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The Presence of Justice:
An Introduction to Economic Human Rights
-- The Economic Human Rights Taskforce, 
    Portland Organizing to Win Economic Rights (Portland, Maine) www.povertyontrial.org 
What are economic human rights? Economic human rights are the rights we all need to enjoy a decent standard of living, and they include basic needs like housing, food, health care, education, and living wages. These basic needs are among the rights outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is a landmark international human rights document that was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on December 10, 1948. This important document was signed by all UN member nations, including the United States
, and it includes powerful language about human rights and about the way we want our world to be. Some 60 years after this document was first adopted, it is now seen as the universal and internationally-recognized standard for human rights.
The basic idea behind human rights is this: we are ALL human beings and we ALL deserve a standard of living that is fit for human dignity. No matter where we live and no matter how much money or privilege we do or don’t have, the bottom line is that human rights are for everyone. Of course, it will take a lot of work to see these rights become a reality, but many people are working very hard to do so. 
A social movement to end poverty, led by the poor, is building strength across the United States. Leaders in this movement talk about economic human rights in order to create new ways of thinking about and seeing poverty. They also use the powerful language and goals of economic human rights as an organizing tool in the growing movement to end poverty. In doing so, these leaders remind us that while we live in what is by far the wealthiest, most powerful nation on earth, at the same time, the United States is home to some of the highest rates of poverty and homeless in the industrialized world. They point out that this glaring contradiction – that so much poverty exists in such a wealthy nation – is largely the result of our government’s failure to uphold and protect our fundamental economic human rights. 
This is surely a very different understanding of poverty than the one most of us all grew up with. Just as poor people and our allies have everything to gain from ending poverty, likewise the powerful few who benefit from poverty have everything to gain from preventing us from doing this. And so, among other things, society has taught us that poverty is an individual's problem, that it is the result of an individual's personal failures, and, worse still, that poverty is a consequence or punishment that poor people deserve. These powerful myths are used by those in power to justify and hide the existence of poverty in the richest nation on earth. Because if the truth about poverty remains hidden and distorted, we can neither understand it, nor challenge it, nor – most importantly – end it. 
The myths are many – and those of us living in poverty have pretty much heard them all – for example, myths like “people are poor because they don’t want to work,
” “poor people are all on welfare,
” and “people are poor because they choose to be.
” And don’t even get us started on bootstraps.... Unfortunately, these myths tend to be precisely as effective as they are untrue. 
Using an economic human rights approach to help us understand poverty, we are able to see things in a whole new light. Out of this new light, these myths, assumptions, and falsehoods are revealed, allowing new questions demanding new answers to emerge. Looking at poverty this way leads us to ask questions about the causes of poverty—why and how it exists, who benefits from its existence, and how we can end it.
In this light, our very definitions of poverty begin to shift, as we can finally see and understand poverty for what it truly is. Because once we can define poverty as the absence of economic human rights, we begin to see poverty not only as an enemy of human dignity, but as an enemy of justice. We can identify the absence of poverty too – and where ever we go we should shout it out loud – for it is the presence of justice. 

One of the first steps to demanding these rights comes when we realize we don't have to accept the way things are. Our nation's history is full of examples showing how groups of people banded together to demand their human rights and end various forms of systemic oppression. Some of these examples include African Americans who organized for the abolition of slavery, an end to Jim Crow segregation, and the right to vote; women who organized for the right to vote; and workers who organized for the 8-hour work day. Each of these struggles (and so many more) were waged against tremendous odds, when those who were most directly affected by these human rights violations (and their allies) came together and decided they simply could not accept the way things were. In order to win our economic human rights we need to have a similar resolve. 
When we are able to think and talk about poverty in terms of human rights, amazing things begin to happen. When we are able to see our own personal stories in terms of human rights, as stories of struggle, survival, and strength, a new sense of dignity begins to crowd out that awful sense of shame – a shame that comes from being poor in the richest nation on earth, a shame that our government stamps in bold letters on the front of our food stamp cards, a shame that feels as though it has been ground into your very soul. Free from the shackles of shame and fear, we find we can raise our voices, we can tell our stories, we can reclaim our human rights, and, together we can take action around the issues that affect our lives.

Thousands of poor people and our allies are working to abolish the injustice of poverty. Together we are building what we hope will become a powerful new social movement to create a nation where “liberty and justice for all” is a reality and not just a slogan. On behalf of the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign, we invite you to join us as we build this new movement and create this new nation. 
· Portland Organizing to Win Economic Rights (POWER) is a grassroots anti-poverty action group that is led by poor & low-income people & based in Southern Maine. United with all those who align themselves with this mission, together we're building a local movement to win economic rights for all, end economic oppression, & abolish poverty. When we unite to claim our rights, together we have POWER! 
· The Economic Human Rights Taskforce is POWER’s outreach & education committee. 
Portland Organizing to Win Economic Rights = POWER
www.povertyontrial.org / Po Box 4281 Portland, ME 04101 / (207) 650-5092 
POWER is a member of the national Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign
� For the full text of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, see: www.un.org/Overview/rights.html


� In fact, our very own Eleanor Roosevelt was instrumental in drafting this historic document. See http://www.udhr.org/history/Biographies/bioer.htm


� 60% of poor households have at least 1 family member working for wages outside the home. Additionally, 3 out of every 4 children in poverty live with a family member who works at least part-time, and 1 in 3 poor children live with a family member who works full-time, year round. Others work in the home (unpaid) raising children and/or caring for other family members. Many others are unable to work due to disability and/or old age. See US Census: � HYPERLINK "http://pubdb3.census.gov/macro/032005/pov/new06_100_01.htm" ��http://pubdb3.census.gov/macro/032005/pov/new06_100_01.htm�; Facts About Poverty That Every American Should Know: � HYPERLINK "http://www.osjspm.org/101_uspoverty.aspx#life" ��www.osjspm.org/101_uspoverty.aspx#life�; Poverty USA: The State of Poverty in America: � HYPERLINK "http://www.usccb.org/cchd/povertyusa/povfacts.htm" ��www.usccb.org/cchd/povertyusa/povfacts.htm�


�The average age of a homeless person in America is 9 years old. See Statistics on Homeless Children and Youth: � HYPERLINK "http://www.misd.net/Homeless/statistics.htm" ��www.misd.net/Homeless/statistics.htm�


�Less than 23% of poor families receive any cash assistance whatsoever. The largest percentage of poor families’ income is earned in the form of wages – 62%, with only 11.4% of  poor families’ income coming from Means-tested Cash Assistance (aka, welfare). See US Census: � HYPERLINK "http://pubdb3.census.gov/macro/032005/pov/new27_001_01.htm" ��http://pubdb3.census.gov/macro/032005/pov/new27_001_01.htm�
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