
[image: ]




WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

THE HUMAN RIGHTS MANIFESTO

Like all great manifestos, this one not only dazzles with the sheer brilliance of its diagnosis of the contemporary world; it also gives us a new moral vocabulary in which to phrase our aspirations for political and economic change. And it is no accident that it should appear as, starting with the Green Movement in Iran and the Arab Spring, a new politics of dignity becomes visible around the world. Everyone should read it.

Pankaj Mishra, essayist and novelist.

In her well-argued Manifesto Julie Wark puts neoliberalism and the ruling elite of the neoliberal democracies of the West on trial. She asserts that the neoliberal system is intrinsically inimical to human rights. She supports this radical assertion with well-researched evidence. Rights, she says, are the basis of dignity, freedom and justice; without them no human being can be free. Neoliberalism is a rogue system that cherishes the non-human value of money instead of human values. She explains the political economy of neoliberalism in succinct and lucid terms that are not clouded by jargon, making this document a joy to read. Backed by grim statistics she argues that the present global order is a crime against humanity. She traces various crimes against the human race through various historical epochs to the present. She illustrates cogently how the atrocities of, for instance, the Khmer Rouge and of blood-thirsty African militias in the Congo and in other theatres of conflict, are in fact the crimes of neoliberalism. She portrays neoliberalism as an insidious system that promotes new forms of slavery, human trafficking and child labor. She makes the chilling observation that there are more people enslaved today than they were at the height of trans-Atlantic slave trade on which the wealth of nations like the USA is founded – most of today’s slaves are women and children. Foreign aid and humanitarianism are the empire’s neoliberal tool of conquest, subjugation and exploitation. Indeed, humanitarianism is a vehicle of Western hegemony. She denounces world governments and corporations as the criminals, but citizens who are enjoying the benefits of these policies and are indifferent to the plight of the rest of the world are not absolved. They are accomplices. And finally she defines what genuine human rights should be. The solutions that she proposes, to begin the world all over again involving what she calls the commoning, the human rights republic, and the universalizing of property, are quite radical, to say the least. These concepts, of course, need further development. This Manifesto would be a great companion for civil society organizations and individual activists. It should be required reading for both non-governmental and government agencies.

Zakes Mda, eminent South African novelist, poet, painter and playwright, whose most recent work is the highly acclaimed memoir Sometimes There Is a Void

A Port Huron Statement for the Occupy Generation with a breathtaking vision of planting ‘human rights republics’ in the practices of daily life.

Mike Davis

Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights declares ‘All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.’ Yet half the world’s population lives in extreme poverty without the conditions for freedom or dignity and with very few if any rights. Julie Wark’s Human Rights Manifesto is vivid, clear and passionate. Her case against neo-liberalism and her case for basic income is an appeal to common sense and a call to action.

Peter Cochrane, historian

Julie Wark’s manifesto is a call to action. It asks that you and I as global citizens insist that EVERYONE has the basic human rights that deliver not only freedom, justice and self-determination, but also individual dignity. Only a heartless person could read this and not feel an instant compulsion to act.

Dr Anita Heiss, Aboriginal Australian academic, author and activist

Many states have committed appalling crimes in the name of human rights. Julie Wark provides a great deal of material demonstrating this. She also very convincingly argues that the most basic human right is that of the guaranteed material existence of every member of society. Now, in 2012, when governments are engaged in a full-blown offensive against the conditions of existence of their populations, Wark’s defence of universal human rights in this Manifesto is admirable for its intellectual courage.

Daniel Raventós (University of Barcelona and President of Basic Income Network of Spain)

With this Manifesto, Julie Wark has provided an extraordinary and important contribution to the literature on human rights. With great passion and eloquence, she expands the concept of human rights to encompass economic justice for all – the great animating principle of the Arab Spring and the Occupy movement. While not everyone will agree with this formulation, it is impossible to deny the power of her reasoning.

Michael Klare, Five College Professor of Peace and World Security Studies, Hampshire College 
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Introduction

A great number of people have forged the words of this Manifesto for its concerns are as old and all-embracing as humanity itself: freedom, justice and human dignity. It is neither a treatise nor yet another declaration or list of human rights. Its author is an ordinary citizen who has lived long enough to see with horror and indignation how the human rights of the great majority of the world’s people have been systematically crushed or, in many cases, literally bulldozed away because they are deemed to be an obstacle to the material interests of a relatively very small number of their fellow humans. This Manifesto is a legitimate claim to all the rights that are still enshrined in many declarations, a demand for rights that have been promised to all of humanity, and a denunciation of promises that have not been kept and of the violations that occur every second of every day on this planet. These are human rights and “human” is a universal category. It makes no sense to speak of “human rights” unless they are universal. If rights are limited to only some members of society and denied to others, then we are talking about privileges. And privileges are defended tooth and nail by politicians, rich individuals and enterprises that shamelessly claim, whenever possible, to be defending “human rights”, which now tends to be a grandiloquent doublespeak term bound with such abstractions as national “security” or, in other cases, unchecked “rights” for some people who do not recognise that human rights entail duties vis-à-vis the rest.

If they are to have any real meaning, human rights must be extracted from naïve and cynical discourse and situated where they belong, in the realm of political economy, part of the bedrock of a well-functioning society. Human beings need to live in society and this essential, universal social condition logically implies that the basic right of material existence should be met for every member of any society. Otherwise, some beings in the society would be reduced to a subhuman condition. All other rights and, in particular, human dignity follow from this. This Manifesto not only argues that an ethical approach to political economy – recognising the right to freedom, justice and human dignity of all human beings – is essential for implementing and guaranteeing human rights but that protection of human rights is also essential for a global economy that works as an “economy” should, in the original sense of properly managing resources.

For far too long we have been fed the story that “civilisation” is to be measured by sustained “improvement” (whatever that means) in the material quality of life. The missing part of this story is that this improvement is only enjoyed by a few people who live in boundless, unregulated abundance, and is paid for by the hunger, hardship and lives of many others. The material upshot of this materialist “civilisation” is a world in which 17 per cent of the population consumes 80 per cent of its resources, 358 billionaires have assets exceeding the combined annual incomes of countries that account for 45 percent of the global population, and one in seven people go hungry. There are many other statistics showing this fast-increasing disparity. This is not “progress” but a shrinking circle of privilege. It belies the values the West claims to uphold and, in this ethical absence, it is bad economics since, by nurturing the very uncivilised greed and lying that govern our economic systems today, it has demonstrably led to the generalised hardship of today’s “crisis” and befuddlement (or dishonesty) among experts who are supposed to be finding a way out of it. It is evident that something is very wrong with the system. Not too many decades ago, when people wanted to refer to the probity of any institution, they used the non-ironic simile “as safe as the Bank of England”. Nowadays, “banks” engage in serious criminal activity and get bailed out by governments, which are destroying social welfare systems, leaving the population stranded in all kinds of hardship, in the name of rescuing “banks”. A totally sociopathic system has been imposed on the vast majority of human beings who would just like to live a decent life in harmony with their fellows.

Although the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was ratified in the General Assembly of the United Nations on 10 December 1948 with forty-eight votes in favour, none against and only eight abstentions,1 this worldwide endorsement of human rights has amounted to very little in real terms. Poverty statistics vary considerably, which is a clear enough sign in itself that human rights are not taken seriously by the global and national institutions that are supposed to be upholding them. Yet it’s worse than that. When estimates consistently suggest that about fifty per cent of the world’s population lives in poverty (on less than the rather arbitrary figure of $2.50 per day) – which means that some three and a half billion people are not able to enjoy even the most basic rights because a person living in poverty can’t live in conditions of freedom and dignity, let alone justice – we can only conclude that the words “human rights” in the mouths of politicians are no more than cynical mummery. The gap between rich and poor keeps growing ever-faster and, moreover, apart from the colossal injustice, it is difficult to see anything dignified in a perversely clownish life of aimless luxury consumption, a string of vast homes and fleets of cars and private jets. Rather, it confirms Wittgenstein’s observation that “Ethics and aesthetics are one”.

The key to righting this cruel situation lies in a radical claim, a clamour for the rights that are legally recognised as being the natural inheritance of every single human being, rights that are inseparable from human dignity, the freedom and equality that this entails, and the fraternity that can’t exist without them. This Manifesto is an appeal for people from all walks of life to claim the rights that constitute the essence of a truly human existence because, as Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states, “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act toward one another in a spirit of brotherhood”.2 This means that everybody must recognise and respect our common humanity and, in particular, the fact that, in social life, rights and duties are inseparable so my rights can’t undermine your rights, and billionaires should not be swanking about in private jets at the expense of the rights of anybody, let alone those of millions upon millions of people. We need political mechanisms and institutions to be set in place as the product of human “reason and conscience” in order to protect everybody’s rights from the abuses of those who want too much. Greed is an ugly thing. Wherever it flourishes it kills the spirit of brotherhood, sisterhood and shared humanity. It has its own Decalogue: 1) My God is Mammon; 2) I bow only before the images of money, palaces, yachts and private jets, am jealous of all who have more than me, and my iniquity shall be passed on to my children; 3) My name shall not be taken in vain for the laws of the rich protect me; 4) My servants, everywhere in the world, shall have no day of rest but shall labour for me twelve hours a day, every day of the year; 5) I shall, if it suits me, sell not only my grandmother but my father, mother, children, sisters and brothers too, and enslave everyone else’s; 6) I shall kill people for money (they are faraway and unimportant); 7) Adultery is very profitable if you are a human trafficker; 8) I shall dispossess as many people as possible; 9) I shall bear false witness against anyone if there is money in it; 10) I covet everything my neighbour owns and all the houses, land, oil and servants in the world.

“Universal” is often derided as a utopian, starry-eyed notion when coupled with the word “rights” but it is also revolutionary, precisely because there are always people who want much more than their share of power, wealth and privileges, invariably at the expense of others. The less respect rulers have for rights, the more vicious are their attacks on those who claim them. Anybody who protests at their abuse of power, their greed and its twin sibling cruelty is a troublemaker, a renegade, a traitor, or a subversive and is thus submitted to laws that have little to do with justice. The enemies of human rights will turn to any form of brutality in order to preserve the spoils of their greed, which by some insane, delirious logic, they take as their due. In a perverse way, their savagery attests to the power of human rights.

On 17 December 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi, a street vendor of the Tunisian town of Sidi Bouzid, set himself on fire after repeated harassment by local authorities. Mohamed Bouazizi, a man who was not allowed to live a dignified existence, made his claim by means of a resounding protest at being deprived of his rights, a despairing act that shocked thousands of other people in the Arab world and then inspired them to claim human rights and dignity for themselves and everybody else. His voice rings out in this Manifesto. Bouazizi immolated himself in the final declaration of a man who had been stripped of his freedom and dignity and whose right to material existence was in jeopardy. His action was one of despair resulting in a horrific, tragic death that deprived an already-deprived family of a valued member. This Manifesto is a response to Mohamed Bouazizi’s sacrifice because, when he drew attention in this way to the outrage of being stripped of his rights, he was speaking for billions of people. If his cry for universal human rights goes unheeded, we are all in danger of losing our humanity.

Mohamed Bouazizi was a victim of small-town Tunisian authorities, people he knew. Most victims of human rights abuse never see those who cause their torment for they inhabit offices on the other side of the world. At least 250,000 poor farmers in India are said to have committed suicide in the past sixteen years but the figure would seem to be significantly under-reported as women are not deemed to be farmers. They have been driven to kill themselves by high-salaried executives in natty suits. After India was pushed by the World Trade Organisation into adopting seed patenting and thus allowing the huge agribusiness Monsanto to monopolise the market, poor farmers were inveigled by promises of high yields and material benefits to grow the company’s Bt cotton and other crops which require an expensive regime of pesticides and fertilisers. They soon became heavily indebted and, with no hope of repaying their debt, killed themselves, often by drinking the Monsanto pesticide they couldn’t afford. In Europe, too, official crisis-related –bank-related, rating-agency-related – suicide figures have spiked sharply, up 24 per cent in Greece, more than 16 per cent in Ireland, and 52 percent in Italy.3 Wherever they are, many of the people who are taking their lives clearly understand what human dignity should be and they prefer to die because a life without dignity isn’t worth living.

Human rights are about life, a free and dignified life for everyone. They may have been sequestered, watered down, denied and abused over history. They are not charity. They are not something to be capriciously or grudgingly doled out by the powers-that-be. They are a legitimate claim, a claim that must be made on a global scale. If they are not for everybody, they are not right.

As history’s most rousing Manifesto4 once warned, “a spectre is haunting” the world, the spectre of human dignity. Mohamed Bouazizi’s suicide sparked a country-wide series of protests and riots over long-festering social and political grievances because the majority of the population of Tunisia was all too well acquainted his plight. The flames of his despair became a blaze of anger and courageous resolve that burned brightly after his death on 4 January and eventually forced the autocratic President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali – said to have amassed a personal fortune of some $US 5.7 billion – to flee ten days later. The “volcano of rage” spread rapidly through the Arab world. Other people set themselves alight and the people of Egypt, Libya, Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Oman, Yemen, Kuwait, Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan and Syria mobilised and activated social networks to protest with varying degrees of vehemence. Egypt’s Mubarak was toppled. These were ordinary people, organising in large numbers, defying the armies, sinister militia forces and police thugs that once terrorised them. In Cairo’s Tahrir (Liberation) Square and other zones of other cities, they shaped public spaces, a world they could only once dream of. There was a large presence of women among the demonstrators, women who had been consigned to the domestic sphere in which they bore the humiliation of their men and gave birth to sons and daughters of poverty. These were women with a new feeling of empowerment.

This “volcano of rage” – a term coming from the 1960s Pan-Arabist anthem – was not just a particular expression of Arab or Islamic outrage, or a phenomenon guided by religious or political leaders but a claim for something that is the officially declared right of all people: to live in dignity. These are countries whose youthful populations, like those of the rest in the world, face unpromising and even frightening futures. Betrayed by the ruling elites, they have been, as the late Syrian playwright Saadallah Wannous once said, “sentenced to hope”. But hope and despair come cheap, as the old saying goes, and when entrenched elites start toying with the people’s hopes the lie is soon laid bare. In March 2009, Muammar Gaddafi hosted a summit meeting of Arab heads of state. The final declaration – evidently drafted with “diplomatic” ends – called for adopting a proposal by the Tunisian president to declare 2010 the “Year of Youth” and the leaders stressed the need to “establish the culture of openness and the acceptance of the other, and to support the principles of fraternity, tolerance and respect of human values that emphasize human rights, respect human dignity, and protect human freedom”.5 The barefaced cynicism of these words soon helped to kill any hope that may have survived till then and began to fuel the despair and anger that would take the form of the “volcano of rage”. Mohamed Bouazizi’s anguish, his sister explained, came from long experience of being “humiliated and insulted and not allowed to live”. The spectre that is now haunting the world and in particular the tyrants who are falling, or who fear falling, who scramble to save their billions in overseas accounts and to find a palace in which to live under the protection of another tyrant, is the spectre of the down-trodden, the reviled, of those who have not been “allowed to live”, and who are now starting to organise and to call for the most basic of rights: the right to a dignified existence.

To echo the other Manifesto once again – not least because history repeats itself since we are not a species that is particularly willing to learn from its self-made disasters – two things result from the appearance of this spectre:

I. The right to human dignity is now being acknowledged as being itself a power;

II. It is high time for human rights to take on their radical essence, to show openly “in the face of the whole world” their claims and strengths, to “meet the nursery tale” they have so far been, to fight back against the swindle they have become with everyday warping of their terms and routine abuse with a clarion call asserting their real nature. If “the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggle”, it is also the history of human rights abuse. History has given humanity a series of declarations and covenants recognising different kinds of human rights. However, they are usually denatured by being divided up into generations or families, and bestowed from above as something floating around outside social, and especially juridical, institutions as if they are merely a concession from our leaders, from the privileged.

No, human rights are not divisible because they all stem from one basic right, applicable to every human being: the right to a dignified existence. No, they are not a gift, not charity in their present traduced form of humanitarianism, but a basic human requirement. No, they are not outside social institutions but must be their basis, and the basis of any democratic republic is the freedom of all its citizens in the true and human sense of the word. Deprived of the means of a dignified existence, no human being can be free. Rights are the basis of dignity, freedom and justice on nothing less than a universal scale. Rights are radical.






I
The People Versus Neoliberalism

Neoliberalism is, of course, not the only politico-economic system in the history of the world that has inflicted grave, systematic human rights violations. Concentrated political and economic power is, by definition, inimical to universal human rights. Hence, Soviet and Chinese Communism, too, engineered human rights violations on a massive scale. Among the crimes of Stalin’s regime were its general terror tactics; the purge of the Great Terror from 1936 – 1939 in which KGB figures show that nearly 700,000 people were executed; the forced labour camps through which millions of Soviet citizens passed and in which well over two million people are estimated to have died; the ethnic cleansing of the Second World War in which a million Chechens, Crimean Tatars, Balkars, Kalmiks, and Turks were deported from their homelands to Central Asia and about forty per cent died along the way; and the project of collectivisation in the name of “progress”, the insane “socialist mode of production” – in which, as in neoliberalism, people didn’t count – that ultimately led to the deaths and deportation of between five and eight million people and took an additional enormous toll in the famine years of 1932 and 1933 when it is calculated that some six to eight million peasants died in Ukraine and Central Asia.

In Mao Zedong’s China (as in the Soviet Union) human rights were sacrificed to progress and “national” uniformity. The latter project led to the brutal repression of competing regional and ideological movements, including the invasion of Tibet in 1950. Mao’s “development” plan, known as the Great Leap Forward (1958), was an attempt to emulate Stalin’s collectivisation. Between 1958 and 1960 millions of people died as the result of famine and several million of these deaths are attributed to the regime Mao inflicted on the rural population. As Mao’s personality cult hardened into the Cultural Revolution (1966), there were countless more victims. Estimates of deaths caused by Mao-style communism between 1950 and 1976 range from forty to seventy million and to that horrific toll must be added all the suffering caused by different kinds of persecution, including prisons and “re-education” camps.

Decades of contempt for human rights in bringing about this kind of “progress” would have greatly facilitated Deng Xiaoping’s remarkable turnaround in the 1990s when, in pushing for his own brand of regime, also in the name of “progress”, he claimed that China’s biggest threat was from the “left”. Pushing his pro-“reform” slogan “Let some people get rich first”, he soon had the country reeling from one anti-human rights, “stability maintenance” system to another in which the beneficiaries are few and the victims legion. In Russia’s case, without any prior culture of human rights, the post-1989 Kremlin has become a money-making machine in which organised crime is one of the mainstays of a patently wonky latter-day tsardom (or stardom perhaps) headed by a wannabe James Bond who bares his chest for carefully staged alpha-male photo ops featuring horses, tigers, bears and whales. Yet many observers inside Russia noted that the Kremlin was greatly alarmed by the Arab Spring, a judgement which would seem to be borne out by the imprisonment of three members of the not very tigerish punk-rock collective Pussy Riot whom Putin deems to have undermined the country’s moral foundations. One real indicator of the moral foundations of these two countries is the extraordinary imprecision of the estimates, involving tens of millions of victims of their “progress”, which not only suggests cover-ups of systematic massive violations of human rights but also that, when it comes to the needs of the regime – communist, reformist, kleptocratic or whatever form it takes – which is to say the needs of those who hold power, the victims have no human value.

Human rights violations everywhere are an expression of power relations on the individual, community, national and global scales, taking many forms from the master-slave relationship, domestic violence, abuse of children, pogroms, xenophobic attacks, through to killing people on the other side of the globe in drone attacks. They are committed by rough hands dripping blood and soft, “clean”, well-manicured hands that pick up telephones and press buttons. The chief shared ingredient in all the different types of abuse is denial or a downgrading of the victim’s human dignity in a mental construction and/or by means of many kinds of physical ill-treatment that annihilate or diminish the victim. Racist and sexist violence are just two examples of this. The neoliberal system commits human rights crimes on an inconceivable scale because its reach extends throughout the planet. Indeed, as argued below, it routinely commits every officially listed crime against humanity and covers them up where possible. Besides the evident state and big-business routine control of the media, official responses – and, in particular, that of the United States – to Wikileaks and other whistleblowers, are instances of present-day attempts to cover up human rights crimes, for example the practice known by the horrible euphemism “extraordinary rendition”, namely the abduction and illegal transfer of a person from one nation to another to be submitted to secret offshore torture. The focus, here, is on the neoliberal system because that is what we have now and because it is also the first truly global system of economic and political control. Nobody can escape its clutches.

The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (1998),6 Article 7 (“Crimes against Humanity”), Part 2 (“Jurisdiction, Admissibility and Applicable Law”), states:


A “‘crime against humanity’ means any of the following acts when committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian population, with knowledge of the attack:




(a)  Murder;

(b)  Extermination;

(c)  Enslavement;

(d)  Deportation or forcible transfer of population;

(e)  Imprisonment or other severe deprivation of physical liberty in violation of fundamental rules of international law;

(f)  Torture;

(g)  Rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization, or any other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity;

(h)  Persecution against any identifiable group or collectivity on political, racial, national, ethnic, cultural, religious, gender as defined in paragraph 3, or other grounds that are universally recognized as impermissible under international law, in connection with any act referred to in this paragraph or any crime within the jurisdiction of the Court;

(i)  Enforced disappearance of persons;

(j)  The crime of apartheid;

(k)  Other inhumane acts of a similar character intentionally causing great suffering, or serious injury to body or to mental or physical health.”



The Case against Neoliberalism

The increasingly untrammelled industrial society that sprang from feudalism has now spawned neoliberalism on a global scale, a system in which the supreme freedom is granted to an abstract non-human – anti-human – entity called The Market. In a regime in which human rights were respected and practised, markets (real markets are plural, not monolithic) could be an instrument of exchange which, like any other social or political institution, would be regulated so as not to permit abuse of the human subjects participating therein. In the unregulated neoliberal system, human beings are objects to be exploited like any other product. This market-being, as opposed to the human being, is well portrayed by Ernst Bloch’s description of the man who has attained completely free will: a man “for whom external circumstances did not even have the force of accessory causes, such a nondetermined man would not be a free man but a fool and a public danger. He would be one completely irresponsible and full of incalculable blabberings; he would not be a creator but rather the inverse – he would be the image and model of chaos.”7 Anything can happen in The Market, the instrument of such a man, and if some people in this faceless, secretive system are ever held accountable for its failures, disasters and destruction, they are usually minor figures used as scapegoats. The Market is never blamed, at least not by its masters. The neoliberal system is a rogue system, like the rogue elephant, an aberrant animal with violent, destructive tendencies that shuns its own group and rampages out of control. Neoliberalism has spurned human values and embraced one non-human one: money. What profit can be made out of using a human being, or “warehousing” a human being, or eliminating a human being? It is, therefore, inimical to human rights.

This view of people as instruments or obstacles takes on a brutal physical presence in all the mechanisms of exclusion, the walls and the border patrols. Day after day, aspiring immigrants or refugees, dispossessed sons and daughters of now-ravaged former colonial cornucopias of the western powers, are turned back, criminalised, dumped in the desert, drowned as they try to cross seas in frail boats, or exploited by human traffickers in their quest for a decent way of life. Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi, for example, had tacit agreements with the European “democracies” to “warehouse” African immigrants (thus committing crimes against humanity according to the Rome Statute – henceforth RS –Article 7, Part 2, d, e, h, i, j, k) whom he then threatened to free, as if they were counters in a game. The system has ripped apart the core Enlightenment values that have informed the notion of human rights for centuries. We are faced with a choice: neoliber-alism or universal human rights. We can’t have both.

Human rights don’t exist in a “soft power” bubble as something to be doled out only when co-opting or hoodwinking people looks like a better deal than coercing them. Since the 2011 democratic uprisings in the Arab countries new and old oppressive rulers, when not resorting to outright repression as usual, have been trying to tamp down the revolts by bargaining with selected human rights, for example releasing political prisoners, lowering food prices and promising democratic reforms. Yet human rights can be hard power, if only enough people knew it. Their deep roots in the politics and economics of national and international systems have been revealed. They are being demanded across national borders and the national powers are trying to contain them. This situation spotlights the conflicts that have arisen between universal human rights and traditional conceptions of national sovereignty since the nation-state has ceased to be the only or main guarantor of human rights within its bounds. Just one more aspect of today’s globalised system, this mismatch might be placed on the positive side of the balance since, as a transnational claim, the call for real human rights is much more than a matter of domestic politics and, to this extent, difficult to manage for old systems of state repression and, unlike other international initiatives, it is not coming from the top or for reasons of Realpolitik, but from a powerful, growing groundswell of ordinary, indignant citizens.

In general, the official practice of internationalised human rights today is in great part subsumed to the “humanitarian intervention” which is, of course, inextricable from national policy and economic interests. Things are changing now, and at the base of society. Only a fool would try to deny that many people of North Africa and the Middle East are united in claiming human rights, freedom, democracy and liberation from oppression. In the media, the missing piece of the story, as the West purports to support their struggles, is that it was the western “democracies” that coddled their tyrants as long as the profits were high. In the case of Libya after much delay, and pressure from President Nicholas Sarkozy – who needed some face-saving polish after he had offered to send anti-riot police to help crush the earlier uprising in Tunisia (RS: a, e, k) – the United Nations Resolution 1973 imposed a no-fly zone, an arms embargo, an assets freeze and other sanctions while “all necessary measures” were supposedly taken to protect its citizens. It is not as if Gaddafi’s violent kleptocracy has been a secret for the last four decades. Then again, if Faure Gnassingbe, President of Togo (elected in not very democratic circumstances) was going from alley to alley, house to house to punish rebels “without pity”, as Gaddafi swore to do in Libya, there would be no talk, let alone imposition, of no-fly zones. Togo, as far as we know, doesn’t have oil.

Humanitarianism is not human rights but in many ways their opposite. Humanitarianism is a postmodern form of nineteenth-century charity, selectively offered or imposed from outside on a temporary basis. Human rights, in contrast, are proclaimed as intrinsic to the human being, and therefore inalienable and inviolable. If they are to be claimed as such, they must also be understood as such and saved from the barefaced hypocrisy, if not contempt with which they tend to be treated, and given back their rightful good name.

The neoliberal system is, by its very nature, hostile to human rights. The cock-and-bull story that human rights exist in this system only gives them a bad name. They, like people, are in thrall to an unjust system that subjects them to its tyranny and cynically condemns them to a marginal existence. If human rights as they are permitted to exist today were given human form, they might look like the men found in the Omarska iron mine in northern Bosnia (RS: a, c, e, h, i, k) in the summer of 1992, almost fifty years after the appalling images of the inmates of Nazi concentration camps that led to the cry “Never again!” and, eventually, to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The Muslim captives in the Serbian camp of Omarska, to whom the journalists cannot give the name “men” but, rather, refer to them as “beings” or “fantastic, rediscovered beasts”, are rotting alive, joints protruding through festering skin, their blazing, accusing gaze being the only way they can tell the terrible truth of what has been done to them. Referring to the Auschwitz inmate, Primo Levi asked, “Is this a man?” The answer must be “Yes”. One Omarska prisoner, approached by a journalist and watched by brawny machine-gun-bearing guards, waved him away saying, “I do not want to tell lies and I cannot tell the truth”.8 The man was declaring his dignity. The “rediscovered beasts” are the armed goon-guards who – in denying the dignity of other human “beings”, have renounced any dignity that might be called “human”. Truth is also being battered out of human rights as they are forged on an infernal anvil into yet another instrument of neoliberalism. Yet they, too, have their blazing, accusing dignity.

Neoliberalism, today’s system of widely deregulated free-market capitalism, makes a commodity of everything from which profit might be wrung, including human beings (RS: a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k) who are envisaged as mere instruments to be exploited to this end. This automatically eliminates the founding principles of human rights, freedom and dignity, because the system’s fast-accumulating vast fortunes are founded on fast-spreading desperate impoverishment (RS: a, c (sometimes), d (sometimes), g (sometimes), h (sometimes), j (sometimes), k). Its institutions are mostly limited to protecting, by force if necessary, armour-clad and secretive property rights of the haves who have stripped the have-nots of theirs (RS: k, at least). Yet literature and sometimes history tell us, even if the economists do not, that great fortunes tend to be based on old (and new) crimes, military adventures, slavery, spoliation of the public domain, lying cheating, betrayal and all the ugliest of human proclivities, activities and attributes.

Neoliberalism is, in a nutshell, bad “economics” a word that was originally related with good household management. It has no foresight. It has contempt for notions of producing and conserving, and adamantly shuns that of sharing, the essence of social life. The human household is a mess: many of its members are dying of dispossession and neglect and its garden is ravaged by every imaginable kind of wanton ransacking, as if losing glaciers, rivers, jungles and plant and animal species had no consequences, as if no one had ever heard Prospero’s warning: “the great globe itself, / Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve”.9 Neoliberal accumulation doesn’t come about through productive activities as they were once understood but through plunder (RS: h, k, at least) and the intangible insanity of finance speculation. In many societies, food traditionally means the social activities of production, preparation and sharing. Now, speculation in abstract food commodities has pushed prices up to the highest they’ve been in thirty years. Pension funds, hedge funds and investment banks like Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley dominate food markets, and the sums of money involved vastly exceed the amount traded by real food producers and buyers, to the tune of twenty times the total figure disbursed by all countries for agricultural “aid”. In 2009, Goldman Sachs earned £340 million from food speculation.10

This is a clean-hands crime against humanity. As the Spanish writer Juan José Millás sums it up, investment banks can push up or smash down the value of your crop two years before you have even planted it, can buy a non-existent crop from you, without your even knowing, and sell it to a string of others and you don’t get a cent out of it, though you’ll go to prison, hang or commit suicide for them if they decide to sink you. You are a commodity and, “Once you become an object it matters little whether you have children or parents, whether you woke up with a touch or fever, whether you’re in the middle of a divorce, or haven’t slept because you’re studying for some examination to qualify for a job. None of this counts for the finance economy or the economic terrorist who has just put his finger on the map or on a country – who cares where – and says ‘I’ll buy’ or ‘I’m selling’, with all the impunity of a Monopoly player, acquiring or shedding fake real estate …”11

In this system human rights are given with declarations and snatched away by the real world. As great fortunes are made, human rights are trashed. Still worse, there is a racist skewing of the abuse, as a quick glance at the list of the world’s twenty poorest countries shows (RS: a, b, c, d, e, h, j, k and sometimes g). Most of the victims are dark-skinned but are usually subsumed as a colour-free group called “the poor” because such real-world, massive-scale racism doesn’t fit with the glowing myth of universality of rights.

Re-appropriating human rights and respect for human dignity, if enforced, would of necessity put an end to crimes committed in the name of “progress” but which, in reality, take us back to a state of pre-Enlightenment barbarity. The crime novelist Don Winslow sums up the situation in words that career economists seem unable to use:


[…] there are two worlds:
The savage 
The less savage. 
The savage is the world of pure power, survival of the fittest, drug cartels and death squads, dictators and strongmen, terrorist attacks, gang wars, tribal hatred, mass murder, mass rape. 
The less savage is the world of pure civilized power, governments and armies, multinationals and banks, oil companies, shock-and-awe, death-from-the-sky, genocide, mass economic rape. 
[…]

They’re the same world.12



If neoliberalism doesn’t permit human rights to flourish, let us all claim universal rights so that neoliberalism can’t flourish.

Kings, Coltan, Killing Fields “and all that stuff”:
Neoliberalism Past and Present

The grotesque forms taken by neoliberalism today didn’t drop out of a clear blue sky but have deep, dark, tangled roots in abuses of the past that were committed with impunity, or one might say “freely” in the present-day travesty of the word “freedom”. As a result, the crimes kept mounting. One of the world’s poorest countries today is just one example among countless others that shows, in the tragic sense, how closely human rights are bound with political economy and, accordingly, how they can only be recovered by political action. King Leopold II of Belgium (1835 – 1909) arrayed himself with the adjective “humanitarian” as he set about his “civilising mission” in his private fiefdom of the “Belgian” Congo which he never visited. In reality, he was the crimes-against-humanity king who paid mercenaries to enslave the Congolese people by means of wholesale murder, terror, rape and mutilation (RS: a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k). By the time he relinquished his private ownership of the colony to the State of Belgium in 1908, an estimated ten million people had died in the making of his vast personal fortune, which was obtained mainly by direct exploitation of mines and rubber plantations and the indirect leasing of concessions to private companies that paid him fifty per cent of their profits.

In his independence speech in 1960, the new Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba shocked the Belgian delegation by denouncing the hideous crimes committed in Africa by the “humanitarian king” and his European accomplices. He was telling the truth but the truth wasn’t welcome. He also revoked the 25,000-member exclusively Belgian Officer Corps as being inimical to the interests of an independent nation. This truth wasn’t welcome either. He told the truth and died for it. Lumumba was captured, tortured and murdered and his body was never recovered.13

In the waning days of the Eisenhower Administration, Washington’s man Mobutu Sese Seko, the former colonial police informer and future five-times-over billionaire and “embod-iment of the nation” in a leopard skin cap, temporarily seized power in 1960, and eventually completed his coup in 1965 with the help of mercenaries financed by the United States and covert assistance from the CIA. The Congo became Zaire and its absolute ruler Mobutu a poster child forerunner of the noxious spirit of neoliberalism and inspiration of the term “kleptocracy” because of his looting of the state treasury and national industries as he sold off the country’s immense mineral wealth including copper, cobalt, diamonds, as well as 64% of the world’s supplies of columbite-tantalite (coltan), which is essential in the manufacture of mobile phones and other electronic devices, not to mention his bids for grandiose and eventually pie-in-the-sky public works, such as the Inga Dam, which was supposed to produce a third of the world’s hydroelectric power.
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