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This paper aims to locate the potential social movements have for development in this age of
globalization and, specifically, to trace how the politics of collective action at the local level develop as rural

social movements to change and shape national and international development agendas.

The paper takes as its starting point the diversities and originalities of local rural politics in which
rural poverty is a dominant factor, where the nature and direction of local politics are shaped, influenced and,
at times, determined by national and international processes and actors. It argues that in so far as these
exogenous (to the local) processes and actors have direct bearing on the nature and outcomes of local
development processes, local social movements can by definition have consequences well beyond the local,

as they impact upon or are taken up within national and international development agendas.

The paper sees social movements of the rural poor as being strategic in nature, often possessing a

" degree of coherence and agreement with respect to their aims and objectives and serving as a means through
which to change development processes and outcomes to the greater benefit of the poor. It is also suggested
that democratization linked to reforms directed at decentralization, civil society and good governance has
created a political space in which the agency of local actors is greater today than previously. The potential for

poverty reduction is therefore also greater.
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for a more pro-poor development trajectory. While the paper does not argue that successful poverty reduction
lies in the hands and mobilfzation of the poor alone, it does argu.e that the agency of the poor is central to
achie'ving changes in the practice of politics and policies at local, meso and macro levels. The ability of the
rural poor to assert such political agency is analysed through the concept of citizenship and the contemporary

discussion of a rights-based approach to dévelopmen-t.

While the paper draws upon experiences of collective action in rural social formations across
countries and continents with very different political histories, development trajectories and traditions of
agrarian studies, the bias is toward the South Asian sub-continent where the author’s own fieldwork has, for

the most part, been undertaken.

Neil Webster is a Senior Research Fellow and Head of the Department of Development Research at the

Danish Institute for International Studies (DIIS), Copenhagen.
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