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“Irene makes a convincing case for putting human rights at the center of the effort to end poverty.”—Kofi Annan, former UN Secretary-General, in the Foreword
“An essential book for anyone serious about ending poverty: Khan makes a passionate, nuanced case that no solution will work unless it empowers the world’s poor with the basic economic, social, and legal rights to assure them a strong voice in shaping their own future.”—Hernando de Soto, Chair, Commission on Legal Empowerment of the Poor
“The Unheard Truth is a passionate and urgent plea for action. Poverty is the world’s worst human rights crisis, and this book makes a powerful statement about not only why but how we can turn the tide.”—Mary Robinson, President, Realizing Rights: The Ethical Globalization Initiative, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (1997–2002), President of Ireland (1990–1997)

“A well-argued critique of mainstream thinking on development/poverty. The language avoids jargon while remaining conceptually rigorous and accurate.”—Professor Sakiko Fukuda Parr, Professor of International Affairs at The New School, New York, USA
“The Unheard Truth is not just another book, but a manifesto for our time, a script that urgently needs to be heeded. This book speaks to us in a powerful global voice that brings this global truth [of poverty] to life for our time.” –  ProfessorMohammed Yunnus, 2006 Nobel Peace Prize winner

A modern-day How the Other Half Lives for a globalizing world, Irene Khan’s THE UNHEARD TRUTH: Poverty and Human Rights [W. W. Norton & Company; October 15, 2009; $19.95 paperback original] combines passionate first-person reportage, comprehensive social analysis, and stunning photography to create an affecting survey of global poverty and a passionate cry for justice on behalf of poverty’s most devastated victims. Critical of the failure of growth-driven poverty relief efforts, Khan presents a compelling case that only an approach that defines poverty as a question of human rights can truly succeed in alleviating global poverty.

Amnesty International’s Secretary General for the past eight years, Khan opens with a critique of current anti-poverty approaches that concentrate on investment, trade, new technology and foreign aid. Khan claims that economic analysis does not provide the full picture and economic solutions alone cannot end the problems of poverty.  Using a wealth of socioeconomic data, testimony of poor people and firsthand observation, Khan explains how poor people are trapped in a vicious cycle of deprivation, insecurity, exclusion and powerlessness. Economic measures alone cannot address these issues which are essentially about the denial of human rights problems and which impoverish and keep people poor.  Khan argues that asserting human rights are an essential component of strategy to fight poverty. Without tackling discrimination, addressing insecurity and empowering the poor to hold their governments accountable, economic aid is ineffectively applied, only haphazardly benefits the lowest economic classes, and can encourage political corruption and injustice. 
While marshaling considerable statistical data to make her point, Khan is also able to put a human face to these problems by taking readers into the sweatshop factories, urban slums, and forgotten villages of the global community, giving a voice to those whose stories are normally ignored. In Shanghai, China, readers meet a family who lost their home when the government displaced them in order to make way for a lucrative high-end residential development. Readers are introduced to factory girls in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, where the influx of young female laborers has coincided with a horrific spike in predatory violence against women, a crisis to which neither factory owners nor the government see fit to react. Khan describes life in Dharavi, a lawless and unhygienic slum in Mumbai, India, that is home to more than one million people. These and other stories, along with powerful photographs, grow out of Khan’s work and travel, poignantly illustrating the human lives at stake in the war on global poverty.

Despite the grim realities of life for the global poor, Khan outlines the success stories of poor people who have organized themselves. For example, she explains how increased governmental accountability helped curb wasteful corruption in Indian social programs and how increasingly the land rights of indigenous populations in Brazil have led not only to genuine economic growth for the community but also to greater economic self-sufficiency. Along with her concrete examples, Khan sets forth specific goals that governments and international organizations should adopt to ensure that development initiatives are both just and effective.

In his foreword to the book, Kofi Annan, the former UN Secretary-General states: “The value of Irene’s book is to make a clear and compelling case for the importance of human rights that goes beyond the moral argument, Indeed… hers is a deeply pragmatic proposal - that protecting the rights of the poor protects the livelihoods and freedoms they need to advance.” THE UNHEARD TRUTH is both a portrait of the lives caught in the poverty trap and a blueprint for giving the global poor economic freedom through political empowerment.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

Irene Khan, a citizen of Bangladesh and the first woman and first Asian Secretary General of Amnesty International, has brought a strong voice to socioeconomic rights and violence against women around the world. She lives with her husband and daughter in London.
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