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Historical Antecedents to the Contemporary Democracy and Human Rights: Human Rights and Democracy in the Global Order

         It is intellectually fashionable to observe that due to the end of the cold war the promotion of human rights and democracy will be restored to the front burner, will be placed high in the hierarchy of priorities of the international community. After all, the argument goes, Soviet totalitarianism is dead and the United States and the West no longer have to support brutal dictatorships in order to quarantine the spread of the deadly communist virus, in order to ‘protect’ the Free World. The advancement in telecommunications and technologies also makes it more difficult to shroud or deny atrocities, or so we are told. Carrying on with the logic of the argument, we are thus in a completely new era—a New World Order as it is proverbially called—that has no historical precedent: the lessons and patterns of the past no longer apply in the present. Yes, it is regrettable that democracy and human rights were trammeled in many parts of the world during the cold war, but it was inevitable. However, rest assured that the future would be distinctly different.

         In my view, such a conviction suffers from historical amnesia and intellectual shallowness. It is more the product of the intricate Western ideological control systems than of any rigorous analysis or understanding of the past and present. In one stroke, the crimes perpetrated by the United States and the West during the cold war are absolved, and their tarnished image is polished and redeemed. Hence, the unjust Western dominated global order is—and has for centuries been—represented as benign and benevolent. Examining the second half of the twentieth century, Edward Said, a leading scholar of culture and imperialism, emphasizes “the continuity of the ideological need to consolidate and justify domination in cultural terms that has been the case in the West since the nineteenth century, and even earlier.”
 Simply put, the complete-break-with-the-past scenario is a deception, a great and global one indeed! Continuities between the old and the ‘new’ world orders are rife, and it takes a great deal of intellectual and ideological obfuscation to miss them. A closer look reveals that the new global order is in essence the old wine in a new bottle.
 

         It is widely assumed that the Persian Gulf War parted the curtain to the New World Order, to an order where the principle of non-aggression and international norms of decency such as human rights are seriously observed. At least this was what then US President George Bush jubilantly told the world. And this from a man who, prior to the war against Iraq, had ordered the invasion of Panama, an act which many renown international lawyers see as illegal. For example, Louis Henkin argued that “the invasion was not ‘necessary’ for any lawful purposes, and that invasion by 24,000 troops—inflicting several hundred casualties and much property damage, and overthrowing an incumbent government—was out of any proportion to the attacks on US personnel cited, to the desire to bring Noreiga to trial, or to anything else in the circumstances that might remotely contribute to a right to use force in self-defense.”

         Up to 200,000 Iraqis—civilian and soldiers—perished in the war, whereas the allied troops suffered only 131 casualties. Small wonder that the journalist John Pilger described the war as a “one-sided bloodfest.”
 It should also be added that, as Edward Said has observed, the last time Baghdad faced such massive devastation was in the 13th century by the Mongols. Put differently, it was a very peculiar way to begin a New World Order. Despite the end of the war, the woes of the Iraqi people have not abated. In fact, they are unconscionably deepening and multiplying. First Iraq is being strangulated by American economic sanctions, which are inflicting immeasurable misery and hardship to its population; for instance, the rate of infant mortality there is simply shocking. Second, Anglo-American bombers continue to rain death and destruction on Iraq seemingly at will. In mainstream parlance, this is called ‘coercive diplomacy,’ though it is hardly distinguishable from ordinary terrorism. It seems that the term ‘western state terrorism’ has been abolished from the lexicon of mainstream political and diplomatic terms. And third, Saddam Hussein remains entrenched in power. At the war’s end, he was even allowed to gas and exterminate the Kurdish and Shiite minorities in Iraq with utter impunity. 

         The recent US-led NATO intervention in Kosovo is presented as another conclusive evidence supporting the break-with-the-past thesis. Undeniably, what happened in Kosovo is outrageous, though its scale and magnitude might also have been greatly exaggerated. Furthermore, as some commentators have pointed out, it was a tragedy made all the more terrible by the NATO ‘humanitarian intervention’. “Casualties among the Serb civilians in the first three weeks of the war were higher than all of the casualties on both sides in Kosovo in the first three months that led up to this war, and yet those three months were supposed to be a humanitarian catastrophe,” one observer noted. Perhaps the fate of the demonized Serbs did not really matter. And how did the Albanians fare? Casualties among Albanians in the first three weeks were definitely beyond those of the preceding three months or even those of the preceding years. The NATO war directly contributed to the escalation of Serb violence and terror against the Albanians, a tragedy that was “entirely predictable” according to US-NATO Commanding General Wesley Clark.
 In other words, the humanitarian principle of ‘first do no harm’ was not observed. Moreover, note that some of the worst ethnic cleansing of the 1990s was—and still is—taking place in NATO itself. Turkey has long been terrorizing, oppressing, and violating the basic human rights of its Kurdish minority. It is thus entirely doubtful that the NATO war against Serbia was a humanitarian gesture.
 

         Now let us consider the legality of the invasion. NATO, especially the United States and Britain, failed to pursue seriously several diplomatic options that might have been useful in resolving the conflict
. The right to self-defense was cited as a pretext for invasion, but Belgrade had not attacked any sovereign state. Furthermore, neither the United Nations Security Council nor United Nations General Assembly sanctioned or authorized the NATO attack; the charter of NATO however clearly declares the respect for the UN Charter and the recognition of the Security Council.  

         To put it charitably, the legality and morality of the NATO invasion against Yugoslavia are at best ambiguous. But what is entirely clear is that NATO, meaning primarily the United States and Britain, has extended its influence in that region of the globe, has shown to the world who is boss in Central Europe. 

         So far from scrupulously upholding international norms of decency and humanitarian principles, in the new world order the ‘enlightened’ great powers have acted roguishly and in complete defiance of democratic and humanitarian proclamations—as they had done so since the age of empires. And thus the accusation of American or Western hypocrisy completely misses the point: the Western powers have been quite consistent in their imperial and violent behavior. Perhaps we are not even in a new era at all. Instead of an ahistorical break with the past, we should rather see the present age as the continuation of the cold war, of Western domination in general. Put starkly, we are in the new cold war. By the cold war, I do not mean, as some historians do so, “the long peace”
 whose ‘stability’ (i.e., bipolarity) and certainty we should even be ‘missing.’
 We must recognize that the cold war was fought on different levels. The demise of the Soviet Union and, consequently, the end of US-Soviet rivalry (ideologically, geopolitically, economically, militarily, etc.) only closed the curtain to one dimension of the cold war. That is over, we can be sure. 

         But the cold war also involved war against the so-called Third World. Mainstream analysis fails to emphasize the North-South conflict inherent in the cold war. An important American and Western objective during the cold war was to integrate the Third World into the Western dominated international politico-economic order.
 There could be no other worthy aspirations for the outlying regions. However, a major threat facing the commercial centers in the peripheries was that of self-determination and autonomous nationalism, which was perceived as no less threatening than Communism. Independent nationalism, for example, meant that the outlying regions might refuse to subordinate their resources and markets for the sake of profit and power in the centers. In other words, they might embark on development strategies that would ‘compete’ with, and not  ‘complement,’ the interests of the advanced Western economies. Moreover, autonomous nationalism was like a rotten apple, and it could insidiously infect the minds and aspirations of others in the Third World. As a result, the centers must by all means prove that independent nationalism would not pay, would be too costly in physical and human terms to contemplate experimenting with. Better support a more pliable and dependable autocrat, no matter how atrocious. (At times the Soviet Union supported these independent movements, but all things considered there seemed to be a tacit understanding between Moscow and Washington about the extent of each other’s ‘sphere’ of influence or domination.)

         For forty-five years the “peripheries” were stabilized and reorganized to suit the imperial and economic interests of the “core” states. Witness the long war in Indochina. Witness the innumerous subversions and counterrevolutions launched by the US worldwide, from Latin American to Southeast Asia, from the Middle East to Africa. The idea was to make the world safe for the United States rather than the US safe for the world.
 As one student of US military interventions in the Third World has noted, and it is worth quoting him at length, “What …has been the threat to the diverse targets of American intervention which has brought down upon them the wrath, and often firepower, of the world’s most powerful nation? In virtually every case involving the Third World…it has been in one form or another, a policy of ‘self-determination’: the desire, born of perceived need and principle, to pursue a path of development independent of US foreign policy objectives. Most commonly, this has been manifested in (a) the ambition to free themselves from economic and political subservience to the United States; (b) the refusal to minimize relations with the socialist bloc or suppress the left at home, or welcome an American military installation on their soil—in short, a refusal to be a pawn in the cold war; or (c) the attempt to alter or replace a government which held to neither these aspirations.”
  

         Thus for the Third World, the cold war was anything but peaceful. In fact, it was long, nasty, and brutish. Between 1945 to 1990, more than 20 million people perished in more than one hundred wars that erupted worldwide, the vast majority of them in the Third World. And here we are talking only about wars. Not included is the oppression, persecution, and misery suffered on a daily basis by those living under the iron-fists of (Western and Soviet backed) dictators. ‘Stability’ in the peripheries was prized over self-determination, national liberation, independent nationalism, as well as over democracy and human rights.

         Whereas self-determination, human rights, and democracy were by and large crushed and dictatorship gained the upper-hand in the Third World, democracy was promoted in the two industrial workshops of the world: West Germany and Japan. It would certainly have been different had a different power, and not the United States, temporarily occupied or exerted great influence over both countries immediately after the Second World War. The fostering of democracy in West Germany and Japan was one of the greatest triumphs of the American worldwide struggle for democracy in the twentieth century argued the historian Tony Smith.
 However an important qualification is badly needed here. What Smith described as the promotion of democracy sounds like the prevention or preemption of any leftward political swing, of radicalism in general. In both countries only centrist parties flourished and the business elites and conservative class consolidated their power and position. For example, by the fall of 1947, as one historian has noted, the “United States was thwarting the substantive demands of [West German] labor—notably for public ownership and codetermination;”
 trade unions in the western half of Germany were radically weakened. In postwar Japan, democracy was induced “autocratically.” To cite an example, the US dictated the new Japanese constitution despite the interest shown by many in the Japanese public to participate in the revision of the constitution. The American constitution may be seen as an attempt to preempt radical and far-reaching reforms: the public might threaten to force the abdication of the emperor or jeopardize the interest of the inept and corrupt ruling class—as they had done so in a series of nationwide rallies and demonstrations in early 1947.
 

         The flavor of the democracy that was fostered in the two countries is perhaps reminiscent of the one that was simultaneously evolving in the United States. Among the major capitalist powers at the time, the US was the only one to tilt rightward politically.
 

         Unfortunately, the “struggle between the world’s commercial centers and the outlying countries that provide markets and raw materials” continues despite the end of the cold war and the demise of the Soviet Union.
 As such Western surveillance and disciplining of these areas can be expected to continue unabated. In fact, the dissolution of the Soviet Union facilitated this feat: with the Soviet deterrence eliminated, the risk of military confrontation or escalation has been taken out of US/Western intervention in the peripheries. Furthermore, it seems that the Third World has been enlarged, now also comprising the Second World. Of course, the use or threat of force is still the last resort: other non-military but equally destructive tools are available—but more on this below. Thus the expression of self-determination and meaningful democracy on the part of the Third World peoples will still not be condoned if it disrupts the interests of the commercial centers or if it represents the “threat of a good example.” This does not bode well for the fostering of meaningful democracy and human rights in the Third World. 

         The case of Haiti in the early 1990s is illustrative.
 Mainstream analysis insists that when the progressive Jean-Bertrand Aristide was ousted from the presidency in 1991 by a military coup launched by Raoul Cedras, the US/UN benevolently worked to restore Aristide and democracy to Haiti. There is a kernel of truth in this assessment, but on the whole it is deceptive. In truth, two objectives dominated the US agenda: 1) to moderate the populist Aristide, preventing him from unleashing radical and far-reaching reforms on his return; and 2) to protect American influence and interest by collaborating with the traditional power-holders, the landed gentry. The US administration placed an economic embargo on Haiti, but it was at best loose, at worst unenforced—so as not to impact the interests of Haitian business community and US investors. Also, it was later revealed that Cedras and most of the Haitian high command had been on the CIA payroll, and that the death squads, which were collectively known as FRAPH, were funded and even recruited and conceived by the CIA and Defense Intelligence Agency. Moreover, during the Aristide presidency, US agencies funneled millions of dollars to Haitian military and intelligence establishment, political parties, and non-governmental organizations to strengthen the country’s conservative factions. 

         In the end, the US/UN intervention restored Aristide back to power, but he had much less authority. The LAVALAS or waves of poor people who supported and catapulted Aristide to power had been crushed and marginalized during the Cedras dictatorship. The conservatives and military had been strengthened. Aristide has to depend on the good will of the Americans to rein back the military. And he was forced to accept neo-liberal economic policies.  A ‘safe’ form of democracy has thus been installed in Haiti.              

         The ongoing tension between the commercial centers and the periphery overlaps with another disturbing reality: the rise of corporate-sponsored globalization in the form of economic neo-liberalism, whose pace has quickened since the late 1970s.
 Again this is a bad omen, if one is interested in fostering meaningful democracy and promoting human rights worldwide. The vast majority of inhabitants on earth are locked in what is called a “race to the bottom” (Jeremy Brecher). According to the finding of one economist, during the neo-liberal boom years (roughly 1980 to 1997), “for every NIC (Newly Industrialized Country) there were 10 FEBs (countries Falling Ever-more-Behind). And for every wealthy beneficiary of rising stock prices, rising profit shares, and rising high-end salaries, there were 10 victims of declining real wages, decreased job security, and lost benefits.”
 Put differently, neo-liberal economic policies have created a two-tiered system of haves and have-nots, of winners and losers, both within and between nations. The latter group far outnumbers the former one. The gap between the two is also widening. Another important fact to emphasize is that “world output grew more rapidly in the period before the great experiment in global deregulation than it has since,” that “the boom increased per capita income differences between countries,” and that “other than the most wealthy in the US, the benefits of deregulation and globalization passed pretty much everyone except those in East Asia.”
 Worse, as evident in the recent financial crisis, it seems that the impressive economic gains of East Asian economies are as solid and stable as a house of cards. Yet these facts are routinely and conveniently ignored, and the myth that neo-liberalism enhances global prosperity is unabashedly propagated. For instance, the Bangkok Declaration issued at the end of UNCTAD X still maintains that globalization “has increased prosperity and the potential for countries to benefit.”

         The problem is not with globalization, in the broad sense of the word, but with the dark nature of its dominant face or side, which legitimizes the greed and strengthens the power of unaccountable corporations/transnational capital vis-à-vis the people, which prizes corporate profits over people and environmental sustainability. Close to two-thirds of the world’s ‘free trade’ are not conducted between nations at all, but as transaction within or between roughly 200 transnational corporations. Fifty of the world’s largest economies are private corporations. The total sales of the world’s ten largest corporations exceed the aggregate GNP of the world’s 100 smallest countries. Yes, one might argue that there are some good corporations that are responsible to their employees, to the communities they are situated in, and to the environment. But as David Loy has acidly remarked, “The same argument can be made for slavery: there were some good slave owners…. This does not refute the fact that the institution of slavery is intolerable….”
 

         The workings of the IMF and the WTO (sometimes known derisively as Whose Trade Organization) reflect how powerful corporations have become and how free the ‘free market system’ really is. The IMF is not a democratic institution. It does not represent the interest and work for the prosperity of all members. The IMF is dominated by vested interests in the advanced economies. “The G-7 alone controls 40 per cent of the votes on the Board while the US and the European Union between them carry more than 55 per cent of the votes” (Nicola Bullard). The IMF now has the authority to restructure the economy of the borrower-state along neo-liberal lines, a dreadful policy known as structural adjustment programs (SAPs). Structural adjustment programs entail, for example, creating a favorable and stable investment climate for foreign investors (code word for transnational corporations/transnational capital). This comprises virtually anything that increases corporate penetration or profits. Included as part of stability and favorable business climate may be: a lax labor-consumer-environment protection law, underdeveloped feminism, labor unions that are weak or non-existent, an artificially cheap labor force, the lack of government protection for small businesses or infantile industries, an apathetic and apolitical public (or a marginalized civil society), a public driven by consumerism, the lack of capital controls, etc.  Hence it is really bad news when foreign investors declare that the government of a particular country has created stability for foreign investment. This implies that the public of that country is likely to bear heavy external costs: the government has found ways to reduce risks and costs for investors.   
         Also included in SAPs are policies such as promoting export-led development (i.e., specializing in your strong suits and relying on their exports for revenues—in short, undermining self-sufficiency and fostering greater dependence on the agents of the global economy); removing restrictions of ‘foreign investment’ (read, mergers and acquisitions that often lead to massive layoffs) in local banks, industries, and financial services; greatly reducing import tariffs and quotas; and so on.
 It is clear that all these de-regulations play directly into the hands of giant corporations.    

         If poverty, misery, and environmental degradation in the borrower state are compounded by the IMF’ s export-led strategy,
 tight fiscal and monetary policies (e.g., higher taxation and reduced government expenditures on social welfare), and other austere programs that will allegedly help improve the investment climate then the myth of the IMF working to assist the borrower state can be de-bunked. In truth, the IMF does not even work to bailout the borrower state—rather international creditors. The IMF uses the taxpayers’ money of the member states to bailout international lenders when there’s trouble. As long as these lenders get their money back, it does not matter how.          

         Similarly, the World Development Movement notes that the WTO is dominated by the ‘Quad’ (the US, EU, Japan, and Canada). Theoretically, the WTO follows the ‘one country one vote’ rule; but 30 of the 134 member states cannot afford to base anyone in Geneva, one of the world’s most expensive cities. WTO agreements deal with a wide range of issues. They all however seek to further augment corporate power and influence. On agriculture, the WTO is working to expand markets for global food corporations. Put differently, it is undercutting small farmers and self-sufficiency. On food safety, trade and corporate profits are emphasized at the expense of consumer protection. On services, the WTO is increasingly opening up developing countries to service corporations (e.g., banking and telecommunications). (70 per cent of the US’s GNP come from services.) Under the ‘first come first patent’ dictum of the Trade-Related Intellectual Property Agreement, corporations are monopolizing access to knowledge, technology, and even food crops. On investment, the Trade-Related Investment Measures are endowing corporations and investors more rights to use money and are further limiting government control or interfering. And on the settlement of trade disputes, the WTO is not transparent and democratic. An unelected panel of three ‘experts,’ whose decisions are binding, adjudicates complaints. So far, only 20 per cent of complaints from developing countries, which constitute three-fourths of the WTO, have reached this dispute panel. On the other hand, 30 per cent of complaints that reached the panel have been from the US alone—significantly, Washington won 90 per cent of its cases.  

         Neoliberalism contends that any inequality resulting from the policy, though regrettable, is entirely understandable and even healthy. Hence it must be condoned, for in the long run the economic benefits will be distributed to everyone. The government must maintain a hands-off policy towards the wellbeing of its citizens and towards environmental sustainability, leaving them to market forces or unaccountable private hands. One needs not be a great economic historian like Karl Polanyi to realize that “To allow the market mechanism to be sole director of the fate of human beings and their natural environment would result in the demolition of society.” Furthermore, it should be noted that “the neo-liberal position is not in reality an advocacy of a weak state; it is an advocacy of a particular kind of strong state;”
 in other words, a strong state that would prevent its inhabitants from undermining or subverting the agenda and interest of transnational capital. As one analyst has pointed out, “Transnational capital requires that states perform three functions: (1) adopt fiscal and monetary policies which assure macro-economic stability, (2) provide the basic infrastructures necessary for global economic activity (air and sea ports, communications networks, educational systems which impart the specific skills among labor which capital requires in different spatial locations, etc.), and (3) provide social order, that is stability, which requires sustaining instruments of direct coercion and ideological apparatuses.”
 

         I am sure you all are aware that 20 per cent of the world’s population earn 86 per cent of the world’s annual income, and that this gap is widening. Graphically, the world’s income distribution looks like a champagne glass. However, not only are the majority of people in the world are getting poorer, they are also getting weaker—vis-à-vis the transnational capitalist class. The negative impacts of this gross income inequality on human rights and democracy are clear. Many, if not the majority of people in the world, are drowning in a sea of grinding poverty, and poverty traumatizes and kills. They lack access to basic human necessities and education. In short, they have freedom without opportunities to grow or develop themselves, making a mockery out of how human life should be. There is also a positive correlation between income equality and economic growth, an important fact that is overlooked by the neoliberals.
 

         So neoliberalism is in fact incompatible with human rights and democracy, in the meaningful sense of the word. But are not ‘democracy’ and ‘human rights’ two important watchwords of contemporary domestic and international politics? It is true that liberal democracy is nowadays spreading worldwide, but here, as during the cold war, the term ‘democracy’ needs qualification. In many societies in both the North and the South, a top-down form of democracy where an elite minority, including corporations, rules and sets the policy agenda, allowing dissent or choices only over tactics but not policies. The main and most undemocratic feature of this version of democracy (known as polyarchy) is the existence of (massive) socioeconomic inequalities along side formal political freedom and elections involving universal suffrage. Put another way, the participation of the people is generally limited to choosing political elites during elections held every few years—limited to a matter of a few minutes spent casting the ballots every few years: people’s participation in socioeconomic issues that really matter in their lives are often discouraged or inhibited. The people have the right to vote, but they also have the right to starve. Hence, as one analyst has pointed out, this form of democracy is concerned only with process (i.e. formal democratic elections), not with outcomes (i.e. the livelihood of the people).
   

         In sum, a toothless form of democracy is gaining ascendancy worldwide. This is in fact the political pillar that is required to buttress and legitimize neoliberalism, which is deepening socioeconomic inequalities. Polyarchy legitimizes or naturalizes these inequalities by completely ignoring them. Thus as a state is increasingly integrated into the global economy it may become increasingly polyarchic and a “particular kind of strong state.” 

Conclusion

         What could be done to arrest the present trends and circumstances, which are not very encouraging and conducive to the flourishing of democracy and human rights worldwide? To know our options, we first need to answer two rather simple questions: “Who is responsible for the present crisis?” and “How can we make them stop?”
 In other words, we need to hold the great powers and transnational corporations accountable for the consequences of their action or inaction: constant surveillance or monitoring of their activities and the exposure of their hidden agendas and wrong doings are imperative. As such, we must first attempt to correct the power asymmetry between the powerful and the marginalized by creating transnational alliances. 

         Counter-currents are gathering force at the grassroots worldwide, advocating meaningful democracy and human rights promotion and decrying the abuse of power by the “enlightened” states. Hence, unlike the nonaligned and the New International Economic Order movements in the 1950s and 60s, these remarkably diverse transnational movements are organized from the ‘bottom up,’ comprising members from both the North and the South. Do not underestimate the power of transnational grassroots movements. For example, they have helped keep the issue of East Timor alive in the international agenda for over two decades. They recently pre-empted the secret attempt to pass the corporate-sponsored Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI) and intensified the IMF’ s crisis of legitimacy at both Seattle and Washington, D.C.        

         We need to apply what has been called the “Lilliput strategy.”  We need to “act locally and think globally.” Seemingly disparate local strings may collectively be sufficiently strong to tie down the Gulliver of  “enlightened” states and transnational corporations/capital. As Leslie Sklair observes, “The knowledge that workers, citizens, churches, and other concerned groups all round the world are monitoring their activities clearly encourage some TNCS to act more responsibly than they otherwise might be doing. The fact that it takes constant monitoring and public exposure of wrongdoing to force some corporations to act responsibly helps transform local disruptions of TNC activities into global challenges to capitalist hegemony.”
 The monitoring of the actions and policies of the great powers is based on the same logic.

         Especially when it comes to containing the pace of corporate-sponsored globalization, we must realize that “any attack on capitalist consumerism is an attack to the very center of global capitalism.”
 Consumerism, which promotes dependency on ‘market forces’ in every aspect of life, is the culture-ideology of the present global economic system. Numerous communities and movements worldwide have sought alternatives to consumerism by practicing simple, self-reliant, self-sufficient, and sustainable ways of life. Some of them have, for example, launched local currencies, cooperatives, and credit unions, and experimented with traditional/natural farming, small-scale businesses, community businesses, etc. These are good and hopeful signs.  

         So it is from the grassroots up that we should start organizing, networking, creating transnational alliances—recognizing that the fate of democracy and human rights in the 21st century really lies in the hands of the masses.

. 
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