flourishing”, with “well-being” understood as an active process of an individual exercising
one’s agency towards “being well”, in contrast to the more provisionary and paternalistic

approaches that relate the term to static outcomes achieved.

The second fallacy surrounds the assertion that it is expensive for governments to meet their
obligations towards ESR, calling for poorer states to be precluded from full realisation of these
rights due to their practical inability to deliver high standards of living to their populace.
Although these rights are formulated with a view towards improved standard of living, it is
fallacy that attaining high living standards is the only way to realise ESR. It may be desirable
that all people across the world enjoy high levels of well-being, but this is not entirely a human

rights issue. The dimension of state duty to fulfil human rights consists of two elements — a

52 The OHCHR note that there are two types of exceptions for this general rule. First, under international law,
some “public goods™ associated with ESR (such as primary education) are to be provided free of charge, while
progressively striving to ensure expanding free provision towards higher levels of education. Second, equal
rights may sometimes require subsidising some goods or services either for the general public or certain
deprived groups. In cases of grave deprivation, such as natural disasters or public emergencies, states may even
be required to provide some basic resources, such as food or water, for free (OHCHR 2008).
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minimal and a progressive one.®® First, ESR are focused on ensuring that people have at least
“the resources necessary for a minimally decent life” (Hertel and Minkler, 2007, p. 3; Beetham,
1999; Minkler, 2013a), which is a concern particularly pertinent for states at lower levels of
economic development. Scholars have noted that rights can therefore even accommodate
considerable inequalities within the population beyond the absolutely necessary requirements
for an adequate standard of living (Donnelly, 2003; Minkler, 2013a, p. 5), but as countries
become richer, ESR may require them to address such issues, striving to improve the
accessibility, availability, affordability and quality of goods and services for their populations.
Thus, at the very least, ESR necessitate that no one is left critically deprived with regard to

their living standards.

The second dimension of state’s obligation to fulfil ESR lays out the requirements beyond the
guarantees for a minimally decent life, addressing the issue of well-being and the precarious
relationship between ESR and economic development. Clearly, states will differ with regard to
their economic capacity to advance people’s living standards, which will set limitations on
possible policies. Building schools, hospitals, implementing systems of social security or other
measures that improve people’s socio-economic conditions require financial investment and
the practical opportunities for any state to foster an environment conductive to ESR will in part
depend on the economic resources available to them. Consequently, poorer states cannot be
expected to achieve similar levels of well-being, education and health care outcomes as richer
states with an abundance of resources. This assertion is certainly true, and has caused
difficulties not only in creating a universal monitoring tool, but also clarifying these rights
conceptually. However, the causal link between resources and ESR outcomes is far from
unequivocal, and there is an abundance of evidence that economic development will not
necessarily result in improved access to ESR. Particular effort and intention of addressing ESR
concerns lay in the centre of ESR fulfilment (OHCHR, 2008, 2012) allowing significant

improvements to be achieved even when financial resources are lacking .

Given these nuances, state obligation under international law has been formulated as that of
progressive implementation of ESR, using maximum resources available to achieve this goal
(ICESCR, 1966). Demonstrating effort through progressively improving the ESR situation in
the respective countries thus allows states with fewer resources to also meet their rights

8 In the case of ESR, OHCHR (2006) notes that the duty to fulfil rights can be viewed as a) ensuring the
immediate minimum level of each right for everyone; and b) taking steps towards the progressive expansion of
people’s enjoyment of ESR.
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obligations, without their citizens necessarily enjoying high standards of living. Due to this
provision, richer states can likewise be failing to meet their obligations when they do not
succeed in mitigating the shortcomings despite having financial capacity to do so. Thus,
although ESR are conceptualised towards adequate standards of living, states have the
responsibility to progressively increase people’s ability to achieve well-being, extending

beyond providing the immediate minimum.

What action specifically is needed to ensure and progressively improve human well-being, will
differ depending on the existing historical, cultural, social and environmental circumstances in
any respective country (Kuguradi, 2013). On the one hand, even the practical aspects involved
in securing ESR will be different: while in some states attention to ESR may require
investments in infrastructure or human resources, other countries may need to focus on
regulating third party actors that violate people’s ESR, tackling corruption or improving the
rule of law. On the other hand, national interpretations will also be influenced by people’s
perceptions about what “being well” entails. Notably, Amartya Sen (1999) has advanced the
argument that the conditions necessary for ensuring a decent life will be socially and culturally
relative and societies ought to respect these differences in striving to ensure ESR. Relevant
policy should respond to what is seen as acceptable, desirable and necessary in any given
society. While some “basic capabilities” may be universal (those, which mainly intersect with
well-being outcomes, such as having an education, being well nourished, escaping poverty and
enjoying adequate standards of living), the choices about related trade-offs involved in
advancing other objectives will depend on the particular economic, social and cultural contexts
(Sen, 20044, 2004b, 2005, p. 159). With a few exceptions, the Covenant of Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights does not specifically determine ways in which these rights ought to be
improved. There exists no correct set of policies that advance ESR and disputes over the trade-
offs involved are largely left up to each society to decide (Jenks, 1946, p. 44; de Neufville,
1981). They are thus more arbitrary, dynamic and context-dependent than CPR because they
do not rely on exact procedural requirements, but are open to national interpretations about
ways in which their objectives should be furthered. As long as these rights are improved
progressively, paying attention to the underlying rights principles of rights, varying trade-offs

can be seen as acceptable.

Although such a wide conceptualisation of ESR is underspecified, it addresses three crucial
aspects that enable cross-country analysis of not just democratic, but also authoritarian states.

First, it avoids tautology in measurement, whereby democratic states are provided advantage

71



due to conceptual interrelatedness of all rights. ESR centred around the right to an adequate
standard of living, delivered under the principles of universality, inalienability and
accountability (narrowly defined) may advantage, but not necessarily imply the presence of a
democratic regime. A wide definition of ESR is compatible with moral pluralism, or “a
pluralism of incompatible yet reasonable” religious, moral and ideological doctrines (Rawls,
1971, p. xvi) supporting the view that various moral points of departure may lead to reasonable
normative political judgements even when this moral justification is not universally shared
(Drydyk, 2011; Ignatieff and Gutmann, 2001). If the goal is to expand people’s agency and
opportunities to be well, diverse interpretations of the notion ought to be accounted for, and
defining ESR through merely procedural requirements is unlikely to garner universal

consensus.®

Second, a wide conceptualisation allows to examine ESR beyond merely their legal
articulation. More often than not, individuals are faced with predicaments when de facto rights
are granted by constitutions or laws drafted by the government, but are not enjoyed in practice.
At the same time, the reverse can also be true — people may enjoy adequate or even high living
standards in practice without rights being legally formulated. Non-state actors, such as
corporations, NGOs, communities or families, to name a few, can also be involved in the
realisation (or impairment) of an individual’s well-being — an exclusively legal focus is
inadequate in trying to understand their actions and motivations. The conceptualisation
employed here reiterates that the value of ESR lies primarily in the freedoms they provide —
these individual opportunities are intrinsically connected with their potential to attain well-
being and cannot be fully explored when only legal aspects of rights are examined.

Finally, such conceptualisation is open to the idea that a number of policy responses can
appropriately address ESR concerns and recognises trade-offs involved in prioritising some of
these issues over others. It importantly acknowledges that while the legal articulation of rights
may be an important instrument to improve people’s living standards, their realisation in
practice may be influenced by other — cultural, historical and social — aspects and informal
constraints prevalent in a society which are difficult to identify by an understanding of rights

within a legal framework.

64 Rothstein (2011) follows a similar logic in the search for a universally acceptable definition of the Quality of
Government. He criticises specific procedural definitions on the basis of stripping democratic politics of the
implied political scrutiny and the accompanying debate, noting that if exact contents of the concept are
specified, democratic states would be justified relying merely on the processes associated with input legitimacy,
while disregarding the public opinions or views of the international community.
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These features are of particular importance when taking the adequate standard of living as a
starting point for further reflections on the situation of rights fulfilment in any particular context
rather than studying situations of rights violations. Achieved standards of living do not
necessarily reflect the extent of socio-economic rights realisation, but they echo the underlying
concern of all ESR — “to integrate everyone into a humane society” (Eide, 2000, p. 129). If this
is achieved following the principles of universality, inalienability and accountability, living
standards can be notable indicators of a positive ESR performance. The project is interested in
the exceptions rather than the rule; the oddities rather than the normalities. When examining
diverse practices in a variety of political, cultural and social contexts, a conceptualisation of
ESR should encompass the possibility for societies to decide upon the necessary trade-offs,

without implying a need for specific procedural requirements.
3.3 Political Regimes

The above discussion has specified the concepts of human rights and economic and social
rights in particular, highlighting the challenges involved in devising an understanding of these
concepts in ways which do not intersect with democratic governance. Yet, different
conceptions of democratic regimes likewise pre-suppose varying levels of human rights
fulfilment and hence can significantly overlap with human rights (Arat, 1988; Landman, 20009,
2013, pp. 25-42) influencing also the way autocracies are defined. This section analyses the
relationship between human rights and political regimes in more detail, in order to conceptually
explore the intersections between both notions and develop an understanding that allows for a

valid inquiry into ESR in non-democratic regimes.

Political regime is understood as “a set of rules — formal and informal — that identifies the rulers
(who decides what) and regulates the access to power (answer to the questions who selects the
rulers and who can be selected; questions of inclusiveness and competitiveness) and the
limitations to the rule (executive constraints and civil liberties)” (Kailitz, 2010, p. 2). For
democracies, governments and legislatures embody such rules — the procedures that bring
rulers to power are fairly clearly spelled out and citizens are responsible for following these
procedures in selecting “who rules”. As the formal rules that define democracies are
encompassed by the notion of CPR, human rights are commonly understood as linked to
democratic regimes (Fagan; Beetham, 1999; Donnelly, 2003) establishing an intrinsic
relationship between both concepts. Other conceptions of democracy establish even more
significant overlaps, increasingly subsuming the concept of human rights within that of

democracy.
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Todd Landman has examined this complexity and usefully proposed that definitions of
democratic regimes can generally be grouped into three categories — procedural, liberal or
socio-economic (Figure 3-3). All these accounts share the ‘core’ institutional requirements of
contestation and participation, essentially implied by free and fair elections and the upholding
of civil and political rights that are involved in procedural definitions of democracy (Landman,
2013, pp. 26-31).% While a number of scholars have underlined contestation and participation
as the essential definitional elements of a democratic regime (Dahl, 1971, p. 84; Lipset, 1959,
p. 71; Sartori, 1965, p. 66), among the most commonly accepted minimal definitions is that of
Schumpeter, who defined democracy as an “institutional arrangement for arriving at political
decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle

for the people’s vote” (Schumpeter, 1952, p. 269).

Other accounts supplement this “core” by adding various ‘adjectives’ to the definition of
democracy. Liberal democratic accounts enlarge the procedural dimension by complementing
it with certain expectations towards more qualitative rights outcomes, such as minority and
property rights; as well as certain aspects of the rule of law (typically including the absence of
corruption, respect for individual freedoms, property rights and quality of governance) that
include the extent to which civil liberties and political rights are upheld (Diamond, 1999; Boix
and Svolik, 2013). They thus recognise that mere procedural requirements may be inadequate
to encompass the envisioned levels of democracy, and supplement the core institutional criteria
with certain outcomes of these procedures that regard what democracies ought to be. Finally,
social democratic accounts extend the definition even further, accompanying the
aforementioned aspects with the inclusion of outcome performance in socio-economic and
cultural aspects, arriving at a definition that nearly subsumes the concepts of rights and

democracy within one another.

8 Diamond (1999) and Diamond and Gunther (2001) have similarly distinguished between “thin” and “fat”
definitions of democracy with the former encompassing an account of electoral (procedural) democracy and the
latter incorporating aspects of extensive provisions of civil pluralism, rule of law or the absence of influence on
power from other actors, such as the military.
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Figure 3-3 Conceptions of democratic regimes and their overlaps with the concept of human rights.
Source: Adapted from Landman, 2013

Evidently, the choice of how democratic regimes are defined has far-ranging implications for
rights research. While there is an inclination to think that democratic states ought to care for
their citizens’ well-being, it is not an inherent, but rather a desirable feature of democratic rule,
unless, of course, defined in an overlapping way.®® The point is illustrated not only by the
number of democracies that are deficient in their commitments towards ESR, but also by
numerous non-democracies, which have shown concern for people’s socio-economic
conditions — including the early pioneers of welfare policy (Schmidt, 2003; Esping-Andersen,
1990; Haggard and Kaufman, 2008; Mares and Carnes, 2009). Griffin (2008, pp. 249-250)
likewise points to the possibility, at least theoretically, for a country not to violate rights without
being democratic. The choice is between including or excluding certain desirable rights
outcomes within the definition of a political regime (regulating the rules for access to power)
and democracy or, as conveyed by Beetham (1999) — defining democracy by principle or by
its institutional form. While he opts for the former, the approach implies that varying levels of
the quality of democracy should be allowed, for hardly any country is then “democratic” in all
the ways we desire them to be. Outcome-related aspects are often a matter of degree rather than
features that may or may not be directly observed — countries may constitutionally commit to
the principles of non-discrimination, but fail to implement in practice through a number of
policies or practices. Democracies can also accommodate levels of corruption, shortcomings
in the rule of law and other deficiencies standing in way of achieving objectives deemed

valuable for democratic governance. These shortcomings ought not to necessarily make all

% In fact, Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2005) find that while political participation and accountability in
democracies are crucial factors for reducing human rights abuses, integrity rights are only respected in countries
characterised as full democracies (measured by the Polity IV scale), and any regime short of a full democracy
will fail to adequately address these rights.
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deficient countries non-democracies, they may merely reflect their varying levels of quality of
democracy, yet matters of degree are difficult to be incorporated within a definitional core.
Furthermore, if one is to advance arguments about the positive influence of certain rights
realisation on the quality of democracy, this relationship should stand up to empirical

investigation®’ rather than be taken at face-value by conceptually binding the aspects.

The latter approach, on the other hand, is in line with embracing a minimal definition of
democracy based on procedural elements and the Shumpeterian implications of “merely” the
requirements of contestation and participation. As illustrated in Figure 3-3, a procedural
approach avoids possible tautologies by having the least overlap with the concept of human
rights (Landman, 2013, pp. 25-43), and is therefore most conductive for enabling a valid
inquiry into ESR enjoyment in non-democratic settings. If ESR are indeed “susceptible of
realisation within the context of a wide variety of economic and political systems” as noted by
the UN CESCR (GC No. 3, 1990), they must, at least by definition, be separated from certain
political systems. Unlike the former approach, it suggests a dichotomous distinction between
countries that are democratic and those that are not, facing a number of shortcomings. For
example, Merkel (2010) has observed that it allows to classify fairly repressive regimes, which
nevertheless fulfil the requirements of contestation and participation, together with fairly
developed democracies, undermining its quality as a research category. While this may be the
case, the project is interested in exploring states within the ‘non-democratic’ category, and is
only interested in the definition of democracy insofar as they allow to clarify the authoritarian
states. By adopting a view of democracies as regimes in which “those who govern are selected
through contested elections” (Przeworski et al., 2000, p. 15), the definition is focused on
institutional requirements only, leaving out the value-aspect that these institutions would
ideally strive to achieve. In doing so it distinguishes between the rules which determine who
has access to power (that pertain to a political regime) from outcome related aspects that
determine whether and to what extent people’s rights are respected, leaving the latter aspect to

empirical investigation.

Authoritarianism, in turn, is typically understood as a residual category to democracy (i.e. non-
democracy) because they are regimes which by definition violate political rights and severely

restrict civil liberties with the purpose of maintaining power or stability (Brooker, 2013;

57 While significant empirical consensus exists with regard to the positive effects of CPR on the quality of
democracy, empirical inquiries into the relationship between ESR and democracy have produced inconclusive
results, as discussed in Chapter 2.
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Geddes et al., 2014; Cheibub et al., 2010; North, 2006; Svolik, 2012; Przeworski et al., 2000,
p. 83). In short, they are regimes, which do not meet the requirements for the definition of
democracies. If democratic regimes are understood as those in which government offices are
filled as a consequence of contested elections, authoritarian states, correspondingly

“encompass all forms of regimes in which voters do not choose their leaders through contested

elections” (Cheibub et al., 2010, p. 83).

As for the concrete operational criteria required to determine whether contested elections have

occurred, Cheibub et al. distinguish the following:

“1. The Chief executive must be chosen by popular elections or by a body that was itself popularly
elected; 2. The legislature must be popularly elected; 3. There must be more than one party
competing in the elections; An alternation in power under electoral rules identical to the ones that

brought the incumbent to office must have taken place.” (Cheibub et al., 2010, p. 69)

Accordingly, states, which fail to meet at least one of these requirements are classified as
autocracies. Notably, such a definition has several implications for the category on non-
democratic states that must be mentioned. As noted before, this stance assumes a strict
dichotomy between democratic and non-democratic states, and, by implication, it can
encompass an extremely diverse compilation of autocratic politics. Svolik (2012, p. 20) has
noted that “each dictatorship may be undemocratic in its own way” and, while a dichotomous
approach can tell us whether or not states are non-democratic, it falls short of informing us
about ways how autocratic they are or how some autocracies differ from others. Consequently,
Merkel's (2010) observation with regard to the democratic category is likewise applicable to
the authoritarian one — it will encompass a wide variety of different autocracies, some of them
repressive, others more free; some of them more respectful towards democratic institutions,
and others that outright reject them. This stance does not provide information about the political
institutions that govern the choice of leaders in these states and may include autocracies with a
similarly diverse set of “rules of the game” that govern the choice of rulers — they may involve
the a single party, the military or even hold relatively free and fair elections (Collier and
Adcock, 1999). Yet, they will all be deficient with regard to the operational criteria pertaining

to a minimal definition of democracy.

A number of valuable contributions aim to ‘unpack’ the authoritarian regime type with
proposals to further classify non-democratic states with regard to ‘who rules’ (Geddes et al.,
2014; Wahman et al., 2013), how incumbents are removed from office (Cheibub et al., 2010)
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or ways in which states seek to legitimise their rule (Kailitz, 2013).%8 These works provide a
good starting point for drawing insights about the effects of certain political institutions or
legitimation strategies on various outcomes (including human rights) or understanding how
they differ in structuring incentives for devoting regime’s attention to social policy and
people’s well-being. Yet, at this stage of the project, such a step is redundant. Following Collier
and Adcock (1999), conceptual choices here are guided by the object of research interest, and
the empirical puzzle that lies at the core of this project concerns the lack of theoretical
explanations for ESR realisation in non-democratic contexts in general. As discussed
previously, it is certainly true that formal institutions and various compositions of the ‘ruling
elites’ and the ‘selectorate’ will have different effects on social policy. Yet, various types of
autocracies have been able to demonstrate marked improvements in the socio-economic
domain, suggesting that factors other than the formal institutional structure are likewise
responsible for this performance. A broad definition of autocracy as ‘non-democracy’ has the
empirical advantage that allows to potentially discover additional, more qualitative indicators
that may explain ‘good’ ESR performance in autocracies (Boix et al., 2013) and a dichotomous

regime-distinction is a valuable starting point for such exploratory research.

8 For an overview of regime classifications see Roller (2013); Boix et al. (2013).
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4 The Approach

In the centre of this research is the empirical puzzle of ESR realisation authoritarian states that
surpasses the performance of democratic states at similar levels of economic development.
With rights often conceptually associated with democratic regimes and with welfare-state
studies focused disproportionately on democratic states, the existing theoretical explanations
in contemporary research, either from the welfare state or human rights point of view fail to
provide adequate explanations for these outcomes. ‘Good-performing’ autocracies or states,
which provide better well-being outcomes than their democratic counterparts facing similar
resource constraints, thus comprise outlier cases, which the existing theoretical expectations
fail to explain. The project adopts a deviant case-study design in investigating these ‘outliers’
seeking to enrich the knowledge about possible reasons for this deviation and explore possible
factors that may have been neglected by the dominant theoretical paradigm (Bennett, 2004, p.

22). The following sections specify the theoretical and methodological approaches employed.
4.1 Theoretical Approach: Historical Institutionalism

Being interested in an empirical oddity, the project adopts the approach of historical
institutionalism for the analysis of case studies. As illustrated in Chapter 2, the approach has
been widely employed to study cross-national differences in welfare provision (Thelen and
Steinmo, 1992) and, although this analysis has mostly concerned democratic contexts, given
the underdeveloped state of art of authoritarian welfare theory as well as ESR provision in
autocracies, it can offer valuable tools applicable also for examining social policy outcomes

and ESR outside of democratic rule for reasons examined below.

It is necessary to clarify some theoretical assumptions upon which this research rests. Historical
institutionalism is concerned mainly with how outcomes are influenced by various regularised
practices (or institutions). Yet, when institutions are perceived in broad terms, the approach
also leaves space to explore the role of agency, power and ideas within these processes for they
will often guide historical paths taken rather than these paths being structurally determined by
some particular pre-existing conditions. It sees the link between structure and agency as
interactive and influenced by rule-prescribing institutions as well as actors themselves who

interpret these rules. Thus, the project views individuals and political players as not merely
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seeking to maximise their ‘rational’ self-interest, but insists that they also as pay attention to
rules and value social norms informally embedded in the society, which shape their ‘rational’
considerations to begin with (Thelen and Steinmo, 1992, p. 8; Hall and Taylor, 1996). This
clarification is significant for explaining well-being outcomes because the analytical issue of
examining empirical outcomes, consequently, relates to rules shaping not only people’s values,
aspirations and behaviour, but also expectations on those in positions of authority, therefore
structuring policy-making and implementation (Thelen, 1999). They may thus influence
outcomes which people choose to pursue (decisions about various dimensions of ESR), and
exert pressure on decision-makers to adopt some policies over others. It goes to show that
human behaviour (and rationality) is itself socially embedded and cannot be viewed in isolation
from the contexts in which it is exercised — an exploration of empirical realities relates greatly
to the ‘rational’ motives of relevant actors, the emergence of institutions and their ability to

provide effective outcomes, contributing to their endurance.

Human rights seen as enhancive of individual agency, dignity and freedom have a peculiar
relationship to individual choice and, consequently, also ‘rationality’. Choice functions as the
element converting the range of people’s opportunities into outcomes they actually enjoy and
that contribute to their well-being. Therefore looking at people’s actual abilities may reveal
more about the freedoms one enjoys than examining outcomes, which reflect the results of their
choices. That freedoms may be a more appropriate focus than the outcomes pursued (or
capabilities instead of functonings) is illustrated by a variety of examples and has indeed served
as one of the core arguments advanced by capability theorists and the human development
paradigm. For instance, Sen (1999, p. 75) has addressed the possible misinformation of
outcome measures by juxtaposing two persons with inadequate nutrition — one who lives in
poverty and another who has chosen to fast in the aim of protest. Both individuals may overlap
in the sense of attained outcomes, but they differ greatly on the level of freedoms each enjoys.
While insufficiencies experienced by the first individual can be caused by environmental,
policy or governance issues and prohibit them from attaining a dignified life, the
undernourishment of the second individual may actually be an expression of agency, freedom
and dignity — aspects that ESR aim to advance — because of the choice involved in attaining

the outcome. What is important is whether this possibility is at all available or not.%®

89 More recently, the issue of vaccinations has received notable attention with individuals refusing vaccines that
are known to treat preventable illnesses and this matter too can capture the shortcomings of outcome measures.
Whether people get vaccinated or not is in some states a matter of individual choice. People may choose to
bypass vaccinations for reasons of ideology, religion or based on their individual perceptions about trade-offs
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Second, and relatedly, contrary to the rational-choice approaches, the preferences of political
actors and individuals here are seen as endogenous — interests (and choices) are not defined in
a vacuum but within and often as a result of an institutional context (Thelen, 1999; Katzenstein,
1998; March and Olsen, 1984). Once again, broadly understood, these institutional
configurations define appropriate behaviour, which likewise influences one’s preferences and
choices, and these may vary in different settings (March and Olsen, 1984; 1995). As stated by
Hall and Taylor (1996, p. 939):

“institutions provide moral or cognitive templates for interpretation and action. The individual is
seen as an entity deeply imbricated in a world of institutions, composed of symbols, scripts and
routines, which provide the filters for interpretation, of both the situation and oneself, out of
which a course of action is constructed. Not only do institutions provide strategically-useful

information, they also affect the very identities, self-images and preferences of the actors.”

Institutional settings influence not only individual identities, but also the formation of group
interests, as well as the broader political strategies and policies pursued by political actors
(Skocpol, 1985) thereby affecting both — bottom-up pressures placed on political authority as
well as top-down strategies of political actors on how best to pursue their goals (and what these
goals really are). Alongside policy legacies, actor preferences and political institutional
settings, these institutional structures also consist of norms and discourses which possess an
equally powerful explanatory potential for public policy, individual behaviour and outcomes
(Schmidt, 2012). In emphasising the value of norms and the possibility of discourse-based
values, the project blurs the methodological lines between historical and sociological
institutionalisms and accommodates the mutual interaction between formalised rules and

informalised norms, which together are seen to shape outcomes.

Third, institutions do not necessarily remain constant in any particular context. Actors shape,
reshape, interpret and change the institutional settings in which they operate (Goodin, 1998).

Therefore, rather than directly explaining outcomes themselves, institutions provide the arenas

involved in pursuing the vaccine. Likewise, for a number of reasons, people may wish to donate their income to
charity, engage in work that puts their lives at risk or prefer ways of life which reduce their immediate well-
being, because of the value they individually attach to these other, subjective rationales. Consequently, while
their socio-economic outcomes decrease, these choices can serve to increase their individual agency and the
value of individual action they attach to their lives, furthering their well-being. Other examples from public
policy concern euthanasia or medically assisted suicides, which can serve to underline the issue that at times, the
seeming regress in outcome-related indicators can misidentify the freedoms that people enjoy. While these
issues are by no means undisputed and are the basis of heated public debate, it may be argued that just as people
have the right to increase their well-being, they should also be allowed to refuse it if they so choose. At the heart
of these controversial examples lies the recognition that people may (and do, sometimes) choose to pursue ways
of life that do not directly benefit their well-being as measured by outcome indicators.
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of conflict for political and individual life (Rothstein et al., 2012; Pepinsky, 2014) and should
be perceived in “relational terms” (Thelen, 1999; Steinmo, 2001; Immergut, 1992). Political
and individual life, which conditions ESR attainment is not borne out of a specific set of
institutions, but rather develops at the intersections of state and society, where actors constantly
interpret and alter the perceptions of the common good, desirable action, accepted behaviour
and institutions themselves (Skocpol, 1985). As the debate in Part | has shown, these aspects
are closely related not only with the prospects of ESR attainment in any particular society, but
also the regime’s potential for attaining longevity and legitimacy, making the issue particularly

prevalent in contexts of non-democratic rule.

Finally, all the points above emphasise the historical institutionalist view of institutions as the
products and legacies of historical processes that influence decisions and outcomes (Goodin,
1998). This is because, as Steinmo illustrates, (1) politics are conducted within historical
contexts, which influence the decisions taken and shape institutional frameworks; (2) actors
participating in political processes inherit social, political, cultural and economic contexts and
adapt their strategies and behaviour according to these contexts; and (3) they learn from
previous experience (Steinmo, 2008, p. 127). It is when policies and ESR outcomes are
analysed in a contextual, historical perspective, observing the context-dependency of political
life becomes possible.

There are particular methodological foci historical institutionalists employ to uncover the
factors that influence decision-making. First, they recognise that past decisions can set serious
limitations on the policy options available to the decision-makers in the present. Scholars note
that historical legacies of former political conflicts create lingering “path-dependencies” that
can be extremely resistant to change because of their increasing returns and associated
transaction costs (Evans et al., 1985; Skocpol, 1979, 1985; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2006;
Rothstein et al., 2012; Steinmo, 2001; Steinmo et al., 1992; Hall and Taylor, 1996; Thelen,
1999). One reason for this reluctance towards change concerns a sense of stability they provide
to people for forming their expectations and defining socially interpreted ‘realities’ increasing
the power of institutions to persist over time. Weingast eloquently summarises the point of why

institutions exist and persevere — he argues that:

“[individuals] often need institutions to help capture gains from cooperation. In the absence of
institutions, individuals often face a social dilemma, that is, a situation where their behaviour

makes all worse off. (..) Appropriately configured institutions restructure incentives so that
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individuals have an incentive to cooperate (..) The essence of institutions is to enforce mutually

beneficial exchange and cooperation.” (Weingast, quoted in Moe (2006, p. 37))

Institutional configurations are therefore reinforced by people’s acceptance of these “rules of
the game”, not only because their absence would make people worse-off, but also because they
stabilise environments for individual decision-making and social interaction. Another reason
rests within the practical realm of policy making itself, namely, past choices structure both
power relations as constraints on social policy as well as people’s expectations about desired
welfare outcomes (Haggard and Kaufman, 2008; Thelen, 2002; Pierson, 2000). For example,
Haggard and Kaufman find that: “the wider the coverage and the more effective the services
provided, the more difficult it was for liberal reformers to initiate changes in the social-policy
status quo” (2008, p.12). Even social spending and patterns of welfare provision themselves
are likely to be embedded in different historical circumstances and political power accorded to
certain interest groups, enforcing persistence rather than radical change in welfare institutions
(Sefton, 2008). Given these insights, institutions rarely change rapidly — change may be
initiated by abrupt events, but most often it takes shape as slow and gradual transformation.
Welfare institutions responsible also for ESR provision are therefore remarkably resilient and
past policies or even former perceptions of the ‘common good’ can exert a lingering effect on
ways in which ESR are institutionalised by setting practical and normative conditions for policy

options available to decision-makers at any given moment.

Certain paths can also become progressively available to policy makers over time, for instance
by an increased amount of economic resources (which reduces risks associated with transaction
costs) or by changing constituencies that allow new groups to organise, articulate their shared
interests and pressure political elites for social change (Haggard and Kaufman, 2008; Myles
and Quadagno, 2002). Such moments of significant change that can produce new, lasting
legacies and enable a move to another ‘path’ are understood as ‘critical junctures’ (Collier and
Collier, 1991). In autocracies, such junctures may be exemplified by moments of accumulated
crises in regime legitimacy, challenging the ability of existing institutional configurations to
adequately cope with the given challenges of legitimacy deficit (Beetham, 2013), putting the
regime at risk and incentivising change. What this change will be and how it will shape the
outcomes is, again, context-dependent — providing varying responses to how actors will define
their interests, who will have access to political capital and will be able to enact change. At the
same time, in analysing institutional evolution, Thelen (2004, p. 293) remarks that an “ongoing

adaptation to changes in the political and economic environment in which [institutions] are
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embedded” is key to institutional survival, so while they are unlikely to experience abrupt
‘makeovers’, flexibility and responsiveness to their environment is key to institutional
resilience. Durable institutions transform through an evolution, not a revolution, even in the

face of unforeseen challenges.

So historical institutionalism pertains that history is important not in the functionalist sense that
prescribes similar outcomes for particular historical developments (such as industrialisation
and urbanisation), but rather because “it is not the past per se but the unfolding of processes
over time that is theoretically central” (Pierson, 2000, p. 264). Such unfolding temporal
developments are of particular relevance when examining ESR also because indicators
involved in their assessment take time to progress or regress. Improved results in literacy or
infant births, for example, are likely the result from past developments rather than abrupt
effects of recent policy or political action. Consequently, institutions are important, because
“many of the contemporary implications of these temporal processes are embedded in
institutions — whether these be formal rules, policy structures, or norms” (Pierson, 1996, p.
126).

It is a state-centred approach (Pierson, 1991) in the sense that it recognises factors such as
industrialisation, demographic changes and urbanisation to all be mediated by contextual
formal and informal institutional configurations. While bottom-up pressures in non-
democracies may influence policy from below, decision-making is nevertheless likely to be
“guided by interests of the existing political order” (Rimlinger, 1971, p. 9) and cannot be
studied without regard for incentives that motivate regime behaviour (Pepinsky, 2014).
Although institutions are awarded a significant role, the approach also regards individual and
collective agency as interactive with the institutional context, creating, interpreting, shaping
and re-inventing institutional alignments over time. Holistic approach that considers such
multi-faceted aspects can uncover why and how autocracies pursue certain policies and
outcomes, how they developed through time and came to comprise the current state of affairs.
It offers a valuable alternative to the dominant approaches to ESR research focused
predominantly on legal measures through empirically reconstructing the process and rationales

for institutionalising ESR and illuminating rules embedded in authoritarian welfare provision.

The following section focuses on outlining the methodological choices upon which this project
rests, informed by the research questions and the ensuing ontological underpinnings about
ESR.
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4.2 Methodological Approach

The project seeks to enhance knowledge about ESR in the context of a largely non-exhaustive
theoretical basis in its analysis of ESR outside of democratic regimes. As has been
demonstrated in Part I, bridging research on rights and welfare states leaves many gaps to be
explored, in particular with regard to authoritarian ESR performance. The leading theoretical
lines of reasoning suggest a variety of reasons why democratic states would supersede
authoritarian states in the fulfilment of these rights at similar levels of economic development,
but fails to explain autocracies may outperform their democratic counterparts by portraying
good performance. Methodologically, the dissertation therefore employs a deviant case-study
design with the aim of exploring and understanding factors behind the positive ESR
developments in autocratic contexts and uses existing quantitative measures as a “diagnostic
tool” (Wolf, 2010, p. 151) to identify relevant cases. Within these contexts, the project explores
(1) how the ‘good’ ESR performance has been achieved; (2) what prompted developments
towards a favourable ESR performance; and (3) how the ways in which people’s access to well-

being is institutionalised relates to the overarching principles of human rights.

Several caveats are important to be specified. First, given the reciprocal relationship between
the state and society discussed in the previous section, institutions are perceived in relatively
broad terms. This means that they are not limited to formal political structures that provide the
official “rules of the game” in which actors conduct their interests, but also include “informal
procedures, routines, norms and conventions embedded in the organisational structure of the
polity or political economy” (Hall and Taylor, 1996, p. 938) that likewise influence individual
behaviour, collective interests, political strategies and, consequently, levels of socio-economic
well-being enjoyed by the population. To reiterate, they exert influence not only by
constraining action, but also by enabling it — institutional contexts provide incentives for the
formation of certain groups, certain interests and the promotion of particular outcomes (and
not others) thereby increasing the predictability of people’s expectations and interaction. Policy
development and the institutionalisation of ESR is consequently a result of the intertwining
nature of structural forces and agency, state and the individual, as well as the rules and beliefs
that together account for “the process by which organisations and procedures acquire value and
stability” (Goodin, 1998, p. 22; Skocpol, 1985, p. 21).

86



This is in contrast with rational-choice research approaches, which aim to uncover the laws
that govern political behaviour and individual action (Steinmo, 2001).”° On the outset, these
approaches diverge on their understanding of social science in general — while rational-choice
scholars search for generalizable and verifiable hypotheses with applicatory potential in a wide
range of contexts, historical institutionalism insists that variables are interactive. Exploring
how they interact under their particular circumstances — and why — is believed likely to offer a
more elaborate understanding of the subject in question. The development of historical
institutionalism was, in fact, a response to the “behavioralist turn in political science” (Goodin,
1998, p. 13) and attempted to develop the discipline towards incorporating aspects of agency
within the dominant structure-based explanations. By rejecting the presumption that all
government action can be explained by rationally-motivated behaviour (Immergut, 1998), it
insisted that rational agents are themselves inescapably intertwined in the institutional setting
in which they operate, mutually changing, enforcing or legitimising one another. The point is
eloquently summarised by Katzenstein:

“[An institutionalist perspective] moves the analysis forward from autonomous actors with fixed
interests who interact in highly competitive environments. Institutions help us understand the
identities and interests that actors hold in the first place. From this perspective actors can change
interests independently from the competitive situations in which they act. Institutional rules, for
example, can alter collective identities or induce political actors to substitute long-term for short-
term interests.” (Katzenstein, 1998, pp. 28-29)

Therefore, the project reiterates Steinmo’s observation that in order “to understand the actual
policy choices made in different countries, we must examine the interaction between history,
political institutions, public policies and citizens’ preferences” (2016, p. 107) all of which are
likely to possess explanatory potential for ESR realisation. The ensuing ontological implication
of these insights is, of course, the assertion that objectivity itself is prone to subjective

interpretation and thus, intrinsically linked.

Case studies and the analysis of deviant cases in particular, have been recognised to be an

effective methodological tool in addressing questions that lack theoretic clarity as inductive

0 Not only ‘behavioralist’ approaches (which generally rely on utilitarian rationales), but also some
‘institutionalists’ perceive individual action as observable and quantifiable, in addition to pertaining that
institutions are an important part of the explanation. In political science research three ‘institutionalist’
perspectives are commonly distinguished among one another, as they rely on various ontological reasonings,
namely, rational-choice, historical and sociological institutionalisms. The convergences and divergences
between these approaches cannot fully be explored here, but for a more detailed analysis see Immergut (1998);
Hall and Taylor (1996); Thelen (1999); Steinmo et al. (1992); and Steinmo (2016).
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reasoning can uncover new variables present in the complex causal mechanisms of the cases
examined (George and Bennett, 2005; Wolf, 2010; Seawright and Gerring, 2008; Bennett,
2004). They are especially appropriate in addressing research question that concern the ‘how’
and ‘why’ aspects with a view towards exploring and understanding certain outcomes in their

respective real-world contexts (Yin, 2014).

Case study inquiry under the framework of historical institutionalism is thus not exclusively an
analysis of independent and dependent variables, but, rather, an exploration of how various
variables interact “in a way that reflects the complexity of the real political situations” (Thelen
and Steinmo, 1992, p. 13; Steinmo, 2008). It is based on the ontological conviction that, while
causal developments are important for an outcome to occur, often these will involve extensive
causal processes, which possibly extend into past events and decisions (Hall, 2003, p. 384;
Immergut, 1998, p. 19). Because social actors are understood as reflective agents, responsive
and adaptive to changing contexts around them as they alter these very same contexts in turn,
social science is seen as more time- and history-bound and able to be addressed through middle
range theories (George and Bennett, 2005). Such research still aims to understand causal
mechanisms, albeit sees them context-dependently, questioning the premise that the same
factors may produce identical outcomes in different situations if only because other variables
will also play a role in determining or altering the respective results. Accordingly, the social
world is not perceived as a pre-determined set of rules and laws that converge into outcomes
much like in the natural world, but rather “as a branching tree whose tips represent the
outcomes of events that unfold over time” (Hall, 2003, p. 385). Theorising about social science
issues can be carried out by addressing long time-spans and without making wide-ranging
assumptions about whether the same causalities operate similarly outside the particular

contexts under investigation.” Thelen eloquently expresses the point that:

“what you might be able to discover (..) may be a rather small and even trivial part of the story.
The search for middle range theory is this driven less by a disdain for theory than the conviction
that deeper understanding of causal relationships (..) can often be achieved through a more intense

and focused examination of a number of carefully selected cases.” (Thelen, 2002, p. 95)

1 “Sych an understanding is itself rooted in the ontological underpinnings discussed before, which attend
critically to the possibility that observed correlation necessarily comprises causality. For more discussion, see
George and Bennett (2005, pp. 135-140).
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By paying attention to the timing of events and decisions, sequencing their development, it is
possible to come to a clearer understanding about the complex intertwining processes involved

in producing an observed outcome.

It has been suggested that process-tracing (Adcock and Collier, 2001; Mahoney, 2000; George
and Bennett, 2005) or “systematic process analysis” as described by Hall (2003, p. 397-398)
can be particularly useful methodologies in situations when a universal explanatory theory is
lacking, because it advances a multitude of observations that can contribute to refining existing
theories or propose new modes of explanation (Hall and Taylor, 1996; Hall, 2006). Such
inquiry involves (1) drawing on theoretical knowledge not only about how certain variables
interact to produce an outcome, but also about the motivations and actors’ incentives to outline
research questions for a structured and focused analytical framework; and (2) identifying the
potentially relevant theoretical factors regarding the interaction of variables by observing the
interplay and mutual reciprocity between processes, ideas and decisions in the empirical cases
under investigation (George and Bennett, 2005; Mahoney, 2000; Collier, 2011). Conducting
such systematic examination of empirical evidence further involves (a) adequate amounts of
description for purposes of demonstrating the extent and trajectories or causal mechanisms;
and (b) sequencing relevant variables involved, whether dependent, independent or intervening
ones (Collier, 2011, p. 823; Thelen and Steinmo, 1992). As an analytical tool, process-tracing
involves paying close attention to when things happen (time), why they happen (motivations,
path-dependencies) and how potentially causal events are sequenced over time to produce a
certain outcome (interaction). Running the danger of being descriptive, the approach is based
on the conviction that temporal and structural contexts in which events unfold matter for
enabling some ‘paths’, some groups and actors, and some ‘logics of appropriateness’ (North,
1990) (but not others), which influence political outcomes, and one can demonstrate these
effects by attentively depicting the respective processes involved. Inquiring about why some
decisions were taken over others; what were the alternatives and why they failed to come about;
and how decisions taken affected subsequent policy options available to the governments can
help in understanding the policy choices and outcomes in particular states, which essentially
lies at the core of this research. Process-tracing is hence a means to explore the
“microfoundations behind observed phenomena” attempting to “establish the posited

intervening variables and implications” for issues explored (George and Bennett, 2005, p. 147).

The cases examined in this study are ‘outliers’ deviating from the existing theoretical

explanations or heuristic case studies, that offer the potential to identify new variables, causal
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mechanisms or inferences to complement existing theories (George and Bennett, 2005) and
understand convergences or variations in patterns of provision. Respectively, the research
questions address issues related to the ESR outcomes in each of these countries. Within-case
research is explored in terms of process-tracing and reconstructing the institutionalisation of
ESR in each state, identifying critical junctures and analysing variables relevant to inquiring
about the outcome of interest. Given that the states under review are non-democracies, yet seem
to prioritise ESR in terms of outcomes pursued, it is likewise rewarding to infer about
comparative aspects among these cases. Have similar rationales led to the implementation of
their social policies? Is people’s well-being advanced following similar institutional tools?
What causal mechanisms can be observed in these cases? Does the approach towards ESR
converge or diverge in the cases under investigation and is there a uniform motivation for
pursuing ESR-related claims? What, if any, role do authoritarian politics and regime interests
play in advancing ESR? While this approach offers few possibilities for broad generalisations
of its findings, as is usually the case with case-study or small-n comparative designs, it may
well enrich human rights researchers and the international community with potentially relevant

but thus far overlooked factors and contexts conductive to advancing these rights.

The research is explorative, inductive and is aimed at providing a historically informed analysis
of the factors at play behind social welfare policies outside of democratic procedural channels.
Enhancing the knowledge about ESR fulfilment in non-democratic contexts can also provide
empirical foundations for improving our understanding about this group of rights and patterns
of provision in situations where CPR are deficient. Given ambiguities surrounding the “black
box” of authoritarian welfare state and ESR provision, this research may potentially help refine
existing theories which are currently unable to adequately address these theoretical ‘oddities’
and clarify prevalent conceptual misconceptions about ESR. The project does not provide a
comprehensive history of the development of socio-economic policies or outcomes; instead, it
traces the critical moments in time (indicating observed changes or continuities) in order to
explore how the ongoing creation and recreation of the arrangement and scope of the particular
institutions developed and came to shape the existing state of “good” ESR performance. These
insights thus aim to uncover new areas for potential research, rather than closing them by

providing definitive, universally generalisable findings.

The study employs a variety of empirical material. First, it analyses primary sources that
provide the contexts as well as the rationales behind socio-economic developments in

individual cases. The relevant constitutions, legislation, policy documents, white papers and
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budgetary allocations as well as speeches of government officials and memoirs signify the
articulated and perceived intentions behind the advancement of relevant socio-economic
objectives and policy priorities attributed to ESR. Second, a number of secondary data sources
are used to gain insights in the accumulated hypothesis of previous research with regard to the
issues at hand. Books, journal articles, documents and newspapers further inform the project
about the existing interpretations and alternate explanations about this group of rights. The
reports of various international institutions and local, national and international organisations
concerned with human rights or development (human or economic) are also analysed to gain
evidence in the macro-contexts of the socio-economic development in the respective countries

and broader, regional or global contexts.

Part | of the dissertation has addressed the existing theoretical tenants involved in the human
rights and welfare state research, outlining convergences, gaps and the existing theoretical
paradigm with regard to ESR implementation in different regimes to outline a structured
research framework. Part Il analysed the conceptual relation (and the overlaps) between the
concepts of human rights, ESR and political regimes to arrive at definitions that provide for a
valid scientific inquiry. The remainder of Part Il addresses the issue of case selection to make
up for a focused research, discussing the existing statistics-based approaches and quantitative
tools available for making cross-national global comparisons with regard to ESR. Chapter 5
first outlines and discusses the main tools available for making global cross-country
comparisons concerning ESR-related performance as well as the trade-offs and compromises
associated with basing the choice of case-studies on each of these aggregated measures.
Chapter 6 then proceeds with a detailed discussion of the SERF Index used for selecting the
deviant cases, before finally embarking on case selection. Part 111 proceeds with the analysis of
three authoritarian states, which challenge the theoretical paradigm and, although these
countries are by no means analogous (either with regard to their institutional settings or levels
of well-being enjoyed by the population), together, they possess potential to highlight broader
patterns of ESR realisation outside of democratic political contexts, potentially overlooked by

contemporary strands of research.
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5 Measurement of ESR

Disagreements surrounding this group of rights on an ontological, epistemological and
methodological levels of inquiry have unsurprisingly also been mirrored in a lack of
quantitative measures that could be used to compare ESR on a global scale. The most prominent
obstacle has been posed by the recognition that ESR should be progressively realised using
maximum available resources, without specifying how such maximum be benchmarked or how
swiftly (or progressively) ESR must be advanced, making it difficult to assess the adequacy of
rights realisation and compare this performance among different national and global contexts.

Any government’s obligation towards ESR under international law has been formulated under
the respect, protect and fulfil framework, which extends onto the state different kinds of duties
in relation to any human right. The duty to respect is seen to be mirrored by structural indicators
that assess the levels of domestic and international recognition of human rights deemed
important for facilitating their realisation. Obligation to protect is reflected mainly by process
indicators that relate to policy instruments and human and financial investments in striving to
realise rights. Finally, the duty to fulfil is captured by outcome indicators, which seek to analyse
the attainment levels of these rights individually and collectively in any given context. At the
same time, the human development literature has stepped away from scrutinising state
obligations directly and focused instead on the multifaceted nature of these rights, emphasising
the importance of institutional and economic factors that promote or constrain people’s
freedoms related to ESR (UNDP, 2000). These types of indicators and their potential for
making effective inferences about political regimes and ESR globally for comparative purposes
are analysed in the following sections.

5.1 Structural Indicators

Socio-economic rights, as other human rights, are typically viewed as legal, desirably also
justiciable entitlements of all people, which could be pursued in courts linking their analysis
with the domain of law. Scholars have inquired about structural indicators (which mainly
concern the legal recognition of human rights nationally and internationally) as indicators of
governments’ intentions to comply with human rights standards and looked at discrepancies

between the de facto and de jure enjoyment of rights (Risse and Ropp, 1999; Hafner-Burton,
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2007, 2003, 2009; Hathaway, 2002; Hathaway, 2007; Hatner-Burton and Tsutsui, 2005; Risse,
1999; Risse-Kappen et al., 1999a, 1999b; Simmons, 2009). These approaches are most
commonly found in the human rights literature, focusing on the analysis of state performance

in relation to their obligations under international law and agreed-upon human rights standards.

Others have been critical about the ability of constitutions, law and international treaty
ratification alone to illustrate ESR attainment. Many countries worldwide protect a variety of
people’s rights in principle and have articulated then in their constitutions, yet fail to have
realised them in practice. It is increasingly recognised that “[t]he need to evaluate state conduct
in the context of outcomes (or results) constitutes an important extension in the evidential base
for evaluating human rights and makes analytical space for the use of socio-economic
indicators, as well as legal and policy measures, as an informational base for examining the
compliance of states with their international human rights obligations” (Vizzard et al., 2012,
p. 8). Outcome-based measured thus constitute a crucial stage towards fully contextualising
even states’ legal rights performance. When used in combination with structural indicators,
research has demonstrated that, often, treaty recognition does not lead to improvements on the
ground (Hathaway, 2002; 2007); nor does it always result in an increased respect for human
rights. Neumayer (2005) finds that treaty ratification only rarely poses unconditional effects on
rights fulfilment and concludes that in the absence of a democratic government and active
participation of civil society, treaty ratification can actually lead to increased human rights
violations. Authors have concluded, for example, that the ratification of ICESCR does not
necessarily consistently improve health and social outcomes (Palmer et al., 2009) and the
analysis of (domestic) constitutional protection of various ESR following the ratification of the
Covenant has produced inconclusive results — while some argue that the acceptance of human
rights treaties has resulted in establishing constitutional protections for these rights (Heymann
et al., 2015), others have contend that such articulation is worded in an aspirational language
rather than expressed in a genuinely enforceable manner (Cole and Ramirez, 2013). These
findings pose questions about the explanatory force of structural indicators and specify other
political and economic variables besides treaty ratification or legal articulation as necessary for

assessing the actual attainment of ESR.

The inability of legal variables to explain levels of rights enjoyment has led researchers to
inquire about reasons behind why states ratify international treaties. VVon Stein has particularly
looked at authoritarian states, finding that international treaty ratification is “particularly useful

to leaders who need the good press that ratifying a human rights treaty can generate” (von
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Stein, 2013, p. 3) emulating the conviction that, while rights may inspire legal recognition and
developing legislation (as required under international law), in order for people to enjoy rights

in practice, they must likewise be addressed through other means (Sen, 2004b; Okin, 1981).
5.2 Process Indicators

Other scholars have analysed ESR fulfilment by looking at process indicators — the financial
and human resource investments in institutional arrangements and policy commitments that are
thought to depict the accumulation of states’ efforts towards ESR realisation. Such focus is
typically found in welfare research and provides valuable insights for ESR assessment. Social
spending or budgetary allocations as total or per cent of overall GDP'2 can help assess whether
governments are committed to demonstrating improvements not only formally (as portrayed
by structural indicators) but also by allocating the required priority to ESR so that

improvements can be achieved in practice.”

With regard to political regime types, several studies have found that democratic states are
generally associated with higher levels of social spending, largely affirming the theoretical
expectation that redistributional demands in states with a larger selectorate will prompt leaders
to generate the provision of more public goods (Przeworski et al., 2000; Bueno de Mesquita,
Bruce et al., 2003; Brown and Hunter, 2004); there is, however, no universal consensus. For
example, Lindert (1994) finds that the “average democracy” is similar to the “average
autocracy” with regard to spending on pensions, welfare, unemployment and health. Likewise,
Robert George Adolf (2011) undertakes a sample of three democratic and three authoritarian
states pairing them at similar levels of income and finds little relevance of the regime type
when it comes to the patterns of social spending either as per cent of GDP or total government
expenditure. Mulligan et al. (2004) adopt a different approach, but confirm the insignificant
role played by the regime type in determining public spending on social programs — they
compare the cases of Greece, Portugal, Chile and Costa Rica — four countries that underwent
transitions to democracy and found no differences between government spending on education,

pensions or welfare in these countries under non-democratic and democratic rule.

2 As already mentioned in Part I, a country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), Gross National Product (GNP) or
Gross National Income (GNI) have historically been employed not only as process indicators analysing state
investments in their efforts to realise ESR, but also as proximate outcome measures of the overall ESR
enjoyment or indicators for the standard of living in particular.

3 The earlier accounts of welfare state research tended to equate the extensiveness of the “welfare state” with
social spending, assuming that spending, instead of the patterns of redistribution, matters more. An
overwhelming reliance on spending alone has become a prevalent source of criticism as it disregards whether or
not financial investments have actually contributed to improving ESR.
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While information on spending patterns can be helpful in evaluating the “maximum available
resource” requirement of rights, other factors, such as corruption, bad governance and
shortcomings in the rule of law can cause obstacles for any investments to achieve substantial
improvements. Financial investments may be important for increasing people’s standards of
living, but such studies do not show how goods and services are distributed or whether some
groups are excluded as recipients of these investments. Robert George Adolf's (2011) study
analyses also the effectiveness of spending with regard to the achieved human development
outcomes and finds that liberal democracies do not necessarily achieve better ESR outcomes
in practice when compared to semi-authoritarian states. In examining the content of some social
policies and spending patterns, Mulligan et al. (2004) also find little or no difference between
democratic and authoritarian states’ social policies.” Similarly, Ross finds that, although
democracies may be associated with higher levels of spending on education and health, the
benefits of these investments may disproportionately deliver positive results to upper and
middle-income groups, increasing their inequality vis-a-vis the poor and the marginalised
(Ross, 2006). Financial investments may be needed, but they may be misguided and
inappropriate for improving ESR. Hence, conscious public policy commitments are seen as
crucial for transferring resources into developments in people’s lives (ul Hag, 2004) and these
do not easily conform to global comparisons. As noted earlier, ESR do not require a particular
set of policy measures to be adopted, but, rather, that adequate standards of living are ensured
for the population, which may largely depend on historic, environmental, social and cultural
specifics of any state. What is of interest here concerns how social spending is patterned and
how the policies adopted actually translate into people’s improved socio-economic conditions.
Outcome measures assessing the impact of such investments and policies are paramount in

evaluating ESR and providing an analytic context for other indicators (Spalding, 1988).
5.3 Outcome Indicators

The above sections have demonstrated how outcome indicators can enrich the informational
space about ESR attainment in different states, even when other types of indicators are also
considered. Yet, in the case of ESR outcome indicators have also been widely employed alone
to make inferences about these rights on a national, as well as a global level. Three approaches

in particular have been used with regard to such measures in analysing ESR. First, several

4 Exceptions for this comprise policies that aim to limit political competition, such as torture, death penalties,
censorship, military spending and policies regulating religion — policies associated mainly with the domain of
CPR.

95



scholars have looked at outcome indicators thought to measure particular ESR outcomes in
isolation; second, it has been argued that ESR are interrelated and should therefore be measured
holistically — general indicators such as GDP/GNI or infant mortality rate are thought to
provide such an overall picture of people’s living standards; and finally, others have similarly
agreed with the need for a holistic approach but argued for the use of composite indexes that
evaluate the overall socio-economic performance based on a number of ESR indicators, that

are weighed to produce an overall index score.

The first approach has been embraced by researchers looking at aspects of individual rights,
also drawing conclusions about ESR in different political regimes. State performance in the
dimensions of education (Brown and Hunter, 2004; Lake and Baum, 2001; Barro, 1999) and
health care (McGuire, 2001; McGuire, 2013; Ross, 2006; Gerring et al., 2012; Navia and
Zweifel, 2003) has been analysed to compare democratic and non-democratic regimes globally.
Overall, these findings show democracy to be an important determinant for improvements in
public health, education and other social indicators (Lake and Baum, 2001; Bueno de Mesquita,
Bruce et al., 2003; Navia and Zweifel, 2003), but some have questioned these results either on
grounds of missing observations (Ross, 2006) or the persistence of authoritarian outliers in
these results (Landman, 2013, 2006). The findings of Ranis and Stewart (2012, p. 175) also
challenge the view that political rights are sufficient to achieve human development outcomes,
and suggest that, instead of the democracy variable, citizens’ active participation and the
organisational struggle may better predict improved human development outcomes. Overall,
an important concern persists as to whether these studies can claim to reflect overall ESR
enjoyment or should instead be seen as merely analysing the provision of particular public
goods (Landman and Carvalho, 2010). Critics highlight the necessity of evaluating socio-
economic performance holistically if valid generalisations about the overall ESR performance

are to be made.

Second, the calls for a more holistic approach are mirrored in research utilising more inclusive
indicators for analysis. Infant mortality rate is sometimes viewed as a key measure of overall
socio-economic performance, as it depends on a number of other indicators such as nutrition,
health, shelter, food and water, directly reflecting individuals’ prospects in life as well as state
capacity (Navia and Zweifel, 2003; Miller, 2013; Ross, 2006; Gerring et al., 2012). A country’s
GDP or GNI have likewise been seen as adequate proximate measures for ESR, reflecting the

aggregate wealth of a society — also a determinant of a state’s ability to enhance living

96



standards. Income, too, is recognised as substantial for lifting people out of poverty, providing

access to essential goods and services, and found to positively influence other social indicators.

The ability to meaningfully assess ESR through such generalised measures is highly contested.
While they have particular explanatory power for states where ESR are blatantly violated
(Navia and Zweifel, 2003), they fall short of giving insights into good ESR performance. They
can be useful in identifying situations of poverty and starvation, but as soon as a certain
threshold has been reached, a meaningful analysis ought to encompass much more than chances
of surviving the first years of life or income one has access to. Even when overall improvements
may be evident, it does not necessarily mean development has been received by people on an
egalitarian basis (OHCHR, 2008). Infant mortality that addresses basic needs and survival may
thus be more appropriate in assessing the particular right to health and income may reflect
aspects for the right to work, but neither indicator alone is adequate to address the calls for a
holistic ESR analysis, since they do not offer insights in distributional aspects of development
(Sen, 1987; ul Haq, 2004). That these indicators have overlaps with other areas of ESR (e.g.

various social outcomes) only emphasises the interconnected nature of these rights.”

To address the challenges mentioned above, the third perspective in employing outcome
indicators suggests that global composite indexes can be constructed and used by, first,
evaluating outcomes of particular rights, then weighing or scaling the results to produce an
overall index score. Indicators originally employed to measure welfare, human development
or socio-economic performance are used in this way to assess ESR because of the considerable
areas of overlap between ESR and these distinct but interrelated concepts (Donnelly, 1999a;
UNDP, 2004; Human Development Report 2000, 2004). Even if they do not directly reflect

S Aside from the use of socio-economic statistics for outcome indicators, human rights are also assessed through
standards-based measures, which, unlike socio-economic statistics, also code qualitative information based on
expert assessments. Such indexes, however, have been typically focused on CPR and provide only limited
information about ESR A notable exception is the Cingranelli and Richards human rights dataset, which also
includes some aspects of ESR outcomes alongside those of CPR (Cingranelli et al. ). It compiles comprehensive
national time-series data and measures for 13 human rights across 202 countries from 1981 to 2007. From the 13
rights analysed, part of the dataset includes some economic and social rights, such as workers’ rights and economic
rights of women. Another variable reflecting women’s social rights was initially included in the dataset, but was
retired in 2005 and is no longer used (Cingranelli et al. 2014). It codes information based on the US Department
of State Country Reports on Human Rights Practices and Amnesty International’s Annual Report for the area of
Physical Integrity Rights, unsurprisingly, mirroring the focus of these institutions particularly on the sphere of
CPR. The dataset can be useful either for making direct comparisons or complementing more elaborate qualitative
inquiries with particularly aspects of women’s rights and the right to work. It is, however, insufficient for capturing
the overall performance of states in the field of ESR, as it only includes a very limited set of ESR components.
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the rights’ conditions, they can point to general trends and prove helpful in supplementing

existing theories.”

Composite indexes typically consist of various types of indicators, which are themselves
problematic for ESR research. For example, social indicators can be accurate in assessing to
what extent certain rights are enjoyed in practice, but it is difficult to infer whether they are
progressively realised or whether maximum resources are invested to achieve their progress. If
progress is taken seriously, so should be the recognition that socio-economic indicators change
slowly — school enrolment rates, for example, cannot be rapidly improved from very low levels,
because it takes the building of schools, preparing teaching staff and teaching materials. A
more rapid change may be possible once relatively adequate levels of enrolment are achieved,
because the infrastructure may already be in place and the solution would lie chiefly in re-
organising existing resources or tackling social issues that stall developments. These indicators
are therefore likely not to reflect the positive or negative effects of recent policies, but should

be considered with a time-lag, reasons for which lay in policies further in the past.

Monetary indicators face similar challenges. For example, GDP per capita has often been used
as a proximate measure of ESR, yet scholars have noted that the indicator can also be
endogenous — it depends largely on the capacity to institute policies as mediated by good
governance as well as environmental, historical and societal factors (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2009,
p. 217). The indicator can therefore reflect not only state capacity to realise rights, but also an
outcome of human capacity and their ability to sustain the economy. Moreover, as mentioned
before, recent research on multidimensional poverty has altogether questioned the importance
of monetary indicators, illustrating that advances in ESR domain can be made even in the
absence of extensive resources and vice versa — states that achieve stark economic growth are
often unwilling or incapable of mirroring these advances in improved standards of living
(Grusky et al., 2006; Alkire et al., 2013; Human Development Report 2000).

Work on human development, in particular, has attempted to shift attention away from

monetary measures. By focusing instead on individuals as the ultimate ends of progress and

"8 Assessing human rights performance based on these indicators has widely been employed by international
organisations, such as various UN agencies, the World Bank, International Monetary Fund and the International
Labor Organisation. Jabine and Claude (1992), in fact, justify the focus of their book on CPR by underlining that
statistical and measurement efforts have been used to assess socio-economic rights, arguing that little effort has
been put to developing the use of such information in the area of CPR. They cite examples of the Physical Quality
of Life Index, the efforts of the ILO and the World Health Organisation as illuminating the under-prioritisation of
CPR (Jabine, Claude 1992, p. 12). While outcome measures that relate to the use of such tools have indeed been
used in the case of ESR, conceptual, methodological and measurement challenges in assessing these rights as a
whole, still remain.
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the actual things people are able to do and be (Nussbaum and Sen, 1993; Sen, 1993, 2004b,
2005; Nussbaum, 1997), the human development paradigm has brought measurement efforts
towards similar goals to those of human rights. The subsequent data collection efforts of the
UNDP has focused on understanding the realities of human lives worldwide by constructing
global indexes using increasingly complex outcome-based data to substitute the former cruder
measures. While they are still of a quantitative nature, the escalation in the quality and sheer
amount of data gathered by various agencies has increased the possibilities of making

meaningful inferences towards understanding ESR enjoyment universally.

Global quantitative indexes have been criticised on the grounds of their inability to capture
qualitative aspects of rights enjoyment crucial for human rights analysis. The concepts typically
measured with such composite indexes are aspects related to rights (such as welfare, human
development or separate rights dimensions) but not ESR themselves. This generates
apprehensions about whether aggregated information of this kind is adequate as a viable
proximate measure for rights, since it fails to provide information on whether the reflected
outcomes are enjoyed by the overall population without discriminating certain groups, or
whether the principle of accountability is met (Cingranelli, 1988; Cingranelli and Richards,
2007). In order to acquire such information from socio-economic and administrative statistics,
one would need to disaggregate data according to gender or different social, ethnic or

geographical groups and observe patterns of distribution.

Another important criticism concerns the reliability of official statistics used in the construction
of such measurements. This information is typically collected and compiled by governments
(Landman and Carvalho, 2010; Fukuda-Parr et al., 2015) raising apprehensions about whether
all states can be trusted in carrying out the task of providing reliable information, since they
have a vested interest in improving their scores for international comparisons (Jabine and
Claude, 1992).”" The validity, reliability and transparency of data provided by governments,

therefore, remains an important concern.

Finally, there are concerns about the exact indicators chosen to reflect the outcomes for
different rights dimensions. Construction of a global composite measure requires considerable

trade-offs in compiling indicators that are both — globally available and reliable, which can

7 This is a particularly sensitive issue for autocracies, which are seen to lack accountability. Some scholars have
also insisted that lower quality data can stem from generally low levels of development, constraining the ability
of such states to adequately gather good quality data. Harkness et al. (2003), however, have pointed out that
validity problems can also occur in richer countries, pointing out the challenges associated in gathering results
of such indicators worldwide.
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noticeably reduce their explanatory power. This sometimes results in crude indicators being
employed as proximate measures for comprehensive areas of rights. Judging the impact of a
right by an indicator or a limited set of indicators can certainly not fully reflect the entire scope
of any right.”® Moreover, as the fulfilment of ESR is significantly influenced by a number of
state and non-state actors (Landman, 2008, 2009; Landman and Carvalho, 2010), a
comprehensive analysis of these rights should also be attentive to whether they have a positive

or negative influence on the eventual rights situation for the general public.

With these criticisms in mind, it must be recognised that ESR generally lack unambiguous
explanatory factors, and under such circumstances, having first-instance models which can be
tested and improved, is important for enhancing deficient knowledge regarding ESR
implementation. Trade-offs will inevitably be involved in any such analysis, but if the need to
enrich our understanding about this group of rights is prioritised, global comparative indexes
have the potential to reveal patterns of the effectiveness of social policies. Having an overall
picture of ESR enjoyment across a wide variety of rights, even if vague, can be a powerful
source for analysing possible regime effects and global, cross-country comparisons can reveal
such patterns, enabling further, more in-depth inquiries (Felner, 2008; Landman, 2002, p. 902).
In such research, as emphasised by de Neufville (1981, p. 388): “[indicators] would be used,
not as mechanical criteria, but as one source of information in a complex decision process —
reference points, but not absolute standards. They would have to be approximately right (...).
Fortunately, however, they would not have to be perfectly designed or highly precise”.
Observable implications can then be analysed through a small-n comparative research design
or case studies (Landman, 2006), taking into consideration the historical, economic and cultural
contexts of the countries under investigation and qualitative information connected with issues

of universality, accountability and inalienability.

Nevertheless, the outcome dimension remains an important component of ESR, attaching
importance not only to the formal institutionalisation of rights, but also to the societal impacts
of state and non-state actors, which likewise influence whether people actually enjoy adequate
standards of living. Thus the project pertains that global comparative indexes which use socio-

economic and administrative statistics can be used to assess some elements of human rights,

8 Most notably, the Human Development Report 2000 argued against the construction of a composite index for
rights measurement because of their lack to reflect qualitative information and the inability to compare different
rights situations due to the variety of historical, cultural and geographical contexts in which rights are fulfilled.
The Report warned that such comparisons could be “politically explosive” and that rights advocates are better off
analysing states on a case-to-case basis rather than making wide generalisations.
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and although the concepts they analyse are in some ways distinct from that of human rights
(UNDP, 2000), they can nevertheless be employed as proximate measures for their assessment
because of the considerable overlaps. Any such index will primarily capture the aspect of rights
in practice, without revealing whether these rights are distributed equally or what decisions and
policies in particular have led to better ESR enjoyment — outcomes revealed may be a result of
a wide variety of actors, policies or even functional explanations. Remaining mindful about
these issues, this study pertains that global indexes can nevertheless serve as useful tools for
identifying deviant countries, which could offer deeper insights into ESR fulfilment upon

further investigation.
5.4 Global Indexes for Case Study Selection

This section analyses two indexes traditionally employed for making global comparisons of
ESR —the HDI and SERF Index — discussing the methodology, benefits and drawbacks of each,
before opting for the latter as a diagnostic tool for case study selection.

5.4.1 Human Development Index

The Human Development Index (HDI) produced by the UNDP has most commonly been
employed to assess the extent to which countries are fulfilling ESR on a global scale and
making cross-country comparisons.” Using indicators in three key dimensions of human
development — education, healthcare and standard of living, the HDI aims to emphasise that
people and capabilities provided to them should be the primary focus of development.
Although human development and human rights are conceptually distinct from each other
(UNDP, 2000; Randolph et al., 2010), they have significant areas of overlap, enabling the
former to be used as a proximate measure for elements of rights enjoyment.® Scholars
employing the HDI for rights measurement insist that the index reflects not only the overall
human welfare levels enjoyed by the population, but that it also closely relates to the outcomes
that ESR strive to achieve. The dimensions analysed in the index can be interpreted as reflecting
directly the enjoyment of particularly three socio-economic rights — education, healthcare and
the standard of living — dimensions that are often perceived as the foundation of all other

9 The HDI assesses countries on a scale from 0-1, with the scores approaching 1 reflecting better human
development outcomes.

8 While both concepts “share a common motivation” to further people’s well-being, dignity and freedom (UNDP
2000), unlike human rights, human development does not suppose claims on institutions and the state with regard
to the actual achievement of minimum or adequate levels of well-being.
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economic and social rights (Landman and Carvalho, 2010).8! Consequently, the HDI assesses
average achievements in people’s capabilities to live a long and healthy life, being
knowledgeable and enjoying a decent standard of living. Because these aspects form the
necessary basis for attaining all other capabilities, they can be considered “basic capabilities”
which people everywhere have reason to value and that are universally shared regardless of
different cultural, social and political contexts.? While education and health care reflect
directly the capabilities associated with enhancing people’s agency, the access to resources is
thought to represent the proximate presence of all other capabilities not captured by health and

education related indicators (Fukuda-Parr and Kumar 2004).

Although the HDI does not fully reflect the concept of normative human rights, it demonstrates
that information related to capability assessment can prove important in drawing inferences in
the area of ESR. Focusing on individuals as the agents of human development and the realities
of the lives they live (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2004) is similar to the idea of human agency advanced
by human rights — instead of viewing individuals as passive recipients of development, rights
empower individuals to exercise their agency and take care of their own livelihoods (Eide,
1995). The HDI is open to the idea that agency can be realised in a plurality of ways and that
individuals may wish to pursue various goals, make different choices and have diverse values
and aspirations, all of which can influence the overall ESR outcomes. The three dimensions
analysed by the HDI are intended to address exactly that purpose — it is wide enough to ensure

universal applicability while still remaining respectful to the idea of human agency.

The principal criticism levelled against the HDI is that it methodologically attaches too much
importance to economic resources. The indicator of per capita GNI used to measure the
dimension of living standards composes 1/3 of the final index score. By attributing such
considerable value to an indicator focused on resources, the HDI inevitably places poor states
in the bottom, leaving a small margin for them to show positive performance. While it does
focus only on the ‘basic capabilities’ people enjoy, it nevertheless does not escape ranking

countries according to their overall living standards instead of rights enjoyment. Moreover, its

81 The idea of human development aims to capture people’s choices and, although choice is seen as an infinite
concept open to change, “three essential ones are for people to lead a long and healthy life, to acquire knowledge
and to have access to resources needed for a decent standard of living. If these essential choices are not available,
many other opportunities remain inaccessible” (UNDP 1990).

82 Amartya Sen sees basic capabilities as a subset of all capabilities — they refer to freedoms to achieve basic
functionings (or outcomes) necessary for survival and to escape poverty (Robeyns 2005, p. 100). This view is
mirrored by the HDI, although it considerably differs from Martha Nussbaum’s view, who distinguished between
‘basic’, ‘internal’ and ‘combined’ capabilities. She perceives basic capabilities is those necessary for developing
more advanced capabilities (for a more elaborate discussion, see Nussbaum (2000, pp. 82-85)).
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focus on outcomes fails to reflect government effort and the criteria of progressive realisation
using maximum available resources for the provision of these rights. Holding all states to the
same basic standard, the index remains inadequate in reflecting whether the rights obligations
of richer states differ from those of the poorer ones and reach beyond only providing the

minimum for all.

5.4.2 Economic and Social Rights Fulfilment Index

A more recent tool for making global inferences is the Economic and Social Rights Fulfilment
Index (SERF Index) constructed with the aim to overcome the main criticism of using HDI for
socio-economic rights measurement — namely, that it places poor states on the bottom,
disallowing them to show a good performance. The SERF Index is based on the recognition
that ESR fulfilment depends on the actual outcomes people enjoy (and the capabilities
attributed to these outcomes) as well as state’s capacity for their fulfilment. Its creators see
human development indicators valuable as proximate measures for certain areas of ESR
attainment and insist that the focus on the individual and capabilities should be maintained, but
they aim to methodologically distinguish a measurement of rights from one of outcomes and
do so by creating a more complex methodology, bringing several interesting methodological

innovations to the field of comparative human rights in political science.

First, because richer countries should be held to higher standards of ESR-related outcome
attainment and not be assessed using indicators focused on poverty, a separate index has been
developed for high income OECD countries analysing their performance based on a different
metric.8® Although the SERF Index for OECD countries can be used to inquire about the
relationship between ESR in different democratic regime types®, for the purposes of making
inferences about ESR in different political regimes altogether, this project only considers the

Core Country SERF Index developed for non-OECD countries.®®

8 For example, the attainment of the right to education in OECD countries is measured by combined school
enrolment rate and math and science PISA scores, while the Core Country SERF index uses indicators such as
primary school completion rate and combined school enrolment rate. The dimension of housing rights is further
left out in assessing OECD countries. Due to data limitations, specifics and comparability problems, the right to
social security is not measured by either version of the SERF index (Fukuda-Parr et al. 2009, 2011).

8 For example, an interesting observation from the high-income OECD SERF Index stems from the finding that
Luxembourg enjoys one of the lowest levels of ESR in almost all rights dimensions, while being one of the
wealthiest countries among the OECD states and worldwide.

8 The 2010 High-Income OECD SERF Index only includes states, which are both — high-income and OECD
members, only compiling results for democratic states and is hence unable to capture the full effects of regime
types on ESR fulfilment. Updated versions of the Index has several improvements that were not available at the
time of the study: (1) unlike the previous versions of the Index, from 2015 the indicators from both indexes are
calculate for countries with available data even if only limited data on indicators is available for some; (2) it
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Second, in line with the focus on capabilities, the index reduces the role assigned to resources
asa component of ESR outcomes. It views income as an important aspect in enhancing people’s
living standards, but maintains that it should not be attributed too much weight as an indicator
of rights. Therefore, along with the other socio-economic rights to education, health care, food
and housing, it uses an income-based indicator to measure the right to work, weighing it equally

against the indicators of other rights, producing 1/5 of the final index score.

Third, instead of ranking all countries according to the levels of ESR outcomes (or living
standards) enjoyed by the population, the Index insists that ESR performance depends on not
only the results achieved, but also “a society’s capacity for fulfilment, as determined by the
amount of economic resources available overall to the duty-bearing state” (Fukuda-Parr et al.,
2011, p. 2). In a novel way, the Index employs monetary measures for the construction of what
its creators call an ‘achievement possibilities frontier’ (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2009) — an outcome
performance benchmark according to which results are assessed, analysing what outcomes
have historically been attainable at particular levels of economic development (measured by
GDP PPP).% This makes comparisons between countries with different levels of economic
development more objective as the information provided by the Index essentially shows
whether a country is performing well or poorly not in relation to other states worldwide, but
with regard to the performance historically recorded by other countries at the respective levels
of economic development (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2011). Consequently, states are not “punished”
for being poor by being placed in the bottom of the list (Elson et al., 2012) and can portray
high rankings even at moderate or low levels of economic development or even performance,
if outcomes provided are better than what has historically been achieved by other countries at
similar levels of GDP.®” Unlike the HDI, the SERF Index focuses on the efforts made by states

distinguishes OECD members and non-OECD member states as well as high-income and non-high-income states
even if they do not belong to the OECD. These improvements enable researchers to compare countries with
available data on indicators pertaining to either Index, but such opportunities were not available at the time of the
study.

8 The final SERF Index score consists of values ranging from 0-100 with scores approaching 100 reflecting
better performance. The final score is an average of states’ performance in each of the rights dimensions
weighed equally for the production of the final value. Each dimension is, in turn, comprised of countries’ scores
in one or more indicators chosen to assess the corresponding ESR; in the case of multiple indicators, their scores
are weighed equally for the production of an average dimension score. Furthermore, the outcome results are
adjusted according to the ‘achievement possibilities frontier’ (APF), comparing state performance in each
indicator with the outcomes of what other states have historically attained at similar levels of resource
availability. The APF thus differs for each indicator and is constructed by plotting outcome values against GDP
per capita (2005 PPP$) over the period from 1996-2006. The frontier is defined by the outer envelope of the
historical achievement scatter (Fukuda-Parr et al. 2011).

87 Instead, it introduces penalising scales to “punish” richer countries for relatively poor performance through
adjusting the value of each outcome indicator for countries with sufficient resources to achieve maximum
values, but failing to do so. The formula for calculating penalties concerns countries that simultaneously have
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to realise ESR instead of the outcomes, and shows whether they have managed to ensure that
the attainment of ESR is given the necessary attention (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2009). SERF thus
claims to capture the duty-bearer aspect of ESR in a composite index, analysing how states
comply with their obligation to invest maximum resources available for ESR realisation
(Fukuda-Parr et al., 2009; Fukuda-Parr, 2011). Performance is assessed relative to other states
and historical records of what has been achievable, thereby countries on top, whether
democratic or authoritarian, are performing well with regard to their resource constraints and
countries on the bottom can reasonably be assumed to not be utilising resources to their full

potential.

The SERF Index is comprised of indicators that can be interpreted as providing proximate
measures for five dimensions associated with ESR, chosen based on the criteria of reliability,
methodological objectivity, comparability and public accessibility, consequently comprised by
survey-based data gathered by international organisations (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2011). Table 5-
1 provides an overview of the indicators employed for the HDI and SERF Core Country Index.
The first significant difference is that the SERF covers more rights dimensions, including also
indicators for the rights to food and housing. Data on stunted growth employed for the
dimension of food is seen to reflect a failure to reach linear growth resulting from inadequate
health or nutritional conditions that are associated with poor socio-economic conditions and
increase the risk to early exposure to illness reflecting also poor healthcare status of mothers
(WHO, 2004). Access to water and sanitation is used to assess the right to housing, although it
overlaps greatly with the dimension of health as it is also associated with avoiding preventable
disease and ensuring basic hygienic conditions.

higher per capita GDP but lower indicator value (after rescaling according to the APF) than the first country to
achieve maximum indicator value (100 for the rescaled indicator). Only when an indicator reaches 100% of the
peak value is the index score not adjusted downward, regardless of how high the GDP. The adjusted index value
for these respective countries is comprised of the outcome indicator as percentage of achievement with a penalty
score subtracted from it. Different indicators hence have different minimum values. The adjusted scores are
calculated based on the following formula: 100 (observed x — min. value x) / (frontier value x — min. value x)
(Fukuda-Parr (2011); Fukuda-Parr et al. (2011)).
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Dimension ESR from | HDI SERF 1 (Core Countries)
ICESCR
Food Article 11 n/a % children (under 5) not stunted
Education Article 13 Mean years of schooling for Primary school completion rate;
adults aged 35 years; Combined school enrolment rate (gross)
Expected years of schooling for
children of school entering age
Health Article 12 Life expectancy at birth Contraceptive use rate;
Children (under 5) survival rate;
Age 65 survival rate
Housing Article 11 n/a % rural population with access to
improved water source;
% population with access to improved
sanitation
Work Article 6 Gross national % with income >$2 (2005 PPP$) per day
Standard of living income per capita
Article 11

Table 5-1 Overview of the indicators of the HDI and the SERF Core Country Index
While both indexes cover the dimensions of education and health, they differ with regard to
the indicators employed to measure aspects of these rights. The HDI assesses education by
looking at a) mean years of schooling, employed as a comparable measure of a country’s
“stock” of human capital, and b) expected years of schooling, intended to be a proximate
measure for the knowledge accumulated in schools (UNDP, 2013b). Both indicators are
relatively easy to calculate and are widely accessible globally, but they have been criticised on
grounds of failing to account for structural improvements in education systems. If a country
improves the quality of education and reduces repetition rates, for instance, results portrayed
by these indicators may decline despite of the actual improvements of the education system
itself. The SERF, in contrast, measures education by looking at a) primary school completion
rate and b) combined school enrolment rate. These indicators reflect directly the human right
to elementary education and gives a sense of whether education is perceived as a policy priority,
but can at the same time mask inequalities, for example between the schooling in rural and
urban areas (de Neufville, 1981, p. 398).88 Although primary education indicators cannot
adequately account for the capability to be knowledgeable and meaningfully participate in a
society (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2009, p. 202) - this can more appropriately be captured by other

8 Combined school enrolment rates have been criticised because the indicator includes pupils outside the
relevant age groups as well as those who repeat their education. It is possible that at high performance levels the
indicator becomes less precise as it fails to capture detailed specifics of education.
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indicators (such as literacy rates)® — it is nevertheless a fair proximate measure for determining

whether the minimum adequate levels required by rights are enjoyed.

The HDI looks at life expectancy at birth as an assessment of the health dimension as indicative
of situations of poverty or people’s overall health conditions. SERF index, instead uses three
different indicators in examining the same dimension. Children survival rate is equally
indicative of aspects of nutrition, sanitation and preventable disease as infants are most exposed
to preventable disease. The indicators of survival at age 65 captures more nuanced aspects
about preventable disease and the access to and quality of healthcare for the general population,
whereas contraceptive use rates is an indicator aimed to reflect the extent of people’s
capabilities to control fertility and indicates access to health care services, while also having
implications for women’s participation in the labour force. Their absence relate to high fertility,
which is in turn associated with unintended pregnancies maternal deaths (WHO, 1990, 2004).

The SERF thus captures a wider variety of more encompassing aspects for the right to health.

Finally, as discussed before, the SERF employs monetary variables in a novel way. Instead of
using the GNI as a measurement for the right to work or living standards (as in the HDI), it
uses the income indicator as a measurement for these ESR dimensions® and engages the GDP
to create the performance benchmark (the APF) for determining whether any particular
outcome should be seen as good or bad performance in relation to what has historically been

attained.

Some of the main criticisms of the SERF Index concern its focus on quantitative data without
providing qualitative information about patterns of discrimination or issues concerning
accountability, important for evaluating rights performance. This is an issue that both indexes
examined face, and it necessitates to interpret their results critically, keeping in mind additional

information known about the ‘good’ performers.®* Another issue both indexes face is the use

89 Adult literacy is also a contentious indicator because there is no universally agreed upon definition that can
capture what is required to know a language, and these requirements may differ from one language to another.
Therefore the ability to read is typically the outcome indicator considered, and although it may not comprise the
quality of literacy, it is seen to assess the stock of a nations’ education (Raworth and Stewart 2004, p. 170).

% Income too is often recognised to be an unreliable measure because people differ with regard to how they can
transfer resources into valuable things - for example, a person with a disability would need more income to
achieve the same outcomes (Moon and Dixon 1992). Anand and Sen (2004, p. 138) reiterate the point that
“[i]ncome, commodities (“basic” or otherwise) and wealth do of course have instrumental importance but they
do not constitute a direct measure of the living standard itself” — while they may be particularly important at
lower levels of development, income data by itself does not provide information on whether a person in
knowledgeable, healthy, has housing or enjoys an adequate living standard altogether.

9 For example, South Africa under the apartheid regime may have exhibited ‘good’ overall scores in both
indexes, yet the interpretation of these results would have to be mindful of the widespread human rights
violations in the country, with development being disproportionately enjoyed by a limited group of people.
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of limited outcome variables employed to capture rights-in-practice. Any separate indicator
used in these indexes are clearly non-exhaustive and may be inadequate to assess the full extent
to which any particular right is fulfilled. The indexes therefore do not claim that the income or
GDP variables, for example, are all that the right to an adequate standard of living entail; they
merely use them as proximate indicators for the respective right, chosen based on the criteria
or validity, reliability and universal availability to be able to capture the comparisons of more
states. As noted by Adcock and Collier (2001, p. 531): “[a] measurement is valid when scores
(...) derived from a given indicator (...) can meaningfully be interpreted in terms of the
systematicised concept that the indicator seeks to operationalise” and here, as is the case with
most quantitative indexes, indicators provide a proximate assessment. ESR should be perceived
as the rights to the means that expand capabilities or freedoms towards achieving an adequate
standard of living. Although such freedoms enabled by any particular right are potentially
endless and may vary among individuals, some of the basic capabilities rights ensure are
outlined in Table 5-2. These examples are non-exhaustive and, given the interrelated nature of
ESR, also the freedoms they consequently enable may be potentially overlapping. The project
is based on the conviction that out of all aspects considered by available statistical tools,
indicators employed by the SERF Index can be most appropriately seen as proximate measures
to the capabilities associated with ESR, essentially providing insights in the overall situation

of ESR outcome enjoyment, mediated by state capacity to achieve progress.

Right Indicator Capabilities ensured by respective rights
Education Primary school completion rate; To achieve basic functional literacy;
Combined school enrolment rate (gross) To be able to read and write; to have (economic and physical)
access to education
Health Contraceptive use rate; To be free from disease;
Children (under 5) survival rate; To have access to healthcare;
Age 65 survival rate Not to die from preventable causes;
To be well-nourished
To obtain education and work:
Housing % rural population with access to improved | To avoid preventable disease;
water source; To enjoy basic levels of security and privacy:
% population with access to improved To assist in attaining other ESR-related capabilities
sanitation
Work % with income >$2 (2005 PPP$) per day To obtain an adequate standard of living;
To obtain income;
To ensure one’s own survival through acquiring nutrition ,
maintaining health, support shelter, provide health care;
To assist in the attainment of other food, housing, health and
education-related capabilities for one’s family
Food % children (under 5) not stunted To lead a life without hunger;
To acquire education;
To be in good health

Table 5-2 ESR indicators and corresponding capabilities examined by SERF Index
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Problematic is also SERF’s claim to be capturing government efforts in fulfilling ESR without
methodologically considering structural and process-related aspects, such as the percentage of
government budget allocated to each of the rights dimensions or legislation, traditionally
assessed to analyse state effort. Keeping in mind these limitations, the SERF Index uses
quantifiable data while still incorporating resource constraints into their results, which is a
significant methodological advantage in comparison to the HDI. Consequently, while the Index
does not lack ambiguities, it can nevertheless illuminate interesting empirical oddities with
regard to inquiries into regime effects on the realisation of ESR outlining deviant cases which
would further allow to address the wider issues that concern public policy exhibiting significant
implications on ESR (Felner, 2008).
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6 Selection of Cases

Having reviewed the main quantitative instruments available for analysing cross-country ESR
performance, the project opts to employ the SERF Index for its selection of case studies. The
choice is mainly based on the aforementioned methodological innovations of the index and its
creative use of the GDP variable, which more efficiently reflects state efforts to further ESR
and overcomes the major criticism of the HDI — that of being too dependent on monetary
measures prohibiting poor states to portray a good performance. The SERF accounts for the
reasonable assumption that progress to achieve ESR in less developed countries will look
different than in more resourceful ones when judged by outcome indicators, still allowing for
states with limited resources to achieve their obligations towards ESR within the results of the
Index. While it is not enough to conclude that ESR in these countries are fulfilled, it can be
used to identify general patterns of provision worldwide and, importantly for the project, it can
help effectively identify authoritarian states which seem to perform better than democratic
countries given similar levels of economic development. Note that ‘good’ performance in the
SERF index does not necessarily mean that high living standards are attained, but, rather, that
given historical evidence about the respective indicators, these states are performing well for
their levels of economic development. SERF index thus allows to select cases that may diverge
on the specific outcome indicators reviewed, but converge on evident efforts by their respective
governments to attain ESR. This is a significant improvement from the approaches previously
employed (which mainly analyse the overall levels of well-being or specific rights outcomes)
as it falls in line with the theoretical underpinnings of ESR-related theories. They do not
necessitate that high welfare is enjoyed but are instead based on the adequacy of rights
enjoyment in relation to the resource availability and the SERF can meaningfully indicate such

enjoyment.
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6.1 ESR Performance According to Regime Type

Before embarking on specifying concrete cases that deviate from theoretical expectations, it is
useful to examine the overall patterns of ESR enjoyment with regard to political regime type
revealed by the SERF Index. Table 6-1 illustrates the findings of the Core Country SERF Index
for 2010, providing insights into whether the regime variable plays a role in determining state

efforts to realise ESR.

>00% (13) | 74-89% (40) 50-75% (46) <50% (5)
Ukraine Turkey Paraguay Congo DR Lesotho Congo Rep.
Belarus Brazil Syria Sao Tome CAR Nigeria
Uruguay Thailand Egypt Nepal Ethiopia Angola
Moldova Russia Liberia Ghana Guinea-Bissau Chad
Croatia Tunisia Belize Iraq Namibia Eq. Guinea
Bulgaria Sri Lanka FYROM Burundi Lao PDR
Kyrgyzstan | Mexico Venezuela | Bolivia Mauritania
Jordan Kazakhstan El Salvador | Gambia Timor-Leste
Costa Rica | Georgia Vietnam Mongolia India
Argentina Jamaica Honduras Bhutan Pakistan
Chile Armenia Tajikistan Comoros Djibouti
Serbia Guyana Malawi Indonesia Burkina Faso
Iran Maldives Morocco Guatemala Cote d'Ivoire

Dominican Rep. Uzbekistan | South Africa  Sudan

Albania Suriname Uganda Niger

Ecuador Peru Senegal Mali

Bosnia Nicaragua | Cameroon Madagascar

Romania Azerbaijan | Kenya Benin

Colombia Togo Rwanda Zambia

Panama Cambodia Tanzania
Philippines | Guinea Yemen
Mozambique  Swaziland
Bangladesh Gabon

Table 6-1 Percentage of ESR achievement relative to feasible rates given best practice at particular
levels of economic development.
Source: 2010 SERF Core Country Index; n=106 (+52 incomplete data);
Adapted from Randolph and Hertel (2013)
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The 2010 Core Country SERF Index compiles performance of 106 countries with sufficient
data to establish the overall score, and although information about separate indicators is also
available for another 52 countries, due to missing data, these states are not accorded an overall
Index score. On the outset it is evident that, while relatively low levels of ESR fulfilment can
be observed mainly in states that are not democratic, most countries with high performance are
democracies.®® Thus, the Index does offer some empirical evidence to support the thesis that
levels of democracy, accountability and political freedom will be conductive to ESR (Fukuda-
Parr et al., 2015), but these results need to be evaluated cautiously because while the majority
of poor-performers are autocracies, good performance can be demonstrated by both,
democratic and non-democratic states alike. Instead of approving a ‘democratic advantage’
hypothesis, the results rather lend support to a thesis of an ‘authoritarian disadvantage’, making
the good-performing autocratic outliers even more appealing for further investigation as
deviant case studies, having managed to overcome challenges associated with non-democratic

rule.

The results also suggest reasons to be doubtful about the ability of economic resources alone
to have sufficient explanatory power for ESR enjoyment by highlighting several countries
which enjoy relatively high levels of economic development but are, however, not performing
as well as their resource capacity would seem to allow. For example, Russian Federation (with
2010 GDP per capita in 2005 prices at $14159), Turkey ($12564) and Mexico ($12481) provide
scores between 86-88 on the overall SERF Index, while being outperformed by Costa Rica
($10453), Bulgaria ($11506), Belarus ($12505), Serbia ($9597), Ukraine ($6029) and Jordan
($5250) at lower levels of resource availability. At the same time, Kazakhstan (at $10916)
exhibits a similar performance with Russia, Turkey ($12564) and Mexico ($12481), while

92 The overall index only includes states, which have sufficient data for all indicators. The Index was published
in 2013, using retrospective data for all outcome indicators from year 2010. Throughout the project, this version
of the Index is used, although more recent updates for the SERF include the use of new indicators for the
measurement of the particular rights dimensions, as well as an updated GDP variable (from GDP per capita in
the respective years in 2005 PPP$ used in this version of the Index to 2011 PPP$ used in the updated ones)
which accordingly also influences the ‘adjusted’ index scores of the countries. The version of the Index
employed in this study is available for download under the archived version available in
https://serfindex.uconn.edu/2013-international-serf-index-downloads/

9 The separation between the performance categories is relatively arbitrarily drawn. Table 6-1 distinguishes
between states whose average scores exceed 90 as the ‘top” performers, although it is possible that scoring only
a few index points more separates it from another country that is placed in the category below. Similar logic
applies also for the separation between other categories. While this point outlines that one must be careful in
making broad generalisations with regard to ‘good’ and ‘bad’ performance (and perhaps a wording of ‘better’
and ‘worse’ can more accurately be applied to the analysis of a gradual Index score), the results are sufficient to
observe general patterns of performance without accounting too much value to the exact lines of separation
between the established categories.
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enjoying significantly lower levels of economic growth. These examples refer to the top of the
performance scale, but other examples exist looking at lower ESR attainment levels as well —
richer countries can fall below poorer ones also at lower levels of ESR enjoyment as indicated
by the SERF.

Moreover, several countries with relatively high GDP levels also have numerous missing
observations that result in a failure to produce an overall index score. Yet, their performance
in the indicators available does not, for the most part, generate scores that would land them in
the top ten percentile of ESR achievement. This suggests that although resource availability
may contribute to the explanation, it fails to fully account for the government’s effort to utilise
available funds to the ‘maximum’, as required by the ICESCR. Over- as well as under-
performers can be democratic and authoritarian regimes, providing outliers on either side of
the regime spectrum. These cases (or sets of cases) reaffirm the importance of refining existing
theories employed in the analysis of ESR performance which fail to explain these outliers and
emphasise the need to investigate factors other than the regime type or economic performance

that may improve or impair the fulfilment of these rights.

At the same time, the creators of SERF Index have pointed to the need to pay attention to the
separate dimensions of rights because some aspects correlate better with either GDP or regime
type than others (Fukuda-Parr et al., 2015, 2009). Figure 6-1 illustrates the average scores of
different regimes in the each of the five rights dimensions examined by the SERF. When
separated in particular dimensions, it is evident that democracies considerably outperform non-
democratic states in aspects of education, health and housing, but the differences are minor
with regard to the rights to food and work. This suggests that the positive influence of civil and
political rights differs depending on the particular dimension examined. The number of
democratic and authoritarian observations for each indicator, from which these averages are

drawn are further illustrated in Figure 6-2.
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Figure 6-1 Average SERF Index scores for democratic and autocratic states in each rights dimension
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Figure 6-2 Number of SERF Index observations for each indicator of democratic and
autocratic regimes

As is generally the case with aggregate scores, they face the problem of average numbers being
potentially influenced by some states on either end of the performance spectrum, complicating
the ability to generalise observed tendencies for theory-building. Figure 6-3 illustrates this
point by disaggregating the scores for each dimension according to the regime type, portraying
the highest and lowest scores observed. It becomes evident that, while on average, democracies
outperform authoritarian states (as illustrated in Figure 6-1), either regime type can achieve

maximum scores, with autocracies (or a specific authoritarian state) actually portraying better
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results in the dimension of health than the democratic countries examined. On the other hand,
while at low levels of performance both types of regimes can be deficient, the absolute lowest
scores in all the dimensions analysed by the 2010 SERF Core Index are exhibited by non-
democratic regimes. This evidence too seems to corroborate the theoretical expectation that
variables related to regime type may exert influence on the attainment of various socio-
economic indicators at low performance levels (and possibly, at low levels of economic
development), but with increased human and economic development, regime variables alone

are unable to fully capture relevant information for significant explanatory power.
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Figure 6-3 SERF Index maximum and minimum scores for democratic and autocratic states in each
rights dimension

6.2 Authoritarian Outliers: Belarus, Jordan and Singapore

The project is concerned with exploring ESR in authoritarian regimes and is therefore
interested in deviant cases — countries, the performance of which cannot be explained by the
existing theoretical lines of reasoning. This section examines the results of the SERF Index
with the objective of identifying autocratic outliers, which portray a good record in realising
ESR for further exploration within case studies. Which countries in particular does the SERF
identify as having the potential to provide valuable insights about ESR enjoyment in non-

democratic countries?
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Due to the methodological approach of the SERF Index, economic resource availability is
already accounted for in providing the overall Index score,** thereby states that rate highly on
the Index can already be seen as performing particularly well for their respective levels of
economic resource availability. This does not imply that people enjoy high standards of living,
but if the performance of these autocracies also supersedes that of their democratic counterparts
at similar levels of economic resource availability, they can be seen as outlier cases, which defy

the predictions determined by the existing theoretical paradigm.

Core 2010 SERF Index identifies several autocracies the performance of which can be assessed
as ‘good’ and ‘very good’,*® with overall Index scores ranging from 80-100. Among the top
authoritarian performers are Belarus, Jordan and Iran with several other non-democracies, such
as Russia, Tunisia, Kazakhstan, Guyana, Dominican Republic, Syria, Egypt and Vietnam
performing slightly worse, but, nevertheless, showing considerable efforts to fulfil ESR as
measured by the SERF.%® To assess whether the positive trends in the ESR performance of
these states have been consistent or have only parenthetically escalated in the years examined

by the Core SERF Index in 2010, it is valuable to examine historical performance records.

Unlike the HDI, the SERF Index is relatively recent, making it challenging to examine state
records spanning back decades. From the available historical records of the SERF data, it is
nevertheless possible to highlight Jordan and Belarus as autocracies consistently portraying
results that place them among the top-performers (more than 90% of feasible achievement) of
all states analysed in the Index.” Table 6-2 summarises the overall SERF Index scores for both
countries, dating back to the respective year of sufficient data availability for the establishment

of an overall Index score.

9 As discussed in previous sections, the overall SERF scores are ‘adjusted’ according to the feasible
achievement rate (as judged by the historical records of other states) at the given levels of economic
development.

% In line with the rest of the project, democratic states are distinguished from autocracies following the
classification of Cheibub et al. (2010).

% Their scores vary between 80-90 respectively.

9 SERF Index versions examining older data can be found in http://www.serfindex.org/2013-international-serf-
index-downloads/. Although versions of the Index can be accessed from year 2000, more recent ones include
more data points for an increasing number of countries.
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SERF |SERF |[SERF (SERF |(SERF |SERF |SERF |SERF |SERF
2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

Belarus 93.14 92.70 92.18 93.17 94.87| 94.93

Jordan 91.33 92.25 92.73 92.63 94.07 93.98 94.25 94.52| 92.01

Table 6-2 Chronological overview of overall SERF Index score for Belarus and Jordan;
Table indicates years for which sufficient data for Index score generation exists

First, the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan (identified by Cheibub et al. (2010) as a monarchy) is
one of the top performing countries in 2010 SERF Index. SERF data from previous eight years
(for which a composite SERF score is available for Jordan) also reaffirm outcomes achieved
in Jordan as consistently good, landing it on the top ten percentile of ESR performance.
Importantly, at $5249 GDP per capita 2010 (at 2005PPP) it also considerably surpasses
numerous other democratic states at similar and higher levels of economic development, such
as El Salvador ($5978), Bhutan ($4973) and Armenia ($4900) as well as other authoritarian
states (for example Egypt ($5543), Syria ($4741) and Namibia ($5830)).

Second, Belarus also consistently ranks as a one of the top-performing countries in the SERF
Index since 2005, the year for which a composite Index score first became calculable. Data
from SERF leading up to 2005 includes omissions in the area of right to food, thereby
prohibiting calculation of the composite score. However, data is available for the remaining
rights dimensions, where Belarus portrays above-average performance ranging from 94 — 99
in the dimensions of education, housing and work, while lagging behind in its efforts to
adequately meet its obligations for the health dimension. Cheibub et al. (2010) classify Belarus
as a civilian dictatorship, and, with a 2010 GDP per capita (2005 PPP$) at $12505, it shows
markedly better ESR attainment than democracies with similar resource availability, such as
Mexico ($12480), Turkey ($12564) or Panama ($12639).

While Jordan and Belarus clearly stand out as deviant cases that ensure remarkable results in
ESR attainment measured by what can feasibly be attained for their respective levels of
economic development and outperform several democracies at similar levels of economic
development, other authoritarian outliers are harder to identify.%® This is mostly due to missing

observations pertinent to almost all high-income and high-development countries, which

% Although Iran shows impressive achievement, two democratic states with similar values in the GDP variable -
Bulgaria and Costa Rica - portray similar or better results than Iran.
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renders the calculation of the overall Index score impossible. It can therefore be useful to
examine high-income countries separately and analyse their scores in relation to each other.
The majority of high—income countries (almost all of which are democracies) are analysed by
the SERF Index for OECD countries, which examines a distinct set of indicators because of
wider data availability and is, for reasons of consistency, not examined in the project. When
looking at high-income non-OECD countries and setting the threshold at $42000 GDP per
capita, the Core SERF Index only includes five countries — United Arab Emirates, Brunei,
Kuwait, Singapore and Qatar. Since all these states are non-democracies, consistent
comparisons between democratic and authoritarian states cannot be effectively made, but the
results of these authoritarian states can nevertheless be mutually compared.®® Table 6-3
summarises the main observations derived from the Core 2010 SERF Index about high-income

non-OECD countries, for indicators where observations are available.

HOUSING HEALTH FOOD
Percentage Pzr:;:::lge
GDP PER
of ) Population Percen_'ll:aue Percentage Contraceptive Percentage
CAPITA | population with Access Child e Use Rate Children
COUNTRY (2005 | ith Access {under 5) h (Percentage
PPPS) IN to i Survival under 5 Not
to I Survival Couples age
2010 mproved Rate Stunted
Improved Water Rate (adjusted) 15 to 65) (adjusted)
Sanitation N (adjusted) (adjusted)
(adjusted) ource
(adjusted)
Qatar 69798 100 100 94,4 840 - -
Singapore 52170 100 100 100 99,2 - 91,7
Kuwait 45623 100 97.4 92,9 95,2 63,0 931
Brunei 45507 . - 96,0 95,7
UAE 42353 93,6 100 96,5 95,7 - -

Table 6-3 Summary of indicators and respective scores of high-income non-OECD countries with per
capita GDP above the annual level of $42000

It is evident that all countries above the chosen GDP threshold have missing data and that all

are lacking observations regarding the dimensions of work and education. This is partly

9 The SERF Index should in the future be developed towards recognising the problematic that not all high-
income states belong to the OECD group, and states above a certain GDP threshold should be assessed by
different indicators than other, significantly less developed countries whether or not they belong to the OECD.
Understandably, an important constraint for the inclusion of these states in the High-Income-OECD-SERF
Index is based on data limitations as the quantity and quality of data gathered by OECD states is significantly
better and the inclusion of states with missing observations would involve trade-offs on the side of the quality of
information provided by the Index. A possible solution to the problem could be the establishment of a third,
intermediary index, which would measure high-income countries regardless of whether they belong to the
OECD group, assessing ESR rights dimensions according to more exquisite indicators than those encompassed
by the Core Index, albeit not as detailed as those examined for the OECD countries. Until such information is
available, researchers must make due with the information available while being transparent about the trade-offs
involved.

118



because these states are typically compared to high-income OECD countries for analysing their
socio-economic development, which, in turn, influences the indicators gathered by
administrational institutions for progress assessment. Having said that, out of all the resourceful
states analysed by the Core SERF Index, Singapore exhibits the best results in almost every
indicator. While a plausible explanation for Singapore’s superior performance in comparison
with UAE, Brunei and Kuwait potentially lies in the fact that it possesses more economic
resources, it outperforms the more resource-abundant Qatar on all indicators where data is
available. Table 6-4 illustrates Singapore’s SERF Index results from 2004 onwards (ever since
data on separate indicators has become available) to assess the consistency of its ESR

performance and examine in more detail information on the indicators missing.

Year | GDP per | Education | Health Housing Food Work
capita (2005
PPP$) Primary Contraceptive | %o nwal population | % % with
school nuse rate with accass to children | meome =82
complation improved water (onder 3 | (2005 FPPE)
rate SOUTCE not per dav
shutad
Combined Chaldren (undar | %% population with
school 3) survival rate access to mprovad
enrolment sanitation
rate (gross) Age 65 survival
1ate
2004 | 432646 004421 o01.6512
2005 | 4553742 006486 01.6513
2006 | 478303 90.2609 01.6513
2007 | 49942 4 O1.0877 01.6513
2008 | 481597 01.0877 100 01.6513
2009 | 46.211 0141 100 01.63
2010 | 32170 100 01.6513

Table 6-4 Summary of Singapore’s performance in the SERF dimensions of health, housing and food
2004-2010, wherever applicable.
Data for Education and Work not available

First, Table 6-4 shows that on the dimensions examined, Singapore’s performance in the
dimensions of health, housing and food has consistently placed it on the top ten percentile of
feasible performance.’®® Second, it is also informative to assess the exact indicators of the
missing dimensions — for which no data is available — to judge what performance could be
expected in the particular case of Singapore. For instance, primary school completion rate and

combined school enrolment, which are indicators assessing the dimension of education in the

100 Note that the Table illustrates adjusted indicator scores, which already reveal performance relative to
Singapore’s economic development levels.
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Core SERF Index, are arguably not applicable in Singapore, as they address issues of basic
education, which can be seen as too elementary for the Singaporean context. World Bank data
shows that Singaporeans enjoy 100% literacy rate among youths and 96% among the adult
population (WB, 2012); hence, it is fair to assume that it ranks similarly high with primary
school enrolment and completion rates. The indicators for high-income OECD SERF Index in
the dimension of education include average math and science PISA scores, reflecting the need
to hold richer states to a higher standard and to assess aspects beyond whether the state is
providing the minimum for its population. Although Singapore is not examined by the said
Index, the OECD has reported that Singapore portrays top performance in PISA 2012 scores,
above the OECD average.'* This can be seen as indicative of providing not only wide coverage

but also high quality of education.

Similarly, the SERF indicator for the missing dimension of work consists of per cent of people
with income less than $2 a day. Singapore can with relative safety be assumed to be performing
well with regard to this indicator — with unemployment at 2.8% of total labour force, Singapore
enjoys one of the lowest unemployment levels in the world.**® For comparison, long term
unemployment rates, together with per cent of people with income less than 50% median

income comprise the indicators for the SERF OECD Index.

To conclude, it is evident that Singapore’s performance surpasses that of other resourceful
autocracies. As Singapore is one of the richest countries in the world and not many other states
enjoy such abundance of economic resources, the number of states with which its performance
could meaningfully be compared with in order to determine with certainty that it outperforms
democracies at similar levels of economic development, is limited. Assessed by the World
Bank’s GDP per capita PPP indicator, Luxemburg seems to be the only contender for a valid
comparison, but as its performance is analysed by the SERF index for OECD countries, it is

difficult to conduct a meaningful assessment of both states in relation to one another.!®

101 See OECD (2012) “Country Note Singapore” http://www.oecd.org/pisa/keyfindings/PISA-2012-PS-results-
eng-SINGAPORE.pdf

102 OECD reported also that in 2014 Singapore and South Korea outperformed all other states in the OECD’s
test assessing critical thinking and problem-solving for the respective year. See OECD (2014) “Singapore and
Korea top OECD’s first PISA problem-solving test” http://www.oecd.org/pisa/singapore-and-korea-top-first-
oecd-pisa-problem-solving-test.htm

103 See World Bank data (2012) http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS/countries
1%4nterestingly, both countries share other common characteristics (with regard to their size and fiscal policy,
for example) and future research should explore this comparison which may offer useful insights into the
aspects related to the role of regime type in ESR enjoyment. One approach could be comparing indicators in
certain areas that cover the ESR dimensions, but because of the methodological approach of the SERF Index
which adjusts the scores according to overall performance, simple comparisons of indicators would still fall
short of providing a methodologically sound basis for comparison.
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Although this limitation persists, it is relatively safe to assume that Singapore can serve as a
useful case that can help probe new theoretical explanations, as (1) it is the best performing
autocratic state out of all those examined by the SERF Index; (2) its positive ESR record has
been consistent throughout the years; (3) being generally widely known for its focus on ESR
and providing exceptionally good results in nearly every ESR dimension, the Singaporean
example suggests that non-democracies too, can pay attention to furthering ESR. Therefore,
exploring the contexts in which such outcomes are met and reasons for their advancement can

prove helpful in revealing the factors underlying this provision.

Singapore, Jordan and Belarus are therefore selected for in-depth investigation presented in
Part I1l. As outlier cases, they bear potential for shedding light on ESR provision in non-
democratic countries through an exploration of the research questions in the contexts of ESR
fulfilment. Importantly, these states are not explicitly known for outright discrimination of
certain groups or non-egalitarian policies, suggesting an environment favourable to ESR. All
three states are authoritarian countries with relatively stable regimes, but differ considerably
with regard to their institutions of governance — Jordan is primarily ruled by the members of
the royal family; the president of Belarus is often referred to as the “the last dictator in
Europe”;1% and Singapore has been uninterruptedly ruled by the leading People’s Action Party
ever since its independence.'® These cases, interestingly, also provide plausible evidence that
ESR can be advanced in a variety of autocratic political regime types — a point deserving
particular attention for further research. The project proceeds with in-depth analysis examining
how and why ESR have been furthered in Singapore, Jordan and Belarus, and to what extent
these rights can be seen as institutionalised in line with the overarching principles of human
rights.

105 This term has also been widely used to describe the governance of Belarus. For more, see Bennett (2011)
“The Last Dictatorship in Europe: Belarus under Lukashenko”.

108 while the classification of autocratic regime type for Jordan as a monarchy is uncontested by the existing
typologies available (Geddes et al. (2014); Cheibub et al. (2010); Kailitz (2013) all classify it as a monarchy),
the datasets disagree on the exact typology of the other two case-countries. Cheibub et al. (2010) classifies
Belarus as a “civilian dictatorship’; Geddes et al. (2014) as a ‘personal dictatorship” and Kailitz (2013) as an
‘electoral autocracy’. Singapore, in turn, is classified by Cheibub et al. (2010) as a ‘military dictatorship’, but
because of the dominant rule of its leading political party, the classification as a ‘party’ (Geddes et al. 2014) or
‘electoral’” autocracy (Kailitz 2013) can more effectively describe its political institutions.
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7 Singapore: Communitarianism, Crisis-mentality
and the ‘Non-welfare’ Welfare State

“The danger in trying to do good is that the mind comes to confuse the intent of goodness with the act of doing
things well.”
Ursula Le Guin “Tales from the Earthsea” (2001)

“It falls to you to subordinate to the beneficent yoke of reason the unknown beings living on other planets,
possibly still in the savage state of freedom. If they do not understand that we bring them mathematically
infallible happiness, it is our duzy to force them to be happy. But before arms, we must try the word.”
Yevgeny Zamyatin “We” (1921)
The apparent paradox of Singaporean socio-economic performance has long intrigued
researchers. On the one hand over its relatively short years of independence it has achieved
stark and rapid economic growth reflected also in people’s rising standards of living and levels
of well-being. On the other hand, it has provided a strong empirical challenge to modernisation
theorists, as increased development has been accompanied by consistent stability of the
authoritarian rule and contrary to Inglehart and Welzel's (2005, pp. 160-161) predictions, has
not produced a democratic regime.*®” While concern over the lack of democratic governance
is indeed prevalent especially among Singaporean youth, the regime nevertheless holds a strong
grip on power, which is not accompanied by blatant repression, at least towards the general
population. Instead, the regime shows seeming concern for the general well-being of the people
in rhetoric and practice while simultaneously emphasising an anti-human rights and anti-
welfare stance. Whereas some have evoked Singaporean leadership as an exceptional example
of a “benevolent dictatorship”,'® others have emphasised Singapore’s lack of legal
commitment to rights concluding that the Singaporean approach “has little to do with human
rights” (Donnelly, 19993, p. 75).

Regardless of the anti-rights language frequently evoked by Singaporean leaders, its positive
record with regard to improving people’s standards of living remains undeniable. As the

country remarked its 50 years of independence in 2015, Singapore is praised for its outstanding

197 In their analysis of human development trends in Singapore, Inglehart and Welzel (2005, pp. 160-161)
predicted Singapore’s democratisation by 2015 as they found it to be “producing a social infrastructure that
should give rise to growing demands for democracy”.

108 Unsurprisingly, the Singaporean leading elites certainly support the use of this term, but it has also widely
been employed by Western media. Upon the passing of the former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew in 2015, a
variety of articles critically praised his performance as the leader of Singapore, which remained authoritarian,
yet was acclaimed by his view of progress as “whether it improves the standard of living for the majority of
people” (Graham 2015). See “The Lee Kuan Yew Conundrum” in The Atlantic 30 March 2015
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/03/lee-kuan-yew-conundrum-democracy-
singapore/388955/ , also http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/23/lee-kuan-yews-legacy-of-
authoritarian-pragmatism-will-serve-singapore-well
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achievements in various dimensions of economic and social outcomes. The city-state with a
population of more than five million people'® is known for its universal housing system, high
literacy rates, low mortality and near lack of unemployment. Additionally, the World Bank’s
Governance indicators place Singapore at the very top (scoring 90-100) in areas such as the
rule of law and absence of corruption. While the (lack of) fulfilment of CPR in Singapore has
received scholarly attention in political science, legal studies and among NGOs (IBAHRI,
2008), its socio-economic rights performance has been scrutinised comparatively little. Instead,
Singapore has been perceived as a state that places disproportionate emphasis on ESR while
neglecting the realisation of political rights and civil liberties. Rather than dismiss its focus on
citizens’ well-being as ‘empty talk’ devoid of rights substance or praise it for its ‘benevolence’,
Singapore remains a useful case-study for examining the potential for ESR attainment in the
absence of a democratic regime. How and why has it managed to attain these favourable

outcomes and how are ESR institutionalised in the Singaporean context?
7.1 A brief (hi)story of Singapore*

The leading People’s Action Party (PAP) in Singapore has held power in the city-state
uninterrupted since its independence in 1965. The PAP was first democratically elected in 1959
when Singapore attained self-government and continues to win the majority of the popular
vote, yet Singapore is considered an autocratic state because although elections happen on a
regular basis, the constituencies of the first-past-the-post electoral system are tied to the public
housing system (which itself is indirectly controlled by the state), and the opposition is actively
targeted to the extent that no other political party is seen as having a real possibility to come to
power.’® The government of Singapore has been outspoken about adapting a narrow,
procedural conception of democracy and certainly considers itself one as elections take place
regularly, are free and fair, with high rates of participation,*'! but under the given electoral

system very few opposition candidates have managed to win representation in the parliament.

109 As of June 2015, see http://www.singstat.gov.sg/

* The bracketed part of the section title refers to the memoirs of Singapore’s prime minister Lee (1998) titled
“The Singapore Story”, where the ‘father of the nation’ recalls political developments of the country intertwined
with his personal experiences, claiming the right to single-handedly write the “story” of the state, inevitably tied
with that of himself.

110 while political institutions in Singapore resemble those in democratic states, they are also built to ensure that
the PAP is unlikely to lose power, and although opposition candidates have been receiving around 30% of the
popular vote since 1984, they have consistently acquired disproportionately little representation in the
parliament (Hwee 2002a, p. 210). IBAHRI (2008, p. 5) note that until 2008 only three opposition parties had
been able to secure parliamentary representation since the 1967 Constitution was adopted: The Workers’ Party,
the Singapore Democratic Party and the Singapore People’s Party.

111 voting in Singapore is compulsory.
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Hence, in scholarship Singapore has most commonly been classified as a hybrid regime
attaching adjectives to either democracy or authoritarianism — non-liberal communitarian
democracy (Chua, 1995); illiberal democracy (Bell, 1995; Mutalib, 2000), party-dictatorship
(Geddes et al., 2014), electoral autocracy (Kailitz, 2013), neo-authoritarian (Tamney, 1996) or
dominant-party system (Mauzy and Milne, 2002) are some of the terms used to describe
Singapore’s political regime. Limitations on Singaporean democratic freedoms are exemplified
also by the view of the PAP leaders, who see the party as the “key national institution” essential
for ensuring successful governance of the state (Mauzy and Milne, 2002, pp. 49-50) and
expressed by Singapore’s first prime minister (also known as the “father of the nation™) Lee
Kuan Yew’s bold exclamation that “the PAP is the Government and the Government is the
PAP” (quoted in Milne and Mauzy (1990, p. 85)).

Although Singapore has not signed or ratified either the ICCPR or ICESCR and its
representatives were some of the main proponents of the ‘Asian values’ discourse
internationally, Singapore engages with the international human rights institutions and
vehemently defends their conception of rights. Rather than rejecting the plight to advance
human rights, they claim that “Singapore fully subscribes to the principles enshrined in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. We respect the principle of the universality of human
rights and consider human rights to be indivisible, with economic, social and cultural rights as
important as civil and political rights. The manner in which all rights are attained and
implemented must nevertheless take cognisance of specific national circumstances and
aspirations” (UN General Assembly, 2011b).}*2 According to the Singaporean government,
such “national circumstances” imply that ESR should take precedence over advancing political
freedoms and civil liberties (IBAHRI, 2008, p. 16). Thus progress made with respect to ESR
has been accompanied by a view that the universality of rights is limited by what the

government (and indeed, the PAP) finds as desirable under given circumstances.

Such an emphasis on contexts that may legitimise the government’s choices on relevant rights
for their population makes a historical exploration of their fulfilment even more quintessential.
Yet, this chapter does not attempt to comprehensively examine the history of Singapore leading

to its independence in 1965 but rather to underline the principal events that shaped the contexts

112 They proceeded to note that “The Singapore Government takes its treaty obligations very seriously and
prefers not to sign Conventions until it is sure it can comply fully with all their obligations. Our focus is on the
full and effective implementation of treaty commitments. At the same time, we continue to study and actively
review our policies to see if we can ratify more international human rights treaties” (UN General Assembly
2011b).
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consequently giving rise to the social policy, advancements made in the areas of human well-

being and the institutionalisation of ESR in Singapore.

A point of departure for modern-day Singapore can be traced back to 1819 when it was founded
by Sir Stamford Raffles of the East India Company. Raffles was not actively involved in the
development of Singapore for long, but he did have a role in putting in place policies, which
subsequently shaped the conditions for Singapore’s future development. Perhaps most
significantly, Singapore’s geographic position was recognised to be its most valuable asset as
it lacked any natural resources and a free port was established meant for entrepot trade (Barr,
2000a, p. 3). In order to attract workforce to the newly established and scarcely populated
Singapore, a policy was set in place to welcome anyone seeking employment without
restrictions regarding nationality, race or ethnicity. These incentives attracted immigrant
workers from China and India (Huff, 1994) and established the basis for a multi-ethnic and
multi-religious society in the location. By 1826 Singapore, together with Penang and Malacca,
formed the Straits Settlements, which became a British Colony in 1867 subsequently ruled by
the colonial government. Decades later, the World Wars did not spare Singapore. Particularly
devastating for the island-state was the Japanese occupation during World War Two and
although the British rule was resumed in 1945, this experience had significantly influenced
Singaporean trust in the ability of the British to successfully govern and protect the state. These
considerations, combined with the emerging communist influence in politics of the
neighbouring states, formed the basic tenants of the political landscape on the basis of which
sovereignty was acquired. Singapore became an independent Crown Colony in 1946,
establishing the Legislative council and increasing the number of seats prescribed to elected
members from the Singaporean public, who governed together with British nominated
officials. It gained internal self-government in 1959 and subsequently, independence in 1965,
when the PAP received the majority of votes in the Legislative Assembly, and has been
governing Singapore to this day. Over the past 60 years the city-state has been transformed
from an underdeveloped, ethnically diverse, unemployment and illness-ridden state with weak
economic prospects™® into one of the most successful economies in the world, where people
enjoy high standards of living and is praised for their egalitarian society (Acemoglu and
Robinson, 2006).

113 According to the Singapore Government statistics, the per capita income on 1950s was S$ 1,306 (US $427)
http://www.singstat.gov.sg/stats/
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7.1.1 Historically rooted perceptions of political realities

Under this context, four issues were particularly influential for shaping the political vision of
the elites which were to assume control of the government. First, was the negative experience
connected with a union with Malaya and the neighbouring countries, which facilitated
animosity between Singapore and other states in the region. Leaders of the PAP have
persistently remarked that on the outset their objective was not to achieve independence. Given
its economic backwardness and state of socio-economic underdevelopment!** combined with
a lack of natural resources and absence of production, it was believed that the best prospects
for development could be achieved through a political and economic cooperation with Malaya.
Enabled by their electoral mandate during self-government, the PAP leaders pursued this
strategy, joining the Federation of Malaya in 1963 (Fong, 1980; Lee, 1998; Vasil, 2000). When
two years later Singapore was forced out of this union due to political tensions over questions
of ethnic representation,*® Singaporean leaders became convinced that no regional cooperation
was possible and development of the island-state is to be pursued without relying on support
from its neighbours. Lee Kuan Yew, the first prime minister of Singapore has repeatedly
reiterated how “Singapore had independence thrust upon it” (Lee, 1998, p. 22) and was
accompanied by strong feelings of hostility towards the nearby states, from which Singapore

had previously sought support.

The second aspect that significantly influenced political strategies pursued in Singapore was
the eminent communist dominance in the region and within the political arena of Singapore
itself. Communists from China and Malaysia as well as the Malayan Communist Party (MCP)
in Singapore enjoyed widespread support within the PAP and from the overall population
(Tamney, 1996) mainly due to the important role the MCP had played in fighting Japanese
occupation in World War Two. With around 70% of the Singaporean population being Chinese,
this “threat” was perceived as particularly prominent as it had potential to “expose” the local
population to communist ideas. On the other hand, the PAP had itself been established on a
social-democratic platform in 1954 so as to attract much needed support from the working class
and Chinese population, and the communist ideas resonated among these sections of the

society. It was recognised, however, that following a socialist direction upon independence

114 See Chua (1995) “Communitarian Ideology and Democracy in Singapore” for a thorough account of the
socio-economic conditions in Singapore before its independence.

115 Most cleavages were caused by the fact that Singaporean representatives were only allowed 15 out of the
total of 159 seats in the lower house of the Parliament (called Dewan Raayat), which resulted in increased
sentiments that Singapore had lost its sovereignty through the merger with Malaya (Vasil 2000).
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could result in Singapore being perceived as “another China” (Chua, 1997, p. 130) or “another
Cuba” (Seow, 1998, p. 1) which could pose threats to the future prospects of national
development. Due to disagreements over the prospective course of the state, the pro-communist
branch of the PAP, together with those discontent with the PAP’s autocratic rule split from the
party in 1961 establishing the Barisan Sosialis (Socialist Front) party while the English-
educated leaders with Lee Kuan Yew in the forefront were left to enjoy uncontested power
(Tamney, 1996, p. 5).1*® Furthermore, without facing the need to negotiate their policies with
the pro-communist factions of the party (Barr, 2000a; Chua, 1995) the PAP were also enabled
to guide the emergence of institutions which limit the power of the opposition, including the
former party members — the Barisan Sosialis. Thus the “communist threat” from within the
domestic political landscape as well as from the region in general became a formative element

for shaping the PAP vision and their proposed social and economic policy.

A third and related factor that influenced the political worldview of the time was the ethnic
diversity of the Singaporean population. Initially a remnant of Raffles’ decision to attract
migrant workers to the free port of Singapore from more than a century ago, by 1947 the
Singaporean population consisted of 79% Chinese, 10% Malay and 7% Indian inhabitants
(Barr, 2000a, p. 3) making it a majority Chinese state among other countries in the region
dominated by Malay populations. This ethnic structure had historically caused a number of
problems and challenges in Singapore, including a series of ethnic riots, which left many dead
and injured, segregating the community. The legacy of the colonial government which created
race as the main mode of group ascription further augmented the system of social stratification
(Perry et al., 1997), and was especially evident in the housing policy as different races were
concentrated in living quarters titled Little India, China Town and Arab Quarter inevitably also
influencing cultural and economic activities of these groups (Barr, 2000a). It was apparent to
the PAP that the creation of a unified national identity based on multi-racialism should be a
crucial part of the political agenda ensuring that no one is left behind on the basis of his

ethnicity, race, language or religion in uniting its essentially immigrant population.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the dire state of socio-economic conditions of the

general population mainly concerned with meeting their basic needs and the underdeveloped

118 According to Vasil (2000) the poor socio-economic conditions in Singapore around the time were seen as
unfavourable for establishing a socialist society, making a merger with Malaya especially unfavourable to such
a cause. This prompted disagreements among PAP members — on the one side was the leftist branch of the PAP
who particularly opposed joining the Federation, while on the other side were the PAP members led by Lee
Kuan Yew, who supported it. Tamney (1996) notes that following these developments, around 80% of PAP
members left the party.
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economy, prompted the understanding that no long-term solution is possible without immediate
economic development, which, in turn, required improvements in people’s living standards.
Although given the low levels of overall living standards of the population, the newly elected
government had a rare opportunity to institutionalise a system of social protection with
relatively little remnants of previous policies, some key features were nevertheless inherited
from the colonial rule that came to be adapted or reinterpreted by the government of an
independent Singapore and inspired future policy. The colonial administration had pursued
fragmented social policies leaving Singapore with a legacy of uneven access to socio-economic
goods and services. Upon acquiring independence, most people’s main concern was meeting
their basic needs, which was often achieved through irregular income from physical labour, the
ownership of small shops that ensured basic necessities as well as gambling frequently
practiced to supplement their resources (Chua, 1995, 1997). Consequently, the vast
underemployment, stemming from lack of education and opportunities, was recognised as the
most prominent problem faced by the Singaporean population and an obstacle to potential

nation-building efforts.

Education was likewise unevenly distributed at the time of colonial rule and, although the
Education Code of 1902 had established some primary schools taught in English (Perry et al.,
1997, p. 56) and claimed some responsibility for education in Malay (as the ‘native’ population
of Singapore), the lack of education opportunities in other vernacular languages created a
vacuum that was filled by local populations themselves. Community-based organisations and
inhabitants established co-educational primary schools in their respective languages,
essentially providing access for the majority of local population (Chua, 1995). Throughout
1950s, however, while children mostly attained primary education of six years, most of the
population was still illiterate and the existing structures that segregated those educated in
English from those acquiring education in their mother-tongues, served to intensify cultural,
racial and linguistic differences among the population as well as the divide between the wealthy
and the poor (Perry et al., 1997).

Another aspect neglected by the colonial administration was health care, which was closely
related to the dire housing conditions of the average Singaporean. The immigrant workers
attracted to Singapore since its establishment were gathered around ethnically prescribed living
quarters (Barr, 2000a, p. 3) where their housing conditions typically lacked adequate plumbing,
water supply or electricity and diseases were widespread due to the poor hygienic conditions

(Chua, 1997). While some hospitals for the general population did exist, their establishment
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was not centrally regulated and rather came about with the help of philanthropic donations
(Perry et al., 1997), resulting in the local communities filling the vacuum created also with

regard to health care in providing treatments typically based on traditional medical practices.

Planning to govern in the long-run, the PAP envisioned to gain and retain people’s support not
by coercive means, but through an emphasis on people’s well-being, which was seen as a
necessary first step towards achieving any future economic development unlikely to materialise
in the pre-independence socio-economic context and the underlying concern of all otherwise
ethnically, racially and culturally divided Singaporeans. Given the overall state of the country,
a focus on economic growth and well-being was justified, and was indeed widely supported by
the general population. In the eyes of Singapore’s new leaders, increasing people’s well-being
would also ensure regime stability and legitimise the government. Already as an opposition
candidate in 1959, Lee vocalised his critical approach towards the use of repression to

achieving political goals:

“Repression can only go up to a point. When it becomes too acute, the instruments of repression,
namely the army and the police, have been proved time and time again in history to have turned
their guns on their masters.” (The Straits Times, 1959)

Therefore, instead of resorting to repressive instruments, the PAP undertook a course towards
economic development making it a deliberate aim of their governance to achieve legitimacy
and improve people’s living conditions (Rodan, 1996). Accomplishing this was reasoned to
require a politically stable environment with leadership able to successfully carry out the
necessary reforms. This, in turn, would serve to legitimise the existing status quo ensuring the

continuity of the PAP rule.

These historically rooted considerations played a central role in shaping the PAP’s political
vision upon acquiring independence, their approach to public policy and desired solutions to
eminent problems, which themselves were contextually interpreted. While the practical focus
on economic development was justified by concerns of underdevelopment, the poor state of
the economy, lack of regional cooperation and the communist threat within and outside of
Singapore, the government simultaneously sought to build institutions supportive of “creating”
a nation from a diverse population of mostly immigrant background. Achieved economic and
social benefits were not limited to the ruling elites, but distributed relatively equally to the
general population, so furthering their acclaimed objectives in discourse as well as practice
helped attain electoral votes in favour of the PAP (see Table 7-1), enabling the party and its

leading executives to retain positions as state officials and providing continuity to the their rule.

130



Through manoeuvring not just the formal, but also informal institutions in Singapore, the PAP
managed to increasingly attach ideational aspects to their rule eventually safeguarding the
dominance of their perspectives over possible alternatives (Perry et al., 1997). ESR outcomes
were inevitably advanced, albeit at the cost of a strong anti-rights rhetoric which insisted that
individual interests must be sacrificed for the sake of communal well-being. Rationalised
through a logic of national survival, later transformed into an eminent crisis, the PAP
institutionalised a socially intrusive apparatus that proved successful in winning people’s
electoral and ideological support without the necessity to resort to repressive means for
maintaining power in the city-state.

Year Total seats PAP seats/Total (%0) % of PAP vote
1963 51 37/51 (72.5) 46.93
1968 58 58/58 (100.0) 86.72
1972 65 65/65 (100.0) 70.43
1976 69 69/69 (100.0) 74.09
1980 75 75/75 (100.0) 77.66
1984 79 77/79 (97.5) 64.83
1988 81 80/81 (98.8) 63.17
1991 81 77/81 (95.1) 60.97
1997 83 81/83 (97.6) 64.98
2001 34 82/84 (97.6) 75.30
2006 84 82/84 (97.6) 66.60
2011 87 81/87 (93.1) 60.14
2015 89 83/89 (93.3) 69.86

Table 7-1 Percentage and distribution of PAP seats in the Singaporean Parliament 1963-2015.
Source: ‘Singapore Elections’ http://www.singapore-elections.com/ adapted from Hwee (2002b)

7.2 Economic development as the overarching component of national
interest

Singapore’s economic landscape upon independence was dire, so economic development was

seen as the principal necessity, which would improve people’s lives, while at the same time

ensuring political stability for the PAP. The city-state’s economy had previously depended
largely on entrepot trade comprising around 70% of the country’s GDP (Dixon, 1991), but it
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was unlikely to produce the desired levels of economic growth prompting leaders to seek
alternative solutions. Growth had to be achieved without extensively relying on regional
support because acquiring independence through breaking ties with the Federation of Malaya
meant losing access to a large part of the regional markets and resources (Rodan, 1989).
Pursuing development towards a communist path was also not a feasible alternative. Viewing
the resource constraints unfavourable for a socialist revolution, the PAP leaders had severed
ties with the left-oriented factions of the party in 1961 and had since presented themselves as
the party most capable of defeating the leftists and the ‘opportunism’ associated with making
wide-raging promises to the population (Tamney, 1996). Such policies would also
disproportionately play in the hands of a relatively narrow interest group backed by Chinese
business class, who promoted a China-oriented model for economic and social development
and would present oppositional capacity for the PAP (Khan, 2001, p. 5). Industrialisation based
on import substitution, whereby foreign imports are replaced with domestic production was
seen as unpromising due to the absence of a considerable domestic market or technological
expertise and the lack of skilled workforce (Lee et al., 2008, p. 2; Dixon, 1991, p. 152).1*/
According to Chua, given the constraints posed by Singapore’s historical context, their
interpretation of existing threats and the political ambitions of the PAP leaders, a capitalist-
developmentalist path with an export-oriented industrialisation strategy was the only viable
choice (Chua, 1997, p. 130) to reconcile growth objectives with the PAP’s ambitions for
longevity. Embarking on the path, in turn, called for an industrial revolution and significant
investments in human capital that were seen imperative for successfully achieving economic
growth. Following these facets as policy priorities would on the one hand provide a skilled
workforce for the developing economy while on the other hand allow to achieve marked
improvements in people’s living standards contributing to a performance-based legitimacy —
which on the outset became the cornerstone of the PAP dominated government (Ortmann,
2009, 2010; Chua, 1995, 2007; Preston, 2007; Russell et al., 1992).

This path was, however, not fully consistent with the former PAP’s promises made to the
population. Upon the party’s establishment in 1954, they had pledged among their main
objectives to “establish an economic order which would give to all citizens the right to work

and the full economic returns for their labour and skill; [and] to ensure a decent living and

117Singapore’s economy was based on this strategy for growth between 1961 and 1968 (Khan 2001) but it failed
to produce desired results — while the production of consumer goods was ongoing, it never transitioned to
capital goods production (Goh and Gopinathan 2008b, p. 13). In 1968 Singapore thus shifted to an export
oriented manufacturing strategy.
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social security to all those who through sickness, infirmity or old age can no longer work”
(Fong, 1980). Retaining their commitment to these aspects of human development meant that
the government needed to reconcile their compatibility with the planned rapid development of
the economy. The resulting system of governance needed to integrate PAP’s former socialist
values within the framework of free market ideology, which was an approach that implied a
strict management of the state not only in matters of the economy but also people’s daily lives
through the implementation of policies aimed at encouraging investments in specific market
sectors (IBAHRI, 2008). Lee found the middle-way between the PAP’s socialist promises and

free-market economy by referring to human wants:

“You’re talking about Rwanda or Bangladesh, or Cambodia, or the Philippines. They’ve got
democracy, according to Freedom House. But have you got a civilised life to lead? People want
economic development first and foremost. The leaders may talk something else. You take a poll
of any people. What is it they want? The right to write an editorial as you like? They want homes,

medicine, jobs, schools.” (quoted in Han et al., 1998)

According to the PAP leaders, a focus on the socio-economic aspects of development would
justify state-sanctioned shortcomings in the area of democratic individual freedoms, as policies
pursued were for the sake of Singaporeans themselves. Thus people came to be defined as the
country’s most valuable resource because on the one hand it served to justify PAP’s non-liberal
rule that was presented as necessary for the critically important need to attain economic
development, while on the other hand, in the absence of natural resources, educating and
developing the workforce was paramount to achieving economic growth and attracting
investment (Josey, 2012). It was argued that rights are context-bound and economic and social
aspects of people’s lives should first be prioritised over implementing all other rights.
Ideologically they claimed this tactic to represent a particular “illiberal democratic” version of
governance as a viable alternative for developing economies (Vasil, 2000). Public policies
became subject to the overarching aim of economic growth and the government’s willingness

to regulate the society in desired directions (Tamney, 1996).

Tremewan (1994) notes how achieving people’s conformity with the economic direction
chosen by the government was further backed up by force and coercion, in line with the view
that legal institutions can provide a “‘reserve army’ of enforced social discipline” (Hall, 1978,
p. 202). Part of this ‘reserve army’ was comprised of a rather intrusive view towards
governance, where investments in human development were accompanied by an intricate

system of welfare provision that aimed to limit people’s choice in how to make use of their
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newly acquired socio-economic freedoms. The state became involved in the provision of social
welfare goods and services, which it primarily executed through a network of statutory boards
- formally not under state control, yet responsible for their actions to the minister (Mauzy and
Milne, 2002). The official narrative accompanying these developments contrasted them to a
rights-based approach by emphasising the benefits they brought about, namely, job security,
fair remuneration and equal opportunities (Chong, 2010, p. 368). In practice, the responsibility
for social welfare was governed by a strategy of “tripartism” (UN General Assembly, 2011b)
between the government, employers and the employees, while the heads of the organisations
representing the workers were themselves politically affiliated to the PAP. At the same time,
trade-unions were weakened and opposition silenced in the name of national security, aligning
the views of all parties represented in the tripartite system with those of the government. This
approach has been paramount in coercing workers to follow state-level objectives even at the
expense of their own well-being, as well as overcome numerous economic crisis Singapore

faced throughout the years.

The PAP has never shied away from the recognition that the government is omnipresent in not
just the public but also the individual matters of people’s lives. This approach has instead been
defined as ‘necessary’ with Lee Kuan Yew and other PAP officials reiterating that without state
regulation, Singapore would have never achieved its subsequent development. The claim that
social control was a crucial component of the government’s realisation of the ‘national interest’
seemed credible given the sharp increases of human development it had achieved, which the
PAP took sole credit for.

7.3 Institutionalising ESR through the belief in a recurrent crisis

It is common across the world that governments are officially committed to the fulfilment of
ESR through their constitutions or even participation in regional and international legal
mechanisms of human rights protection, but fail to realise them in practice. The Singaporean
case presents an odd exception — the rhetoric of the government towards especially ‘welfare’
rights has been remarkably hostile, while in practice people seem to have access to a number
of socio-economic freedoms, which other governments have failed to provide. The constitution
of Singapore remarkably omits any mention of ESR that can be protected and enforced within
its jurisdiction, but Singaporean laws do articulate affordable education, housing and medical
care for its citizens thus guaranteeing basic ESR (UN General Assembly, 2011a). What is more,
Singapore’s High Court has ruled that “rights should be subjugated to executive-determined

community interests” (Thio, 2006, p. 162) allowing government officials to largely prescribe
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or deny the rights-status of their citizens. Instead of rejecting the idea of rights, the government
instead has actively opposed to the view of human rights as understood in the “West”. Without
blatantly opposing the idea of universality, for example, they have continuously defended the
“Asian values” discourse, which sees rights as context-bound and dependent on the overall
well-being levels enjoyed by the society (Singapore Government Press Release, 1998).
Portraying animosity towards the emerging idea of rights, Singaporean leaders sought
alternative ideological tenants with which to justify their approach to governance. Such
rationalisation was eventually found in the logic of a recurrent crisis, which provided an
‘objective’ validation also to ESR related policies that contradicted the notion of individual

rights.

7.3.1 Survival-driven social policy 1959-1984

Early investments in human well-being in an independent Singapore were closely tied to the
objective of achieving rapid economic growth and it was imperative that the ruling elites gain
domestic support for their political strategy especially because of the amount of social control
that the approach claimed to necessitate. The PAP sought this support through supplementing
the ‘objective necessity’ for growth with an overarching ideology, which people would accept
and support (Mauzy and Milne, 2002, p. 51). This ideology did not represent a coherent
philosophical school of thought or doctrine; it was rather a predominant ideological framework
that came to serve as the guiding principle justifying public policy together with associated
trade-offs. The need for certain policies was consequently defended by the logic of an
omnipresent crisis, which implied that in light of the internal and external threats facing
Singapore, people ought to sacrifice their individual freedoms and personal interests for the
sake of national survival and the common good (Ortmann, 2009, p. 29). This framework would
come to serve as the government’s main rationale for introducing pro-growth oriented, civil-
liberties-curbing but also well-being-enhancing policies. Growth was thus presented as more
than simply a policy priority; it became a precondition for survival of the nation, together with

the individual freedoms that were denied for its sake.

Institutionally, the Central Provident Fund (CPF) became the main instrument responsible for
governing the provision of most welfare services primarily by acting as a mechanism for
obliging people to save money for meeting their own socio-economic needs. Initially
established by the colonial administration in 1955 as a mandatory pension scheme, the CPF

functioned as a compulsory savings plan designating a certain percentage of the employee’s
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salary for savings, with employers required to contribute an equal amount.*'® On the outset,
employees and employers were both required to contribute five per cent of the employee’s
wage for building the savings, but with time, the amount of contributions significantly rose and
fluctuated depending on the government’s economic objectives (Tremewan, 1998). It remained
the main instrument for securing pensions and providing funds for the government to invest in
retirement-related products, but with time evolved into a comprehensive social security
umbrella-scheme, governing housing, healthcare, education and insurance-related needs of the

population in ways that met the government’s overall objectives.

It is compulsory under law for all employers as well as employed citizens and permanent
residents of Singapore to participate in the CPF scheme and according to the Department of
Statistics of Singapore, the number of members stood at 3.65 million in 2015, equivalent to
more than 90% of the overall resident workforce (Singapore Government, 2015). Structurally,
the CPF Board is a statutory authority overseen by the Minister for Manpower who is also
responsible for appointing the Chairman to the CPF Board (OECD, 2011) illuminating its
dependent relationship with the PAP in terms of decision-making. Technically, the Board
encompasses also members from trade unions and employer representatives, to theoretically
epitomise the interests of all stakeholders, but in practice the ‘tripartite’ approach significantly
ties the ‘interests’ of the stakeholders involved to those of the government. For instance, Chong
(2010) elaborates on the hypocrisy of this approach by underlying that the representation of
workers was rather a facade because the secretary general of the National Trade Union
Congress (NTUC) — an umbrella organisation representing 400 000 workers — was a minister
in the PAP’s government, aligning the “interests” advanced by trade unions within the limits

of permissibility determined by the ruling elites.

Making use of the CPF in the form of imposing compulsory savings or “withholding wages”
(Tremewan, 1998, p. 86) allowed the government to gain access to much needed capital,
especially in the early years of independence. These resources were paramount in pursuing the
objective of economic development, enabling the government to finance infrastructure,
develop services and invest in offshore accounts (Tremewan, 1998). Additionally, the
government acquired a say in how and under what conditions these goods and services are
provided, essentially serving a threefold objective. First, the lack of education and skills of the

general public were seen as having a potentially distorting effect on economic growth. The

118 Tremewan (1994, p. 53) remarks that the employer’s contribution can best be understood as “a state tax taken
from the value generated by workers themselves in production”.
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chosen path towards economic development required that Singapore offers skilled and
affordable workforce to attract foreign business ventures. Lee Kuan Yew recalls strongly in his
memoirs how “people, their natural abilities, education and training” were seen as decisive
factors for creating wealth and reducing inequalities within the population (Lee, 1998, p. 105).
The government believed that Singaporeans lacked a strict work ethic required for the city-
state to advance economically (Worthington, 2003). The ‘attitude of idleness’ (Chua, 1995)
was seen primarily caused by the widespread unemployment resulting in an abundance of time
for leisure. This posed an obstacle for a nation-wide development and acquiring control over
the socio-economic domain allowed not only to provide people access to education and skills,
but also to ‘discipline’ the population so as to transform it into the workforce envisioned as

necessary for economic development.

Second, centralising and universalising welfare provision allowed to ‘depoliticise’ social
issues, removing these topics from public debates. In his analysis of the public housing system
in Singapore, Chua remarks that extending social housing to the vast majority of the population
guarded the government against possible criticisms. In turn, the population was encouraged “to
treat such provisions as a purely administrative matter, and to confine their comments and
criticisms to improving the bureaucratic effectiveness of the agencies, entrusted with the
delivery of goods, rather than making a political issue out of them” (Chua, 1997, pp. 126-127,
1995). Similar effects have also been achieved by providing access to state education. For
example, Tremewan (1994, p. 81) remarks how a transition from vernacular to state education
in 1960s served to increase people’s individual capabilities while also attempting to also decoy
the poorer socio-economic classes away from left-wing political powers, particularly the
Barisan Sosialis. Thus socio-economic issues were distanced from politics, yet still allowing
to build political capital and legitimise the PAP government, who took credit for any success.
As long as the government set the target of increasing the general well-being of the population
and achieved the goals they had set, their performance with regard to welfare remained not
only largely uncontested by political opposition but continuously acquired newfound
acceptance from the population. Failures, in contrast, were instead treated as an administrative,
not a political issue with blame diverted towards the management of state bureaucracy (Chua,
1997).

Finally, as the state assumed the primary role for people’s well-being, either through direct
provision or indirect governance of particular dimensions associated with the fulfilment of

ESR, it also became possible for the government to exercise significant levels of social control
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through the emerging apparatus or welfare provision, while masking it as the ‘national interest’.
Housing policies that prescribed accommodation based on one’s ethnicity were rationalised as
a nation-building exercise aiming to avoid ethnic segregation in ghettos, and hence — a
component of the collective good. The content of education was likewise tailored to the
objectives of acclaimed national survival, either in promoting certain skills, bilingualism,
integration or avoiding ‘westernisation’ viewed as a threat to the development of Singapore,

justifying it as a necessity for the survival and prosperity of the country.

Especially during the early decades of Singaporean independence, when ensuring individual
productivity was seen as paramount for meeting the objective of economic growth, the rates of
contributions people and their employers were required to submit to the CPF sharply rose
underlining the apparent paradox in pursuing policies which in practice promoted individual
responsibility for one’s own socio-economic needs while being justified by the collective
discourse of national survival. A way to reconcile this clash of narratives was found in insisting
that policies aim to provide people “a stake in the nation” (Lee, 2000, p. 96) — an ownership of
the newly developed state for the population of immigrant backgrounds, which rationalised
sacrifices of individual rights as carried out in the interests of individuals themselves. People
were expected to strive for individual excellence and personally take care for their own well-
being instead of placing welfare expectations on the government (Chua, 1995, p. 113), but
individualism was encouraged only insofar as it promoted socio-economic self-reliance and
relieved the state from related pressures. Singaporean individualism was thus rooted in the idea
of individual responsibility for national survival, but did not accommodate the ensuing concept
of individual rights, which were delineated by the collective interest of overcoming the looming
threats facing the nation. Thus while in practice, a comprehensive system of welfare provision
was established under the auspices of the CPF, its approach towards the management of assets
and social policy was articulated as consistent with the “national philosophy of an active
government support for self-reliance” (Central Provident Fund). Over time, the PAP’s
approach to social policy has continued to rely on the principle of individual responsibility for
one’s socio-economic needs and remained deeply embedded in local understandings about
individual and state’s role in welfare provision delegitimising any pressures placed on the

government.

7.3.1.1 Home ownership as a nation-building exercise
Certain approaches to the governance of the CPF and its financial resources were crucial for

improving the average Singaporeans’ Socio-economic situation. Among the most prominent

138



examples directly tackling people’s prevalent concern of meeting their basic needs and
survival, was the introduction of the Public Housing Scheme in 1968 that allowed members of
the CPF to invest their contributions exclusively towards the funding of government-provided
flats. Rooted in the belief that home-ownership is critical for changing people’s living
conditions and the associated negative attitudes towards work, the PAP found it imperative that
people are provided permanent housing, expected to have immediate positive effects not only
in areas of health and employment, but also allow to address issues related to the widespread

“procrastination” of the working-age population (Chua, 1997).

Initial steps towards universal provision of housing had been taken by the colonial
administration which had established Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT) — also a statutory
board tasked with addressing the increasingly crowded living conditions in the city of rapidly
increasing population. In 1960 it was replaced by the Housing Development Board (HDB) and
tasked with constructing government housing and distributing the flats to residents.!!® The
Land Acquisition Act was issued following independence in 1966 enabling the Ministry of
National Development to acquire land for public development under market prices, with a
symbolic compensation provided to previous land-owners. Although it was in violation with
property rights (Chua, 1997), such a move was seen as necessary by the government of the
city-state for the purpose of primarily advancing their housing-related objectives. Until 1985
the government had become the biggest landowner, controlling 76.2% of all land (Singapore

Government) and establishing a near-monopoly over housing the Singaporean population.

On the outset the HDB built and provided affordable rental flats mainly for the poor population
(Chua, 1997), but its mandate expanded under the Home Ownership Scheme towards
distributing tenure of HDB-provided flats. More specifically, the ‘ownership’ was not of the
property itself, but rather of a 99 year long rental lease for government-subsidised flats,
allowing people to acquire rental rights for this period without fully acquiring the property.*?°
To date, around 90 per cent of Singaporeans are eligible for public housing, and indeed reside

in the HDB-provided flats.*?

118 The Housing Development Board is a statutory board established by the Singaporean government in 1960,
which still administers the public housing program. As a statutory board, the employees of HDB are not
considered civil servants and the government claims it to be an independent institution, regardless of the fact
that it was set up to enact a government vision and is responsible to the Minister.

120 The implications of this policy are, however, not entirely clear, as 99 years have not yet elapsed and the
government will in the future need to amend the housing policy to meet individual consumption patterns, socio-
economic realities and possibly critical attitudes towards the lack of property rights with regard to housing.

121 Chua (1997) notes how the housing provision can nevertheless be perceived as universal, because the
exception of 10% is comprised by the richest segments of society, who purchase flats of superior quality and are
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The effects of the policy were immediate and resulted in a sharp rise in people’s living
standards directly felt in individual households. While previously, illnesses caused by bad
hygienic conditions had been one of people’s main concerns, providing adequate shelter
consequently also improved their health conditions. Acquiring control over housing also
allowed the government to tailor the lifestyles of the population to the needs of the planned
industrialisation. Perhaps the most vivid illustration of housing policies serving the objective
of economic development was the related socio-economic changes that housing would imply.
A permanent rental living space necessitated regular rent-payments, increasing the cost of
living for average Singaporeans — these expenses were most likely to be met by seeking
employment, often by several members of the family (including women) (Chua, 1997, p. 130).
The housing policy thus effectively managed not only to provide a roof over people’s heads
together with the associated health benefits, but also incentivised people to undertake regular

employment.

At the same time, the overwhelming majority of people relied almost exclusively on the
government for meeting their housing needs, providing the PAP with a resource to employ for
the purposes of legitimising their rule, winning electoral support and exercising social control
over the population. Acquiring power in a society that was underdeveloped and consisted
mostly of people squatting in the city suburbs, the government had a unique opportunity to
build a public housing system without the remnants of previous legacies keeping in mind the
long-term political goal of political stability. Consequently, careful planning and meticulous
execution fostered the emergence of public housing that was conductive of the first-past-the-
post electoral system, keeping in mind that housing estates would also be transformed into
constituencies, where the government would, in the future, attempt to run for office. As the
PAP still relies largely on elections to justify their rule, this step was an important part of the
strategy to consolidate their power. Equally important were the ideological underpinnings of
the housing system that claimed to give a population of immigrants “a stake in the country”
contributing to the nation-building objective. Lee Kuan Yew has remarked how “this sense of
ownership was vital for our new society which had no deep roots in a common historical
experience” (Lee 2000, pp. 116-117). This contributed greatly to the legitimacy belief of
Singaporeans that the government is ruling in their favour, represents their interests and directly

promotes the survival-rationale. The PAP government took credit for the implementation of

not in need of subsidies. Additionally about 6% of HDB flats are generously subsidised by the government and
are accessible to residents with very low income as rental units.
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the housing system and advancing Singaporean “survival”, yet shielded themselves from any
shortcomings that could be translated as a violation of rights.*?> While this approach did
provide people increased access to affordable, accessible and available housing opportunities,
it was managed not as an issue of rights that could be claimed from the government, but as an
administrative property transaction of rental leases under responsibility of the HDB not the
state. So the right to housing served directly the PAP’s proclaimed legitimacy claims and was
delineated by the practical needs of government intervention in order to achieve economic

progress.

7.3.1.2 Teaching to become “good men and useful citizens”

While housing the population had a firm relation to ensuring people’s survival in the socio-
economic circumstances under which independence was acquired, the ‘survival’ motive was
likewise eminent as the guiding rationale for other policies less directly related to basic needs.
Focusing on education became an important priority for the government already upon acquiring

self-government in 1959, but gained particular momentum after independence in 1965.

Aside from the wealthier portion of the society (including political elites), the general education
levels were low and illiteracy was widespread. On the one hand, this posed obstacles to
economic development as the government needed to provide skilled and educated workforce
for the planned industrial revolution and address the prevalent concern of unemployment. The
government recognised that to attain their desired economic objectives, they needed to rely
heavily on human capital and education was seen as an investment in building this resource. In
discourse, the leaders emphasised that “people’ are Singapore’s primary resource with potential
to achieve growth (Josey, 2012) and it could only serve these ends if relatively high quality of

education was attained, instead of just tackling the issue of illiteracy (Ooi, 2010).

On the other hand, the practical rationale for investing in education was accompanied by an
ideological one. The colonial administration had created significant inequalities with regard to
educational opportunities. The English-stream schools delivered higher quality of education
and had better facilities than schools providing education in vernacular languages resulting in
the relatively narrow wealthy part of the population receiving better education. These
inequalities had been politically exploited by the Malayan Communist Party in Singapore in
the 1950s supporting anti-government protests and demonstrations led primarily by Chinese

122 Chua (1997, p. 136) analyses the role of public housing as a tool for legitimacy in detail and remarks that
although the HDB was under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of National Development, financially and
administratively it was considered a separate entity.
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middle school students (Goh and Gopinathan, 2008a).1% As a response to the growing need to
educate the population in order to ease the underlying political and ethnic tensions created by
these inequalities, the government adopted a “survival-driven education system”, which
emphasised explicitly the role of education in the survival of the nation through the promotion
of nation-building and integration of people with various cultural backgrounds under the

umbrella concept of Singaporean citizenship.

This “survival phase” in the education system is characterised by large investments in
education as a prerequisite for economic development and the Five-Year Plan (1961-65)
preceding the country’s independence likewise emphasised the study of mathematics, science
and technical subjects in lieu of this objective. A school reform was initiated in 1959 when the
Ministry of Education initiated the building of schools not only for English, but also vernacular
streams of education, producing textbooks under a standardised framework and recruiting
teachers (Lee et al., 2008) with the aim initially to provide all children regardless of their
ethnicity, race or wealth at least six years of free primary education (later extended also to
secondary-level education). Increasing financial resources directed towards education, as well
as improving the accessibility and availability of schooling, achieved significant results in the
early decades — it managed to nearly double enrolment rates in primary education institutions
in only a decade.® Foreseeing the need for employees in technical subjects due
industrialisation, a significant section of the education system further offered education in
vocational subjects for children who did not successfully enter secondary schools, later even
expanding vocational and technical education to meet growing market demands (Goh and
Gopinathan, 2008b, p. 19). During the 1960s, the government aimed to attract labour-intensive
foreign manufacturers to ensure jobs (OECD, 2010) catering employment opportunities to the
status of largely low-skilled population at that time. Meanwhile, the education system was
aimed at rapidly expanding access to education, people’s knowledge base and eventually also
technical skills to be able to transition towards more skill-based and technical fields in the

upcoming decades.

123 An anti-government riot emerged in 1956, when in an effort to curb the communist influence in Singapore,
the chief minister Lim Yew Hock announced the deregistration of the Chinese Middle Schools Student’s Union,
seen as a “communist front organisation” (The Straits Times 1956). The movement managed to attract
thousands of protesters and left 13 people killed.

124 OECD (2010) has reported that the aim of universal primary education was achieved by 1965 and universal
lower-secondary education by the early 1970s.
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In addition to large investments in education,'®® the increased coverage of the national
education system introduced in the 1960s was designed to create a sense of a close-knit
community, aiding the nation-building efforts in line with the survival motif. The ideologising
potential of the increasingly expanding education system was widely acknowledged and the
aim of education, according to Lee Kuan Yew, was to produce “a good man and a useful
citizen” (OECD, 2010), altering people’s values and changing attitudes to both, education and
work. Bilingualism was an indispensable part of becoming useful citizens for the planned
development — it was made compulsory in schools and English became the unifying language
of the national education system introduced in the 1960s, requiring pupils of primary schools
to learn English in addition to their native tongue. The policy was extended to secondary
schools in 1966. Although the government had established Malay as the ‘national language’
and insisted in their Five Year Plan that all four streams of education: Malay, Chinese, Tamil
and English be treated equally, English was chosen as the unifying language as it allowed (a)
to attract foreign business for the developing economy (Goh and Gopinathan, 2008b, p. 14)
and (b) to establish communication without a priori prioritising any of the existing community
languages thereby, at least officially, setting all local communities on an equal footing. To
eradicate resistance by local populations that saw English as the colonial language, the
justification of the policy provided by the government emphasised its role in the survival of the
nation with various cultural backgrounds, meanwhile extensively organising campaigns
dedicated to the use of each of the ‘mother tongues’ (Chua, 2005, p. 186). As noted by Goh
and Gopinathan (2008a, p. 105): “[t]he use of English as the medium of instruction allow[ed]
young Singaporeans to meet the challenges of the global economy, but the mother tongue [was]
also important as a cultural ballast and as a way to inculcate Asian values”. The Ministry of
Education formulated the aim of this approach as providing for “[c]onserved equal opportunity
for all citizens”, establishing “the means of maintaining unity in diversity” (Singapore
Government, 1966). And although in theory all streams of education were treated equally, the
government emphasised the role of English in providing future opportunities prompting most

parents to enrol their children in English language schools.*?

125 Goh and Gopinathan (2008a) note that the annual expenditure on education rose rapidly — from 60 million
SGD in 1959 to 135.05 million in 1967. Nevertheless, this was proportional to the overall growth of the country,
reflected that the percentage of overall national expenditure remained slightly over 20 %.

126 By 1979, 91 per cent of primary school children were enrolled in English stream schools (Goh and
Gopinathan 2008b).
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The survival-driven system of education of the 1960s and 1970s achieved impressive results.
Simply by making education available, the number of children enrolled in primary and
secondary education rose rapidly, as did literacy rates, which had increased to 77.6 per cent by
1978 (Singapore Government, 2015). While there were still flaws in the quality of education
offered, the improvements in the sphere of education were undeniable and had assisted
Singapore in reaching full employment in mid-1970s (Goh and Gopinathan, 2008a, p. 89). At
the same time, with school curricula now united under a common framework, this resource
provided an opportunity to make use of education as a potential tool for asserting the desired
values into the society. The practical value of an educated and “useful citizenry” was
continuously emphasised as means to achieve economic growth, but the government did not
shy away from recognising its ideologising potential either. Nation-building and creating a
socially cohesive society were not by-products of education policy, but rather served as

benchmarks against which the success of policies aimed at “creating good men” was assessed.

7.3.1.3 Rationalising the guiding principles of PAP’s governance

Survival-driven policies advanced through the early decades of PAP’s rule did significantly
increase people’s socio-economic well-being, providing the government with a valuable stock
of performance-based legitimacy. People could easily identify with the motif of ‘national
survival’ as their individual memories of poverty, war, occupation and underdevelopment
starkly contrasted their lived experience of improvements the PAP had managed to deliver
under the survival discourse, legitimising also the idea that it may be necessary to sacrifice

some rights in the name of development.

People’s access to ESR was likewise improved, but justified by a rhetoric of investing in human
capital for the sake of the wider objective of growth. Placing social goods and services
associated with ESR under state-responsibility whereby the government could control people’s
access to these subsistence needs fit comfortably within this rationale. Within the early decades
of independence, the young generation was nearly universally enrolled in educational
institutions that were under state control; increasing numbers of people resided in flats provided
by the government under the Home Ownership Scheme; and full employment guaranteed that
the working population regularly provided contributions to the CPF. Through the use of
aforementioned instruments, the state assumed power to limit people’s alternative means to
attain these goods, while employing these services for building people’s loyalty to the state and
ensure compliance with the existing status quo (Tremewan, 1994). Social policies were

administered to ensure a ‘reserve army’ for enforcing the social discipline (Hall, 1978) with a
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view to alter people’s life-styles for the creation of a skilled workforce and developing the
economy but it necessitated also a justification for the increasingly ideologising elements for
the PAP’s rule. Such rationalisation was found by claiming that instead of following a certain
ideology, the PAP is rather guided by pragmatism, multi-racialism and good governance as the
overarching principles underlying Singapore’s governance. Eventually, these ‘objective’
principles that guided PAP’s rule would come to be defined as Singaporean national interest

itself to strengthen the institutionalisation of the logic of crisis.

Pragmatism

Scholars note that achieved socio-economic improvements also added an element of a mission
to the ruling elite’s own justification of their rule (Mauzy and Milne, 2002; Ortmann, 20009,
2010), who were convinced that under the given circumstances, they are the only ones able to
improve people’s lives in Singapore. This is reflected in Lee’s memoirs in which he vehemently
criticises the political agendas of all other opposition actors portraying the conviction that the
PAP’s vision for Singapore embodied collective national interest while presenting its

opponents as hostile to Singaporean development (Lee, 1998).

Claimed collective interests based on practical achievements lent more easily to nation-wide
acceptance in a multi-cultural society than ideological principles, so the PAP resisted its rule
being defined as in any way rooted in a particular ideology. They built an image of their policies
as ‘pragmatic’ and ‘rational’, pursuing what is objectively best for the population (Mauzy and
Milne, 2002; Tan, 2012). Although with time, Singaporean leaders did try to advance various
“~isms” (such as Confucianism or communitarianism) as the ideological basis for justifying
policy, it was pragmatism more than anything else that provided the ideological resources for
narrating often contradictory policies in a coherent ideological discourse (Tan, 2012, p. 71). As
noted by Chua (1995, p. 37), the pragmatic notion worked in tandem with the survivalist
objective — while focusing on survival inculcated in people a sense of threat and uncertainty, it
also enabled operationally to do anything necessary to survive, even if it came at the expense
of individual freedoms and a democratic deficit. It was therefore claimed not ideological to
usurp some individual rights; it was rational and objectively necessary to achieve and continue
Singapore’s success story. And while socio-economic development was indeed felt by nearly
all Singaporean households, the stock of legitimacy provided by Singapore’s rising
performance justified not only the means to achieve it, but also gave credibility to the narrative

based on which it was achieved, namely pragmatism.
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Multi-racialism

Pragmatism associated with the survival rationale was complemented by a number of principles
that were to further contribute to the attainment of the ‘collective interest’, aimed at justifying
individual policies as well as legitimising PAP’s rule. Taking into consideration the ethnic
diversity of the Singaporean population and the lack of a coherent national identity,
multiculturalism had from the beginning been a founding principle of PAP’s policies, promoted
in attempts to unify people with various backgrounds (Fong, 1980). The goal was initially
formulated with the view towards attracting a broad nation-wide movement to seek
independence from the British (Perry et al., 1997, p. 67), but with the colonial threat eliminated,
multi-racialism continued to be applied to other perceived threats standing in way of the
country’s survival. One of such threats, PAP believed, was brought about by internal struggles
among the diverse ethnicities within the city-state, which had in the past experienced numerous
ethnic tensions, several of which had resulted in fatalities.??’ PAP’s embrace of
‘multiracialism’ delineated questions of ethnicity as potential sources of conflict, making them
a matter of governance and a taboo in public debate. At the same time, any activity that could
be interpreted as fostering ethnic cleavages was strictly discouraged and could even be
punished by law as it contradicted the national objective of building a shared community.
Justified by the principle of multiracialism, other limitations extended to the freedom of speech
and media. Harbouring national unity required preventing racial riots and ethnic violence, so
the government maintained strict control over public gatherings as well as the power to restrict
organised meetings if “it considers necessary or expedient in the interest of security, public
order or morality” (IBAHRI, 2008, p. 63).

One of the initial steps illustrating PAP’s dedication to multiculturalism was the recognition of
Mandarin, Tamil, Malay and English as official languages in Singapore. This essentially
prevented the Chinese population from enjoying any particular privileges as the dominant
ethnicity in Singapore, for nearly 2/3 of the population were of a Chinese background, and

attempted to establish the perception of membership in the Singaporean community

127 Ethnic riots historically experienced in Singapore had not only divided the nation but also resulted in a large
number of injuries and even deaths. After the notorious Maria Hertogh riots of 1950, caused over a custody case
of a Dutch girl informally adopted by a Muslim mother, resulted in 18 deaths and 173 injuries, violence caused
by the ethnic riots of 1964 further injured around 500 and killed 22 Singaporeans. Triggered by general
elections in Malaysia, the ethnic riots of 1969 erupted over the boarder also in Singapore only reinforcing the
public discourse in favour of the need to integrate the diverse communities, partly because of Singapore’s
volatile geopolitical position. Lee Kuan Yew recalls these riots in his memoirs as formative of his political
views (Lee 1998) which influenced his perception of the multi-ethnic composition of Singapore as an eminent
threat to the political and socio-economic stability of the country.
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independent of ethnic background. The notion of patriotism was thus associated with shared
citizenship based on the collective objective of survival and a united destiny rather than a
common “national” identity, which they did not possess (Mauzy and Milne, 2002, p. 59).
Although Malays were recognised as the ‘indigenous population’ (and Malay - as the ‘national
language’), English was promoted as the unifying language to circumvent giving privileges to
any particular cultural group residing in Singapore.'?® Other policy areas, too, emphasised
commitment to equality on the basis of race — all major religious celebrations of Islam,
Hinduist, Buddhist, Christian and Indian religions were made public holidays and celebrated
nationally.'?® Aside from having the status of official recognition, cultural festivals were
publicly funded and were supported by administrative resources (Chua, 2005). The state could
thus demonstrate support for various cultural communities, while simultaneously maintaining
authority to oversee these festivities and other religious activities, as religion was viewed as

potentially harmful to Singapore’s stability and cultural cohesion.

The commitment to Singapore as a multi-cultural and inevitably also a multi-religious society
was also exhibited in the housing policy that sought to inadvertently govern religious practices
of HDB inhabitants, nearly universally residing in government housing and align them with
overall state objectives. One attempt to ‘modernise’ religion was carried out through the way
how the construction of HDB flats was not tailored to the needs of particular religious or
cultural communities.** With no alternative housing opportunities present in the city-state,
Chua notes how “religion-determined activities [became] simultaneously space-determined”
(Chua, 1997, p. 111) adapting people’s lifestyles to the existing circumstances and easing

religious and cultural pressures on individuals. Housing arrangements also had unintended

128 Aside from language policy, Chua (2005, p. 188) remarks how Malay children in particular received free
education while kids from other backgrounds had to pay full tuition fees. Although this policy was relaxed in
1990s requiring the Malay middle class to pay for tertiary education as well, the fees were directed into a Malay
community fund, while the government compensated the amount to the universities. According to Lim (2016, p.
86) the source of the frequent prioritisation of the Malay community was also found within the interpretation of
possible threats as perceived by the political elites at the time. Namely, the PAP feared that the Malays in
Singapore would see themselves as discriminated against in the Chinese-dominated state, prompting them to
seek alliances within the neighbouring Malay-dominated states and threatening political stability.

129 Each year the public holidays and celebrations include two Islamic holidays, two holidays related to Indian-
religions, one Buddhist and one Hinduist holiday as well as celebrations of the Christian Christmas and Chinese
New Year (Chua 2005, p. 186).

130 Qverall, the certain ignorance towards religious requirements observed in housing construction can be seen
as serving the aim of promoting religious harmony and unity. Nevertheless, a somewhat ‘privileged” status can
be said to be given to Islam, because within each housing estate, a particular place is designated for a mosque
and a special government agency is designed to advising the government on Muslim affairs. Islam was by no
means the largest religious affiliation (in fact, the Religious Diversity Index by the Pew Research Center (2014)
ranked Singapore as the most religiously diverse nation in the world), but this policy served to recognise the
special status of the Malay population as the ‘native’ population and counter their possible claims to religious
discrimination, which had caused tensions in the past.
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positive consequences particularly on liberalising women’s role in the society. The Women’s
Charter of 1961 had already improved the situation of women’s rights with concern to matters
of marriage and divorce (Tamney, 1996, p. 5; UN General Assembly, 2011b, para 64) and
while previously various cultural practices had often restricted women’s opportunities to
participate in the social and economic life of the community (Kuah-Pearce, 2009),'*! the
relatively small size of the government-provided flats prompted women to “routinely gather at
the (...) public void decks with no problems about the consequent public exposure” (Chua,

1997, p. 88).

Instead of fully embracing a multicultural identity, multiracialism allowed the government to
emphasise equality in terms of policy-making, while paradoxically also implying a strict
governance of ethnic, racial and religious communities, sometimes curbing their rights in the
name of societal cohesion. Nation-building was an inseparable aspect of determining the
success of Singapore’s survival rationalising the omnipresence of multiracialism in the
country’s governance. These policies have advanced people’s well-being in close accordance
with the human rights principle of non-discrimination in terms of race or ethnicity, but this
universality has mostly been confined to these facets alone. When reporting to the UN with
regard to their human rights record under the Universal Periodic Review in 2011, the
government representatives argued that their success in managing ethnic, racial and religious
harmony stems from “managing, delicately and scrupulously, relations among the different
races and religions — and, equally importantly, by never hesitating to take firm action against
any group that threatened racial or religious harmony” (UN General Assembly, 2011b).*
Under the pretext of national unity, ‘multi-racialism’ served to rationalise government actions
that removed sensitive issues from public debate (Chua, 2005), undoubtedly also contributing
to the PAP’s political stability, as any issue surrounding race or ethnicity could be interpreted
as volatile to the national interest, and pre-emptively silenced to avoid public discontent or

criticism of PAP’s policies.

131 Kuah-Pearce (2009, p. 178) analyses how the cultural and religious connotations attached virtue and respect
to women that did not “expose themselves” to the public, serving as an impediment of women to participate in
social interaction on their own or without the presence of a man. At the same time, Tremewan (1994, p. 124)
notes that women were still expected to provide low-wage labour and carry out domestic work for free to lower
welfare costs. Moreover, eugenics and family-planning policies following in the later years particularly
discriminated against women, treating them as “breeding machines” primarily acknowledged for their
contribution to the population-planning objectives of the government Davidson (1999).

132 Other riots due to race or ethnicity did not occur again in Singapore until 2013.
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Good Governance

Another central principle underlying the survival narrative was PAP’s focus on good
governance as the cornerstone of their rule, including government transparency, accountability
and strictly denouncing corruption. On the one hand, this was motivated by the PAP’s
willingness to bypass government inefficiency, which was claimed an issue often encountered
by “young” states, but it would serve aim to reassure people and public officials that the state
was being ruled in accordance with the articulated vision and individual actions of certain PAP
cadres would not interfere with the set course of economic and human development. According
to the PAP, good governance involved policy planning by “a group of men sitting in little
rooms, planning, thinking, analysing, watching figures, watching trends” (Barr, 20003, p. 112).
The government committed itself to paying high salaries to state officials so as to attract the
most educated individuals and avoid corruption, carrying out several example corruption trials
to discourage people from accepting bribes. Lee Kuan Yew justified the wage policy through
the commitment to attracting the most able public servants to ensure political stability by

reiterating that:

“Ministers who deal with billions of dollars cannot be paid low salaries without risking a system
malfunction. Low salaries will not attract able men who are or can be successful in their
profession or business. Low salaries will draw in the hypocrites who sweet talk their way into
power in the name of public services, but once in charge will show their true colour and ruin the
country.” (Lee, 1996)

However, as the party consisted mainly of mainly representatives from the Chinese ethnicity,
they needed to ensure that the principle of ‘multi-racialism’ is also observed within the higher
echelons of power. ‘Meritocracy’ was thus advanced as the guiding principle justifying the
composition of the ruling elite and determining candidates for power-positions (Lee, 2000). It
was argued that excellence and talent, instead of ethnicity, privilege or wealth determined
whether one was apt to acquire positions of authority (Mauzy and Milne, 2002). While
apparently benevolent, the meritocratic principle in Singapore was more than simply an
appreciation for one’s skills and ability. Justification for the vision that some people were born
to rule while others — to be ruled, was later sought within Confucian philosophy (Mauzy and
Milne, 2002; Chua, 1995, 2005), but it was initially rooted in the belief of the leaders of PAP
that people are born with different capabilities that determined also their suitability to positions
of authority (Barr, 2000a). The problem with meritocracy, as noted by Tan (2008, pp. 9-12),

is that, like other values, it can often be interpreted and defined by those whom it serves and
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control over the discourse is closely tied to their prospects of retaining power. Such cherry-
picking is likewise observable in Singaporean politics — while the principle of meritocracy was
applied to some aspects of political life, it was conveniently narrowly defined. Essentially,
abiding to this principle, too, helped to deliver staggering outcomes, also within the regime’s
ability to set goals and achieve them, publically denouncing those, who transgressed. But a
number of scholars have noted how a narrow interpretation of meritocracy can, in practice,
translate into an ideology of inequality (Tan, 2008), where people are not accorded rights to
opportunities, but some people are granted disproportionately the rights to ‘fairly’ distributing
these opportunities (Tan, 2008; Lim, 2016) implying in essence an anti-egalitarian view of the
society. It thus consolidated PAP’s power, as the ruling elites were promoted as the
intelligentsia, who due to their skill and talent are objectively most capable of making the

‘right’ decisions in the name of the ‘common good’.

An important consequence of the meritocratic principle is also its implied paternalism, being
at odds with the human rights principle of participation. People were to cast their votes in
elections, but when it came to policy-decisions, it was always the government that “knows
best” (Khan, 2001, p. 4). The idea of PAP’s pursuit of collective interests was affirmed by a
rhetoric that equated the ‘nation’ with the notion of a family; accordingly, Lee Kuan Yew has
become commonly referred to as the ‘father of the nation” who is guided by a genuine desire
for his family’s well-being. The government (which consisted almost exclusively from
members of the PAP) were to be seen as appointed parents, whose talent and excellence has
given them the right to make paternalistic decisions for the good of the people or even discipline
the population when they misbehaved.3® The Asian-values discourse later sought to justify
Singapore’s political and societal structure as a hierarchical family by referring to distinct
values supposedly shared by communities in Asia, but it is evident how it contributed to
consolidating PAP’s rule. Likewise, emerging levels of inequality came to be justified as the
natural result of meritocracy, because one’s success was claimed to emerge from efforts and
talent, instead of policy (Chua, 1995, p. 97). Non-discrimination in practice can therefore
amount to the opposite of universality of rights, which it is thought to represent. Thus, while

claiming the rule as non-ideological, it was the principles or pragmatism, multiracialism and

133 This narrative has continuously been advance until today. Although the PAP leadership has undergone

change, Singapore’s currently serving third prime minister referred to the notion of a “Singaporean Family” in
his National Day Rally Speech in 2015 (Lee Hsien Loong 2015).
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meritocracy as an essential part of good governance that were inherently ideologising (Tan,

2012) under the guise of simple rationality.

The initial success of the PAP’s rule helped to embed these informal aspects in people’s
perceptions about the contents of a just political rule. The PAP articulated these principles as
an intrinsic part of the ‘common good’; they claimed to advance them, delivered spectacular
results and thereby became the embodiment of the national interest, based on objective
principles and rational considerations consequently provided legitimacy for the PAP. The PAP
established and furthered near-universal power to interpret, reinterpret and apply these notions
to different spheres of political and public life, relying on them to consolidate their increasingly
authoritarian rule and often using them to justify repressive and unpopular policies. In later
years, when people voiced resistance towards some policy initiatives advanced by the
government, the PAP did at times change these policies, but provided the same justification for

doing it — that of being pragmatically flexible (Chua, 1997, p. 131).

7.3.1.4 Expanding the institutional reach

Towards the end of the 1970s Singapore had achieved significant developments in a variety of
ESR-related domains in comparison with its pre-independence years, simultaneously having
advanced its economy. 67,8 per cent of the population resided in HDB flats, with the majority
of them being home-owners under the Home Ownership Scheme (Singapore Department of
Statistics, 2014). The average life expectancy had risen to 72 years, literacy rates were
improving and unemployment was nearly non-existent. The plan of the PAP government to
focus on education, work and housing as primary social policy objectives was bearing fruit,
justified by the improved living standards, political stability and the acclaimed equality

underlying the rationale for policy making.

In practical terms, the Singaporean approach to welfare provision had until the end of the 1970s
been focused on ensuring housing, education and retirement-related investments, with the
contributions of the CPF directed primarily to financing these areas. Over the years, the
government aimed to expand the reach of this institutional tool to serve also other, emerging
policy priorities. In 1977 proportions of the contributions were separated into different accounts
designated for specific purposes — Ordinary Account (OA) was to continue catering specifically
for housing and insurance needs; Special Account (SA) meant for the original purpose of
acquiring savings for retirement and old age; and a Medisave Account (MA) was further
introduced in 1984 to gather savings for medical insurance and hospitalisation purposes (see
Figure 7-1) (Central Provident Fund, 2008).
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Figure 7-1 Allocation rates of CPF contributions to the Medisave, the Special and the Ordinary

account, 1977-1987. Source: Government of Singapore (“Singapore’s Open Data Portal”)
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Figure 7-2 Average CPF wage contribution rate for employers and employees from 1955 until 2015

Source: Government of Singapore (“Singapore’s Open Data Portal”)

* Missing years imply rates have remained unchanged since the last occurring value

* In 1988, policy was introduced that made contribution rates age-dependent; arithmetic averaging is applied for

this period, in order to provide a single value representative of all age groups

In addition to the former functions, the MA extended the CPF’s reach to cover also healthcare-

related costs, continuing the emphasis on health as likewise predominantly an individual

2001, p. 11). Over time
employees, as well as the proportions designated to each of the accounts changed to cater to

responsibility (Khan

the economic and social objectives of the government respectively (see Figure 7-2). With the

SA designed specifically to meet minimum requirements for pension and old age, savings from

this account became only possible to be withdrawn at retirement, while the OA accumulated a

bulk of the savings proportion, making it evident that the CPF was not only a retirement



scheme, as it was initially planned, but, rather, a comprehensive social policy tool offering the
government access to investment funds for the citizens’ socio-economic well-being, as well as
for managing downturns of national economy (Ng, 1999). At times of economic recession,
financial contributions from the employers were reduced to decrease labour costs (Tang, 2000,
p. 45).13* When the aim was to reduce the cost for hiring elderly citizens, the contribution rates

for older workers were lowered to increase demand (Khan, 2001, p. 15).

On the outset, the government had believed that if people would feel the material improvements
due to PAP’s policies in individual households, this would not only contribute to performance
legitimacy, but would also legitimise the informal aspects of their governance, which people
would grow to willingly accept as a ‘necessary’ cost for the country’s success (Chua, 1995, p.
2). The ‘survival’ rationale pursued in the early years of independence was a rather appropriate
characterisation of people’s individual struggles and not difficult for the average Singaporean
to identify with, especially when the policies it initiated had rapidly improved people’s well-
being and basic capabilities in a matter of a few decades. Economic development did seem to
be benefiting most without discrimination justifying the government’s vision and course of
action. The claim the government is advancing people’s interests was likewise accepted as
reflected by the support towards the ruling party exhibited in consecutive elections that brought
the PAP back to power. But at the same time, the success of PAP’s policy outcomes and the
‘survival’ motif helped to institutionalise an intrusive system of welfare provision, which, in
the words of government representatives, “empowered people to look after themselves” (UN
General Assembly, 2011b) instead of placing the responsibility for human well-being in the
hands of the government or articulating well-being in terms of human rights. The CPF was the
only social policy tool and beyond its comprehensive reach covering issues such as housing,
education, health care or even retirement, it was an “embodiment of individual responsibility”
(Tang, 2000, p. 44). In narrative it furthered the government’s vision of individual self-reliance
in relation to socio-economic needs, positioning the government as playing only a supportive
and managerial role. In practice, it committed individuals to take care of themselves through a
compulsory saving of their resources in anticipation of future challenges, instead of making
welfare related rights claims towards the state. Likewise, the expanded institutions of education
and public housing enforced social stratification putting people in their “physical and social

places” — access to welfare came now to depend on people’s labour in transnational companies

134 This, as noted by the author and illustrated in Figure 7-2, has happened several times, including the 1985
recession as well as the Asian economic crisis of 1999.
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and education was premised on “voluntarily” sacrificing social roots for the sake of nation-
building (Tremewan, 1994, p. 230). As the CPF became increasingly accepted by the people
because it was an indispensable part of the PAP’s successful attempts to improve people’s well-
being, so too the notion of individual responsibility became embedded in the societal
understandings about ‘necessary’ and even ‘just’ social policy solutions, furthering the
somewhat contradictory notion of Singapore as an anti-welfarist state, which nevertheless

ensures welfare for its populace.

7.3.2 From ‘survival-logic’ to ‘crisis-mentality’ 1984 — 2000s

As the previous sections show, during the first decades post-independence, developments in
social policy were focused on initiating the institutionalisation of a welfare provision
conducted under a strict oversight of the government justified by the overarching logic of
national survival. As the administrative realm of the CPF expanded and contributions from
employees and employers increased, so did PAP’s commitment to use these mechanisms to
morally educate their citizens in attempts to align informal institutions of the society towards

ones predicated by the government’s objectives.

In part, because the survival motif was so successfully reciprocated by the population and in
part, because the PAP had managed to acquire legitimacy on this platform with implementing
capitalist reforms mixed with elements of socialism and conservativism, they were inclined to
stick to these notions instead of reforming the system to reflect the changed socio-economic
situation of the population. While the qualitative notions of pragmatism, meritocracy and multi-
racialism were continuously re-negotiated with the populace to test the limits of people’s
acceptance as to their intrusiveness, the established formal institutions and most prominently,
the CPF, were not changed but re-engineered (Tang, 2000, p. 45) to meet people’s altered
expectations placed on social policy. When in the 1980s, physical survival was no longer the
prominent concern of Singaporean citizenry, and the narrative could justify the government’s
policies that infringed people’s individual freedoms, it was altered to one of a recurrent crisis,
nevertheless associated with the same principles, notions and justifications of PAP’s rule and

social policies that had previously helped the ruling elites to stay in power.

A critical juncture signifying the loss of political legitimacy for the PAP came in 1984, when
the party lost considerable amount of votes in the elections. Support for the PAP fell from 77%

in 1980 to 65% in 1984 and although it was still enough for them to retain power over the
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parliament with a significant margin,*3® this shift in public opinion initiated several important
changes in the governance of Singapore. While the PAP did carry out several reforms
compromising on the side of political rights and civil liberties, this did not present so much as
genuine steps towards democratisation, but rather a way to renegotiate the social contract in
Singapore based on the ‘feedback’ the government has received, as they nevertheless remained
dedicated to their ‘illiberal’ approach to social policy. Rationalised through a pragmatic
necessity for the sake of continued development, the PAP retained their control over the social
welfare system already in place which would not only be required in the name of economic
development, but would also allow them to use social policies as a political tool; a bargaining
chip vis-a-vis the society in relation to the political processes. Participation in the welfare
institutions set up by the PAP increasingly became people’s only option for ensuring their
livelihoods, as alternative means to access these opportunities was increasingly denied
(Tremewan, 1994, p. 230). Thus, the formal institutions remained relatively intact, with the
focus being on the re-rationalisation of their accompanying narratives. Survival motif was
hence shifted to one of a recurring crisis, while the principles that accompanied PAP’s
governance during the survival-phase continued to be institutionalised also under the changed

narrative.

7.3.2.1 Continuing emphasis on self-reliance

The PAP were of the opinion that the declining electoral support was caused, in part, by the
rising standards of living and the mind-sets of the young generation of Singaporeans who had
not themselves experienced the hardships of war and the dire pre-independence conditions,
making them less prone to accepting the ‘survival’ rationale as justification for the PAP’s
intrusive approach to governing. This plunge in PAP’s legitimacy coincided with the effects of
the Second Industrial Revolution in Singapore, which was meant to diversify the economy
mainly by replacing labour-based industries with service and high-technology ones in order to
advance Singapore’s appeal in the eyes of multi-national corporations (Lee et al., 2008; Chua,
1997, p. 124). Following through with this economic vision would depend largely on the
government’s ability to supply skilled and knowledgeable workforce while retaining minimal
budgetary expenditure explicitly on social policy (Khan, 2001, p. 17), which were objectives
previously tackled by the CPF as a regulatory and managerial, but also a disciplinary tool to

meet market demands. For economic purposes it was deemed necessary not only to continue

135 While the PAP’s electoral victories can partly be attributed to voter support (as demonstrated by Table 7-1),
the party’s ability to hold almost unilateral power over the parliament is also due to the electoral first-past-the-
post system, which stalls opposition votes from being translated into effective representation.
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social control over workers through making efficient use of the CPF, but to intensify it
furthering the PAP’s ability to “direct the labour force in ways which [gave] capital in
Singapore its competitive edge” (Tremewan, 1994, p. 233), instead of relaxing social policies
in response to people’s calls for liberalisation. Moreover, seeking to avoid possible conflicts
between the objective of economic growth and people’s welfare demands (Khan, 2001) it was
necessary to exonerate the state from any responsibility over social issues and imperative that
the focus of self-reliance to be continued as a social policy prerogative. Reforms would,
instead, be aimed at re-educating people about the benefits of the PAP’s approach, while

adapting the ‘survival’ rationale that had previously justified it.

Self-reliance continued to be promoted by contrasting it to ‘welfarism’, which was presented
not only as detrimental to development, but also as a negative personal attribute that signified
undesirable values. The PAP underlined their conviction with regard to the experiences of other

countries that:

“when governments undertook primary responsibility for the basic duties of the head of a family,
the drive in people weakened. Welfare undermined self-reliance. People did not have to work for
their families” well-being. The handout became a way of life. The downward spiral was relentless
as motivation and productivity went down. People lost the drive to achieve because they paid too

much in taxes. They became dependent on the state for their basic needs.” (Lee, 2000, p. 104)

On the one hand, this view exemplified the government’s narrow definition of welfare, which
was inevitably tied to state-provision, submerging both terms within one another. Interpreted
in this manner, the PAP was convinced that articulating some ESR as people’s entitlements
would skyrocket people’s expectations placed on the government, much in contrast with their
aim of depoliticising social issues'*® and create a free-rider problem discouraging people from
taking care of their own needs. Thus, although state-provision is only one of possible ways to
structure people’s access to welfare, they were perceived synonymous in the Singaporean

context and viewed from a negative lens.

On the other hand, welfare was also presented as contradictory to the government’s efforts to
achieve economic growth. Success of the previous decades was attributed, in part, also to self-
reliance and individual responsibility for social issues. Welfarism was thus more than an

undesired approach to social policy; it was also presented as an attitude that is ultimately non-

136 Although the Singaporean housing policy has received most attention as a tool for ensuring PAP’s legitimacy
by depoliticising the issue, Perry et al. (1997) and Tremewan (1994, p. 81) note how universal provision of
education likewise served to weaken the possibility for the PAP’s main political rivals at the time, Barisan
Sosialis to rally support around these issues.
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Singaporean, because, according to the government, Singaporean mentality was built on
individual drive for excellence. The former senior minister Rajaratnam reiterated the PAP’s
wish to “teach people that the government is not a rich uncle. You get what you pay for,”
emphasising that “[e]verybody can be rich if they try hard” (quoted in Vasil, 1984, p. 168). The
focus was hence not on rights, but individual obligations, with the government striving to

provide conditions for individual excellence.

By continuing to emphasise self-reliance not only as the reason behind Singapore’s success
and a part of a ‘Singaporean mentality’, but also as the complete contrast to welfarism, the
government managed to successfully avoid taking responsibility for ensuring people’s well-
being. Although they had, admittedly, significantly improved people’s socio-economic
conditions, and were advancing policies focused directly of people’s needs with regard to
numerous ESR related-domains, they claimed the successes to be a result of the PAP’s
comprehensive rule, including their potential to paternalistically discipline the society.
Practically, access to social goods and services was mainly organised around institutional
schemes, not governmental ministries directly, allowing to direct people’s discontent to the
administrative capacities of these programmes instead of the ruling elite in general. Self-
reliance thus continued to legitimise and institutionalise the formal bodies designed for social
protection, which were based around individual contributions to the CPF as well as the notion

of individual responsibility for one’s own well-being.

7.3.2.2 Advancing shared national ideologies of Confucianism and communitarianism

Characteristically, policies advanced within the social domain were primarily justified by
economic perspectives, as growth was initially seen as the main outcome securing the PAP’s
political tenure and they argued that survival necessitated and justified also the high levels of
social control exercised by the government (Tremewan, 1994, p. 109). Yet, the survival-based
policies previously pursued had not only given rise to the notion of self-reliance, but also
individualism, making it increasingly difficult for the government to continue vindicating
various restrictions on individual liberties in the name of national survival. Combined with
rising levels of affluence in the society, people increasingly vocalized discontent with policies

pursued by the government that intruded on individual freedoms.

In addition to this, it was evident in the 1980s that inequalities had considerably risen and the
economic growth had not benefited the population equally. Contrary to the egalitarian rhetoric
pursued by the government, the recent economic strategy had exacerbated income and social

inequalities between skilled and unskilled workers (Tremewan, 1994). Many people were
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struggling to meet their socio-economic needs by individual efforts alone and the Singaporean
Malay population was particularly disadvantaged by the economic and social system (Chua,
1995, p. 33) while the Chinese segment enjoyed wider access to numerous socio-economic
opportunities. In fact, several observers have noted that the loss of electoral support of 1984
signified discontent not exclusively with the lack of democracy but rather with the rising
inequalities and emerging societal problems (Worthington, 2003, p. 3; Hwee, 2002b, p. 224).
People grew increasingly discontent with the government’s intensified social control policies,
which aggravated differences on the grounds of gender, race and class, and were unable to
justify this with a mere necessity called for by the objective of economic growth. Around the
mid-1980s, increasingly many Singaporean families showed their dissatisfaction by emigrating
to Western countries (Tremewan, 1994, pp. 122-123). Alongside its significance for the
prospects of PAP’s legitimacy, this trend was deeply concerning as it indicated not only a lack
of individual dedication to “collective well-being”, but also an outflow of human capital in
which the PAP had so generously invested, potentially threatening Singapore’s prospects to
advance the Second Industrial Revolution. The PAP needed to tackle existing social policy
contradictions, their justifications and the changed socio-economic environments of individual
Singaporeans. This involved, as noted by Chua, devising a new ideological system, even it

meant “undoing some of the intrinsic features of pragmatism” (Chua, 1995, p. 77).

The challenge was now to reconcile systemic changes with the attitude of self-reliance that the
government wished to retain as the fundamental approach to welfare. A solution to this problem
was found in amending the narrative of survival, which had previously served to legitimise the
PAP’s policies and enabled a paternalistic approach to state-society relations. As it had lost its
appeal in the eyes of many people, amendments in the rationale were paramount if the PAP
was to continue its patriarchal approach to governance. Instead of claiming that ‘survival’ itself
was at stake, the government introduced a narrative of a recurring crisis (Clammer, 1985; Barr,
2000b), aimed rather to instil doubts about the longevity of the achieved well-being and transfer
Lee’s own “lifelong sense of insecurity (..) that it could all be taken away with one
uncontrollable spasm of social upheaval or regional chaos” (McCarthy, 1999) on to the
population. Issues that were argued to threaten the nation were numerous, omnipresent and
ever-emerging. Regardless of the achieved improvements in well-being, the prime minister’s
National Day Rally Speeches continuously emphasised that development should not be taken
for granted, either because of troubles in the global economy, increased population size or the

changing demographic trends challenging Singapore’s ability to meet the labour demand.
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Government officials reiterated that it would be “making a fatal mistake if we assume that once
we are at the top, we will always stay on top” (Goh Chok Tong, 1992). This thinking expanded
the notion of survival from merely a physical necessity to a general guarding against pertinent
threats, justifying the idologising work carried out by the government.

Rather than tackle the root cause of rising people’s discontent found within their intrusive
policies, the government blamed the ‘erosion of morality’ among Singaporeans. English
language was seen as a catalyst for the undesired changes in society, which had prompted
people to become more individualist, consumerist and increasingly exposed them to liberal
“western ideas” through foreign media outlets (Mauzy and Milne, 2002; Tremewan, 1994),
prompting resistance against the PAP’s plea to undertake individual sacrifices for the sake of
the common good. Political elites were unapologetic that social control was necessary for

achieving development. In a National Day Rally speech Lee Kuan Yew stated that:

“I am often accused of interfering in the private lives of the citizens. Yet, if | did not, had | not
done that, we wouldn’t be here today (..) we would not have made economic progress, if we had
not intervened on very personal matters. (..) We decide what is right. Never mind what the people
think. That’s another problem.” (Lee Kuan Yew 1986, ST, 1987)

Although the rise of individualism were undesired consequences of PAP’s own former policies,
together with ‘Westernisation’ they came to be formulated as the new threats to the
Singaporean society and the government undertook deliberate steps to shift collective attitudes

against them through the use of Confucian and later, communitarian thought.

Some efforts to infuse Confucian values in the Singaporean society were advanced already
prior to the monumental elections of 1984, so the electoral result can be likewise viewed as
people’s discontent with this ideologising work of the government. Michael Barr (2000a, p.
161) notes how it coincided with Lee Kuan Yew’s personal affections towards the Chinese
culture “as the driving force of [the]economy, the drive and the industry of [Singaporean]
workforce”, but it usefully summarised the PAP’s general approach towards governance, based
on the view that “‘benevolence’ of the sovereign in promoting the general social welfare is

exchanged for compliance and obedience of the governed” (Chua, 1995, p. 28).

Attempts by the government to consciously reverse the individualistic attitudes, especially of
the younger generation of Singaporeans, were initiated through the education system. Lee has
reiterated his belief that “you can influence the basic attitudes [of young people] from the day

they are born to about 16 or 17 (...) [as] they are influenced by what they see around them and
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by their peers” (Lee, 2013). Education was viewed as an imperative tool to shape these views.
With the aim of teaching schoolchildren about their distinctive identities as somewhat alien to
the liberal ideas promoted in the Western world, in 1982 a new moral education program was
introduced in schools, including religious knowledge in the secondary school curriculum.
Initially, in hopes of people learning to appreciate the value of social hierarchies, family and
obedience, Confucianism was promoted alongside Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and
Buddhism as a way for schoolchildren to rediscover “the traditional values of one’s people”,
the loss of which had supposedly lead to the unwarranted disposure to Western values (Chua,
1995, p. 28). After it became evident that the policy is badly received by the population and a
government study revealed in 1989 that this program intensified religious cleavages rather than
harboured ethnic unity, it was abandoned from the curriculum (Chua, 1995, p. 30), but the aim
to advance supposedly shared values based on Confucian philosophy was nevertheless
advanced through other means expected to provide an cohesive line of argumentation
combining economic objectives, patriotism and moral guidelines for individual action (Ooi,
2010). After the “failed Confucianisation process” (Chua, 1995, p. 31; Barr, 2000a, p. 160),
the government came to employ the term of ‘communitarianism’ as an umbrella-concept
encompassing all their desired attributes of “valuable citizens” to guide people’s behaviour. It
was argued that Singapore’s economic growth would not have been possible without the
distinctly ‘Asian’ attitudes of Singaporeans, which highly regarded hierarchies, community,
patriarchal society and authority. Losing these sentiments, according to the PAP, could
irreversibly damage the future economic viability of Singapore, inevitably reducing well-being
also on the individual household level.

Yet, because the notion of self-reliance that the PAP was committed to pursue was still rooted
in peculiar justifications of individual responsibility, the aim was not so much to eliminate
“Western” individualistic thinking but rather to delineate permissible scope of individualism. It
was harmful as long as it questioned the individual’s freedoms in a communitarian society, but
celebrated, when it advanced business and economic activity. So when the Institute of East
Asian Philosophy was later established, it was tasked with not only with spreading Confucian
ideas, but also with reinterpreting some of the unattractive aspects of Confucianism (such as
the low status of women, low regard for entrepreneurship activities and high value attached to

traditional lifestyles®’) (Mauzy and Milne, 2002; Tamney, 1996). It was a significant

137 While entrepreneurial activity was seen as a precondition to Singapore’s success, justifying also the PAP’s
governance strategies, Tremewan (1994) notes how socially conditioned gender roles came to be increasingly
questioned by both educated and working-class women, who increasingly felt discriminated against by the
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reinterpretation of the former ‘pragmatic’ practices of the government, which had governed
culture and religion to the extent of suppressing them in the process of rationalising policies.*%®
Now, culture came instead to be celebrated and enforced in efforts to build up a communitarian
spirit among the populace and recognised as an intrinsic part of people’s identities. And
although its enforcement through formal educational institutions had not been successful, the

government relentlessly tried promoting these values through other ESR-related domains.

As a consequence of this thinking, the PAP sought to create a more community-based society
also with regard to various aspects of individual well-being. Previous requests to sacrifice
individual interests for the sake of the common good were justified mainly through the survival
rationale. Now, the justification was shifted to concerns over community as an intrinsic good
in itself, which became a guiding principle to public policy and individual behaviour. The
notion of self-reliance, too, was amended to incorporate the responsibility for one’s family and
community, with changes incorporated in the CPF scheme.’®® Keeping in line with the
conviction that individual well-being does not fall entirely under the obligations of the state,
ESR were institutionalised following a vocabulary of social and communal responsibility,
resembling rather the notion of ‘socially compulsory charity’ than intrinsic people’s

entitlements, even as members of certain communities.

Housing policy was likewise amended to meet the communalist objective. Having established
itself as the sole provider of public housing (covering nearly all the population) allowed the
state to impose a number of measures, which through incentives and disincentives directed
people’s behaviour and social attitudes towards the objective of achieving ‘national unity’. The
multicultural nature of the Singaporean population was formulated as a ‘threat’ within the
housing policy and eligibility conditions for public housing were explicitly organised by the
HDB to support certain government objectives allocating flats so as to foster ‘national unity’,
organised around the principle of multi-racialism. In 1989 the Ethnic Integration Policy was
enacted, setting racial quotas for flat ownership in the local ‘towns’ to reflect the ethnic set-up

of the overall population. Flats would not be approved for sale for ethnic groups in areas where

government. Likewise, while traditional values were celebrated as long as they advances social hierarchies,
leading “traditional lifestyles” was incompatible with the work ethic deemed necessary for advancing economic
growth. For an overview of the inconsistencies between the Confucian philosophy and ‘Asian values’ advanced
by the PAP, see Mauzy and Milne (2002).

138 Chua (1995) observed that during the survival-phase in education, textbooks for schools made a conscious
effort as to omit references to particular cultures in teaching materials.

139 For example, in raising the educational outcomes of different underperforming groups, community based
organisations were established for respective ethnicities, with ‘voluntary donations’ deducted from the CPF
accounts of people belonging to these ethnicities, emphasising the communal responsibility (Chua 1995, p. 34).
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the limit of the respective ethnicity had already been exceeded. While the policy was justified
through the aim to prevent racial enclaves, promote ethnic integration and avoid racial riots, its
political objective was to gather ethnically and economically diverse groups, eliminating
possibility of political class enclaves (Chua, 1997, p. 138) that could potentially give rise to

bottom-up pressures threatening the PAP’s political aspirations.'4°

The official narrative focused on the value of this policy for integrating the community — as the
‘towns’ were to reflect the ethnic and socio-economic composition of the overall society, they
were argued to promote the collaboration of people who might otherwise not interact and
contribute to fostering a spirit of the community (Chua, 1997). In particular, this was presented
as beneficial to the lower-income groups (which were not coincidentally most unsatisfied with
PAP’s governance) as they would “profit” from the better educated inhabitants serving as
community leaders (ST, 1989). Although in principle this regulation pertained equally to all
ethnic groups, the Malays and Indians as least represented ethnic populations were
disproportionately affected, as their opportunities to choose desired housing locations fringed
on whether or not quotas were fulfilled (Chua, 1997, 2005). With the Chinese now officially
required to dominate the ‘towns’ (which were at the same time electoral constituencies), the
PAP’s chances of achieving electoral victories were improved, while possibilities for electing
minority candidates decreased significantly.

PAP’s attempts to reshape the value discourse in the society and institutionalise respect for
community as part of Singaporean identity culminated in 1991, when the government accepted
the White paper on Shared Values, which came to be known as the “national ideology”
(Parliament of Singapore, 1991).)' The document laid out a Singaporean version of
Confucianism and communitarianism, including in their rationale for producing the document
also the recognition that “Singapore is wide open to external influences” and “[n]ot all foreign
ideas and values are harmful” emphasising the need to “uphold certain common values which
capture the essence of being Singaporean”. Five values in particular were specified as capturing
Singaporeanness. Three of these values addressed the anti-individualist direction that people

were supposed to abide to. “Nation before community and society above self” emphasised the

140 Another political concern this housing policy aimed to address, Tremewan (1994, p. 126) remarks, was fear
that the Malay population was having more children, potentially disrupting the PAP’s claim of being Chinese-
dominated state and providing support for electoral opposition through the first-past-the-post system tied to
housing estates.

141 A government committee had already been established in 1988 to devise a “national ideology” which
“Singaporeans of all races and faiths can subscribe to and live by” (Parliament of Singapore 1991). Tamney
(1996, p. 19) notes that the committee was headed by the son of Lee Kuan Yew - Lee Hsien Loong, who would
in 2004 become Singapore’s third prime minister.
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need to prioritise collective needs over one’s own interests, which was formulated as “a major
factor to Singapore’s success”, claiming that “if Singaporeans had insisted on their individual
rights and prerogatives, and refused to compromise these for the greater interests of the nation,
they would have restricted the options available for solving these problems”. This was,
however, not only a retrospection of Singapore’s success, but also the government’s vision for
its future, where the common good would continue to dominate individual interests leading to
“greater success for all” in the long term. The second value articulated “family as the basic unit
of society”, insisting that family too was to be prioritised above the individual. Aside from
justifying the pro-family direction of social policies, the reasoning concerned the “trend
towards heavier reliance of the state to take care of the aged” and the risen individualist
mentality, which was negatively perceived as it “weakened the family unit”. Part of the PAP’s
future vision for providing well-being provision concerned family members, instead of the
state, assuming responsibility for their relatives, by organising care-taking as well as sharing
resources for health and retirement-related expenses. The third value — “regard and community
support for the individual” intended to both, discourage cleavages in the society and articulate
a communal responsibility for the “less fortunate” or “the needy”, once again emphasising that

the duty rests within the community, not the state.

The remaining two values addressed the multi-racial composition of the Singaporean society,
claiming that it is Singaporean to focus on “consensus instead of contention” and “racial and
religious harmony”. Articulating these values provided justification to continue the practice of
restrictions in the name of “national unity” but it also delineated permissible communitarianism
— Singaporean communities were to “sustain and develop their own heritage (..) but cannot
afford to put parochial concerns of their own separate communities uppermost”. No community
therefore was to come before the nation” and only in harmony could different racial, religious
and ethnic communities form the ‘fabric’ of society. To reiterate the urgency of the document,
it also took a mention of the “crisis’ that would ensue if these values were not followed stating
that “once the social fabric [of the society] is torn, it cannot easily be sewed together again”
(Parliament of Singapore, 1991). The White paper made a mention of individual rights, but
noted that in Singapore seeks to balance rights of the community against those of an individual,
instead of “promoting one to the exclusion of the other”. Drafters of the document made sure
to note how these values were inspired by Confucian thinking, but were distinctly separate as
Singaporean, shared by people from all religious denominations and ethnical backgrounds. In

fact, they argued that all the stated norms are already a part of Singaporeanness, but they must
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be “systematically inculcated” through schools, teachers and parental guidance for the sake of

future generations.

Although the document did not enjoy the status of law, any public criticism of these ‘values’
was silenced and the White paper was expected to guide future policy and individual behaviour.
Consequently, it was institutionalised through the school curriculum, military service and
media expected to produce long-term effects (Mauzy and Milne, 2002, p. 64; Tamney, 1996;
Chua, 1995, p. 33). Some authors have seen the introduction of this national ideology as a
strategy to counter modernisation (Clammer, 1985) or a “retrospective rationalisation of [the
PAP’s] ‘multiracial’ policies instituted at the beginning of nationhood” (Chua, 2005, p. 182),
— while the developments over the previous decades had produced an affluent middle class
consequently reflected in changing mentalities, the government aimed to reverse these
unintended consequences through subsuming such attitudes under controlled channels. Not
only did the government claim that there was a common identity shared among all
Singaporeans of different ethnical and religious backgrounds, but also that a governmental
committee had the authority to define it with little participation of the public and that this
identity should be enforced, taught and preserved for the sake of Singapore’s future success.
Yet, the certain institutional channels for these values remained not entirely defined as it was
an articulation of the already existing ideological prerogatives advanced by the formal
institutions in Singapore rather a significant change in direction. Instead, the White paper was
rather directed towards the populace, providing moral guidelines for individual and collective
action; aims towards which people were expected to ‘voluntarily’ direct their collective efforts.
Thus instead of being a genuine articulation of shared identities of the Singaporeans, it rather
served as guidelines for self-censorship, prescribing commonly accepted limits of permissible

exercise of one’s choices and agency.

The shared values discourse was extended beyond the bounds of the Singaporean population
with Lee Kuan Yew becoming a vocal proponent of ‘Asian values’ also internationally and
insisting that Singapore’s economic success would never have been possible without their
emblematic attitude that values hierarchies and social order. Rodan (2011, p. 70) remarks how
this momentum coincided with the collapse of the authoritarian rule in Taiwan and South
Korea, prompting Singaporean leaders to reiterate that advancing capitalism must not
necessarily result in political pluralism. Lee defended this conviction by criticising the notion
of individual rights and advancing a culturally particularist alternative. He did not denounce

the idea of human rights, not their universality, but insisted that rights are historically and
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culturally bound. Since people in Singapore valued the well-being of community over that of
oneself, the argument went, rights need to be evaluated in within the context overall socio-

economic development of the society. 42

7.3.2.3 Pro-family social policies

One way in which Singaporean shared values were different from Confucianism, according to
the White paper, concerned Singaporean respect for the family, rather than an unquestionable
subordination as enshrined by Confucian thinking (Parliament of Singapore, 1991). This
respect necessitated also the protection of the family unit, especially in the face of the rising
individualism, which threatened to weaken the family institution and could potentially result
in the demise of the entire nation. In this sense, individualism had posed a moral crisis calling
for immediate action to protect the family, community and the Singaporean nation. In line with
this rationalisation, the government advanced a number of measures for enforcing family and

community-driven social policy, inevitably transforming people’s lives on the individual level.

Family orientation was especially evident in developments of housing and health-care policy,
which in tandem worked to promote this ‘value’. Aiming to advance the family as the “central
unit of society”, the conditions upon which individuals would be provided access to housing
were tailored to support the objective. Eligibility criteria was changed to prohibit single
Singaporeans from applying for HDB flats, as it would encourage early break-up of the families
(Chua, 1997) and promote undesired individualism.*® If extended families applied to live in
close proximity with other family members, they were given priority, considerably shortening
the waiting period or provided higher cash grants for housing costs than those who chose to
live elsewhere (Chua, 2005, p. 191). The expectation was that close living proximity would
urge family members to take care of each other, whether it involved care for the elderly family
members, assuming child-care duties or carrying out other unpaid social work and discourage

people to live on their own, whether from younger or older generations (Phang, 2007). By

1421 ee’s argument (supported also by a number of other Asian countries) did successfully tap in the overall
debate over the universal nature of human rights and whether the internationally enshrined rights documents
should be viewed universally as authoritative texts that prescribe the minimum requirements of human rights, or
whether (and to what extent) the prescriptions are susceptible for interpretation by societies locally. The ‘Asian
values’ debate questioned the universal premise of rights, for if people in Asia were indeed less receptive to the
notion of individual rights and viewed agency or life in dignity as bound within the community, it might be
permissible to evaluate success based on achieved outcomes, rule of law and people’s overall satisfaction. For a
more elaborate debate, see Barr (2000b); Bruun and Jacobsen (2000); Kingsbury and Avonius (2008); Sen
(1997); Wai-Teng Leong (2008); Bauer and Bell (1999).

143 phang (2007, p. 34) notes that this rule was also applicable to unmarried mothers and remarks that although
the policy was changed in 1991 allowing singles above the age of 35 to also purchase flats, individuals
belonging to this ‘categorisation” were still unable to qualify for HDB subsidised housing.
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implication, the government hoped that families would do the bulk of the work in disciplining
the young generation and teaching them proper values as, according to Lee Kuan Yew, formal
education “can only supplement what the home does” (ST, 1994a). Strengthening the family
institution would serve to reverse individualist tendencies among the young and teach the value

of the community not only on a governmental but also on a household level.

At the same time, health-care policies reinforced people’s subordination to the housing
regulations, likewise aiming to reinforce the pro-family policies. Paradoxically, this followed
PAP’s eugenicist aspirations, demonstrating just how much freedom the government had to
interpret the ‘values’ as they see fit. In attempts to incentivise young Singaporeans to have
bigger families, the Third Child Priority Scheme of 1987 ascribed couples with at least three
children priority in being allocated larger HDB apartments. From 1988 onwards individual
savings from the Medisave Account were allowed to be used for assisted conception procedures
to promote forming families and having children (Ng, 1999) keeping in line with the
government’s commitment to family-support. Soon thereafter, however, another policy was
introduced to limit the family size of poorer households to two offsprings (Phang, 2007), who
were instead expected to concentrate their resources on the proper upbringing of their
children.** Although the government needed to foster population growth for the economy to
avoid the influx of foreign workers, the racial and class undertones were evident, promoting
families only under the slogan “have three, or more, if you can afford it” (Davidson, 1999, p.
82). This discriminatory stance was, however, also justified by the same notion of fighting an
eminent crisis, only this time, the designated threat was comprised of “the irresponsible, the
social delinquents, [who] (..) believe that all they have to do is to produce children and the
government then owes them and their children sufficient food, medicine, housing education
and jobs” (Lee Kuan Yew quoted in Barr (2000a, p. 121)). The economic prerogatives required
Singaporean population growth, but not of those, who would ‘produce’ bad citizens, as per the
government’s views. So family and population planning policies were seen to involve the
planning of the reproduction of the right kind of genes, that would not shrink Singapore’s “pool

of talent” (Barr, 2000a, p. 122). Consequently, pro-family policies for educated high-earners

144 The Small Families Improvement Scheme of 1994 prescribed benefits for complying with these
requirements, including housing grants for the family and an education ‘stipend’ for the children on the
condition that applicants sign a legal document agreeing not to have more than two children. This was in line
with a government report from 1969, which had reported that poorer people must resort to smaller families as
they cannot afford to nurture and educate their kids (Tamney 1996, p. 75).
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in Singapore urged them to have bigger families, while the same ‘value’ applied to low-income

households was to be interpreted as limited by their resources.

Promoting pro-family policies was beneficial not only in terms of shifting the lives of
individuals towards communitarian principles in line with the Confucian philosophy, but also
because they helped reduce welfare-related costs for the state. The rapid ageing of the
Singaporean population had become a prominent issue especially because PAP’s former family
planning policies had attempted to curb population growth. Concerns over whether individual
CPF contributions can sufficiently cover retirement costs had become an important concern in
light of the increasing lifespan and rising health care costs. Extending the notion of ‘self-
reliance’ to imply individual responsibility for the family allowed to lift the pressure from the
government for providing well-being related needs after one had ceased to take part in the CPF,
which governed these provisions. An additional scheme was introduced in 1987, allowing
members to withdraw money from their accounts at retirement age and extended to allow
family members to provide for their parents’ retirement as well (Ng, 1999).14° The elderly
therefore were “form[ed into a] part of the voluntary family-based welfare arrangement” (Chua,
1997, pp. 141-142) while the solution increased welfare demands on individual workers
instead of the state. Whether it was primarily monetary or ideological concerns that shaped the
ascendance of these policies, for Singaporeans they comprised comprehensive rules of the
game, which reinforced each other in the name of pursuing Singaporean ideology and national
interest. Chua (1997) has noted that under circumstances of limited options, the regime’s
monopoly over the housing sector can increase the regime’s ‘ideological surplus’ as “any
citizens dissatisfied about particular value will be coerced into accepting the conditions
imposed upon them” (Chua, 1997, p. 141). This coercion was made ‘voluntary’ by providing
a series of incentives and disincentives, theoretically giving people the choice whether or not
to subscribe to these values. But in an environment where alternative opportunities are very
limited and resources are inadequate, it is understandable how such incentives in housing,
health care or education can prompt people to adopt their behaviour, beliefs or even aspirations
to the conditions upon which access to these ESR-related goods and services fringes on,

especially for the lower-income stratum of the population.

145 The Minimum Savings Scheme enabled people to direct their savings towards a Retirement Account, also a
part of the CPF, which would be used to provide pension in case of retirement until the savings, together with
the interest on the savings, was exhausted. On the outset the contributions to the scheme were pegged at the
subsistence level, but in 1995 the contributions were raised to support a ‘modest’ living standard during
retirement (Ng 1999).
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The idea that family was to be valued as the core unit of the society could rather successfully
be extended to the whole community, even more so because the government frequently referred
to the Singaporean nation using the analogy of a family with most notably Lee Kuan Yew as
the ‘father of the nation’. Criticising a survey conducted in 1989, which found that people
thought it was the government’s responsibility to help the ‘needy’, Singapore’s second prime
minister Goh Chok Tong stated that “such an attitude is disturbing” emphasising that the state

perceives it as the duty of all members of society. He reiterated that:

“[i]f we do not accept this, Singapore will become an affluent society of successful individuals
who only strive for their own comforts but are oblivious of the needs of the less successful and

the less privileged in their mindset. It will be a “poor” rich society.” (Goh Chok Tong, 1989)

More than interpreted as an obstacle to economic development and the standards of living,
individualism was presented as a potentially destructive threat to the moral well-being of the
society. To eliminate the possibility of developing an affluent and selfish society, Singaporeans
were encouraged to devote their time and resources for helping those in need. Goh Chok Tong
announced a new policy-direction towards a “gracious and compassionate society” much in
line with the PAP’s vision to divert a section of responsibility for well-being concerns to the
society, family, but also community organisations. In a speech in 1989 he outlined the necessity
for the change in state direction due to existing “threats” in the society, reaffirming the

perception of an eminent crisis:

“In Singapore, because we do not have natural resources we emphasise self-reliance,
competitiveness and economic success. We remind ourselves repeatedly that “nobody owed us a
living” and the “there is no free lunch”. While this basic philosophy is correct and has brought
us success, it has an unfortunate consequence. It tends to make us selfish and to measure success
in terms of material wealth. We measure people by the size of their bank balance, when we should
be more interested in the kind of person they are and what contribution they make to the society,
especially to others who are less fortunate. We envy those who succeed and frown upon those
who fail. We admire the strong and shove the weak aside. We spend time on activities which are
directly rewarding, and give hardly any to socially worth-wile causes. In the process, many of us
ignore, neglect and forget the less fortunate or less successful members of our society. To guard
against such tendencies, we must encourage successful Singaporeans to devote a part of their
time and resources to help their less successful brethren. We must encourage Singaporeans to
build a tradition of helping others.” (Goh Chok Tong, 1989)

Calls for sharing the welfare concerns were complemented by a number of measures which

reaffirmed the commitment of the government to more actively involve the society in welfare
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functions. Upon launching the “Volunteers’ Month” in 1991, the president’s speech vocalised
the role of volunteers in building “a caring society” and “improving the quality of life in
Singapore” (Wee, 1991). Additionally, various religious and community institutions were
encouraged to carry out welfare functions and rally individual members behind the cause of
taking care of those in need. Already in the pre-independence years, religious temples had
played a role in providing welfare relief in cases of accidents, and continuing this practice was
beneficial to the government’s aim of diverting responsibility for such functions away from
themselves. This developed into a ‘strategic partnership’ (Kuah-Pearce, 2008) with mutual
benefits for the state and religious organisations. Singapore’s government used its
administrative capacity to designate areas that needed additional welfare assistance,
encouraged community and religious organisations to undertake the welfare services and
provided guidelines for the management of these services. Simultaneously, they urged people
to volunteer and provided generous financial assistance through grants from government
affiliated Ministries and Councils.}*® Thus, although the government outsourced the welfare
functions to community organisations, they nevertheless ensured financial support, actively
‘recruited’ volunteers and provided legal guidelines that these organisations were to follow not

unlike if they were to actually fulfil the function themselves.

More than enforcing the self-reliance rationale, this policy also served to, in the words of Kuah-
Pearce: “resctructur[e] religion into socially-productive units of the society. In doing so, it
force[d] the religious institutions to play a more significant role in society (..) thus redefining
the social agenda of the religious change through exercising strong bureaucratic and legal
control and the use of legislative power” (Kuah-Pearce, 2009, pp. 4-5). The White paper on
Shared Values likewise emphasised the tradition of religious groups in providing social
services and reiterated that: “[sJuch community support for individuals will keep Singapore a
humane society. At the same time it helps to avoid the dependent mentality and severe social
problems of a welfare state as experienced in many developed countries” (Parliament of

Singapore, 1991).147 Thus while the government’s role in the provision of welfare actually

148 The Charities Act that was passed in 1982 provided monetary advantages to organizations registered as
charitable organizations, ensuring government subsidies and tax exemptions. Later, they also urged individual
and corporate donations for supporting “charity, philanthropy and volunteerism” (Goh Chok Tong 2001),
granting a status of Institution of Public Character to private foundations supporting charitable activities and
promising possible tax reductions.

147 To further cement the government’s dedication to promote pro-family policies, a draft document titled
Singapore’s Family Values was released in 1994 identifying further ‘family values’ supposedly shared among
all Singaporeans, namely love; care and concern; mutual respect; filial piety and commitment and responsibility
(Hill and Lian 1995, pp. 154-156).
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increased in legislative, monetary and administrative terms, it actively resisted to interpret these
actions towards becoming a welfare state and continued the anti-dependency rationale it had
previously advanced. And although the promotion of communal responsibility for societal
welfare needs would primarily serve to divert this responsibility away from the government
and help solve the dire consequences of rising inequality, it was justified by the need to create
a “more gracious and compassionate society” — a failure to achieve this would pose a threat to

the individual and collective future of Singapore.

7.3.2.4 Expanding limited accountability and controlled participation

Reforms in social policy were further accompanied by carefully controlled moves towards
opening up the political space, which has, in retrospect, contributed towards pursuing
developments more in line with the rights principles of accountability and participation. Chua
remarks how the 1984 election result prompted also the newly elected cabinet of ministers to
address the issue of forging a new ‘social contract’ with the electorate, which should include
“greater participation in the decision-making processes in the national forum and (..) greater
freedom in personal affairs” (Chua, 1995, p. 77). A result of increased prosperity and intrusive
policies of the previous decades, Singaporeans sought “their government to be more
consultative and tolerant and possess an obvious willingness to listen to people and allow them
greater participation” (Vasil, 2000, p. 240). In the years following the elections, numerous
reforms were carried out aimed at finding such a governance compromise between the
electorate and the ruling elites. When the leadership of the PAP was handed over to Goh Chok
Tong in 1990, it was meant to symbolise a change towards a more open and accountable
governance and a more flexible PAP, ushering a period in Singaporean politics characterised
by some as ‘glasnost’ (Vasil, 2000, p. 244).

In a sense, accountability had never been a major concern for the PAP, which praised itself as
a just, meritocratic rule, free of corruption. Indeed, good governance has often been named as
the cornerstone of Singapore’s exceptional success (Khan, 2001), which according to the
government was comprised of “the effective implementation of policies and delivery of public
services” (UN General Assembly, 2011b, para 17). A major reason why the PAP could praise
itself as ‘accountable’ was that they defined accountability in a centralised, top-down manner
(Rodan, 2011), where politics were left to the politicians (Hwee, 2002b; Ooi, 2010), who were,
in turn, accountable to the population as prescribed by the meritocratic principle — they

embodied wisdom, authority and were expected to rule by example, which also included the
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complete refusal to accept corrupt practices.'*® Yet, while the government remained dedicated
to taking care of Singapore and Singaporeans, and were transparent with regard to policy and
decision-making process,'*° horizontal channels of accountability were deficient as the state in
no way saw it their duty to “blindly” follow the wishes of the public. The electorate was to
voice their preferences through regular, free and fair elections, while the capable and talented
political elites responsibly undertake their duties in the meanwhile. Such an arrangement was
particularly troubling for the young generations of Singaporeans, who were sceptical about the
willingness of the PAP to listen to the voices of the population and was exhibited in the decline
of electoral support. To counteract these claims, the PAP initiated a number of changes in their
governance strategy, aiming to address what they called the ‘communication gap’ (Goh and
Gopinathan, 2008a) between the state and society. Not only was this trend a concern for PAP’s
future legitimacy, but quite pragmatically the lack of communal feedback was also recognised
as an obstacle to improving social performance. Channels of public participation were
gradually expanded, but contrary to signalling political liberalisation, they were deeply
subjected to the demands of good governance, and portrayed as means to improve the

effectiveness of policies, which nevertheless retained vertical hierarchies.

The underlying problem rationalised as the lack of ‘communication’, necessitated the
government to better explain their motives and be receptive to criticisms. While there were
clearly ‘rational’ motives that prompted this change, it was presented as guided by the
Confucian ideology, which, applied to its leaders, prescribed the government to win the
people’s obedience rather than accept it unquestionably. Consequently, the PAP claimed it had
a “duty to listen to the people and understand their feelings before making decisions that affect
[people’s] lives and livelihood” (CDIS, 1985, p. 80). Decision-making was hence opened up
to public consultation and various mechanisms were introduced aimed to increase the
government’s accountability towards Singaporean people, but they addressed mechanisms of

top-down accountability rather than signalling any intent of political liberalisaton.

Some notable examples include the Feedback Units, which were established under the Ministry

of Community Development, which regularly organised discussions with the public on various

148 According to the Corruption Perceptions Index devised by Transparency International, Singapore remains
among one of the least corrupt countries in the world. Several high-level officials have over the years been
sentenced to prison for corruption charges and such practices are severely denounced by the regime, seen as
non-virtuous also within the Confucian teachings.

149 Barr (2000a) even evoked the term ‘honest’ in characterising the PAP’s rule and Lee Kuan Yew in general,
for their open rationalisation of their policies, which was always laid out to the public, even if people disagreed
with the reasoning itself.
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policy matters (Hwee, 2002b). These units were to serve the purpose of seeking public opinions
about desired policies, although according to Tamney (1996, p. 71) they rarely resulted in
fundamental amendments made in policy proposals. From 1998 electoral campaigns were
accompanied by Meet-the-People sessions giving Singaporeans the possibility to discuss
pertinent issues with candidates directly as part of their electoral campaigns (Mauzy and Milne,
2002). These sessions were later made weekly and carried out in each constituency, aiming to
increase the communication between the leaders and their electorate (Ong Keng Yong, 2010,
p. 5). Polls and public consultations were actively carried out to inform people about planned
policies and receive input about their reactions to the scheduled reforms. Such opportunities
were nevertheless restrained — if people disagreed with policies, they were to “respectfully
explain their reasons” (Tamney, 1996, p. 65) through thee formal channels introduced by the
government, confining political debates to the existing state-controlled institutions. If
individuals wanted to make political change, they were urged to join a political party (ST,
1994b) and compete for power, once again, through the channels designed by the PAP. Thus
the increasingly “candid public discussion” (Vasil, 2000, p. 242) on uncomfortable issues, such
as ethnicity, was often initiated and facilitated by the government leaders, not the public, who
were still expected to contain debates within the permissible limits of discourse surrounding
respective issues. Most importantly, these debates and political openness in general were
typically limited to local governance, making it clear that the PAP’s rule is beyond the tolerated

issues of debate.

Other participatory instruments were likewise introduced with the aim of performing various
activities to further government objectives, such as promoting good citizenship, neighbourly
interaction, improve community relations and encourage a bond among members of the
society, while contributing to the state’s image of openness to people’s participation and public
debate. Citizens Consultative Committees™, Resident’s Committees!® and Neighbourhood
Committees™? were all seen as a tools to enhance the building of a close-knit community and
foster national unity (see Wong, 1991). They did, at the same time, also provide a platform in

which citizens could express their views about policy questions, but within a very controlled

150 The Citizens’ Consultative Committees were first established in 1965 following the racial riots of 1964, with
the aim of informing citizens about the actions of the government and promote ‘good citizenship’ among
Singaporeans.

151 Resident’s committees were established to “promote neighbourly interaction’, good communal relations and
ethnic cohesion by organising informal events for local communities.

152 Neighbourhood Committees were formed in 1998 with the purpose of ‘encouraging active citizenry’ and
bonding between people from various housing estates.
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framework overseen by the PAP. For example, most community events were actually organised
by the People’s Association — PAP’s grassroots movement accountable to the prime minister —
who, in turn, would be rewarded for their activism and ‘volunteer work’ through beneficial
treatment by the welfare institutions, advantages in the allocation of public housing, cash grants
for social security or priority in school admissions. Formally the aim of such mechanisms for
community organisation were not directly related with policy and politics, but their function as
communication channels between the government and the society was widely acknowledged
by the state. Indirectly, activities of these organisations were to garner public support for
planned government policies through information and debate. But they also provided useful
feedback mechanisms whereby state-affiliated members of these committees would report back
to the government about whether or not policies and reforms are well received by the people;
about the prevalent concerns among members of the public and expectations placed on the state

officials, allowing the government to pre-emptively target certain interventions.

In hindsight, all these activities contributed to two important objectives. On the one hand, they
addressed PAP’s legitimacy deficit by creating an image of the government as responsive to
people’s opinions, which was crucial for containing the rising discontent with the intrusive
governance strategies of the PAP (Worthington, 2003). Yet, they did not fully meet people’s
expectations on the scope of desired political change, instead following what the government
coined “evolutionary change” (Vasil, 2000, p. 247) carefully supervised by the government
and addressing only vertical channels of accountability. On the other hand, it also informed
policy-makers about the actual needs, problems and preferences faced by the society, enabling
them to improve policy effectiveness as pre-emptive plans, research and statistical analysis
comprised a crucial aspect for effectively translating the PAP’s vision into actual outcomes felt
by the society (Mauzy and Milne, 2002). While people were provided with a sense that the
government does not ignore their opinions, the PAP received valuable information and

feedback on whether citizens are on par with their policies and communitarian ideas in general.

Electoral institutions were likewise amended throughout the 1980s and 1990s, aimed to
reassure people that they were represented in the parliament regardless of PAP’s unilateral hold
on power. Non-Constituency Members of Parliament were introduced in 1984 to guarantee a
minimum number of opposition parliamentarians and to demonstrate that the PAP is ready to
tolerate opposing opinions (Hwee, 2002b, p. 206). This was followed by the adoption of Group
Representation Constituency in 1988, aimed at addressing the shortcomings of the first-past-

the-post electoral system in constituencies built around housing estates, which structurally
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disadvantaged the election of particular minorities in the parliament due to the racial-quota
system. Another post coined Nominated Members of Parliament was further introduced in 1991
— these MPs were to be chosen by the president and in 2001 voting was extended to citizens
from selected countries overseas, if they fall under certain selected categories (Hwee, 2002b).
Notwithstanding the symbolic power these developments signifying the PAP’s commitment to
compromise, several observers note how these institutional changes promoted cultural, instead
of rights-based conceptions of citizenship and actually weakened the power of opposition
parties, constraining their activities, like the ones of the public, within the formal channels
controlled by the PAP (Tamney, 1996, p. 71; Hwee, 2002b; Rodan, 1996, 2011). Moreover,
they were not presented as an achievement of the opposition, but rather as PAP’s efforts to
ensure political diversity necessitated by the principle of multi-racialism which the government

deemed to advance.

Alongside pragmatism, multi-racialism and good governance, throughout the 1980s
‘flexibility’ was added to the PAP’s essential principles of governance. In the words of a
Singaporean diplomat, the PAP recognised, that “there must be honesty and readiness to
acknowledge changing circumstances and conditions so that national goals and priorities are
reviewed and adjusted when necessary” (Ong Keng Yong, 2010). One way in which the
increased flexibility exhibited was by reversing a number of policies that did not enjoy public
support although they were in line with the government’s ideas. The Graduate Mothers
Scheme, introduced in 1984, also known as the ‘eugenics’ policy, was based on the belief of
the PAP leadership that non-educated women have ‘bad genes’ (Chua, 1995, p. 21; Mauzy and
Milne, 2002, p. 55; Barr, 2000a), in line with the rhetoric of the value of social hierarchies and
elitism. Rationalised based on a census conducted in 1980, which stated that educated women
opt to have less children than educated ones (Barr, 2000a, p. 123), the scheme prescribed
incentives to educated women for having more children, while providing a cash grant to

uneducated ones for undergoing a sterilisation after two new-borns.** Although Lee Kuan Yew

153 Also a post, which according to the constitutional amendments in 1991 came to be elected by the people and
given increased responsibilities. Yet, although the president was to nominate these members, his choice would
be based on recommendations from the Special Select Committee, who would seek out people with special
expertise in industry, commerce or cultural and social activities, making it possible for the PAP itself to choose
their opposition candidates while projecting an image of political liberalisation (Rodan (1996, p. 72); Hwee
(2002b)). At the same time, Tremewan (1994, p. 231) remarked how the creation of elected presidency itself can
be seen as a way to shift “political accountability away from the PAP”.

154 This policy was supplemented by an array of other incentives for having less children or undergoing
sterilisation, instituted through social policy measures that included opening up free family-planning clinics,
reducing the length of maternity leave for women with more than two children, giving sterilised parents priority
in applying for public housing and providing their children with possibilities to have access to education in
desirable schools. Tremewan (1994, p. 122) notes how this deeply alienated women, seeing how it contradicted

174



reaffirmed his belief in the eugenics rationale alleging that “80% of talent and intelligence was
inherited” (ST, 2000), the policy was nevertheless reversed in the face of rising public
discontent. Likewise, when the Moral Education Policy was met with criticism about the
government’s attempts to indoctrinate pupils in 1989, the PAP abolished the policy and turned
their efforts towards introducing legislation that would use community organisations to achieve

similar ends, reducing the ideological function of formal education (Chua, 1995, pp. 120-121).

In symbolic contrast to the previous decades when the PAP governed exclusively following
vertical hierarchies rationalised through the need for survival, people were now progressively
incorporated in supposed decision-making processes while their opportunities to meaningfully
challenge the regime were kept in check. In 1997 the project “Singapore 21 Committee” was
initiated, the findings of which “proposed a new national vision to strengthen the “heartware”
of Singapore in the 21% century” and aimed to define a “people’s version of the new Singapore”
(Singapore 21 Committee, 1999). Findings of the project were claimed to be a result of a
consultation process with more than 6000 people, but the Committee itself consisted of 83
members, including ministers, MPs, and PAP-affiliated volunteers from community and
welfare organisations, so unsurprisingly the resulting ‘people’s vision’ corresponded largely
with that already advanced by the government (Ong Keng Yong, 2010, p. 5). Due to the lack
of acceptance enjoyed by this document, another attempt to achieve similar objectives followed
by the “Remaking Singapore” project launched in 2002. While it was more inclusive of the
public, its findings nevertheless emphasised the important role of housing, community and
education, providing an affirmation of the government’s present objectives rather than

indicating a ‘new vision’ for desired reforms (Remaking Singapore Committee, 2003).

This period was instrumental for improving participation and accountability, considerably
expanding people’s opportunities to exercise their political agency, albeit under a controlled
framework that strictly delineated permissible ‘political’ activism and interpreted
accountability as part of meritocratic rule rather than an intrinsic good in itself. The PAP
emphasised that participatory mechanisms were pragmatically necessary for increasing their
legitimacy and address the ‘communication gap’, but that the introduction of these channels by
no means suggests that popular will could trump the underlying principles of governance. Goh

Chok Tong made this clear in his National Day Rally speech in 2001:

the supposed egalitarianism, reducing children’s prospects of a life to the circumstances of their parents’ former
education.
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“We have allowed freer expression of divergent political views, so long as this does not
compromise law and order, national security and national interests. We have set up a Speakers
Corner. Singaporeans have formed discussion groups like The Round Table and Think Centre to
discuss political issues. In the spirit of discussion, the Government will from time to time disagree
publicly with their views. It surely cannot automatically accept everything that they say, nor
should it simply ignore what they say. If the Government thinks that something they said will
hurt Singapore, it has to rebut them, if necessary, forcefully.” (Goh Chok Tong, 2001)

Such political openings were thus accompanied by a rhetoric of anti-individualism, anti-
westernisation and anti-democratisation, and often took place around moments of political or
economic turmoil fulfilling an obvious legitimisation function for the ruling party (Tan 2015).
The PAP has continued to expand participatory channels also under Singapore’s third prime
minister Lee Hsien Loong, articulating the need to set clear goals, achieve them and
communicate their vision to the citizens as part of the principle of ‘good governance’. Yet, the
discourse of accountability remains understood narrowly as the need to “actively listen to
citizen’s feedback and publically show empathy” (Ong Keng Yong, 2010, p. 4), while
communitarian ideas and the crisis rhetoric strictly delineate the margins of permissible
exercise of political agency, speech and even opinion, preparing Singaporeans for “jungle
survival” (Tamney, 1996, p. 9) for justifying the disproportionate balance of power between

the benevolent state versus the individual.

7.4 Aspirations-driven policy with a focus on vulnerable groups as

strategy for the new millennium

The success of PAP’s attempts to instil a shared identity upon the Singaporean population
remained questionable as means to regain legitimacy among the public. Following the 1984
elections and the intensification of the government’s ideologising efforts, people’s support for
the party continued to shrink, even with the mitigating effects of initiatives that symbolised a
politically more open PAP.* The Asian economic crisis of 1997 complicated matters further,

enforcing the PAP’s conviction that economic distress called for more, not less state

155 In 1991, shortly after Goh Chok Tong assumed his role as Singapore’s second prime minister, the PAP held a
parliamentary election ahead of time, seeking people’s mandate and approval for the party’s supposed political
transformation. The plan was unsuccessful and the party lost considerable amount of electoral votes, prompting
them to seek further ways to appease the electorate. Briefly, Goh Chok Tong even resorted to threatening a
reversal of the ‘liberal’ policies, claiming that he would “decide whether and how to continue with [his] open,
consultative style of government” (Goh Chok Tong, 1991 quoted in Vasil 2000, p. 246).
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intervention in both, the economy and people’s private matters.'®® Yet, as socio-economic
developments in Singapore by this time had given rise to significant levels of inequality, the
PAP found itself in a situation, where a part of its population was still struggling to get by
despite the dominant rhetoric of Singapore’s success, while another part could no longer be
coerced with appeals to basic standards of living and sought more fulfilling lives. People felt
increasingly disenfranchised from economic growth due to perceived unfairness in the society
(Perry et al., 1997, p. 297) and were concerned with the rising costs of living, housing and
health-care, worried whether the CPF mechanism would afford them enough funds at
retirement (Tremewan, 1998). Concerns over the quality of life therefore entailed both,
people’s material aspirations as well as the lack of freedoms enjoyed in the city-state. Under
these conditions, the government had to re-rationalise their strategy for winning people’s votes
and obedience, tailored to a non-homogeneous electorate with a variety of diverse concerns. In
response, the PAP continued to appeal to people’s living standards, national security and the
collective interest (Rajah, 2012), but balancing between the interests of the economy and
demands of the general population required to construe new threats to “Singapore’s crisis”,

which would be accepted by the public under altered conditions.

Given the proven potential of welfare institutions to incentivise individual behaviour aligned
with the government’s vision, state control over housing, education and health care was
retained. At the same time, the PAP recognised that with rising levels of affluence, people
would not be content simply with being ensured basic life’s necessities. Particularly young
Singaporeans were dissatisfied with the high living costs and lack of freedoms enjoyed in
Singapore. Failure to meet their diverse expectations would draw youth away from the country
in search for more “vibrant and fulfilling lives” in societies “that defined success beyond
academic and material achievements” (ST, 2014). More than perceived as a valuable concern
to be addressed in itself, it was articulated as a nation-wide threat to Singapore as it could
“hollow out [the] population and workforce, and make it more difficult to generate growth
needed for good wage growth and employment, and more difficult to support the good well-
being of Singaporeans” (Singapore Government, 2013). The government aimed to address the

concerns of this segment of the population by directing policy attention towards the

156 PAP’s electoral support rose slightly in 1997, but it coincided with the government’s announcement that
priority for upgrading housing would be given to constituencies, who showed support for the PAP (Hwee
2002b, p. 220). Thus support for the PAP would be directly linked to people’s possibilities to increase their
quality of life — opposition votes could curb access to these developments.
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multidimensional character of people’s ‘aspirations’, recognising that “every child has

different talents and these should be realised to the fullest” (UN General Assembly, 2011b).

Potential emigration of Singaporeans was particularly pertinent because an anticipated influx
of foreign workers would be required to meet Singapore’s economic goals, carrying with it a
new set of socio-economic and ideological challenges to PAP’s legitimacy. While additional
workforce was necessary and inevitable, it would still place significant pressures on the
established system of social welfare provision (that was evidently already inadequate to secure
people’s ‘aspirations’), but also challenge the close-knit national identity built on respect for
communitarian values the government had attempted to establish. Education was of particular
importance as it not only cultivated the workforce, but also directly appealed to the younger
generation of Singaporeans, who grew increasingly discontent with the government’s policies.
A new ‘vision’ for improving the quality of education in Singapore was created in 1997, titled
“Thinking Schools, Learning Nation”. Besides ‘pragmatic’ considerations related to
educational outcomes, the ‘vision’ was presented in the context of pertinent threats to
Singapore’s most valuable resource — its people. It underlined the necessity to instil a
“nationalistic commitment in the young” (Lee et al., 2008) as the success or failure of state’s
investment in education were measured not only through outcomes achieved, but also their
ideologising potential. The moral purpose of the national education system, which now
extended to a ten-year high quality education to all pupils (Goh and Gopinathan, 2008a), was
to acquaint students with history and protect and defend their core values, which remained
relatively unchanged since they were initially drawn up by the PAP leaders of the newly
independent Singapore in the previous decades — multi-racialism, social cohesion and
communitarianism. Yet, the public discourse somewhat shifted from emphasising ideological
elements and the need for disciplining the populace to calling for creativity and risk-taking in

business ventures to ensure economic growth (Tamney, 1996, p. 70).

Although affluence had served as the self-proclaimed measure of PAP’s success, the PAP
viewed it as having produced unintended consequences which now threatened the party’s
legitimacy. The government continued to invest in material well-being by improving housing
estates and renovating HDB apartments, but meanwhile the policy focus shifted to promoting
the “non-tangible aspects of life” on a societal level (Goh Chok Tong 1996). The qualitative
content of ‘aspirations’ was thereby narrowly defined, focused on expanding people’s
appreciation from merely material to non-material issues, such as arts, culture and value of the

community. Instead of promoting people’s independently developed aspirations concerning the
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lives ‘they have reason to value’ and providing opportunities to pursue them, the ‘aspirations’-
phase focused on particular developments found desirable by the state. Investing in people’s
“social, cultural and spiritual development” instead of material well-being was presented as the
only way to ensure the social cohesion of Singaporean society. “Poor” values, which placed an
emphasis on material improvements, were presented as a threat which could result in an
“internal conflict, tension, and very quickly the whole place will fall apart” (Goh Chok Tong
1996, quoted in Perry et al., (1997, p. 299)).

While the aforementioned activities were mainly targeted at the relatively affluent part of the
society unsatisfied with the lack of opportunities the city-state had to offer, inequality had by
then become an undeniable issue so the government also needed to pursue policy directed
towards appeasing the worse-off members of the society, whose discontent was to only increase
with the projected influx of foreign workers in Singapore. The PAP pledged that the well-being
of Singaporean citizens would have priority over that of the foreign workers and continued to
heavily subsidise housing, education and health care, undertaking initiatives to directly
redistribute government surplus at times of good economic growth with more attention to the
lower income groups (Goh Chok Tong, 2001).1%" These actions were accompanied by a clear
message that they should not be thought of as the government assuming responsibility for the
vulnerable sections of the society, but, rather, as efforts to step in when the society at large had
failed at their responsibility to take care of those in need. Goh Chok Tong justified these
redistributive policies by referring to the firm-knit nature of Singaporean society and

emphasised not rights of the worse-off, but the duties of the better-off members of the society:

“This policy of giving more to lower-income Singaporeans is right. The higher-income
Singaporeans owe their success in part to the others who support our social compact. They must,
therefore, be prepared to lend a helping hand to those among us who are not so well off. Only
then can we remain a cohesive and stable society. It cannot be every man for himself. For a person
to succeed, he needs a launch-pad from society. In turn, lower-income Singaporeans must support
the enterprise and efforts of those who have the ability. We must not resent those who create
wealth, for themselves and for Singapore. The Government, on its part, will ensure that every
Singaporean has equal and maximum opportunity to advance himself, while providing a social

safety net to prevent the minority who cannot cope, from falling through. This way, we can have

157 In practice, this financial aid was directed through the CPF, limiting the possibilities of how the surplus funds
can be spent and allowing the government to retain control over its use.
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an enduring social compact where the able can do very well, and we can use some of the wealth
generated by them to subsidise and help the less able.” (Goh Chok Tong, 2001)

Redistributive policies were thus rationalised in reference to communal obligations seeking to
harbour a “gracious and compassionate society” necessary for Singapore’s spiritual survival
and by no means implied legitimation of a ‘dependency mentality’ or state responsibility for
people’s welfare needs. It was the community, not the state, that had a duty towards the “less
fortunate” or “needy” members of the society. To underline this rationale, the PAP adopted the
so-called “many helping hands” framework, which aimed to support “self-help” activities
carried out primarily by the community instead of civil servants (Ong Keng Yong, 2010).
People in need would be assisted through various schemes often offered through NGOs or
religious or community organisations, without creating dependency on state-level institutions.
On its part, the state heavily subsidised the established welfa