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Chapter Four

The World Wars
the institutionalization of international
rights and the right to self-determination
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As the new twentieth century rapidly descended into a 
period of wars and great disillusionment, nationalist and cul-
tural  relativist positions rose to occupy a central place in the

human rights agenda. Hardly new, these relativist claims of rights en-
dorsed in ancient times by Herodotus had reemerged intermittently, grow-
ing stronger and more strident with each successive collapse of univer-
salist visions of human rights. In the twentieth century, struggles carried
out on the basis of claims to a right to self-determination would pre-
cipitate the breakup of empires and end colonialism. Yet as the plight
of excluded nations entered the discourse of rights, it soon unearthed
deep-seated schisms, pitting relativists against universalist human rights
advocates. No matter how justified the struggles of various oppressed
groups, the right to self-determination should be regarded as a formal
and abstract right, devoid of content—unless one considers the fairness
of the political, social, and economic arrangements awaiting the indi-
viduals comprising these subjugated groups once they achieve indepen-
dence. Toward the goal of informing the relativist versus universalist
debate, which has now entered a third century, this chapter considers
the merits of early socialist and anti-colonial conceptions of the mean-
ing of self-determination.

If no new broad perspective on universal rights was advanced during
the twentieth century, were there any noteworthy innovations during the
first part of the twentieth century with respect to human rights? What
was distinctive was the scale of the worldwide effort to advance human
rights both domestically and internationally. As wars reached new lev-
els of destructive power and became global in scope, proponents of dif-
ferent ideologies could agree on the need to create international institu-
tions (e.g., the League of Nations and the UN) that could help preserve
peace. On the domestic front, they could also shore up the legitimacy of
states buffeted by warfare and economic depression. Indeed, the early
Bolsheviks hoped that a socialist state would ensure the social and eco-
nomic welfare of all citizens, and Franklin Roosevelt (1882–1945), fol-
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lowing the example set by Otto von Bismarck in nineteenth-century Ger-
many, presided over the construction of a welfare state committed to es-
tablishing a social safety net that would protect all Americans—an ex-
ample that was soon emulated by European states.

These national and international endeavors emerged from the series
of social cataclysms that distinguished the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury: the dismantlement of great empires following World War I, the Bol-
shevik Revolution, the establishment of the League of Nations and the
International Labor Organization during the interwar period, the cre-
ation of the United Nations, and the anti-colonial struggle following
World War II. An examination of these events can help us understand
how early discourses linked self-determination to human rights; and how,
after each of the world wars, the institutionalization of human rights
efforts was shaped by conflicting ideological and geopolitical interests
that ultimately privileged some human rights actors while overlooking
others.

the end of empires

On the eve of the twentieth century, liberals, realists, and socialists alike
focused on ways to develop viable structures for implementing compet-
ing visions of peace inherited from the nineteenth century. The impor-
tance of such structures was intensified as nationalism and the right to
national self-determination (a component of what would later be called
“third-generation,” or solidarity, rights), originally articulated in reaction
to Napoleon’s conquests, moved to the center stage of world politics.1

First came the nationalism of consolidating states like Italy (1867), Ger-
many (1871), and Japan (1868–1912). Subsequently, international pol-
itics was increasingly shaped by the appeal of calls for self-determination
that spread throughout the weakening Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian
empires. Those calls were cultural no less than political, evoked as
strongly, for example, in Hungarian composer Béla Bartók’s String
Quartet No. 2 (1917) as in any political tract of that period. Yet ethnic
quests for self-determination, coupled with growing jingoism as European
powers competed for influence in southeastern Europe and the colonial
world, were leading not to the realization of new rights, but to a descent
into world war. Otto Bauer (1881–1938), Vladimir Lenin (1870–1924),
and Rosa Luxemburg, addressing the Balkan and Polish problems,
would offer later generations useful tools for assessing the question of
self-determination in general.
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While the Ottoman and Austrian Empires were confronting the dis-
integrating pressures of national independence movements, newly con-
solidated nations, such as the United States, Germany, Italy, and Japan,
were seeking to expand their territories. Unification enabled these coun-
tries both to extend their economic reach and to expand territorially.2

The Monroe Doctrine (1823) had paved the way for U.S. dominance over
Central and South America, a war against Mexico (1848) and a series
of devastating blows against the native population had subdued the con-
tinent, and by the end of the century, American power was expanding
further westward into the Pacific. With the establishment of a modern
state apparatus, Japan was also developing imperialist interests, which
were manifested in its war with China (1894–1895) and in the 1910 edict
proclaiming its annexation of Korea.3 Soon after their respective unifi-
cations, Germany and Italy also began to experiment with colonialism.
Germany moved into Cameroon, East and South-West Africa (now
Namibia), while Italy occupied Somalia and Libya; yet their expansion
was soon limited by the fact that Britain and France (and to a lesser ex-
tent Holland, Portugal, and Spain) already occupied the greater part of
the colonial world.

The Crisis of Agadir (1911), in which German aspirations collided with
France’s established colonial interests in North Africa, marked the esca-
lation of colonial disputes into the extreme form of power politics that
characterized the period leading up to World War I. That war was more
than an outgrowth of continental conflicts between two military alliances;
it was also driven by the major powers’ interest in conquering or pre-
serving markets and colonies. It was a frightening period, which the Aus-
trian composer Gustav Mahler (1860–1911) echoed with tragic accu-
racy in his dissonant and chromatic Sixth Symphony, which seemed to
threaten the extinction of tonality.

Nationalism and Efforts to Institutionalize 
Human Rights after World War I

As World War I approached, power politics, commercial rivalry, and na-
tionalism were fused into a Darwinist conception of foreign policy that
culminated in unprecedented carnage.4 The Great War, however, also led
to radical reappraisals of human rights perspectives on the legitimacy of
states. Two decades earlier, the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche
(1844–1900) had presaged the trend toward European self-destruction
and self-awakening. “This is the great spectacle,” he wrote in The Ge-
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nealogy of Morals, “of a hundred acts that will occupy Europe for the
next two centuries, the most terrible and problematic, but also the most
hopeful spectacles.”5 Indeed, during the devastating war and its after-
math, two opposed efforts to institutionalize human rights emerged: the
triumph of Bolshevism in Russia, initially premised on international so-
cialism, and the nearly simultaneous establishment of the League of Na-
tions and the International Labor Organization, predicated upon pro-
gressive liberal notions of human rights. Failure to implement such visions
later corresponded to the rise of particularist perspectives, to fascism,
and a renewed descent into total war.

With the Second International socialist organization in disarray and
with a devastating world war in progress, many progressives hoped that
the Bolshevik Revolution and its 1918 human rights declaration would
not only implement for the first time a workers’ rights agenda in one state,
but would spread socialist principles of human rights throughout the
world. At first, Soviet foreign minister Leon Trotsky (1879–1940) saw
himself not as a representative of the Russian state, but as a spokesper-
son for the workers of the world. He would not conduct state diplomacy,
he claimed, but would “issue some revolutionary proclamations to the
peoples and then close up the joint.”6 Despite early near-successes in Hun-
gary, Germany, and elsewhere, efforts to expand the socialist revolution
westward failed, and as Joseph Stalin (1879–1953) consolidated his rule,
the dream of international socialist rights yielded in the Soviet Union to
a repressive bureaucratic state.

Stalin’s “socialism in one country” meant that preservation of socialist
aspirations to world revolution would be linked to the strengthening of
the Soviet state against capitalist “aggression.” That view dictated a pol-
icy of rapid industrialization, which was used to justify mass terror
against the peasantry and to suppress all internal opposition. In foreign
policy, the proclamation of the unity between socialism and Soviet
power in the Comintern (the Third International) forced socialists out-
side the USSR either to remain loyal to Soviet interests and security con-
cerns, or to pursue their own conception of socialism as determined by
the individual socialist parties within each state. The resulting divisions
in the socialist camp were never reconciled.

Like the socialists, the liberal U.S. president Woodrow Wilson (1856–
1924) developed an alternative to the power politics associated with
World War I; an alternative, however, based on a liberal and free mar-
ket understanding of human rights. He rejected the balance of power “de-
termined by the sword.”7 Instead, he argued, in the same liberal per-
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spective as Giuseppe Mazzini, that the inherent inequality of power
among states would be countered by the “common strength” of nations
to enforce peace based on an “equality of rights.”8 While Wilson hoped
that peace would be reinforced by the spread of liberal democracy based
on the U.S. model, his specific proposal was for a redrawing of European
boundaries predicated upon the principle of national self-determination.
In 1919, at the Treaty of Versailles, the League of Nations was created
in the spirit of Wilson’s vision. At the same conference, the International
Labor Organization (ILO) was formed as an affiliated agency of the
League of Nations.

The various means Wilson offered for enforcing peace and social jus-
tice were, however, foreclosed. The United States failed to join the League
of Nations, in large part because the Senate opposed yielding to an in-
ternational organization its constitutional mandate to decide on U.S. in-
volvement in war. By the early 1930s, the League’s inaction in the face
of open aggression by Italy and Japan revealed the difficulty of enforc-
ing “collective security” by means of an international organization based
on sovereign states. The war ultimately paralyzed the actions of the
League, brought international labor legislation to a standstill, and slowed
the ratification of ILO standards.

The inability to construct a viable human rights mechanism to secure
either liberal or socialist rights in domestic and global politics during the
interwar period provided fertile soil for the spread of particularist trends.
Nationalist and realpolitik leaders soon exploited popular frustrations on
the eve of World War II. That reassertion of state power in an intense period
of nationalism culminated in fascism: a conception even more conducive
to unlimited aggression against democratic values than the virulent na-
tionalism associated with World War I. The impending horror was pow-
erfully evoked in Pablo Picasso’s acclaimed Guernica (1937), which de-
picted a town’s destruction during the Spanish Civil War.
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WOODROW WILSON, ADDRESS AT INDEPENDENCE HALL, 

PHILADELPHIA, JULY 4, 1914

My dream is that as the years go by and the world knows more and more of Amer-
ica, it . . . will turn to America for the moral aspirations which lie at the basis of
all freedom, . . . and that America will come into the full light of day when all shall
know that she puts human rights above all other rights, and that her flag is the
flag not only of America but of humanity.

From The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, vol. 30, 254.
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New Efforts to Institutionalize Human Rights after World War II

The triumph over fascist power politics at the price of tens of millions
of lives launched a renewed effort to implement universal rights world-
wide. The end of World War II, like the end of World War I, kindled new
human rights projects, liberal in nature, like the Bretton Woods system
and the Marshall Plan for Europe, exemplifying the conviction that in-
ternational commerce was a key to peace. The establishment of the United
Nations (1945) also illustrated a potentially more practical approach to
collective security than the one underlying the failed League of Nations,
emphasizing this time enforcement by the great powers. The founders
had realized that a basic agreement among the major powers on impor-
tant international issues was essential for effective cooperation in the
maintenance of peace or the application of sanctions against an aggres-
sor. Their fear of international instability was confirmed as people in the
colonies demanded sovereign control over their countries and as the East-
West rivalry intensified.

In the immediate aftermath of World War II, however, it seemed plau-
sible that the stage had finally been set for the global implementation of
a liberal vision of human rights. The United States, founded explicitly on
the basis of that vision, now produced half of the world’s goods and pos-
sessed an atomic monopoly that provided an unchallengeable military
advantage. Moreover, the nightmarish costs of world war had created
strong elite support for a policy of liberal internationalism—that is, sup-
port for a global structure to provide free markets, political liberty, and
collective security.

Economic liberalism and liberal political rights appeared to go hand
in hand with the institutionalization of the welfare state. The 1929 Great
Depression, followed by World War II, created human misery on a scale
that challenged the non-interventionist or limited role of the state. Fol-
lowing Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal policy in the 1930s, Britain and
France also adopted welfare strategies to address economic crisis and
large-scale unemployment. After the war, emerging welfare states were
seen as robust enough to counterbalance the destructive domestic reper-
cussions of concentrated wealth and internationally mobile capital.

If the welfare state were combined with economic interdependence and
political freedom, world peace and security might then be achieved by
means of the United Nations: a forum for sovereign states to coordinate
global progress, with the great powers working together to avoid re-
gression toward the balance-of-power politics and extreme nationalism
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of the interwar period. The United Nations, proclaimed President Roo-
sevelt in 1945, would “spell the end of the system of unilateral action, . . .
the balances of power, and all the expedients that have been tried for
centuries—and have always failed.”9

Standing in the way of that liberal human rights vision—that is, of
economic interdependence, free-market democracy, collective security,
and expansion of the system to embrace the emerging post-colonial
world—was the challenge offered by proponents of world socialism. In
France and Italy, communists had proven themselves as leaders of the
anti-fascist resistance, and emerged as a prospective governing party in
early postwar elections.10 The Communist Party in Czechoslovakia
polled more than twice as many votes as any other party in free elections
in 1946, and communists achieved power in Albania and Yugoslavia.11

The communist model also had appeal for aspiring national leaders in
what was to become known as the “Third World.” The lure of social-
ism as a facet of self-determination could be linked both to widespread
poverty and the fear that liberal development schemes were a new guise
for continued domination by their former Western masters. A major in-
spiration was the 1949 victory in China by a mass peasant movement
under the communist leadership of Mao Tse-tung (1893–1976).

With no real colonies, the United States seemed well positioned to ex-
pedite liberation from colonial rule and to integrate newly emerging states
into the world market system while promoting the establishment of dem-
ocratic political structures. At the wartime meeting with British Prime
Minister Winston Churchill that produced the Atlantic Charter, Presi-
dent Franklin Roosevelt argued for extending the charter globally: “[I]f
we are to achieve a stable peace it must involve the development of back-
ward countries. . . . I can’t believe that we can fight a war against fascist
slavery, and at the same time not work to free people all over the world
from a backward colonial policy.”12

Soon after World War II, as a nationalist tide rose across the Asian
and African continents, European colonial powers initially resisted Roo-
sevelt’s calls for independence in the colonies. Yet the war had so weak-
ened Western imperial powers that maintaining offshore dominions in
the face of anti-colonial struggle was becoming unbearable. Britain had
already understood that eventual independence in India and elsewhere
in Asia was inevitable. The war and Japanese imperialist inroads in Asia
had intensified the anti-colonial struggle and abruptly accelerated the
British timetable for departure. As colonial resistance intensified, the
French and Dutch followed Britain and abandoned their Asian posses-
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sions. In Africa, the Western powers (Britain, France, Belgium, Portugal,
and Spain) clung more firmly to their possessions, delaying the decolo-
nization process.

Throughout the developing world, aspiring and post-colonial na-
tionalist leaders soon had to face additional difficulties, this time in the
form of United States or Soviet “assistance,” either of which was a cer-
tain harbinger of superpower efforts to harness their states as instruments
for waging the cold war. One way out of this Hobson’s choice seemed
to be the abandonment of either liberal or socialist human rights—whose
proponents might welcome one of the superpowers—in favor of culti-
vating nationalist and particularist doctrines rationalized in terms of in-
digenous culture. From ethnic movements in Africa to Islamist movements
in the Middle East, “cults of authenticity” arose that resembled Western
realism and at times mimicked the models of fascist power drawn from
pre–World War II Europe.13

Increasingly dropping any pretense of promoting the universal human
rights on which they based their legitimacy, both superpowers oppor-
tunistically sought support among whichever self-determination move-
ments seemed susceptible to their influence.14 The United States found
itself backing autocrats like Jonas Savimbi in Angola and arming Islamic
fundamentalists in Afghanistan. The Soviets did not hesitate to seek sup-
port from regimes that imprisoned or killed domestic communists or so-
cialists, as in the case of Nigeria, Ethiopia, Iraq, Syria, Egypt, and the Is-
lamic regime of the Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran. For both superpowers,
there were some cases where their proclaimed human rights values and
power politics could be harmonized; where that was impossible, crude
cold war power politics generally prevailed.15 Of course, such struggles
over the ideological content underlying proclamations of self-determi-
nation long predated the cold war. The nineteenth-century history of the
right to self-determination, as it continued to unfold into the twentieth
century, would, however, gain greater international attention during the
world wars and their aftermath.

the right to self-determination

Indeed, during the twentieth century, the right to a homeland recurrently
emerged as a pivotal human rights issue in international affairs, surfac-
ing with a vengeance whenever a universal rights project collapsed in fail-
ure. At the time of the ratification of the Covenant of the League of Na-
tions, however, few foresaw that the notion of national rights would be
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invoked by imperialist and fascist leaders, contributing to the horrors of
another world war, just as few would have predicted, following World
War II, that such rights would be elaborated, albeit vaguely, in interna-
tional legal documents. Indeed, article 1 of the two main human rights
covenants adopted by the UN in 1966 stipulated, “[A]ll peoples have the
right of self-determination. By virtue of [that] right they freely determine
their political status and freely pursue their economic and cultural develop-
ment.” Nevertheless, that legal codification of self-determination neither
specified which type of political regime a newly independent state would
establish, nor entertained the possibility that legitimizing one group’s na-
tional aspirations would come at the expense of others’.

The criteria for justifying anyone’s right to self-determination are, from
a legal perspective, far from obvious, and they needed further elaboration.
The search for appropriate standards for implementing self-determination
rights started before World War I, as a nationalist tide swept Central and
Eastern Europe, fragmenting the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Em-
pires. After the Great War, in the wake of the collapse of those empires
and with the establishment of the League of Nations, the national ques-
tion moved to the center of international political debate. The League’s
endorsement of self-determination did not extend to the colonized
peoples, who, as their European masters were further weakened by a sec-
ond world war, intensified their insistence on a right to self-rule in their
homelands.

Before World War I

Far more than anywhere else, Central and Eastern Europe experienced
an explosion of nationalist sentiment. In Russia, the Polish Party carried
the torch of patriotic insurrection, alerting authorities to the possibility
of copycat insurrections in Byelorussia, Ukraine, and throughout most
of its vast territory, which stretched from Poland to Siberia and encom-
passed peoples who spoke more than a hundred different languages. In
Austria-Hungary, the problem was particularly recondite. After all, “Aus-
tria was a Slav house with a German façade”:16 a country in which Czechs,
Slovaks, Romanians, and Ruthenians (Ukrainians), among twelve other
ethnic groups, were calling for secession.

With the ever more defiant ascendance of nationalism at the eve of
World War I puncturing the universalist hopes of the Second Interna-
tional, many socialists reflected on Marx’s and Engels’s early view of the
national question, namely that “proletarians have no country” and that
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“national differences and antagonism between peoples are daily more
and more vanishing, owing to the development of the bourgeoisie . . .
and the uniformity in the mode of production.”17 Their views were fur-
ther predicated upon the idea that the modern nation-state would ini-
tially promote capitalism throughout the world, and later create the rev-
olutionary conditions for internationalist solidarity among proletarians.
In other words, self-determination was not an absolute right, but rather
a stepping stone toward the promotion of universal rights.

Indeed, until socioeconomic conditions favored such a transformation,
Marx considered the struggle for self-determination for oppressed people
as one of many possible tactics in the pursuit of international justice. Re-
garding the question of Irish independence, for instance, Marx changed
his position over time, depending upon his assessment of the opportu-
nities offered to the working class. Initially, he favored autonomy for the
small island, while preserving union with England, hoping that a Chartist
victory in England would benefit both the Irish and British working
classes. Later, in the 1860s, he modified his opinion, supporting Irish na-
tionhood, with the expectation that the secession of oppressed Irish na-
tionals would weaken the economic, political, military, and ideological
strength of the British dominant class.18

With recurrent outbreaks of nationalist calls for self-determination in
the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Empires and throughout Eastern Eu-
rope, leading socialists such as Bauer, Luxemburg, Lenin, and Stalin con-
sidered different points developed by Marx and Engels on the national
question. In his Question of Nationalities and Social Democracy (1907),
Bauer distinguished himself by envisioning, in the divided multiethnic
Habsburg context, some form of socialist internationalist accommoda-
tion to the increasing pressure of nationalism. Rather than acknowledging
a right to secede, which could prove economically and political disrup-
tive to neighboring nationalities, Bauer proposed the establishment of
cultural autonomy within a greater federal state. While considering with
Marx the importance of capitalism and state formation for the consoli-
dation of the proletariat, he also believed that workers from different
ethnic backgrounds might initially resist integration within a socialist
state. “The socialist community,” Bauer wrote, “will never be able to in-
clude whole nations within its own make-up by the use of force. Imag-
ine the masses of the people enjoying the blessing of national culture and
an active part in legislation and government, and finally supplied with
armies, would it be possible to subordinate such a nation to the rule of
war?”19
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There are ways, Bauer maintained, to enlist workers to shape the cul-
tural and national discourse without the use of force. “In a society, based
upon ownership of the means of production, the ruling classes, once the
knights and now the educated classes, constitute the nation by shaping,
through language and education, a national ‘affinity of character.’”20 As
national unity was imposed from above, the masses, Bauer continued,
remained excluded from that enterprise. Local regions, molded by the
division of labor imposed by capitalism, ended up clinging to fragmented
parochial loyalties, thereby missing out on opportunities to influence the
course of an emerging national culture.

How should this problem be addressed? Bauer proposed for consid-
eration “the implementation of the nationality principle,” a rule by which
an external federal power would serve local communities.21 While rep-
resentative national entities would be responsible for matters related to
their cultural and national life, the federal state would be concerned with
foreign policy and domestic economic policy between different nation-
alities. To counter economic disputes that could emerge from inequities
between wealthy and impoverished areas, a nationality could join co-
nationals in more productive areas without having to claim a small home-
land or evict other nationals to create a greater one.22 Finally, “the un-
regulated migration of individuals, dominated by the blind laws of
capitalist competition, will then cease and will be replaced by a conscious
regulation of migration by the socialist communities.”23 While such an
intricate, socially engineered solution might be unrealistic, Bauer’s pro-
posal of a multicultural coexistence within states, consistent with human
rights principles, prefigured the search for innovative ways to resolve eth-
nic conflicts, short of the unqualified endorsement of a right to self-
determination.

Warning of the potential costs of secession for economically weak na-
tionalities and the elitist trends of the nationalist movements, the status
of group rights was further qualified by the socialist Rosa Luxemburg
as she grappled with the complexities of the Polish question. Poles, like
Austrians, were also dealing with the national question. After being re-
peatedly crushed by Russia throughout the nineteenth century, Polish
hopes for self-determination had been rekindled after the 1905 Russian
revolution. On the right, the Polish League, led by the integral nation-
alist or fascist Roman Dmowski (1864–1939), advocated struggle not
only against Russia but also against Ukrainians and Jews. On the left,
the Polish Socialist Party, dominated by the figure of Josef Pilsudski
(1867–1937), saw in an independent socialist Poland the possibility of
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destroying the reactionary Russian tsardom. Luxemburg distinguished
herself by opposing both Dmowoski and Pilsudski, along with the Rus-
sian Social Democratic Labor Party’s rush to endorse a right to self-
determination in Poland.24

Any alliance between the working class and Polish nationalists, or with
the nationalist bourgeois elite, in any oppressed country, Luxemburg
warned, would subvert the future establishment of democratic socialist
regimes. Anticipating the fate of mid-twentieth-century anti-colonial
struggles, she argued that “ ‘national movements’ and struggles for ‘na-
tional interests,’ are usually class movements of the ruling strata of the
bourgeoisie, which can in any given case represent the interest of the other
strata of the population only insofar as under the form of ‘national in-
terests’ it defends progressive forms of historical development, and in-
sofar as the working class has not yet distinguished itself from the mass
of the ‘nation’ (led by the bourgeoisie) into an independent, enlightened
political class.”25

Further, in the spirit of Marx and Engels, she held that such a right
to self-determination was an abstract and futile notion, since it did not
take into account “the material social conditions of the environment in
a given historical epoch.” Therefore, she continued, this right was as
ridiculous and pointless as the “right of each man to eat off gold plates,
which, as Nicolas Chernyshevski wrote, he would be ready to sell at any
moment for a ruble.”26 Luxemburg lauded Marx and Engels for speak-
ing out early against the nationalism of Balkan Slavs and supporting the
integrity of the Ottoman Empire. They always judged their support for
nationalist movements from an economic materialist standpoint, she
pointed out, rather than “from the ‘eternal’ sentimental formulae of
liberalism.”27

This should not suggest that Luxemburg was unwilling to consider
socialist concessions to the quest for self-determination. In general,
“[t]he position of socialists with respect to the nationality problem
depends primarily on the concrete circumstances of each case, which
differ significantly among countries.”28 Political independence, she
claimed, could be considered only if people could achieve economic self-
sufficiency, including sovereign control over their economic resources.
For industrially backward countries like Poland or Czechoslovakia, such
a right was utopian. Attacking the Polish nationalists of her day, Lux-
emburg further argued that secession from Russia would ultimately un-
dermine the interests of the Polish proletariat by perpetuating their eco-
nomic dependence on Russia as a junior trading partner and diminishing
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their ability to coordinate struggle with Russian workers against Rus-
sian authoritarianism.

All socialists did not share her views. Less circumspect on secessionist
appeals than Luxemburg, Lenin considered that the intensity of repres-
sion experienced by oppressed or colonized nationalities warranted a “tac-
tical alliance” with bourgeois elites in the struggle for self-determination.
Rebuffing Luxemburg’s anti-secessionist position for Poland, Lenin drew
on Marx’s legacy, maintaining that independent states were more likely
to modernize and hence more likely to foster the emergence of national
and then international working-class solidarity. Nevertheless, he re-
proached Luxemburg, economic maturity was not the only standard
needed to justify national liberation claims. “We cannot say whether Asia
will have time before the downfall of capitalism to become crystallized
into a system of independent national states, like Europe,” Lenin wrote,
“but it remains an undisputed fact that capitalism, having awakened Asia,
has called forth national movements everywhere in the continent, too;
that the tendency of these movements is toward the creation of national
states there; that the best conditions for the development of capitalism
are ensured precisely by these states.”29

This, of course, did not imply that Lenin favored all forms of nation-
alism. Nationalism from “above” was different than nationalism from
“below,” he argued, distinguishing the oppressive nationalism of tsarist
Russia from the justifiable nationalism of oppressed Poland. In the case
of an oppressed nationality, he encouraged workers to consider tactical
alliances with elements of the bourgeoisie. A repudiation of the right to
self-determination, he further replied to Luxemburg, “is tantamount to
defending the privileges of the dominating nation and police methods of
administration as against democratic methods.”30 Hence, he urged so-
cialist countries and proletarians in imperialist countries to help the lib-
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V. I. LENIN, ON THE NATIONAL LIBERATION MOVEMENT, 1920

. . . The cornerstone of the whole policy of the Communist International in the
national and colonial question must be to bring together the proletarians and the
masses of the toilers of all nations and countries for the joint revolutionary strug-
gle for the overthrow of the landlords and the bourgeoisie; for this alone guaran-
tees victory over capitalism, without which the abolition of national oppression
and inequality is impossible.

From “Preliminary Draft Theses on the National and Colonial Questions: For the 2nd Congress
of the Communist International (1920),” in Lenin, Collected Works, vol. 31, 146.
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eration movements of oppressed nations. Revising Marx’s famous motto,
he called on “workers of all countries and of all oppressed nations to
unite!”31 Many leaders of Third World national liberation movements
would later echo that rallying cry.

To address the national question in Russia, the Balkans, and through-
out Eastern Europe, Lenin sent Joseph Stalin to Vienna in 1913 to write
an article on Marxism and the national question. If Stalin, as the French
scholar Michael Löwy has correctly reminded us, developed a more
rigid—and hence a less interesting—conception of nationalism than one
can find in Lenin, his position would nevertheless have an important im-
pact on nationalities within the Soviet Union.32 Initially, Bauer might have
inspired aspects of Stalin’s view that “a nation is a historical, evolved
stable community of language, territory, economic life, and psychologi-
cal make-up manifested in a community of culture.”33 Yet Stalin did not
believe that national autonomy would help the development of nations.
“[W]herein,” he asked, “does such national autonomy, as advocated by
Bauer, differ from the utopia of the old nationalist, who endeavored to
turn back the wheel of history?” Bauer’s federalism, he argued, was mis-
takenly based on the national demarcation of workers, rather than on
regional autonomy. Therefore, Stalin argued, Bauer “spreads noxious
ideas of mutual mistrust and aloofness among the workers of the differ-
ent nationalities.”34

Rejecting Bauer’s proposal, Stalin asserted that history was now bear-
ing out Marx’s prediction that national differences would disappear under
capitalism. By 1920, with the failure to internationalize the Bolshevik
Revolution, the tendency was toward Soviet unity rather than respect for
national diversity. Stating that a nation exists only when all four char-
acteristics of nationality are present at the same time (common language,
territory, economic life, and psychic formation), Stalin, unlike Lenin, did
not make any particular distinction between tsarist oppressive national-
ism and the nationalism of the oppressed nations.

However, in a later article, “The Policy of the Soviet Government on
the National Question in Russia” (1920), Stalin clarified his position,
supporting the secessionism of anti-colonial movements in India, Egypt,
Morocco, and elsewhere, while rejecting demands for secession within
the regions bordering Russia. Precisely because Western powers were
rejecting the secessionism of the former while supporting that of the
latter, the Soviet government, Stalin argued, needed to formulate posi-
tions in conformity with what he perceived to be the interests of the
revolution.35

The World Wars 187

This content downloaded from 
������������67.249.137.235 on Mon, 25 May 2020 18:44:19 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



The Aftermath of the Great War

Like Stalin, Europeans applied a double standard, favoring the inde-
pendence of the nationalities in the Balkans and ignoring appeals for self-
determination in their colonies. If Bauer, Luxemburg, and Lenin had made
distinctive contributions to the national question, their insights were not
taken into account by the victorious World War I powers. Aspects of
Lenin’s position were echoed in Woodrow Wilson’s “Fourteen Points
Address” (1918), which called for the independence of nationalities in
the Balkan states, the proclamation of a Polish homeland, and sovereignty
for the Turkish portion of the Ottoman Empire.Wilson’s famous address
concluded with a sweeping invocation of the right to self-determination.
“An evident principle runs through the whole programme I have out-
lined,” he stated. “It is the principle of justice to all peoples and nation-
alities, and their right to live on equal terms of liberty and safety with
one another, whether they be strong or weak. Unless this principle be
made its foundation, no part of the structure of international justice can
stand.”36 These rights, he hoped, could be realized by a League of Na-
tions, which would establish borders for homogenous ethnic groups,
thereby presumably removing a major cause of war.

This idea was further debated in the 1919 Paris Conference, convened
by the victors of World War I to settle the fate of the defeated. Residing
in France during the Paris Conference, Ho Chi Minh (1890–1969), the
future founder of the Vietnamese state, submitted a petition to the U.S.
delegation in hopes that Wilson would intervene on behalf of the Viet-
namese against their French occupiers. The European victors, however,
were concerned with ways to punish the Germans and maintain their
colonies, and were not eager to discuss with the American president the
destiny of subjugated peoples. Ho’s plea to the delegates fell on deaf ears.37

The League of Nations, instituted shortly after the conference, did not
promote the rights of the colonized, as Ho and Wilson had hoped. As
soon as the League was established, it revealed its exclusionary charac-
ter. Indeed, the Covenant of the League placed the fate of some nation-
alities (e.g., in the Middle East) under a system of mandates adminis-
tered by the victorious colonial powers, which agreed to bring the
mandate territories toward self-government (article 22).38 It also stipu-
lated that each European power was responsible for ensuring racial and
religious impartiality in the territories under its supervision. In 1919, fear-
ing that discrimination against minorities would result from Polish na-
tional independence, the League ratified the Polish Minority Treaty, which
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endorsed Polish self-determination, encouraged efforts to protect its mi-
norities, and offered specific protection for its Jewish minority.39

Despite these protective clauses, the concept of self-determination
proved destructive for those who needed protection in Europe. Invok-
ing Wilson’s notion of national unity and territorial sovereignty for ho-
mogenous ethnic groups, Germany used the presence of three million Ger-
mans within Czechoslovakia’s borders as justification for its occupation
of the Sudetenland. With Nazism on the rise, an oppressive form of na-
tionalism began to terrorize Europe. Nazism, like fascism an aggressive
and integral nationalist ideology cloaked in populist rhetoric, had mush-
roomed in popularity once postwar German grievances were inflamed
by hyperinflation and economic depression in the Weimar Republic.

The social and economic troubles within Europe during the years fol-
lowing 1918 had been greatly intensified by the carnage of World War
I, especially in societies that were not fully modernized. This was true of
Germany and Italy, which had entered the war expecting great territo-
rial gains, along with achievement of equal social and economic status
with the older societies of the West. While Italy was among the victors
and Germany was defeated, the relative backwardness of their political,
social, and economic structures placed a particularly immense strain on
both their societies. The Treaty of Versailles, which ordered enormous
German reparations to the victors, was the final coup de grace for the
German economy.

Soon, emerging fascist parties began to exploit national feelings of dis-
appointment, a sense of unjust victimization, and the desire to overcome
their perceived social and economic disadvantage, galvanizing the masses
with visions of past grandeur and future glory. Whereas Adolf Hitler
(1889–1945) prophesied a Third Reich that would reign for ten thou-
sand years, Benito Mussolini (1885–1945) strove to revive the magnifi-
cence of ancient Rome. In Italy and Germany, under the respective lead-
ership of Mussolini and Hitler, fascism became the dominant political
force. Repudiating republican and liberal institutions, both leaders were
now calling for individual sacrifice to the fascist state.

Yet for the Italian duce, national redemption did not entail a struggle
between workers and capitalists, as Marx believed, but relentless war-
fare between proletarian nations (such as Italy) and European plutocra-
cies. Such a war, explained Mussolini, “keys up all human energies to
their maximum tension and sets the seal of nobility on those people who
have the courage to face it.”40 With other Nazi theorists, Hitler added a
racial component to Mussolini’s conception of the national struggle. In
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THE POLISH MINORITY TREATY, 1919

Article 7

All Polish nationals shall be equal before the law and shall enjoy the same civil
and political rights without distinction as to race, language, or religion.

Differences of religion, creed, or confession shall not prejudice any Polish na-
tional in matters relating to the enjoyment of civil or political rights, as for instance
admission to public employments, functions, and honours, or the exercise of pro-
fessions and industries.

No restriction shall be imposed on the free use by any Polish national of any
language in private intercourse, in commerce, in religion, in the press, or in pub-
lications of any kind, or at public meetings.

Notwithstanding any establishment by the Polish Government of an official lan-
guage, adequate facilities shall be given to Polish nationals of non-Polish speech
for the use of their language, either orally or in writing, before the courts.

Article 8

Polish nationals who belong to racial, religious, or linguistic minorities shall en-
joy the same treatment and security in law and in fact as the other Polish na-
tionals. In particular they shall have an equal right to establish, manage, and con-
trol at their own expense charitable, religious, and social institutions, schools and
other educational establishments, with the right to use their own language and
to exercise their religion freely therein.

Article 9

Poland will provide in the public educational system in towns and districts in which
a considerable proportion of Polish nationals of other than Polish speech are res-
ident adequate facilities for ensuring that in the primary schools the instruction
shall be given to the children of such Polish nationals through the medium of their
own language. This provision shall not prevent the Polish Government from mak-
ing the teaching of the Polish language obligatory in the said schools.

In towns and districts where there is a considerable proportion of Polish na-
tionals belonging to racial, religious, or linguistic minorities, these minorities shall
be assured an equitable share in the enjoyment and application of the sums which
may be provided out of public funds under the State, municipal, or other budget,
for educational, religious, or charitable purposes.

Article 10

Educational Committees appointed locally by the Jewish communities of Poland
will, subject to the general control of the State, provide for the domination of the
proportional share of public funds allocated to Jewish schools in accordance with
Article 9, and for the organization and management of these schools.
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Mein Kampf (1925–1927), he saw in the future German triumph purifi-
cation of German blood from contamination by inferior races and the
purge and genocide of “enemies from within”: the Jews and Gypsies. No
mere fantasy, this dark vision was realized in the gas chambers of Ausch-
witz and other concentration camps, as depicted in David Olère’s Gassing
and countless other artistic remembrances. “Oppressed” and “victim-
ized” nations were now becoming merciless tyrants, revealing the po-
tentially cruel face of national consolidation and the dark side of the right
to self-determination.

By founding the principle of self-determination primarily on ethnic
and cultural—rather than democratic—rights within given borders,
Wilson inadvertently offered equal moral weight to irreconcilable con-
ceptions of national autonomy. Thus, a Sudeten German senator in 1929
had no difficulty making the case that German inhabitants of Czecho-
slovakia were “not an ethnological minority in the territory occupied
by the Czechs but a part of the totality of the German people, thrust
beyond the present state and frontiers.”41 Such justifications can de-
generate into a Hobbesian “state of nature” fueling international
conflict. Wilson’s conception offered no response to the arbitrary ration-
alization for state power represented by the Nazi advance into Austria
and the Sudetenland.

As Nazism engulfed Europe in war, several imperial powers of Europe
were defeated by Germany, as were France, Belgium, and the Netherlands,
or were fighting desperately for survival, as was Great Britain. Weakened
at home by a ruthless occupation, they became more vulnerable to over-
seas challenges. Hence, maintaining European control in Asian colonies
soon turned out to be an arduous task. The Japanese, who had assumed
the dubious role of liberator in Asia, speedily defeated European forces
there, signaling to Vietnam, Indonesia, and India that their previous mas-
ters were not as powerful as they might have imagined. If the Japanese
initially supplanted colonial control with their own, they nonetheless ul-
timately helped galvanize nationalist movements throughout many areas
of Asia.

The Anti-Colonial Struggle after World War II

Just as the League of Nations had quickly proven unable to fulfill its early
hopes, the United Nations, erected on human rights promises, soon be-
trayed its founding principles as the Western victors in World War II
sought to preserve their colonial possessions. Lenin’s early call for op-
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pressed nationalities to rise against their colonial masters would finally
be loud and clear after World War II. Nationalist resistance against En-
gland, led by two Western-educated Indian leaders, Mahatma Gandhi
(1869–1948) and Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964), yielded an early anti-
colonial victory in Asia in 1948. As early as 1924, Gandhi had argued
for India’s right to independence: “The whole world is shivering from
the pains of labour, the indications of a new life are manifest everywhere,
and a regenerated India must find a place among the new-born nations
of the world. This rejuvenated India cannot accept any over-lord, she must
be free and independent.”42 The British embroilment in World War II cre-
ated opportunities that Indian nationalists were not about to miss.

As the prospect of self-determination loomed, Nehru began to imag-
ine a newly independent India. Inclined toward socialism, Nehru’s views
were not cast in a definite mold. While warning against the excesses of
the West, his major objective was to carry India into the modern age of
scientific discovery and socioeconomic progress. He claimed that this
“modern idea of nationhood,” effectively realized in Britain and France,
could be achieved in India. If “the inexorable logic of the age presents
the country with radically different alternatives: union plus independence
or disunion plus dependence,” national unity was the clear way to set
India on the path toward freedom.43 Nehru, however, fell short of pre-
serving the overall unity of India in its struggle for independence, as the
growing Muslim separatist movement soon led to the creation of Paki-
stan (1947).

Further decolonization in Asia was now imminent. With the excep-
tion of India, whose partition resulted in approximately 800,000 deaths,
this process was generally more orderly in the British colonies than it
was in those of the French and Dutch.44 In 1947, Britain granted inde-
pendence to Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), in 1948 to Burma, in 1957 to the
Federation of Malaya, and in 1959 to Singapore, which was later joined
by Sarawak and North Borneo to form in 1963 the state of Malaysia. In
contrast, the French and the Dutch were holding on more tightly to their
colonial possessions. After a protracted Indonesian war for independence,
which left thousands dead and wounded on both sides, the Dutch finally
recognized the fully independent Federation of Indonesia in 1949.

In Indochina, the Vietnamese revolt against the French would take nine
years to succeed. In his 1945 Declaration of Independence, Ho Chi Minh
described how the French colonialists “have built more prisons than
schools. . . . They have robbed us of our rice fields, our mines, our forests,
and our raw materials. . . . They have mercilessly slain our patriots.” The
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HO CHI MINH, DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE 

OF THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM, 1945

All men are created equal: they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights;
among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.

This immortal statement was made in the Declaration of Independence of the United
States of America in 1776. In a broader sense, this means: All peoples on the earth are
equal from birth, all the peoples have a right to live, to be happy and free.

The Declaration of the French Revolution made in 1791 on the Rights of Man and the
Citizen also states: “All men are born free and with equal rights, and must always remain
free and have equal rights.”

Those are undeniable truths.
Nevertheless, for more than eighty years, the French imperialists, abusing the standard

of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity, have violated our Fatherland and oppressed our fellow
citizens. They have acted contrary to the ideals of humanity and justice. . . .

. . . In the autumn of 1940, when the Japanese fascists violated Indochina’s territory
to establish new bases in their fight against the Allies, the French imperialists went down
on their bended knees and handed over our country to them.

Thus, from that date, our people were subjected to the double yoke of the French and
the Japanese. Their sufferings and miseries increased. The result was that, from the end
of last year to the beginning of this year, from Quang Tri Province to the North of Viet-Nam,
more than two million of our fellow citizens died from starvation. On March 9 [1945], the
French troops were disarmed by the Japanese. The French colonists either fled or surren-
dered, showing that not only were they incapable of “protecting” us, but that, in the span
of five years, they twice sold our country to the Japanese.

On several occasions before March 9, the Viet Minh League urged the French to ally them-
selves with it against the Japanese. Instead of agreeing to this proposal, the French colonists
so intensified their terrorist activities against the Viet Minh members that before fleeing
they massacred a great number of our political prisoners detained at Yen Bay and Cao
Bang.

Notwithstanding all this, our fellow citizens have always manifested toward the French a
tolerant and humane attitude. Even after the Japanese Putsch of March 1945, the Viet
Minh League helped many Frenchmen to cross the frontier, rescued some of them from
Japanese jails, and protected French lives and property.

From the autumn of 1940, our country had in fact ceased to be a French colony and had
become a Japanese possession.

After the Japanese had surrendered to the Allies, our whole people rose to regain our
national sovereignty and to found the Democratic Republic of Viet-Nam.

The truth is that we have wrested our independence from the Japanese and not from the
French.

The French have fled, the Japanese have capitulated, Emperor Bao Dai has abdicated.
Our people have broken the chains which for nearly a century have fettered them and have
won independence for the Fatherland. Our people at the same time have overthrown the
monarchic regime that has reigned supreme for dozens of centuries. In its place has been
established the present Democratic Republic.

From On Revolution: Selected Writings, 1920–1966, 143–144.
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long Vietnamese guerilla war against the French occupiers culminated in
the siege and defeat of French forces at Dien Bien Phu (1954), a battle
in which two thousand French soldiers died, forcing the French govern-
ment to renounce its colonial claim on Vietnam.45

In 1954, two Vietnamese delegations—one composed of supporters
of the Marxist Ho Chi Minh, the other of followers of Bao Dai (1913–
1997)—met with representatives of eight countries in Geneva to seek an
acceptable plan for the design of post-colonial Indochina. They concluded
with an agreement according to which Vietnam was to be divided into
North and South at the seventeenth parallel until national elections,
scheduled for 1956, would reunite the country. Certain that free elec-
tions would result in a victory for Ho Chi Minh, the United States initi-
ated two decades of effort to forge an independent South Vietnam, first
approving the seizure of power by the despotic Ngo Dinh Diem, and then,
when Diem’s inept and repressive policies helped stimulate armed re-
bellion, supporting the coup that led to his death in 1963. The North
had for several years been increasing its support for the leftist uprising
by the Vietcong (South Vietnamese communists), with the aim of driv-
ing the Americans out and reunifying the country. Having fought the
Japanese and then the French, North Vietnam and its Vietcong allies were
now waging what would prove to be the longest conflict against the per-
petuation of the colonial system of the great powers. “Nothing is as dear
to the heart of the Vietnamese as independence and liberation,” said Ho
Chi Minh in response to American air strikes—a message that became
the motto of the North Vietnamese cause. In 1975, six years after the
death of Ho, the communists finally succeeded in reunifying Vietnam un-
der the leadership of the North. In doing so, they had withstood more
bombs than had been dropped on all of Europe and Asia combined dur-
ing World War II, the devastation of villages by the incendiary chemical
agent napalm, the defoliation of their land by massive air drops of her-
bicides, and more than one million deaths.46

In Africa, the decolonization process started later. Although some signs
of African agitation appeared in the interwar period, the end of World
War II unleashed sustained demands for independence. In Africa, the shift
from allegiance to one’s ethnic group to aspirations to nationhood oc-
curred more slowly than in Asia, since the areas occupied by African eth-
nic groups had little correspondence with the national borders drawn by
the colonial powers. As that difficult process of unification proceeded,
African nationalists like Ghana’s leader Kwame Nkrumah (1909–1972)
made demands for self-determination to an increasingly sympathetic
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United Nations audience. The British had already decided that their eco-
nomically underdeveloped African colonies were an economic and po-
litical liability, and they finally accepted nationalist leaders’ demands for
self-governance. In the late 1950s, bloodied by anti-colonial uprisings,
the French and Belgians reached the same conclusion.

In Algeria, however, the French refused any concessions to the nation-
alist movement. French brutality only intensified National Liberal Front
terrorist activities and was decried by many French intellectuals, among
them Albert Camus, who called for the indictment of French torturers
while condemning Algerian terrorism.47 After eight years of bloody war,
French forces under General Charles de Gaulle withdrew in 1962, al-
lowing Algeria to declare its independence. Another violent struggle for
national independence in Africa took place against Portugal, under the
dictatorship of Oliveira Salazar (1889–1970), which stubbornly held
onto its colonies in Angola and Mozambique. Worn out by the conflict
in Angola, the Portuguese finally granted independence to their two
colonies in 1975.48

If many African nationalist leaders, like the Senegalese poet and first
president Léopold Sédar Senghor (1906–2001), championed the cause of
national liberation and human rights, many other elected African govern-
ments, such as those in Zimbabwe, the Ivory Coast, Zambia, and Bo-
tswana, gave way over time to one-party rule. No one was better able
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KWAME NKRUMAH, SPEECH AT THE UNITED NATIONS, 1960

The great tide of history flows and as it flows it carries to the shores of reality the
stubborn facts of life and man’s relations, one with another. One cardinal fact of
our time is the momentous impact of Africa’s awakening upon the modern world.
The flowing tide of African nationalism sweeps everything before it and constitutes
a challenge to the colonial powers to make a just restitution for the years of in-
justice and crime committed against our continent.

But Africa does not seek vengeance. It is against her very nature to harbour
malice. Over two hundred million of our people cry out with one voice of tremen-
dous power—and what do we say? We do not ask for death for our oppressors,
we do not pronounce wishes of ill-fate for our slave masters, we make an asser-
tion of a just and positive demand. Our voice booms across the oceans and moun-
tains, over the hills and valleys, in the desert places and through the vast expanse
of mankind’s habitation, and it calls out for the freedom of Africa. Africa wants
her freedom, Africa must be free. It is a simple call, but it is also a signal lighting
a red warning to those who would tend to ignore it.

From I Speak of Freedom: A Statement of African Ideology, 262.
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than the West Indian psychoanalyst and social philosopher Frantz Fa-
non (1925–1961) to articulate the dynamic linking anti-colonial struggle
to the emergence of post-independence dictatorship. Vile colonial subju-
gation justified the violence of the oppressed and the necessity of self-
determination, argued Fanon, in the spirit of Lenin. Yet true self-
determination, Fanon argued, could not be achieved when an indigenous
elite who had already internalized the forces of domination, ended up un-
der international pressure, perpetuating the unequal social and economic
structure inherited from colonialism. In this respect, Fanon shared Lux-
emburg’s earlier disbelief that the nationalist indigenous bourgeois elite
could promote equal rights after independence.

To destroy the vestiges of Western domination that persisted after in-
dependence, many Africans, like the liberal nationalists of the early nine-
teenth century, proposed to develop a genuine national culture freed from
Western universal rationalist pretense, while retaining the human rights
promises of Western civilization. “In our return to our cultural roots,”
Senghor suggested, “and particularly to the Negro-African method of
knowledge and comprehension of the world, we can reject European
methods, but we also cannot forget Europe’s lessons in building a na-
tion, the socialist state.”49 Echoing Senghor, Fanon emphasized the im-
portance of culture for the building of a nation: “It is the fight for na-
tional existence which sets culture moving and opens to it the doors of
creation.”50

As former colonies began to join the community of nations in the
1960s, the notion of cultural rights, as understood by Fanon and others,
was intrinsically linked to the right to self-determination. This associa-
tion was expressed in article 27 of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, which specified that “[e]veryone has the right freely to partici-
pate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share
in scientific advancement and its benefits.” Later, article 1 of the 1966
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights con-
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ALBERT CAMUS, ON ALGERIAN MISERY, 1939

I don’t believe that one can suppress poverty in one day. But I have to say that I
never saw a European population as miserable as this Arab population. . . . It is
against this disproportion and excess of poverty that we need to fight. . . .

From Alger républicain, January 1, 1939 (my translation).
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firmed a universal right to self-determination. In 1986, the African Char-
ter on Human and Peoples’ Rights reiterated these clauses.

If self-determination and cultural development may be necessary col-
lective rights responses to colonialism, ethnic oppression, or genocide,
such rights, however, do not specify how new independent governments
will treat their citizens (including their minorities). Unqualified group
rights can be used to inflict the very harms they purport to protect against.
Elites of newly independent states can easily appeal to or reinvent an-
cestral traditions in order to justify women’s or minorities’ unequal rights
or other forms of social and economic discrimination. Such a justification
of the right to define one’s own culture as the prerogative of sovereign
states was the outcome of nearly all Third World anti-colonial struggles.

The early socialist critique of the unconditional right to self-determi-
nation and culture, while overlooked in current human rights discourse
and legal documents, stands the test of time. If Lenin, and later Wilson,
helped provide the necessary optimism for brutalized and oppressed na-
tionalities to pursue their right to independence from intractable impe-
rialist controls, Luxemburg warned that most newly formed countries
were too weak economically to maintain genuine sovereignty, and she
cautioned against popular alliances with a self-interested nationalist elite
or bourgeoisie. Such alliances, Fanon believed, with Luxemburg, would
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FRANTZ FANON, THE WRETCHED OF THE EARTH, 1963

We believe that the conscious and organized undertaking by a colonized people
to re-establish the sovereignty of that nation constitutes the most complete and
obvious cultural manifestation that exists. It is not alone the success of the strug-
gle which afterward gives validity and vigor to culture; culture is not put into cold
storage during the conflict. The struggle itself in its development and in its inter-
nal progression sends culture along different paths and traces out entirely new
ones for it. The struggle for freedom does not give back to the national culture its
former value and shapes; this struggle which aims at a fundamentally different
set of relations between men cannot leave intact either the form or the content
of the people’s culture. After the conflict there is not only the disappearance of
colonialism but also the disappearance of the colonized man. . . .

. . . The consciousness of self is not the closing of the door to communica-
tion. Philosophic thought teaches us, on the contrary, that it is its guarantee. Na-
tional consciousness, which is not nationalism, is the only thing that will give us
an international dimension.

From The Wretched of the Earth, 245–246.
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mainly benefit the elite and perpetuate oppression. Since resources are
almost certain to be distributed inequitably within any given territory,
the breakup of existing states is bound to favor one regionally concen-
trated ethnic group over another, as exemplified today in the former Yu-
goslavia. Bauer’s vision of a federation of multiethnic groups, activated
at the grassroots level and committed to economic and social equity, may
provide a better solution than calls for unlimited self-determination in
the post–cold war era. Self-determination may have been a necessity, as
Lenin mentioned, for colonized states. Yet in an ever more enmeshed glob-
alized world, which has eroded the sovereignty of the state, cultural au-
tonomy within a federative multiethnic state offers an alternative solu-
tion to possible human rights abuses associated with conflicts over
self-determination.51

In short, universal human rights are always potentially endangered
by particularist and vague conceptions of rights framed in terms of the
“national interest,” “national security,” the right to “national self-
determination,” or “cultural rights.” If, in principle, a flexible interpre-
tation of rights points to tolerance, evasive notions of rights tend to fa-
vor the interests of the strongest. Bauer, Lenin, Luxemburg, Wilson, and
later, Fanon shaped the terms of a debate in which we must continue to
engage, offering critical questions and insights to assess under which con-
ditions and for whose benefits one should justify self-determination.
Should all forms of self-determination be endorsed? Should one first con-
sider cultural autonomy, in hopes of avoiding struggles over vital eco-
nomic resources and to avoid tempting ever smaller ethnic or religious
factions to seek secession? Should the case for self-determination be
judged in terms of the level of oppression suffered by a given national-
ity? To what extent should one consider who the primary beneficiaries
(and the likely losers) are, both within and outside the group struggling
for independence? Is the political agenda of the national movement framed
in terms of universal human rights? To what extent is the prospective in-
dependent state economically viable? Seeking answers to these questions
is an inescapable part of any effort to evaluate demands for independence
in terms of the likely consequences for human rights.

Further, finding the answers to how and when to promote either cul-
tural autonomy or self-determination requires an assessment of the ca-
pacity of governmental and international institutions to peacefully bal-
ance conflicting demands. The bloodshed of World War I made the design
and construction of such institutions a central concern of human rights
architects, as discussed in the following section.
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institutionalizing human rights

Nineteenth-century socialists had already pointed out the inability of gov-
ernment institutions to protect social rights or to counter the pernicious
social effects of commercial rivalries, imperialism, and war. World War
I proved them right. Just as Jacobins during the French Revolution had
entrusted the republican patrie with the task of spreading liberal and sec-
ular rights throughout Europe, now communists from all over the world
turned their hopes for the internationalization of human rights to the un-
folding Bolshevik Revolution. By now, however, socialists had long been
torn over the appropriate means with which to realize social and eco-
nomic principles of rights. While some believed that violence and a van-
guard party were necessary to lead the revolution and eradicate the ves-
tiges of tsarist tyranny, others were committed to promoting reforms in
the parliamentary arena or within newly established organizations like
the International Labor Organization (ILO) and the League of Nations.

On the other side of the Atlantic, economic depression during the in-
terwar period had taught President Roosevelt that the state’s legitimacy
required extending government spending in the public sector and ad-
dressing the needs of the poor. The same lessons would apply to Europe
after World War II as the Marshall Plan and Bretton Woods helped re-
store the social capacity of the devastated countries of Western Europe.
Yet if welfare states were to emerge, their ability to flourish would require
peace, a need that now would inspire interest in constructing a stronger
international organization than the defunct League of Nations. The UN,
its champions hoped, would unite states with different social and politi-
cal agendas in support of one critical end: preventing interstate violence
on the scale attained by the two world wars. From the perspective of the
socialists, support for the United Nations was a stage in the debate over
means and ends that dated back to the era of the Bolshevik Revolution.

Promoting Socialist Rights: Means and Ends 
during the Bolshevik Revolution

The road to a socialist revolution in Russia had been marked by Rus-
sian defeat in the 1905 war with Japan, spreading starvation, and a con-
tinuously intransigent autocratic regime. Discontent in Russia had been
mounting at the end of the nineteenth century as peasants rebelled against
landlords and workers organized strikes in factories. In 1905, the tsarist
regime was further destabilized by what became known as “Bloody Sun-
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day,” when a crowd of two hundred thousand men, women, and chil-
dren singing “God save the Tsar” gathered peacefully at the Winter Palace
to ask for reforms. Fearful officials, who were left in charge of defend-
ing the palace when the tsar fled, ordered troops to fire into the crowd.
Several hundred were killed. The event horrified workers and peasants
throughout Russia and beyond. To prevent the spread of rebellion, the
tsar grudgingly offered some concessions, granting more rights to prop-
erty owners, a small fraction of the population. That proved insufficient.
The fragile tsarist regime would soon require far broader popular sup-
port, as his 1914 decision to mobilize his army in defense of Serbia ended
all hope of averting World War I.

As casualties mounted, the tsarist regime confronted growing resist-
ance. The death or injury of two million Russians and the spread of fam-
ine throughout the country inflamed the revolutionary climate, and work-
ers’ demonstrations proliferated. When his troops refused to fire on
insurgent workers in Petrograd, middle-class opponents of his regime de-
manded the appointment of a new ministry and the formation of a new
Duma.52 The time seemed propitious for promoting justice. By March
of 1917, social democrats and social revolutionaries called for the removal
of the tsar, a tsar who had resisted democratic reforms and had sent
masses of peasants into battle, in some cases without rifles. The tsar finally
abdicated without resistance and was replaced by a provisional govern-
ment under the leadership of liberal and socialist forces.53 Popular sup-
port for the new government, however, soon dissipated. As the war con-
tinued, army desertions mounted while strikes, riots, and food lines filled
the streets with starving and angry crowds.

On October 25 of the Gregorian calendar (or November 2), with the
slogan “Peace, land, and bread,” the Bolsheviks and the socialist revo-
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RUSSIAN CORRESPONDENT OF THE JOURNAL LE MATIN, JANUARY 22, 1905

The soldiers of the Preobrazhensky regiment, without any summons to disperse,
shot down the unfortunate people as if they were playing at bloodshed. Several
hundred fell; more than a hundred and fifty are killed. They are almost all children,
women, and young people. It is terrible. Blood flows on all sides. At 5 o’clock the
crowd is driven back, cut down and repelled on all sides. The people, terror-stricken,
fly in every direction. Scared women and children slip, fall, rise to their feet, only
to fall again farther on. At this moment a sharp word of command is heard and
the victims fall en masse. There had been no disturbances to speak of. The whole
crowd is unarmed and has not uttered a single threat.
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lutionaries of the left took over the provisional government in a blood-
less transfer of power. As Lenin assumed power, he issued a decree calling
for an immediate armistice and a peace “without annexation or indem-
nities,” and a decree ordering the abolition of property and the distri-
bution of land to the peasants who worked on it. The Declaration of the
Rights of the Toiling and Exploited Peoples of 1918 stated the revolu-
tion’s goal: “the suppression of all forms of exploitation of man by
man . . . [and] to reorganize society on a socialistic basis.”54 Next came
a series of measures proclaiming workers’ control of factories, national-
izing the banks, abolishing the old courts in favor of revolutionary tri-
bunals, establishing a workers’ militia, removing legal class privileges and
titles, abolishing inheritance, separating church and state, establishing the
legal equality of the sexes, and Westernizing the Gregorian calendar. As
in the French revolutionary experience, however, disagreements soon arose
over what means were acceptable for suppressing a counterrevolution,
and over how to internationalize the revolution during the war—
disagreements that divided the Leninist regime from many of the revolu-
tion’s initial supporters.

Prior to the revolution, Lenin had stated that in a society dominated
by an impoverished peasantry, revolution could not await the full-
fledged development of capitalism to ensure the maturity of working-
class consciousness. In “What Is to Be Done?” (1902), he proposed the
creation of a vanguard working-class elite to generate political con-
sciousness “among all classes of the population.”55 As riots and military
mutiny spread in 1917, challenging the liberal influence of the provisional
government, he called for a transition by force from capitalism to com-
munism. “Democracy for the vast majority of the people,” Lenin pro-
claimed, “and suppression by force, i.e., exclusion from democracy, of
the exploiters and oppressors of the people—this is the change democ-
racy undergoes during the transition from capitalism to communism.”
He continued, “It might be suppression, but it should nonetheless be a
momentary state of affairs, in which the exploited majority suppresses
the exploiting minority.” Only when capitalist exploitation had been
crushed, Lenin stated, reiterating Marx, “then the state . . . ceases to exist,
and it becomes possible to speak of freedom.”56

Yet at what cost were Lenin and his followers willing to build a so-
cialist society? The dictatorial management of politics that Lenin referred
to as “momentary” was initially justified by the war waged at home
against the tsarist White Army forces and their foreign supporters. The
civil war was now used to rationalize the spread of a Red Terror, which
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DECLARATION OF THE RIGHTS OF THE TOILING AND EXPLOITED PEOPLES, 1918

Chapter One

1. Russia is proclaimed a Republic of Soviets or Workers’, Soldiers’, and Peasants’
Deputies. All central and local authority is vested in these Soviets.

2. The Russian Soviet Republic is established on the basis of a free union of free na-
tions, a federation of National Soviet Republics.

Chapter Two

The Constituent Assembly sets for itself as a fundamental task the suppression of all forms
of exploitation of man by man and the complete abolition of class distinctions in society.
It aims to crush unmercifully the exploiter, to reorganize society on a socialistic basis, and
to bring about the triumph of Socialism throughout the world. It further resolves:

1. In order to bring about the socialization of land, private ownership of land is abol-
ished. The entire land fund is declared the property of the nation and turned over free of
cost to the toilers on the basis of equal right to its use. All forests, subsoil resources, and
waters of national importance as well as all livestock and machinery, model farms, and
agricultural enterprises are declared to be national property.

2. As a first step to the complete transfer of the factories, shops, mines, railways, and
other means of production and transportation to the Soviet Republic or Workers and Peas-
ants, and in order to ensure the supremacy of the toiling masses over the exploiters, the
Constituent Assembly ratifies the Soviet law on workers’ control and that on the Supreme
Council of National Economy.

3. The Constituent Assembly ratifies the transfer of all banks to the ownership of the
workers’ and peasants’ government as one of the conditions for the emancipation of the
toiling masses from the yoke of capitalism. . . .

Chapter Three

1. The Constituent Assembly expresses its firm determination to snatch mankind from
the claws of capitalism and imperialism which have brought on this most criminal of all
wars and have drenched the world with blood. It approves whole-heartedly the policy of the
Soviet Government in breaking with the secret treaties, in organizing extensive fraterniza-
tion between the workers and peasants in the ranks of the opposing armies and in its ef-
forts to bring about, at all costs, by revolutionary means, a democratic peace between na-
tions on the principle of no annexation, no indemnity, and free self-determination of
nations. . . .

Chapter Four

4. At the same time, desiring to bring about a really free and voluntary, and consequently
more complete and lasting, union of the toiling classes of all nations in Russia, the Con-
stituent Assembly confines itself to the formulation of the fundamental principles of a fed-
eration of the Soviet Republics of Russia, leaving to the workers and peasants of each
nation to decide independently at their own plenipotentiary Soviet Congress whether or
not they desire, and if so on what conditions, to take part in the federated government
and other federal Soviet institutions.
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erupted in an atmosphere similar to that of 1793–1794 in France. In Rus-
sia, thousands upon thousands of dissidents were taken prisoner and
killed.57 The political police, the Cheka, indiscriminately targeted indi-
viduals from the bourgeoisie and the aristocracy, as if “a dividing line
between bourgeois and worker can [ever] be drawn accurately,” argued
Karl Kautsky, castigating the actions of the Bolsheviks. “In the Soviet
Union not only were the means of production and consumption taken
from the ‘bourgeoisie’ without any compensation, not only were they
deprived of all political rights; they were at the same time victims of op-
pression and they alone were liable to do compulsory work!” The harsh
treatment of the bourgeoisie reflected only “the proletariat’s thirst for
revenge in its crudest form.”58

From her German prison cell, where she was incarcerated for her op-
position to the world war, Rosa Luxemburg celebrated the unfolding Bol-
shevik Revolution with greater enthusiasm than the reformist Kautsky.
Nevertheless in the letters she sent to the editor of the Spartacus League
(1914–1918), she joined Kautsky’s condemnation of Trotsky and Lenin’s
radical elimination of democracy. Such an act, she wrote, “is worse than
the disease it is supposed to cure, for it stops up the very living source
from which alone can come the correction of all the innate shortcom-
ings of social institutions. That source is the active, untrammeled, ener-
getic political life of the broadest masses of the people.” While during
the initial phase of the revolution, some form of democratic centralism
might be justified, it was an “undisputable fact” that without universal
suffrage, without “a free and untrammeled press, without the unlimited
right of association and assemblage, the rule of the broad mass of the
people is entirely unthinkable.”59

The Bolshevik suppression of democracy and the ensuing period of
terror, explained Kautsky, reflected the poor preparation of the working
class in its efforts to assume power. Central to these reflections was Kaut-
sky’s and other reformers’ rejection of the idea that the replacement of
the capitalist system of production by a socialist one required a violent
revolution. More constructive, he maintained, would be the development
of a labor party that would win broad support within society. Instead,
under the Bolsheviks, “[B]usiness concerns were expropriated without
any attempt being made to discover where it would be possible to or-
ganize them on socialist lines.” Such measures not only precipitated a
cycle of violence, they also left industries in the hands of incompetent
workers and managers.60 After all, even socialist ends do not justify any
means, he reiterated in Terrorism and Communism (1919): “Just as one
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does not champion the right to live by sacrificing those things which give
life content and purpose, one ought not to defend one’s principles by
abandoning them.”61

Conceding sarcastically that under “normal” conditions a “normal”
person may obey the commandment “thou shalt not kill,” Trotsky, in
his role as leader of the Red Army, pointed out that in a situation of self-
defense and war, the moral injunctions invoked by Kautsky and other
“social moralists” were untenable.62 One needs to adopt a different moral
yardstick, Trotsky argued, when a victim is fighting an oppressor. In-
voking the Civil War in the United States, he distinguished between “[a]
slaveholder who through cunning and violence shackles a slave in chains,
and a slave who through cunning and violence breaks the chains—let
not the contemptible eunuchs tell us that they are equals before a court
of morality.”63 At the same time, Trotsky wanted to distinguish himself
from the brutality of fellow Bolshevik Joseph Stalin. Thus, he argued that
not all means are acceptable, only those that increase the power of hu-
manity over nature and those seeking the abolition of the power of one
person over another. Hence, what are permissible are only those methods
that “really lead to the liberation of humanity,” he insisted in an effort
to distinguish himself from Stalin’s brutality.64

On the international front, Trotsky, with Lenin, condemned imperial-
ism and its barbarous effects as objectionable means toward reprehensi-
ble ends. Because the second International Socialist Organization, the only
mechanism for fighting imperialism, was dissolved under the “chauvin-
ist” concessions of European labor parties to “bourgeois” parties during
the war, Bolshevik Russia, they argued, needed to rekindle a spirit of inter-
national solidarity among proletarians. Prior to the collapse of Germany,
subsequent popular rebellions around Europe appeared to herald the
world revolution anticipated by communists like Trotsky and galvanized
Russian efforts to expand the revolution across its borders.

Luxemburg, with her comrade Karl Liebknecht and other Bolshevik
leaders, had already concurred that the success of the Russian revolu-
tion depended upon simultaneous working-class revolts on “the part of
the French, English, Italian and especially, the German proletariat.” At
this historical crossroads, Luxemburg wrote, the choice was between
an imperialist war and a proletarian revolution. With great optimism,
she held that “the great historical law” was “making headway [toward
socialism]—like a mountain stream which had been diverted from its
course and has plunged into the depths, it now reappears, sparkling and
gurgling, in an unexpected place.”65
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The revolution was, however, in peril, as Bolsheviks were fighting
within and outside their national boundaries. In 1918, to gain a respite
from war, Lenin had been forced to sign the Brest Litovsk peace treaty,
which ceded parts of western Russia to Germany. Assuming that a pro-
letarian revolution in Germany was imminent, he resisted the inter-
nationalist drive of the left wing of the Bolshevik party against the ratifi-
cation of such a treaty. He subsequently explained his difficult decision:

The revolution will not come as quickly as expected. History has proved
this, and we must be able to take this as a fact, reckon with the fact that
the world socialist revolution cannot begin so easily in the advanced
countries as the revolution began in Russia. . . . But to start a revolution 
in a country in which capitalism is developed, in which it has produced a
democratic culture and organization, provided it to everybody—to do so
without preparation would be wrong, absurd. We are only just approach-
ing the painful period of the beginning of socialist revolution.66

For Luxemburg, along with Liebknecht, the treaty was a big blow to
hopes for an international proletarian uprising against imperialism and
capitalist greed. It was not a real peace, they argued, but a Bolshevik ca-
pitulation to German militarism; it represented nothing more than
Lenin’s disillusionment with revolutionary opportunities in Germany and
would result in nothing less than the economic strangulation and isola-
tion of the Bolshevik revolution from all sides. Any socialist party, Lux-
emburg continued, would fail in its task and perish, by carrying out “the
dictatorship of the proletariat and the socialist revolution in a single coun-
try surrounded by reactionary imperialist rule and in the fury of the blood-
iest world war in human history.”67 Stalin’s proclamation of “Socialism
in one country” and his merciless purge of his fellow Bolsheviks following
Lenin’s death (1924) would later confirm her darkest fears.

The 1919 socialist conference held in Bern at the end of the war proved
an ephemeral effort to resurrect the idea of a Second International. The
conference had been called principally to influence the discussions held at
the Paris Conference that was convened by the victors of the war. Draw-
ing on the spirit of the International Socialist Organization and the re-
ports by British Fabian Leonard Woolf (1880–1969) on international gov-
ernance, detailing as early as 1915 a peace program orchestrated by a
supranational organization, socialist delegates in Bern called for the estab-
lishment of a league of people rather than a league of representative govern-
ments.68 In time of conflict, they argued, member states of the League
needed to surrender their sovereign powers to a supranational entity, which
should be able to back its decisions by exercising economic pressure.69
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The League of Nations, the ILO,
and the Emergence of the Welfare State

The League of Nations was not to become a supranational entity tran-
scending the interests of the more powerful states, as socialist envoys to
Paris hoped. Rather, it embodied the victorious Allied powers’ principle
of collective security, in which all world states would join against any
future aggressor. Mainly, it was envisioned as a forum for arbitration of
international disputes and a mechanism for overseeing the reduction of
armaments. While the Assembly of the League included representatives
from all member states, endowed with executive authority, the council
would combine permanent representation of the leading Allied powers,
with rotating membership for all other states, and non-permanent states
included on a rotation basis. The Secretariat, the third office, represented
the permanent and more specialized civil service of the League.70 The
League was also designed to work in close association with an indepen-
dent Permanent Court of Justice located at the Hague.

206 The World Wars

LEONARD WOOLF, INTERNATIONAL GOVERNMENT, 1915

On the conclusion of the war the working classes of all industrial countries must
unite to . . . establish some international authority to settle points of difference
among nations by compulsory conciliation and arbitration. It would clearly be de-
sirable, if possible, that they (the terms of peace) should include provisions oblig-
ing Germany, along with the rest of Europe, to submit to some form of interna-
tional organization designed to prevent future war. . . .

. . . The problem is not a new one. It has for many centuries exercised the
minds of those people who, because they were civilized, have at all times been
contemptuously called theorists and Utopians by plain men, their contemporaries;
but periodically, when the world is swept by the cataclysm called war, plain men,
amazed to find that they are not civilized, have themselves raised a cry for the in-
stant solution to the problem. One cannot, however, avoid some doubt whether
the most opportune moment for solving it is the hurried and temporary reaction
which comes to men when they see what a very barbarous and inefficient method
of arranging international affairs they have adopted in the arbitrament of arms. . . .

. . . It is true that human society is so simple that if a majority of men want
to fight, no International Law, no treaties or tribunals will prevent them; on the
other hand, society is so complex that though the majority of men and women do
not want to fight, if there are no laws and rules of conduct, and no pacific meth-
ods of settling disputes, they will find themselves at one another’s throats before
they are aware of or desire it.

From Leonard Woolf and the Fabian Society, International Government: Two Reports, 3–4, 6–7.
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The preamble of the Covenant of the League laid down its principal
missions, namely, to “promote international cooperation and to achieve
international peace and security” and to compel member states “not to
resort to war” and to abide by international law and treaty obligations.71

The covenant also advocated humanitarian and human rights principles
to be overseen by the Allied powers, including humane working condi-
tions, the prohibition of trafficking in women and children, the preven-
tion and control of disease, and self-determination. Yet as we have seen
earlier, not all nationalities were granted the right to a homeland after
the war. Under the pressure of major colonial powers, the League es-
tablished a system for allocating Asian and African colonies among the
Allied powers in the form of mandates. To reassure critics, the covenant
included clauses urging colonial powers to guarantee, under the manda-
tory system, the political advancement of indigenous people, freedom of
conscience and religion, just laws, and the prohibition of abuses (such
as trafficking in slaves, arms, or alcohol).

At least equally pertinent, however, for the advancement of interna-
tional social justice was the establishment of the International Labor Or-
ganization (ILO), an affiliated agency of the League, during the Paris Con-
ference. As the preamble of the ILO’s charter indicated, the main thrust
of this new organization, in relation to the League of Nations, was to
enforce labor standards, in part as a way to reduce the motives for war.
The new Labor Charter, ratified by the members of the League, called
for establishment of a maximum working day and week, the provision
of an adequate living wage, protection against sickness, disease, and in-
jury arising out of a worker’s employment, the protection of children,
women, and immigrant workers, freedom of association, and so forth.
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THE PREAMBLE OF THE ILO CHARTER, 1919

Whereas the League of Nations has for its object the establishment of univer-
sal peace, and such a peace can be established only if it is based upon social
justice. . . . Whereas conditions of labor exist involving injustice, hardship and
privation to large numbers of people as to produce unrest so great that the peace
and harmony of the world are imperilled. . . . Whereas also the failure of nations
to adopt humane conditions of labor is an obstacle in the way of other nations
which desire to improve the conditions in their own countries. . . . The High
Contracting Parties, moved by sentiments of justice and humanity as well as by
desire to secure the permanent peace of the world, agree to the following
[standards].
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The composition of the ILO bore considerable similarity to the struc-
ture of the League of Nations. It was divided into three arms—the Gen-
eral Conference, corresponding to the League Assembly, the Governing
Body, similar to the League Council, and the International Labor Office,
analogous to the League’s Secretariat in Geneva. Despite the socialist im-
pulse behind the text issued by the ILO, collaboration between employ-
ers and employees was to be secured by the ILO’s tripartite composition,
which included state representatives, employers, and employees.

The co-optation of socialist principles by the League and ILO was fa-
cilitated by the widening gap between European socialist reformers and
Bolshevik revolutionary communists. The Allies’ fear of the spread of Bol-
shevik ideas had been allayed with Lenin’s ratification of the Peace Treaty
of Brest Litovsk, and further calmed when socialists declared at the Bern
conference that they “stood resolutely for democracy.” Later, most Eu-
ropean labor representatives, like Emile Vandervelde (1866–1938) and
Philipp Scheidmann (1865–1939), further distanced themselves from the
Bolshevik revolution and all use of violence to attain socialism. Under
Sidney Webb’s influence, the “socialist commonwealth” redefined its mis-
sion at the 1920 Geneva Congress by condemning the “dictatorship of
the proletariat”: “socialism will not base its political organization upon
dictatorship. It cannot seek to suppress Democracy; its historic mission,
on the contrary, is to carry Democracy to completion.”72 This was the
coup de grace for a united socialist strategy.

The League’s and ILO’s efforts to counter economic inequity and
conflicts between nations, feeble from the outset, would quickly collapse
under the pressure of nationalism and war. From the outset, the oppo-
sition of the U.S. Congress to U.S. membership in the League, despite
Wilson’s desperate efforts, weakened the organization’s credibility. Ul-
timately, neither the League nor the initial internationalist human rights
promise of the Bolshevik regime, soon completely crushed by Stalin,
would stand in the way of continuing imperialism, fascism, and the ad-
vent of World War II. Nevertheless, the combination of the Great War
together with the Great Depression had impelled European and Amer-
ican statesmen to seek popular legitimacy by introducing many of the
economic and social safety-net policies that socialists had long promoted.
Thanks to a corporate alliance of government, business, and workers,
the welfare state was born.

The connection between imperialist wars and welfare policies can be
traced to the nineteenth century, when Bismarck was leading his coun-
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try toward modernization and expansion while advocating social wel-
fare as a way of foiling the appeal of German socialism. The fear of a
communist rebellion similar to the one experienced during the short
period of the Paris Commune, which led to 30,000 deaths, must have
haunted the Iron Chancellor and explained why, starting in 1883, at the
peak of German expansionist policies in Togo, the Cameroon, portions
of southwest Africa, New Guinea, and Samoa, he secured the passage of
social legislation that included compulsory sickness insurance for work-
ers, an accident insurance plan, and a comprehensive pension for the aged
and disabled.73

As the laissez-faire liberal dream of “a commercial peace” yielded to
the nightmare of trench warfare at the battles of the Marne and Verdun,
European states extended Bismarck’s strategy, implementing regulatory
control over their national economies. In England, France, and Germany,
the railroad, shipping, and armament industries fell under the control of
the government. Subsequently, each of these governments took extraor-
dinary steps to control natural resources and other commodities, to in-
troduce general price controls on basic foods, to ration and regulate con-
sumption, and to oversee financial markets.74 Both the imperatives of the
war and continuing socialist pressure for more labor rights prompted
states to make suffrage and welfare concessions. Foreseeing that trend,
the French minister of commerce Etienne Clémentel (1864–1936) de-
clared, “I have become convinced that a new era is emerging, one in which
our old and excessive love must bow before the necessity of organiza-
tion and union.”75

The Great Depression (1929–1939) made that collectivist impulse a
greater necessity. In England, the depression saw growth in the percent-
age of gross national product devoted to social welfare spending. France
timidly followed the British example, despite Leon Blum’s Popular Front
(1936–1938) effort to institute, against great resistance, paid vacations
and the forty-hour week.76 Elected two years after the onset of the Great
Depression, American president Franklin Roosevelt proposed a set of so-
cial protection policies under the label of the New Deal. Reflecting the
views of the British economist John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946), this
policy would involve increased government spending to create jobs, in-
crease purchasing power, and stimulate the economy. With the massive
expansion of the American state during World War II, that model would
guide America for several subsequent decades.

Meanwhile, in much of Europe, Japan, and South America, the Great
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THE SOVIET CONSTITUTION OF 1936

5. Socialist ownership in the U.S.S.R. has either the form of state ownership
(public property) or the form of co-operative and collective farm ownership (prop-
erty of individual collective farms, property of co-operative associations). . . .

9. Alongside the socialist system of economy, which is the dominant form of
economy in the U.S.S.R., the law allows small private economy of individual peas-
ants and handicraftsmen based on individual labour and excluding the exploita-
tion of the labour of others. . . .

13. The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics is a federal state, formed on the
basis of the voluntary association of the Soviet Socialist Republics with equal
rights: Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic, Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Re-
public, Belorussian, Azerbaijan, Georgian, Armenian, Turkmenian, Uzbek, Tajik,
Kazakh, Kirghiz. . . .

16. Every Union republic has its own constitution, which takes into account the
specific features of the republic and is drawn up in full conformity with the Con-
stitution of the U.S.S.R.

17. Each Union republic retains its right freely to secede from the U.S.S.R. . . .

64. The supreme executive and administrative organ of state power in the
U.S.S.R. is the Council of People’s Commissars of the U.S.S.R. . . .

79. The supreme executive and administrative organ of state power of a Union
republic is the Council of People’s Commissars of the Union republic. . . .

112. Judges are independent and subject only to the law. . . .

118. Citizens of the U.S.S.R. have the right to work—the right to receive guaran-
teed work with payment for their work in accordance with its quantity and quality. . . .

122. Women in the U.S.S.R. are accorded equal rights with men in all fields of
economic, state, cultural, social and political life. The possibility of exercising these
rights of women is ensured by affording women equally with men the right to work,
payment for work, rest and leisure, social insurance and education, and by state
protection of the interests of mother and child, maternity leave with pay, and the
provision of a wide network of maternity homes, nurseries and kindergartens. . . .

124. To ensure to citizens freedom of conscience the church of the U.S.S.R.
is separated from the state and the school from the church. Freedom to perform
religious rites and freedom for anti-religious propaganda is recognized for all
citizens.

125. In accordance with the interests of the toilers, for the purpose of strength-
ening the socialist system, the citizens of the U.S.S.R. are guaranteed:

a) Freedom of speech

b) Freedom of press

c) Freedom of assembly and meetings

d) Freedom of street processions and demonstrations. . . .

126. In accordance with the interests of the toilers and for the purpose of de-
veloping the organizational self-expression and political activity of the masses of
the people, citizens of the U.S.S.R. are ensured the right of combining in public
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Depression was to foster extremist ideologies calling for a fusion between
nationalism and a distorted variant of socialism, which Hitler designated
as national socialism. In an effort to transcend the right and the left, Mus-
solini, Hitler, Francisco Franco of Spain (1892–1975), the Brazilian leader
Getulio Varga (1883–1945), the Argentinean Juan Perón (1895–1974),
and others urged workers to cooperate with employers toward the ad-
vancement of a new modern corporate and fascist state. Even as Stalin
was consolidating his totalitarian regime, in the midst of murdering and
purging, he was still seeking popular legitimacy by issuing, in 1936, a
model of a socialist constitution predicated on social and welfare rights.
It would take another world war to repudiate the fascist combination of
political dictatorship and economic nationalism, on the one hand, and
the illusion that a totalitarian state could penetrate every sphere of so-
cial activity to promote a mythical notion of the common good, on the
other hand.

After World War II: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Indeed, the effort to create a global economic system after the war,
premised on the unimpeded flow of capital, had been prompted in large
measure by lessons drawn from the interwar period, when protectionist
trade policies had contributed to intensifying nationalism and global de-
pression. Those conditions in turn had helped ignite the mass appeal of
fascism, whose resurgence, argued liberals, would now be prevented by
policies fostering economic recovery and interdependence. The Bretton
Woods system and the Marshall Plan for Europe (originally envisioned
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organizations: trade unions, co-operative associations, youth organizations, sport
and defense organizations, cultural, technical, and scientific societies, and for
the most active and conscientious citizens from the ranks of the working class
and other strata of the toilers, of uniting in the Communist Party of the U.S.S.R.,
which is the vanguard of the toilers in their struggle for strengthening and devel-
oping the socialist system and which represents the leading nucleus of all or-
ganizations of the toilers, both public and state. . . .

134. Deputies to all soviets of toilers’ deputies, the Supreme Council of the
U.S.S.R., Supreme Councils of the Union republics, territorial and province sovi-
ets of toilers’ deputies, Supreme Councils of autonomous republics, soviets of
toilers’ deputies of autonomous provinces, regional, district, city, and village so-
viets of toilers’ deputies . . . are elected by the electors on the basis of univer-
sal, equal and direct suffrage by secret ballot.
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to include the Soviet-occupied territories and the Soviet Union itself )
exemplified this approach, as did the 1950 Schuman plan for common
Franco-German production of coal and steel as “the first step in the fed-
eration of Europe.”77 Jean Monnet, architect of European integration,
maintained that economic interdependence offered a way “to unite men,
to solve the problems which divided them, and to seek their common
interest.”78

The new world order, it seemed, would be a world of peaceful na-
tional societies enjoying liberal and even certain socialist rights, to be de-
termined within each state by democratic institutions and pluralistic de-
bate. It would be a world founded on “four essential human freedoms,”
declared Roosevelt in his 1941 message to Congress, a world predicated
on freedom of expression and belief and freedom from want and fear.79

In this universalist vision, as long as the state maintained a basic com-
mitment to property rights, economic growth, and a degree of social
justice—that is, the goals of the modern welfare state—its role appeared
to be fundamentally compatible with laissez-faire capitalism. Appropri-
ating aspects of early socialist principles of human rights, the welfare state
after World War II proved a formidable force when pitted against the alter-
native Soviet model. Although communists would continue to denounce
that “laissez-faire plus welfare” worldview, all the victorious leaders, fol-
lowing the atrocities generated by the war, agreed that an international
organization stronger than the League of Nations was needed to counter
interstate conflicts and promote social justice.

At Dumbarton Oaks in 1944, as victory approached, China, the So-
viet Union, the United States, and the United Kingdom began to formu-
late proposals for a world organization that would succeed the League
of Nations. “This time,” said Roosevelt, “we won’t make the mistake
of waiting to set up the machinery of peace.”80 They agreed that all peace-
loving states would in principle be eligible for membership and began
the process of establishing the specific structure and functions of the
United Nations. A subsequent conference, reuniting the big three—
Winston Churchill (1874–1965), Roosevelt, and Stalin—convened a year
later at Yalta, on the Crimean Sea, to resolve lingering disagreements from
Dumbarton Oaks over the voting system of the proposed Security Coun-
cil and the membership provisions concerning the constituent republics
of the Soviet Union.

The main functions of the various UN organs were further detailed
at the San Francisco conference of April 12, 1945, a conference that con-
vened the main powers, prospective members of the UN, and non-
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governmental organizations (NGOs). There, the Security Council, which
included all the great powers as permanent members, with each having
veto power over all decisions, was entrusted with the mission of main-
taining peace (articles 22–32). A General Assembly comprising all mem-
bers would be the plenary organ or “global town meeting” of the UN,
and unlike the Security Council, would operate under majority rule and
vote on non-binding resolutions (articles 9–22). The Economic and So-
cial Council, working under the authority of the General Assembly, would
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FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT, “THE FOUR FREEDOMS,” 

ADDRESS TO THE UNITED STATES CONGRESS, 1941

For there is nothing mysterious about the foundations of a healthy and strong
democracy. The basic things expected by our people of their political and eco-
nomic systems are simple. They are:

Equality of opportunity for youth and for others.

Jobs for those who can work.

Security for those who need it.

The ending of special privilege for the few.

The preservation of civil liberties for all.

The enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and constantly ris-
ing standard of living.

These are the simple, basic things that must never be lost sight of in the tur-
moil and unbelievable complexity of our modern world. The inner and abiding
strength of our economic and political systems is dependent upon the degree to
which they fulfill these expectations. . . .

. . . In the future days, which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a
world founded upon four essential human freedoms.

The first is freedom of speech and expression—everywhere in the world.
The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way—

everywhere in the world.
The third is freedom from want—which, translated into world terms, means eco-

nomic understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life
for its inhabitants—everywhere in the world.

The fourth is freedom from fear—which, translated into world terms, means a
worldwide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fash-
ion that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression
against any neighbor—anywhere in the world.

That is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world
attainable in our own time and generation. That kind of world is the very antithe-
sis of the so-called new order of tyranny which dictators seek to create with the
crash of a bomb.
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carry out many committee functions (such as those of the Commission
on Human Rights, the Sub-Commission on the Prevention of Discrimi-
nation and Protection of Minorities, and the Commission on the Status
of Women) in pursuit of economic and social goals (articles 55–72).

In addition, there would be a Secretariat, which consisted of officials
and civil servants who performed administrative, linguistic, secretarial,
staff, and housekeeping functions for the other organs. These activities
would be headed by a secretary-general, who was designed to be “the
chief administrative officer of the Organization” (articles 97–101). An
International Court of Justice, succeeding the Permanent Court of In-
ternational Justice, would function outside of UN auspices as a semi-
independent entity headquartered at the Hague. With fifteen judges
elected by the Security Council and the General Assembly, only states
consenting that the Court adjudicate their controversies would be par-
ties to international arbitration. When states failed to comply with a de-
cision of the court, the injured party would have recourse to the Secu-
rity Council. In short, whatever the court’s interpretation of treaties and
international customs, its decision remained advisory (articles 92–97).

The proposal for a United Nations organization was not accepted
without vociferous protests from small and medium states. Two months
before the meeting in San Francisco, Latin American states held a con-
ference assembling twenty nations at Chapultepec, Mexico, to exert pres-
sure against the prominence of great power influence in the new inter-
national organization, and they submitted recommendations to be
discussed at the San Francisco conference.81 At the San Francisco meet-
ing, Australia, New Zealand, India, and the Philippines joined the cho-
rus of disenchanted countries. With Chile, Cuba, and Panama initially
in the forefront, the protesting countries called for a stronger human
rights commitment. Joining Gandhi’s effort, Carlos Romulo of the Phil-
ippines (1899–1985), Ho Chi Minh, Kwame Nkrumah, and the Amer-
ican black leader W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) all condemned the
proposal for ignoring human rights in general, and specifically for over-
looking the rights of minority and indigenous people living under colo-
nial control.

Amendments to the UN calling for an increase in the General As-
sembly’s authority, the weakening of the Security Council, and human
rights provisions were now advanced. Amidst heated deliberations,
NGOs such as the American Jewish Committee, the World Trade Union
Congress, the Provisional World Council of Dominated Nations, the West
Indies National Council, the Sino-Korean People’s League, and the
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Council of Christians rushed to the side of small and medium states to
keep the pressure on the great powers.82

These pressures proved sufficiently intense to force the major powers
to amend the charter and its preamble, and to make human rights a cen-
tral part of UN activities. In the memorandum NGO activists issued on
May 2, 1945, to American Secretary of State Edward Stettinius (1900–
1949), they urged the American delegation to take a leadership position
in demanding that human rights become a central purpose of the UN,
asked all member states of the UN to assume the obligation of guaran-
teeing human rights, and called for the establishment of a human rights
commission. Without the forceful presentation of Frederick Nolde
(1899–1972) of the Council of Churches, followed by the persuasive plea
of Judge Joseph Proskauer (1877–1971), president of the American Jew-
ish Committee, Stettinius acknowledged he would not have “realized the
[emotional] intensity on this subject.” Three days later, the United States,
along with Britain, France, and the USSR, conceded and backed the
NGOs’ human rights proposals.83 The charter would now include the
statement that “[w]e the people of the United Nations [are] deter-
mined . . . to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights,” followed by
several passages with clear human rights references, and ending with a
recommendation for the formation of a Trusteeship Council system as a
sixth main organ (articles 75–91) designed to oversee the rights of the
people of the colonies and work toward their self-determination.84 The
revised charter thus marked an important success for human rights ac-
tivists. Yet while the charter stressed the importance of the “dignity and
worth of the human person and the equality of rights,” it also reaffirmed
the principle of non-intervention by the organization in matters essen-
tially within the domestic jurisdiction of the member states, thereby ap-
pearing to preclude international intervention to protect human rights.
The centrality of the sovereign state as the final authority in human rights
affairs was reiterated in the founding document of the United Nations.
The Westphalian system was not altered, as the new order recognized
the sovereignty of all states while conceding the reality that the great pow-
ers had disproportionate influence. The exception was that the two de-
feated major powers, Germany and Japan, would not be named among
the permanent five in the Security Council.

Yet justice beyond state jurisdiction was still needed for the six mil-
lion Jewish men, women, and children who had been forced down the
corridors of death in the concentration camps of Dachau, Auschwitz,
Belzec, Majdanek, and Treblinka. In their nightmarish journey, they had
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THE UNITED NATIONS CHARTER, 1945

Article 1

The purposes of the United Nations are:

1. To maintain international peace and security, and to that end: to take ef-
fective collective measures for the prevention and removal of threats to the peace,
and for the suppression of acts of aggression and other breaches of the peace,
and to bring about by peaceful means, and in conformity with the principles of jus-
tice and international law, adjustment or settlement of international disputes or
situations which might lead to a breach of the peace;

2. To develop friendly relations among nations based on respect for the prin-
ciple of equal rights and self-determination of peoples, and to take other appro-
priate measures to strengthen universal peace;

3. To achieve international cooperation in solving international problems of an
economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian character, and in promoting and en-
couraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all without
distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion; and

4. To be a center for harmonizing the actions of nations in the attainment of
these common ends. . . .

Article 55

With a view to the creation of conditions of stability and well-being which are nec-
essary for peaceful and friendly relations among nations based on respect for the
principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples, the United Nations shall
promote:

a. higher standards of living, full employment, and conditions of economic and
social progress and development;

b. solutions of international economic, social, health, and related problems;
and international cultural and educational cooperation; and

c. universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental free-
doms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion. . . .

Article 62

1. The Economic and Social Council may make or initiate studies and reports
with respect to international economic, social, cultural, educational, health, and
related matters and may make recommendations with respect to any such mat-
ters to the General Assembly, to the members of the United Nations, and to the
specialized agencies concerned.

2. It may make recommendations for the purpose of promoting respect for, and
observance of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for all.

3. It may prepare draft conventions for submission to the General Assembly,
with respect to matters falling within its competence.

4. It may call, in accordance with the rules prescribed by the United Nations,
international conferences on matters falling within its competence.
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been enslaved, exhausted by agonizing labor, tortured, starved, and ul-
timately consumed in crematoria or open fires, while world governments
averted their eyes. There were heroic individuals, one should note, like
the Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg (1912–1947), who was able to
stop the deportation of some of the last remaining Jews from Hungary
in 1944; the now famous Nazi businessman Oskar Schindler (1908–
1974), who, while using Jewish slaves as workers, ultimately prevented
their deportation to extermination camps; or the German pastor Mar-
tin Niemöller (1892–1984), founder of a “Pastor Emergency League”
(Pfarnobund) that fought against Nazi racial policy. His brave acts took
him to the concentration camps of Sachsenhausen and Dachau. Freed by
the Allied forces at the end of the war, he was persuaded of the Germans’
collective guilt and urged his compatriots to assume responsibility for
the human tragedy associated with the Holocaust. However important
and heroic such individuals were, they could not bring a halt to the ex-
termination of the Jews.

While Jews were the primary victims of Nazism, many others were
also persecuted by the Nazi regime merely for who they were or for what
they believed in, including Gypsies, the handicapped, homosexuals, Je-
hovah’s Witnesses, social democrats, and anyone else who was seen as
an obstacle to Hitler’s dreams of racial superiority and lebensraum. While
the Polish-Jewish legal scholar Raphael Lemkin (1901–1959) might have
coined the word genocide for the first time in 1944, atrocities that could
be described by that new word preceded the Holocaust. While smaller
in scale, the horrors surrounding the World War I deportation of
1,750,000 Armenians (1915–1916) by Turkish troops to Syria and
Mesopotamia remains a neglected subject, and one still omitted in Turk-
ish history books.85 In the course of their forced exodus, more than half
a million died of starvation or were killed by Turkish troops. Many Chi-
nese still remember with bitterness “the rape of Nanking,” in which, dur-
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MARTIN NIEMÖLLER, “THEY CAME,” 1968

First they came for the communists and I did not speak out because I was not
a communist.

Then they came for the trade unionists and I did not speak out because I was
not a trade unionist.

Then they came for the Jews and I did not speak out because I was not a Jew.
Finally, they came for me and there was no one left to speak out.

From the Congressional Record, October 14, 1968.
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ing the interminable month of December 1937, Japanese soldiers carry-
ing out General Matsui Iwane’s (1878–1948) orders perpetrated mass
executions, thousands of rapes, and the looting and burning of towns
and cities as they moved deeper into China. The exact number of victims
is still widely contested.86 Japan, like Turkey and unlike Germany, has
until now failed to assume responsibility for these massacres.

“Never again!” was the rallying cry of Jews and human rights activists
after World War II. The Nuremberg trials (1945–1946) and the Tokyo
trial (1946), in which former Nazi and Japanese leaders were indicted and
tried as war criminals by an international military tribunal, vindicated the
persecuted. They also set a new precedent in international law, namely
that no one, whether a ruler, a public official, or a private individual, was
immune from punishment for war crimes. These crimes included crimes
against peace—namely, the planning, initiating, and waging of wars of
aggression in violation of international treaties and agreements; crimes
against humanity—that is, exterminations, deportations, and genocide;
war crimes—namely, violations of the laws of war; and “a common plan
or conspiracy to commit” criminal acts listed in the first three categories.87

These principles—later informed the UN Convention on the Prevention
and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide—were adopted unanimously
as the first human rights treaty by the General Assembly, on December
9, 1948, one day before the ratification of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights.88

December 10 was also an important milestone for the members of the
human rights commission, headed by the remarkable Eleanor Roosevelt
(1884–1962). The widow of the late President had worked relentlessly
on the drafting of the Universal Declaration. Until this vote, the UN, noted
the Filipino diplomat Carlos Romulo (1899–1985), had been “on trial
for its life.” The recent drama of the Holocaust and, more generally, the
killing of over fifty million people in World War II had highlighted the
significance of the work of the human rights commission members. Ad-
dressing the General Assembly on December 10, Eleanor Roosevelt pro-
claimed, “This Declaration may well become the international Magna
Carta of all men everywhere. We hope its proclamation by the General
Assembly will be an event comparable to the proclamation of the Dec-
laration of the Rights of Man by the French people of 1789, the adop-
tion of the Bill of Rights by the people of the United States, and the adop-
tion of comparable declarations at different times in other countries.”89

One prominent member of the human rights commission, Charles Ma-
lik, had preceded Eleanor Roosevelt and assured the Assembly the day
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before the vote that the declaration reflected and synthesized many rights
traditions.90 (See chapter 1.) In addition to Roosevelt, who was both
chairperson and member, the commission included eighteen members rep-
resenting a diversity of nations: Australia, Belgium, Byelorussia, Chile,
China, Egypt, France, India, Iran, Lebanon, Panama, the Philippines,
Ukraine, the United Kingdom, the United States, Uruguay, the USSR,  and
Yugoslavia.91

To help the work of the human rights drafting committee, a ques-
tionnaire had been commissioned from a UNESCO philosophers’ com-
mittee to study various rights traditions, including Chinese, Islamic,
Hindu, American, and European worldviews on human rights as well as
their customary legal perspectives. Seventy responses came back from
noted scholars and leaders. They included, to list just a few, the views of
the pacifist leader of the Indian independence movement, Mahatma
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UNITED NATIONS CONVENTION ON THE PREVENTION AND PUNISHMENT 

OF THE CRIME OF GENOCIDE, ADOPTED 1948, RATIFIED 1951

Article I—The Contracting Parties confirm that genocide, whether committed in
time of peace or in time of war, is a crime under international law which they un-
dertake to prevent and to punish.

Article II—In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts
committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial,
or religious group as such:

a. Killing members of the group;

b. Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;

c. Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about
its physical destruction in whole or in part;

d. Imposing measures intended to prevent births within groups;

e. Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.

Article III—The following acts shall be punishable:

a. Genocide;

b. Conspiring to commit genocide;

c. Direct and public incitement to commit genocide;

d. Attempt to commit genocide;

e. Complicity in genocide.

Article IV—Persons committing genocide or any of the other acts enumerated in
article III shall be punished, whether they are constitutionally responsible rulers,
public officials, or private individuals.

This content downloaded from 
������������67.249.137.235 on Mon, 25 May 2020 18:44:19 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Gandhi, the Italian philosopher and historian Benedetto Croce (1866–
1952), the Indian and Muslim poet and philosopher Hamayun Kabir,
the Indian social scientist S. V. Puntambekar, the Chinese philosophy pro-
fessor Chung-Shu Lo, the English novelist and essayist Aldous Huxley
(1894–1963), the French Jesuit and paleontologist Teilhard de Chardin
(1866–1952), the British professor and diplomat E. H. Carr (1892–1982),
the Polish historian Sergius Hessen, the American professor of interna-
tional law and international relations Quincy Wright (1890–1970), the
Russian professor of law Boris A. Tchechko, and the Spanish author and
diplomat Don Salvador de Maderiaga (1886–1978).92

The UNESCO committee was convinced that the members of the UN
shared common convictions on which human rights depended. Affirm-
ing that the history of the philosophical tradition of human rights ex-
tended beyond Western tradition, they further argued that while human
rights varied across cultures and were built upon different institutions
and different political and economic backgrounds, the United Nations
members nonetheless believed in similar principles:

[T]hat men and women, all over the world, have the right to live a life 
that is free from the haunting fear of poverty and insecurity. They believe
that they should have a more complete access to the heritage, in all its
aspects and dimensions, of the civilization, so painfully built by human
rights effort. They believe that science and the arts should combine to 
serve alike peace and the well-being, spiritual as well as material, of all 
men and women without discrimination of any kind. They believe that,
given goodwill between nations, the power is in their hands to advance 
the achievement of this well-being more swiftly than in any previous age.93

Eleanor Roosevelt and the gifted framers who surrounded her shared
the spirit of the UNESCO committee. For a year and a half, Roosevelt
worked toward the drafting of the final document in close collaboration
with three eminent scholars: the Chinese philosopher, diplomat, and com-
mission vice-chairman Pen-Chung Chang, the Lebanese existentialist
philosopher and rapporteur Charles Malik, and the French legal scholar
and later Nobel Prize laureate René Cassin. Despite philosophical and
political rivalries between these great minds, each human rights com-
missioner understood what was at stake, and all responded to their his-
torical call by transcending personal and philosophical differences. Ide-
ological gaps within the wider human rights commission, and more
particularly the chilly relations between the East and the West, however,
often tarnished the optimism of the commission members.
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Illustrative of such intrinsic ideological and philosophical differences
was the first major argument during the first session of the human rights
commission, in which the definition of human nature was discussed. Ma-
lik’s provocative questions—“Is man merely a social being? Is he merely
an animal? Is he merely an economic being?”—generated a heated de-
bate between advocates of individual and collective rights. Warning
against the danger of collectivism that ultimately absorbed “the human
person in his individuality and ultimately inviolability,” Malik asserted
the centrality of a person’s mind and consciousness, the sanctity of in-
dividual property rights, and individual protection against religious, state,
and other forms of external coercion. His position prompted reactions
from communist representatives like Yugoslav Vladislav Ribnikar (1900–
1955) and the Russian representative Valentin Tepliakov. In the words
of Ribnikar, “[T]he psychology of individualism has been used by the
ruling class in most countries to preserve its own privileges; a modern
declaration of rights should not only consider the rights favored by the
ruling class.”94 How can one understand individual rights and obliga-
tions apart from those of one’s own community, asked Tepliakov.95

The Soviet representatives, unsurprisingly, gave priority to social and
economic rights and equivalent civic duties, while American representa-
tives favored political and civil rights. Central to this controversy was a
face-off between proponents of central planning and advocates of pro-
grams that provided some room for the “invisible hand” to operate.96

This unleashed tempestuous accusations on each side; for instance, in re-
sponse to American accusations of civil and political human rights
abuses in the Soviet republic, Soviet delegates would point out that aside
from making “slanderous allegations,” the United States was “hypo-
critically” maintaining segregation in its own country, depriving South-
ern blacks of their fundamental civil, political, and economic rights.97

Fearing additional incursions into domestic politics, and given their
minority status in the overall composition of the United Nations in 1948,
the Russians insisted that the state should be left as the primary author-
ity for securing human rights. While representatives of states like India
and Egypt were sympathetic to the inclusion of social and economic
rights, they preferred broad principles concerning implementation, re-
minding other members of the commission that poor nations could only
hope to actualize these rights gradually.98 With the increasing number of
post-colonial states after the adoption of the Universal Declaration, the
issue of group and self-determination rights, predicated upon social, eco-
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nomic, and cultural rights, would begin to shift the emphasis of human
rights discourse. Meanwhile, growing hostilities between the two super-
powers intensified the ideological controversy.

In 1948, Roosevelt, with great dexterity, succeeded in forging a com-
promise, convincing President Harry Truman’s reluctant administration
(1945–1952) of the importance of incorporating socioeconomic clauses
in the Universal Declaration and insisting that these clauses were con-
sistent with her late husband’s New Deal and “four freedoms” vision.99

With the Soviet bloc abstaining, the declaration was adopted. The in-
formation in it, initially compiled by John Humphrey (1905–1995) and
drafted into a document by Cassin, could be compared, to use Cassin’s
words, to “the portico of a temple.”100 Influenced by the spirit of the
French Revolution motto, Cassin identified the four foundation blocks
of the declaration as “dignity, liberty, equality, and brotherhood.” Un-
der “dignity” were values shared by all individuals regardless of religion,
creed, ethnicity, or sex (articles 1–2); under liberty were rights related to
individual life, liberty, and personal security (articles 3–19); under equal-
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ity were rights related to public and political participation (articles 20–
26); under brotherhood were economic, social, and cultural rights (arti-
cles 27–28). Finally, the roof of the portico (articles 28–30) highlighted
the conditions in which the rights of individuals in society and the state
could be realized.101

When this important, albeit non-binding, document was put to a vote,
the UN had only fifty-eight member states. Fifty ratified the declaration,
while Byelorussia, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Saudi Arabia, South Africa,
Ukraine, the Soviet Union, and Yugoslavia abstained. Those countries
worried that this document, predominantly “individualist” in its selected
category of rights, would challenge the sanctity of domestic jurisdiction
guaranteed by the legally binding UN charter.102 These fears proved war-
ranted, as state practice, and regular invocations of the declaration over
time, turned the document into respected customary international law.
More importantly, human rights commissioners knew that the declara-
tion was but a first step toward the development of a more specific legally
binding covenant of human rights.

Despite Cassin’s continuous call for the indivisibility of human rights,
ongoing dispute between members of the commission over the relation-
ship between civil and political rights, on the one hand, and economic
and social rights, on the other hand, as well as over the appropriate means
with which to implement, supervise, and protect human rights, led to a
decision to develop two covenants.103 The looming cold war rivalry and
the admission of newly independent states in the United Nations eager
to integrate socioeconomic clauses into the covenant explained that res-
olution. When challenged about this division, Roosevelt backed an In-
dian resolution in the General Assembly, which pointed out that “though
equally fundamental and therefore important, economic, social, and cul-
tural rights formed a separate category of rights from the civil and po-
litical rights in that they were justiciable rights and their method of im-
plementation was different.”104

Two covenants were therefore presented and adopted by the General
Assembly in 1966, entering into force in 1976. Upon ratification of these
human rights covenants, states were no longer able to claim that human
rights remained simply within their domestic jurisdictions. The two
covenants also shared two provisions in common: one affirming the right
to self-determination (article 1), and a second prohibiting any form of
discrimination on grounds of race, color, sex, language, religion, or po-
litical or other opinions (article 2). These two clauses were perceived as
fundamental prerequisites for the realization of other human rights.
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The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights focused more
specifically on the civil and political dimensions of the Universal Decla-
ration (see articles 2–21). Pressed by the Soviet Union, it excluded, for
instance, the right to property. The International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, on the other hand, expanded upon the few
social and economic clauses stipulated in the Universal Declaration (see
its articles 21–27). Yet beyond the ideological differences, exacerbated
by cold war hostilities, the salient difference between these two covenants
was stated in article 2 of the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which
stipulated that the listed rights would be protected immediately, while
article 2 of the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights stip-
ulated that states should recognize the rights contained therein and should
implement them progressively, consistent with other specific programs.

In the story of the UN approach to human rights, one should not de-
preciate the work of NGOs as human rights promoters, standard setters,
and, later, fact finders in the early days of the UN.105 While far less nu-
merous than today, NGOs were responsible for the incorporation of hu-
man rights clauses into the UN charter, for a significant part of the lan-
guage used in the Universal Declaration, and for the adoption and
domestic ratification of major human rights treaties, such as the Decla-
ration of the Rights of the Child (1959), the Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights (1966), the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (1966), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination (1966), and the Convention on the Elimination of Dis-
crimination against Women (1967). In 1948, their influence was reflected
in article 71 of the UN charter, which encouraged the UN Economic and
Social Council to “make suitable arrangements for consultation with non-
governmental organizations.” UNESCO also became an important center
for NGO activities. There were only forty-one NGOs holding consulta-
tive positions in 1948, predating the explosive increase in human rights
NGOs over the coming decades.

If NGOs were able to generate pressure, provide expert opinion, and
channel demands that the General Assembly might then deliberate in a
broad international forum, the Security Council was the entity entrusted
with the executive power of securing peace and resolving conflict. The
UN charter had set the tone: it prescribed that all members “refrain in
their international relations from the threat or use of force against the
territorial integrity or political independence of any state, or in any other
manner inconsistent with the purposes of the United Nations” (article 2).
Yet to harness the powers of UN members to intervene against aggres-
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sion, the charter allowed exceptions, such as the use of force in cases of
individual or collective self-defense (article 51), actions against the “en-
emy states” of World War II (article 107), joint actions by the five per-
manent members, consistent with the availability of troops (article 43),
and any other use of force authorized by the Security Council.106 In short,
the council could make binding decisions to impose both military and
non-military sanctions against peace-violating states.

Furthermore, articles 51–54 of the UN charter encouraged regional
organizations such as the Arab League, the Pact of Rio de Janeiro (1947),
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO, 1949), the security treaty
between Australia, New Zealand, and the United States (ANZUS, 1951),
the South-East Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO, 1954), the Central
Treaty Organization (CENTO, 1954), the Warsaw Pact (1955), and the
Organization of African Unity (1963) to settle local disputes and pre-
vent or repel acts of aggression. All such actions, however, needed to be
reported to the Security Council, “[F]or no enforcement action shall be
taken under regional arrangements or by regional agencies without the
authorization of the Security Council” (article 53).

The Cold War: Social and Economic Rights versus Civil Rights

The effectiveness of these systems proved to be very limited. In the cli-
mate of the cold war, agreements on guidelines within the Security Coun-
cil for the formation of a UN military force, under article 43, never suc-
ceeded as formulated. The first test for the UN was over Korea. Seizing
the opportunity provided by a Soviet boycott of the Security Council in
protest against the seating of Taiwan (as opposed to the People’s Republic
of China) as a permanent member of the Security Council, UN forces,
led by the United States, intervened on the side of South Korea against
North Korea’s invasion. While that UN action preserved the indepen-
dence of South Korea, the subsequent return of Soviet representatives to
the Security Council ensured its paralysis in addressing subsequent cold
war conflicts.

When collective military or non-military sanctions (e.g., economic and
military boycotts or moral condemnation) failed, the UN was author-
ized to send a new Emergency Force, UNEF, a non-fighting military peace-
keeping presence, to report on border violations and any forms of ag-
gression, and to serve as a buffer between hostile forces once a cease-fire
or a truce had been achieved. Throughout the cold war, from Indonesia
to the Middle East, Africa, Kashmir, Cyprus, and the Sinai, and, more
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precisely, in areas in which the interests of the Americans and the Sovi-
ets converged, the UNEF was able to intervene successfully either as a
local police force or to restrain hostilities.

The cold war, however, undercut the constructive tone of the San Fran-
cisco conference. For a brief time, the two superpowers had seemed united
in trying to develop the UN as an efficient international institution pred-
icated upon human rights principles and capable of mediating interna-
tional conflicts. Soon ideological differences surfaced, shaping the UN
structure, the content of fundamental human rights documents, and the
actions (and inactions) of the organization. Engulfed in cold war poli-
tics, the UN became a battleground between superpowers’ economic and
geopolitical interests. In such a competition, invocations of human rights
principles became a subterfuge for advancing the realpolitik interests of
East and West. Both sides, in the end, used the UN principally as one
means of courting world opinion.

Looming over varied European and Third World conceptions of so-
cialist principles of human rights was Stalin’s Soviet Union, a military
superpower that combined massive internal repression with espousal of
a world socialist revolution. For Stalin, Soviet security and power was
the precondition for the global defeat of capitalism, and communists
everywhere were obligated to subordinate their struggle to Soviet geo-
strategic concerns.107 Thus, the Soviets prevented the communist regimes
of Eastern Europe from accepting Marshall Plan assistance, maintaining
that it represented an effort by “the imperialist circles of the United
States” to create “a situation where the world [capitalist] economic sys-
tem would recover hegemony, and the socialist area would first be pushed
back to its frontiers of 1939 and then fully liquidated.”108 In response,
the Soviet Union established the Council on Mutual Economic Assistance
(Comecon) to prevent the encroachment of capitalism into its bloc.

After largely ignoring the Third World during the Stalin era, the Soviets
began to support nationalist leaders on the basis—at least prospectively—
of common opposition to the West, despite the fact that many of the
regimes (e.g., of Nasser in Egypt and Nehru in India) were openly anti-
communist. Later, the Soviets began to support socialist or communist
“vanguard” movements and regimes in countries such as Vietnam, Laos,
Algeria, Cuba, Nicaragua, Democratic Yemen, Ghana, Guinea, Mali,
Mozambique, Angola, Rhodesia, and South Africa.

Responding to Soviet efforts to harness socialist movements in Europe
and the Third World, liberal notions of human rights soon collapsed into
a foreign policy based on realpolitik. While the rhetorical commitment
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to universal liberal rights continued, in practice, the United States soon
dropped whichever elements of liberal human rights seemed incompati-
ble with state power and the interests of private capital. George Kennan,
widely celebrated for his formulation of U.S. containment doctrine, pro-
vided a (somewhat overstated) version of the new “realism” in a classified
document he wrote as head of the State Department’s Policy Planning
Staff in 1948. “We have about 50 percent of the world’s wealth, but only
6.3 percent of the world’s population,” Kennan noted. “Our real task
in the coming period is . . . to maintain this position of disparity. . . . We
need not deceive ourselves that we can afford today the luxury of altru-
ism and world-benefaction. . . . We should cease to talk about vague
and . . . unreal objectives such as human rights . . . [W]e are going to have
to deal in straight power concepts.”109

Where faced with choices between universal liberal political rights and
protecting the interests of private capital, Kennan’s strand of power pol-
itics was likely to prevail. In 1948, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
inaugurated its cold war campaign of worldwide covert action by inter-
fering in Italian national elections, which had threatened to place a com-
munist government in power.110 In Japan, the overt establishment of dem-
ocratic institutions was coupled to the covert creation of a one-party state,
as the CIA funded the pro-American Liberal Democratic Party while infil-
trating and sabotaging the Japanese socialist movement. From Iran to
Guatemala to Chile, U.S. “security” policy now seemingly required over-
throwing democratically elected regimes. From Southeast Asia to Cen-
tral America, the same security considerations dictated suppressing mass
social movements while supporting pro-Western despotic elites.

In the United States, the administration most explicitly wedded to re-
alpolitik, that of President Richard Nixon (1913–1994), extended the
concept of national security to include security against domestic oppo-
nents. The result was the use of the machinery of the state to undermine
civil liberties and to prevent the election of George McGovern, a presi-
dential candidate who rejected the basic tenets of cold war foreign pol-
icy. The resulting Watergate scandal would ultimately force Nixon from
office.111 If socioeconomic rights were strengthened by the welfare state
at the height of the cold war, civil liberties were simultaneously threat-
ened. More broadly, it may be the case that war and economic depres-
sion tend to drive countries in the direction of social and economic jus-
tice at the expense of civil and political rights.

In general, throughout the Third World, the cynical use of universal
principles such as self-determination, socialism, or liberal democracy
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ended up following the power-politics, or realpolitik, standard set by Bis-
marck a century earlier. United States leaders during the 1950s could thus
simultaneously call for the liberation of Eastern Europe from commu-
nism, demand Soviet respect for the sovereignty of Yugoslavia’s anti-
Soviet communist state (and later for Communist China), fund a French
colonial war to prevent national self-determination in Indochina, and sup-
port tyrants like the Angolan Jonas Savimbi. Similarly, the Soviets sup-
ported “national liberation movements” within Western spheres of con-
trol, endorsed new independent regimes, such as those in Nigeria and
India, which repressed their communist opposition, used force to crush
hopes for freedom in Hungary and Czechoslovakia, and broke with com-
munist regimes in Yugoslavia, China, Cambodia, and Albania over chal-
lenges to Soviet foreign policy.

Superpower leaders turned toward reshaping their state machinery for
the conduct of a new global power struggle as the cold war underlined
the impotence of the UN. The realist conception of a world cloaked in
human rights rhetoric and dominated by autonomous “security-seeking”
states was progressively reified in the form of huge nuclear arsenals and
by an unfolding Third World carnage financed by the superpowers. By
the 1960s, the “national security” policies of the two states had put di-
rectly at risk the lives of the entire human species, creating a danger of mu-
tual nuclear annihilation that was superbly captured by Stanley Kubrick’s
satirical movie Dr. Strangelove. Whatever the origins of the conflict, the
security managers of each government could now plausibly identify their
counterparts on the other side of the Iron Curtain as the single greatest
threat to the security and human rights of their state’s inhabitants.

The Iron Curtain had indeed signified the paralysis of twentieth-
century efforts to institutionalize human rights on a global scale. The in-
ability to construct a viable mechanism, whether in the form of a model
socialist state, after the Russian revolution, or in the form of the League
of Nations, had revealed the weaknesses of both Wilsonian liberalism
and Bolshevik communism. The rise of fascism, leading to the bloodlet-
ting of World War II, had momentarily revived the effort to design a just
and peaceful world, leading to the establishment of the United Nations.
Then it had seemed apparent, in light of the legacy of belligerent nation-
alism, that it was no longer safe for humankind once again to invest states
alone with the task of securing even a narrow conception of basic rights.

The aftermath of World War II had introduced into global politics the
notion that the state now existed to secure the political and welfare rights
of all of its inhabitants, and by extension, that a Kantian supranational
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mechanism needed to be put in place. Unfortunately, the structure of the
UN would not only reveal the continuing influence of the Enlightenment
but also underline its inability to overcome continuing ideological and
interstate rivalry. Despite these setbacks, the 1948 Universal Declaration
of Human Rights had provided unmistakable evidence of progress in the
global effort to extend new rights to oppressed minorities and to enlarge
prevailing conceptions of who deserved inclusion in a universal human
rights regime.

human rights for whom?

If the spread of industrialization and colonialism in the nineteenth cen-
tury helped spur new conceptions of political and socioeconomic rights,
the twentieth century, despite the setbacks of the world wars, was to be
the era in which many of these political and social demands were insti-
tutionalized in the West. Throughout the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, slavery, in whatever forms, was once and for all legally banned
worldwide, women across the globe were gradually entrusted with the
right to vote, and the rights of children were codified in international
treaties. While oppressed throughout that century, homosexuals, along
with women, gained recognition, if not legally, at least socially, as im-
portant human rights partners in the new Western social movements. Fol-
lowing World War II, in response to the Jewish Holocaust and colonial
oppression, minority rights and the right to a homeland became central
components of the human rights agenda.

Workers in industrialized countries had already become seasoned hu-
man rights activists during the nineteenth century; if the onset of World
War I had converted some of them to nationalism, years of carnage in
the trenches had reintensified their demands for social and economic re-
forms. The Bolshevik victory in Russia and its pledge to ignite world-
wide revolution fanned the optimism of socialist workers, yet they were
soon disheartened by Lenin’s acceptance of the 1918 Peace Treaty of Brest
Litovsk, signaling his retreat from that vision of an international upris-
ing. After the war, many turned their hopes toward the welfare rights
promises of the League of Nations, and more specifically to the agenda
of the ILO. Among the League’s early successes was the Slavery Con-
vention of 1926, which pledged to suppress the remaining slave trade
and to abolish all forms of slavery in colonial territories and elsewhere.

Competing with the Bolshevik model for popular approval, and rec-
ognizing the social flaws generated by a laissez-faire economy, the vic-
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torious countries of World War I also began incorporating many of the
principles developed by nineteenth-century socialists into their interna-
tional treaties. When Roosevelt assumed the presidency three years af-
ter the onset of the Great Depression, he proposed a New Deal that rep-
resented a middle way between laissez-faire capitalism and socialism—an
example industrialized countries would follow with conviction after
World War II.

Meanwhile, during the interwar period, demagogues of industrially
backward economies preached a populist, nationalist, and even a fascist
alternative, channeling workers’ frustration toward imagined enemies
from within and from without. If the industrialized West was suffering,
the depression had far harsher consequences for the entire underdevel-
oped world. As the advanced economies sharply reduced their imports
of food and raw materials, the result in the colonial world was cata-
strophic for the “poor men and women who had dug and carried loads
since the beginning of time.”112 From Peru to Ghana to Malaysia, peas-
ants were migrating en masse to overcrowded cities, and students were
rioting, contributing to the deepening crisis of colonialism. To control
spreading unrest, European governments prodded their colonial admin-
istrators to improve workers’ conditions, which, in places like the cen-
tral African copper belt, were horrendous.113

After World War II, the problem of the colonies was at least initially
subordinated to concern over the economic devastation of Europe,
whose workers were, in several countries, on the verge of electing com-
munist governments to power. European leaders turned their attention
inward, focusing on workers’ rights and welfare protections at home.
At the same time, the need for sustained economic growth prompted
construction of a new international regime—represented by the Bret-
ton Woods system and the Marshall Plan—designed to speed European
recovery and to encourage growing trade. World War II had given way
to the cold war, and these domestic and international responses con-
firmed on a broader scale the success of Bismarck’s policy in the nine-
teenth century—namely that warfare strengthened the interventionist
capacity of the state.

Such partial concessions to socialist demands, as Bismarck had shown,
were a necessary quid pro quo for power building and domestic legiti-
macy, especially necessary while conducting war. As liberal governments
confronted domestic and international challenges in the name of work-
ers’ rights, principles protecting both social and state rights were incor-
porated into major international legal documents. The inalienable rights
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of state sovereignty were stipulated in the UN charter, and social and
economic rights were spelled out in the UN Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights (articles 22–26). These included assertions that everyone has
the right to social security, to work, to the free choice of employment,
to equal pay for equal work, to join trade unions, to rest and leisure, to
periodic paid holidays, and to an adequate standard of living (including
medical care, food, clothing, housing, free education, etc.).

These principles were reiterated in subsequent human rights documents
(e.g., the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights), as the co-optation of socialist principles of rights helped prevent
outright communist victories in places like France and Italy and helped
galvanize Western mobilization to wage the cold war against the Soviet
Union. Left out of that human rights agenda, workers of the colonized
world intensified their demands for rights, by now concentrated into a
single core demand: the right to national independence. In the first years
after 1945, the growing power of anti-colonial movements coincided with
a moment of great weakness for Britain, France, and the lesser colonial
powers. In some cases peacefully, in others only after exhausting wars,
the Europeans would finally relinquish colonial control.

If World War I had helped trigger the development of welfare policies,
the major roles played by women during that war also broke down the
remaining opposition to women’s suffrage in the United States and has-
tened the enfranchisement of women in Europe and elsewhere. In the
period from 1914 to 1939, women in twenty-eight additional countries
gained voting rights equal to those of men. These countries included So-
viet Russia (1917); Canada (1918); Germany, Austria, Poland, and
Czechoslovakia (1919); the United States and Hungary (1920); Great
Britain (1918 and 1928); Burma (now Myanmar; 1922); Ecuador (1929);
South Africa (1930); Brazil, Uruguay, and Thailand (1932); Turkey and
Cuba (1934); and the Philippines (1937). In a number of these countries,
women were initially granted the right to vote in municipal or other lo-
cal elections, and only later the right to vote in national elections.

With the progress of the Bolshevik Revolution, social protections were
added to the women’s human rights agenda. As early as 1917, the new
Soviet government began to enact new legislation granting women equal
civil rights, voluntary marriage and divorce, legal contraception and abor-
tion, state-supported childcare, employment rights, and maternity leave
provisions. Lenin understood, despite all these new laws, that women’s
oppression would continue as long as they remained unpaid workers in
the household: “[E]ven when women have full rights, they still remain
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downtrodden because all housework is left to them.” Recognizing that
developing the material conditions necessary for emancipating women
from household bondage was a far more arduous mission, he proposed
to socialize housekeeping by creating community kitchens, public din-
ing rooms, laundries, repair shops, nurseries, kindergartens, and so
forth.114 In short, Lenin recognized that granting women equal rights un-
der the law would in itself be insufficient to overcome prevailing male
chauvinism within the Soviet Union. In any event, the civil war against
tsarist and foreign troops, and particularly the ascent of Stalin to power,
would result in reversals of many of women’s initial gains. In 1936, abor-
tion of first pregnancies was outlawed, and all abortions were outlawed
in 1944. Divorcées were subjected to a fine and common-law marriage
lost legal recognition.115

Outside of the world’s first socialist state, women’s political, social,
and economic rights began to receive attention in international treaties
after World War I. The League of Nations opened official positions equally
to men and women (article 7 of the covenant) and prohibited traffick-
ing in women and children (article 23). A 1918 recommendation stipu-
lated that women should receive equal wages for equal work. It added
that women should not be employed in any industry during a period of
ten weeks before or after childbirth, and employers were forbidden to
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V. I. LENIN, “A GREAT BEGINNING,” 1919

. . . Take the position of women. Not a single democratic party in the world, not
even in any of the most advanced bourgeois republics, has done in this sphere
in tens of years a hundredth part of what we did in the very first year we were in
power. In the literal sense, we did not leave a single brick standing of the despi-
cable laws which placed women in a state of inferiority compared with men, of
the laws restricting divorce, of the disgusting formalities attending divorce pro-
ceedings, of the laws on illegitimate children and on searching for their fathers,
etc. . . .

. . . Do we in practice devote sufficient attention to this question, which, theo-
retically, is indisputable for every Communist? Of course not. Do we devote
sufficient care to the young shoots of Communism which have already sprung up
in this sphere? Again we must say emphatically, No! Public dining rooms, crèches,
kindergartens—these are examples of the shoots, the simple everyday means,
which assume nothing pompous, grandiloquent or solemn, but which can in fact
emancipate women, which can in fact lessen and abolish their inferiority to men
in regard to their role in social production and in social life.

From Women and Society, 13–14.
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give female employees work to take home with them after working
hours.116 A 1926 recommendation declared that whenever a small group
of female immigrants traveled unaccompanied, they should receive as-
sistance to secure their rights and to give them moral support.117

The rise of Nazism and fascism proved major setbacks for the prog-
ress of women’s rights. With the Nazi motto “Kinder, Kirche, Küche”
women were prescribed a life spent raising their children, going to
church, and busying themselves in the kitchen. Fascist leaders also be-
lieved in glorifying the role of motherhood as a female’s greatest con-
tribution to the state: “For the highest calling of the National Socialist,
a woman is not just to bear children, but consciously and out of total
devotion to her role and duty as mother to raise children for her
people.”118 If women in fascist Italy were encouraged more than their
German counterparts to enter professions hitherto closed to women, they
were still supposed to produce children and preserve the family. The fem-
inist movements in these countries, under the influence of the regimented
mores of their time, were now reduced to timidly calling for women’s
suffrage as a way to open public life “to maternal influences” and not
to female politicians.119

This suffocating moral veil was lifted at the end of the war, rekindling
a new era of women’s struggle. In 1945, the UN charter reaffirmed “faith
in fundamental human rights . . . in the equal rights of men and women”
(preamble)—principles reiterated in the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights (article 2). Immediately after World War II, France, Italy,
Romania, Yugoslavia, and China passed universal suffrage laws. Eleanor
Roosevelt’s strong belief “in active citizenship, for men and women
equally, as a simple matter of right and justice” would soon be recog-
nized by the 1953 Convention on the Political Rights of Women.120 Sixty
ratifying states concluded that women should be entitled to vote in all
elections on equal terms with men. Aware that women continued to be
“subject to ancient laws, customs and practices” inconsistent with the
Universal Declaration, the UN General Assembly called on all govern-
ments to “abolish them,” and adopted, a few years later, in 1967, the
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women,
which included, among other rights, the right to equal education and
equal remuneration.

By the late 1960s, more than one hundred countries had given women
the right to vote. Nearly all countries that had gained independence af-
ter World War II guaranteed equal voting rights to women and men in
their constitutions. Last among Western countries, Switzerland granted
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women full voting rights only in 1971. In many of the conservative Arab
states adjacent to the Persian Gulf, women continue to be denied voting
and other fundamental rights. With that important exception, the recog-
nition of universal suffrage and women’s civil rights was a triumph for
women. Social and economic protection for women and mothers has re-
mained a central issue for the feminist agenda.

The fight for women’s rights would have direct implications for the
plight of children. In the nineteenth century, as the industrial revolution
progressed, many European countries began to regulate child labor, mak-
ing education universal and compulsory. Examples of legislation designed
to protect children include the English Elementary Act of 1870 and the
1882 promulgation of a similar French law. With the implementation of
compulsory education for children, women were gradually released
from some of their daily caretaking tasks. The advance in children’s rights
cannot be attributed solely to the moral progress of employers; instead,
there had been a realization that an increasingly complex industrial en-
vironment required workers with at least a basic education. That capi-
talist motive, socialists hoped, would ultimately contribute to the devel-
opment of the working-class consciousness necessary for building a just
society.

Unsurprisingly, among the first acts called for by the Bolshevik state,
as it envisioned the arrival of a new generation of socialist men and
women, was “the carrying out of universal free of charge compulsory
general and polytechnical education for all children of both sexes up to
the age of 17.” The Soviet government also became a leader in the de-
velopment and subsidizing of factory nurseries to improve health and
sanitation for children. “Our state institutions of guardianships,” main-
tained A. Goikhbarg, “show parents that social care of children gives far
better results than the private individual, inexpert and irrational care by
individual parents who are ‘loving,’ but in the matter of bringing up chil-
dren ignorant.”121

The World Wars and the Russian civil war, followed by economic
disintegration, left a great number of orphans and homeless children,
propelling the Soviet government to secure boarding institutions and
infant homes. As the reconstruction of a society devastated by war be-
gan, children were among the first to benefit from state intervention in
delivering social services and in securing basic rights. This social pol-
icy soon changed. Under Stalin’s collectivization policy, the children of
the Kulaks were left to fend for themselves or were deported to their
death. It was one of the “most degrading periods in the history of So-
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viet child welfare,” where “the goals became so corrupt that children
were held responsible for their parents’ behavior”—a period in which
children were taught to place loyalty to the state above that due to their
own parents.122

Fascist and Nazi leaders attempted to extract loyalty from children
with methods similar to those designed under Stalin’s terror. In Germany,
the study of Hitler’s Mein Kampf was used to instill Nazi racist doctrine
in children, and for the Hitler Youth in particular, education emphasized
sports and paramilitary training. If the goal of female education was in-
variably to prepare girls for motherhood (girls would become citizens
only upon marriage), for boys the motto was “Live faithfully, fight
bravely, and die laughing.”123 Italian and Spanish fascists, among oth-
ers, realized along with the Nazis the necessity of free compulsory edu-
cation for propagating their regimes, and made national and religious
traditions the heart of school curricula.124

While more children were going to school, many would be killed at
the front, their bodies draped with the patriotic flags of their countries.
In the aftermath of the war in Europe, waves of orphans and homeless
children, wandering the streets in despair, drew the attention of the in-
ternational community, just as had occurred after World War I. A spe-
cial committee appointed by the League of Nations had already been es-
tablished to draft various conventions related to the protection of
children, including the 1921 International Convention for the Suppres-
sion of the Traffic in Women and Children, the 1924 Declaration of the
Rights of Children (also called the Declaration of Geneva), and the 1926
Slavery Convention. Equally concerned about the suffering of children
during World War II, the General Assembly launched efforts to revise the
1924 Declaration of the Rights of Children. Article 25(2) of the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights had stipulated in 1948 that “mother-
hood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance,” and the
UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child was finally ratified in 1959.

Formulated in terms of the rights of a child, rather than, as in the
Geneva Declaration, in terms of humankind’s duty to a child, the 1959
declaration provided, aside from material needs, attention to children’s
emotional needs. The declaration may have been instrumental in the pro-
motion of children’s rights throughout the world, yet many felt—despite
article 24 of the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights stating that every
child regardless of race, sex, and background was entitled to protective
measures—that it would also later be important to create a binding in-
ternational instrument, as finally occurred in 1989. Children were still
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suffering from many forms of abuse in the developed world, while also
victimized under colonialism and apartheid.125

After all, the colonial powers had shared similar goals with respect
to children’s education: to train a limited number of mid-level bureau-
crats, and particularly, as in the case of France, to impose its culture
and language. Predictably, the anti-colonial movement would attempt
to expand education by restoring national dignity and a new con-
sciousness stripped of foreign influence. Even with a better state-run pub-
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UNITED NATIONS DECLARATION OF THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD, 1959

Principle 2—The child shall enjoy special protection, and shall be given opportu-
nities and facilities, by law and by other means, to enable him to develop physi-
cally, mentally, morally, spiritually and socially in a healthy and normal manner
and in conditions of freedom and dignity. In the enactment of laws for this pur-
pose, the best interests of the child shall be the paramount considerations. . . .

Principle 4—The child shall enjoy the benefits of social security. He shall be en-
titled to grow and develop in health; to this end, special care and protection shall
be provided both to him and to his mother, including adequate pre-natal and post-
natal care. The child shall have the right to adequate nutrition, housing, recre-
ation and medical services.

Principle 5—The child who is physically, mentally or socially handicapped shall be
given the special treatment, education and care required by his particular condition.

Principle 6—The child, for the full and harmonious development of his personal-
ity, needs love and understanding. He shall, wherever possible, grow up in the
care and under the responsibility of his parents, and, in any case, in an atmos-
phere of affection and of moral and material security; a child of tender years shall
not, save in exceptional circumstances, be separated from his mother. Society
and the public authorities shall have the duty to extend particular care to children
without a family and to those without adequate means of support. Payment of
State and other assistance towards maintenance of children of large families is
desirable. . . .

Principle 9—The child shall be protected against all forms of neglect, cruelty and
exploitation. He shall not be the subject of traffic, in any form. The child shall not
be admitted to employment before an appropriate minimum age; he shall in no
case be caused or permitted to engage in any occupation or employment which
would prejudice his health or education, or interfere with his physical, mental or
moral development.

Principle 10—The child shall be protected from practices which may foster racial,
religious and any other form of discrimination. He shall be brought up in a spirit
of understanding, tolerance, friendship among peoples, peace and universal broth-
erhood, and in full consciousness that his energy and talents should be devoted
to the service of his fellow men.
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lic education system, the suffering, labor, and sexual exploitation of chil-
dren would remain a great challenge in the developing world and would
continue to preoccupy the children’s and women’s rights advocates of
the new millennium.

As women entered the labor force, gender relations were gradually
redefined, opening, from the nineteenth century on, social spaces for a
freer expression of homosexual and lesbian preferences. These spaces
were noticeable in European countries that, under the influence of the
Napoleonic Code and the continental system, had already decriminal-
ized homosexuality. In the nineteenth century, countries outside that
sphere, such as England and Germany, lagged behind. In the early years
of the twentieth century in England, the trial of Oscar Wilde had sent a
chilling message regarding Victorian morality to the homosexual commun-
ity. In 1905, by contrast, the German Reichstag—under pressure from
the German physician Magnus Hirschfeld (1868–1935) and socialists like
Bebel and Adolfe Thiele—modified an 1871 German legal code (Para-
graph 175) stipulating that “a male who indulged with another male or
who allowed himself to participate in such activities will be punished with
jail.”126 With the repeal of Paragraph 175, Germany became one of the
first countries to witness the development of a public gay and lesbian
movement before 1918.

During the Bolshevik Revolution, along with new legislation man-
dating equality for women, criminal penalties for adultery and homo-
sexuality were also abandoned; all private consensual sexual activity was
now perceived as beyond the concern of the state.127 As a result the So-
viet Union raised hopes in the 1920s for many gay writers seeking a new
haven to escape homophobic societies. The Soviet Union even sent repre-
sentatives to meetings of Magnus Hirschfeld’s League for Sexual Reform,
and Hirschfeld himself was well received when he toured the Soviet Union
in 1926. This climate of tolerance, however, changed completely under
Stalin. In 1934, homosexuality was recriminalized and made punishable
by a five-year prison term. During the mid-to-late 1930s, 3,000 Mus-
covite homosexuals were imprisoned in labor camps on the Baltic, and
mass arrests of homosexuals were also carried out in Leningrad, Kharkov,
and Odessa.128 What accounted for such a rapid political change? One
explanation, offered by Herbert Marcuse (1898–1979), was that rapid
industrialization, as was occurring in the Soviet Union, tended to re-cre-
ate a reactionary morality similar to that adopted by Victorian capital-
ists as social mores were geared toward the efficient control of both pro-
duction and reproduction.129
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After a period of progress achieved by the German gay movement in
the early decades of the twentieth century, along with the emergence of
a gay subculture in European cities such as Paris and Amsterdam, the
trend was reversed in the early 1930s. With the rise of Nazism, homo-
sexuality, now deemed a “vice” and a “disease” that would erode the
vigor of a conquering people, was outlawed in Germany. Forced to wear
an identifying pink triangle, homosexuals in German-occupied territory
during World War II were relentlessly subjected to beatings and other
humiliations and were often executed along with Jews and political dis-
sidents in concentration camps. In fascist Italy, homosexuals were occa-
sionally harassed but were not persecuted as in Germany, nor were ho-
mosexual acts outlawed.

If the glorification of a desexualized masculinity reached its apogee
during the height of Nazism and fascism, the idealization of order and a
conservative division of labor between the sexes, despite the significant
roles played by women during the war, remained appealing to a postwar
generation devastated by violence and chaos. Cold war fears at the on-
set of the nuclear age inspired political conservatism, which, by the end
of the 1940s, had degenerated in the United States into the period of Mc-
Carthyism. In that climate, not only alleged communists, but all perceived
political and social “deviants,” including homosexuals, were seen as sub-
versive. It is ironic that Roy Cohn, the most zealous prosecutor working
for McCarthy, as well as J. Edgar Hoover, who as head of the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) was leading the national search for com-
munists and homosexuals, were most likely closeted gays.130
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HEINZ HEGER, THE MEN WITH THE PINK TRIANGLE, 1972

Thousands upon thousands of homosexuals must have lost their tormented lives
there, victims of a deliberate operation of destruction by the Hitler regime. And
yet till this very day no one has come forward to describe this and honour its
victims. It seems that “good taste” nowadays prevents people from speaking
of the destruction of concentration camp victims, particularly when they were
homosexuals. . . .

. . . My request for compensation for the years [spent in a] concentration camp
was rejected by our democratic authorities, for as a pink triangle prisoner, a homo-
sexual, I had been condemned for a criminal offense, even if I’d not harmed any-
one. No restitution is granted to “criminal” concentration-camp victims. I there-
fore found employment in a commercial office, which hardly fulfilled my ambitions
of a career, but none the less provided me with an income.

From The Men with the Pink Triangle, 38.
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Even in northern Europe, these were difficult times for homosexuals.
In Norway, the state church warned against a “world conspiracy of ho-
mosexuals,”131 and in England, 2,109 homosexuals, including the math-
ematical genius Alan Turing, were arrested for “gross indecency,” pun-
ishable by two years in prison. The fact that Turing, whose decoding
device had cracked the “Enigma” code used by the German military, was
arguably the individual most responsible for British survival during World
War II, did not spare him from persecution.132 In general, in the conser-
vative climate of the 1950s, homosexuality was widely castigated either
as a crime or as a form of mental illness.133

The 1950s, however, incubated a sexual revolution that would dra-
matically change gender relations and attitudes toward sexuality. As
mounting opposition to the Vietnam War during the late 1960s galva-
nized the New Left movement, women and gays found a new partner in
their fight against sexism and homophobia. The alliance with the emerg-
ing student movement was intensified after a New York City police raid
on June 27, 1969, on a Greenwich Village gay bar called the Stonewall
Inn. Within a few days, large numbers of gays in New York, San Fran-
cisco, and Minneapolis took to the streets to demand an end to police
harassment. Breaking with a long history of suffering in silence, the gay
liberation movement, with the assistance of radical student groups, be-
gan spreading across the college and university campuses of the United
States and Western Europe.134 By the early 1970s, the movement had suc-
cessfully campaigned, in England and elsewhere, to decriminalize homo-
sexual conduct. These victories were, however, limited to Western states;
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LUCIAN TRUSCOTT IV, “GAY POWER COMES TO SHERIDAN SQUARE,” 1969

Sheridan Square this weekend looked like something from a William Burroughs
novel as the sudden specter of “gay power” erected its brazen head and spat out
a fairy tale the likes of which the area has never seen.

The forces of faggotry, spurred by a Friday night raid on one of the city’s largest,
most popular, and longest lived gay bars, the Stonewall Inn, rallied Saturday night
in an unprecedented protest against the raid and continued Sunday night to as-
sert presence, possibility, and pride until the early hours of Monday morning. “I’m
a faggot, and I’m proud of it!” “Gay Power!” “I like boys”—these and many other
slogans were heard all three nights as the show of force by the city’s finery met
the force of the city’s finest. The result was a kind of liberation, as the gay brigade
emerged from the bars, back rooms, and bedrooms of the Village and became
street people.

From The Village Voice, July 3, 1969.
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gay repression, as discussed in the next chapter, continued in less devel-
oped countries, such as those in Latin America, and in post-colonial coun-
tries around the world. And even in the West, homophobia remained well
entrenched, an ancient prejudice that could not be uprooted overnight.

The same could be said of anti-Semitism, another historical reaction
to what some would always regard as disturbing challenges to social con-
formity. If the American and French Revolutions, and later, the 1848 rev-
olution, had promised, in their embrace of universal human rights, to
carry Jews to a better future, the late nineteenth century and early twen-
tieth century had yielded sober recognition of the limits of the Enlight-
enment. In a sense, the trial of Oscar Wilde was for homosexuals what
the Dreyfus Affair had represented for the Jews of the early twentieth
century: both were vivid illustrations of xenophobia and the limits of hu-
man rights. Pogroms in Kishnev (1903) and Odessa (1905) were echoed
in England by the anti-Semitic prose of political philosopher Houston
Steward Chamberlain (1855–1927), whose prejudice toward Jews mir-
rored that of Austria’s Christian Social Party and the Czech Social Party
of that time.135

The nationalism of the Great War deepened European anti-Semitism
as Jews were increasingly identified, particularly in Germany, as outsiders.
Other groups suffered as well. Because of worries about the treatment
of Eastern and Central European minorities, prospective members of the
League of Nations after World War I, including Bulgaria, Montenegro,
Romania, Serbia, and Turkey, were required, as a condition of their ad-
mission to the League, to ratify minority rights treaties.136 The Polish
Minority Treaty, in particular, contained special protective provisions
with respect to Jews. This and other minority treaties were regarded as
essential for averting secessionist demands by minorities in Central Eu-
rope and in the colonial world. While many European Jews were com-
forted, however naively, by these new protective measures, others were
convinced that a more reliable path toward safety would be the estab-
lishment of a national Jewish homeland in Palestine. Under a plan pro-
duced by British Prime Minister Arthur Balfour (1848–1930), it became
British policy to support their cause.

Meanwhile, Eastern European Jews found brief respite from the long
history of Russian pogroms when one of the first acts of the Bolshevik
Provisional Government decreed that “all restriction on the Russian cit-
izens which had been enacted by existing laws on account of their be-
longing to any creed, confession, or nationality shall be abolished.”137

Under Lenin’s leadership, Jews were identified as a nationality under So-
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viet law, and in the 1920s, the far eastern territory known as Birobidzhan
was selected as the Jewish Autonomous Region. These projects came to
an abrupt end under Stalin.138

In general, after initial advances, minority rights were gradually
eroded during the interwar period. Soviet Jews were progressively ex-
cluded from all positions of power, influence, and prestige. Despite the
faint protests of France, Italy, and the United Kingdom, Poland withdrew
unilaterally from the Polish Minority Treaty in 1934. The Germans, who
had never really recognized the legitimacy of the Treaty of Versailles, were
soon challenging it, trying to recover Upper Silesia and the Polish Cor-
ridor from Poland—areas inhabited by a million Germans. With the as-
cent of nationalism, fascism, and Nazism, the well-elaborated minority
treaties of the League became worthless for the mistreated minorities of
Central and Eastern Europe. The ultimate reflection of the obliteration
of minority rights was, of course, the murder of six million Jews during
World War II.

The horror of the Holocaust would shape new international human-
itarian law for decades to come. One of the first conventions drafted af-
ter the war to protect minority rights was the Convention on the Pre-
vention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, adopted in 1948. Of
particular significance was article 2 of the convention, which extended
protection to either a minority or a majority “national, ethnic, racial and
religious group.”139 Article 14 of the European Convention for the Pro-
tection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (1950) stipulated
that “the enjoyment of rights and freedoms set forth in this Convention
shall be secured without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race,
colour, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, as-
sociation with a national minority, property, birth or other status.”140

Similar language can be found in the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (article 27) and the Helsinki Accords (1975; para-
graph 4 of principle 7).141

Following World War II, in cases of severe oppression or genocide,
the international community found itself more inclined to favor self-
determination. The Jewish survivors of concentration camps, and later
the indigenous inhabitants of colonial states, would garner considerable
sympathy in world public opinion as they struggled for self-determina-
tion. Yet the subsequent creation of a Jewish state in 1948 continues to
epitomize the dilemma of self-determination in areas under previous colo-
nial mandates. Even if an oppressed nationality deserves a right to a safe
homeland, its existence within new borders is often realized at the ex-
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pense of other groups, imposing on them economic hardship and the loss
of self-governance. Without careful planning to avert those dangers, the
victims of yesterday may well become the aggressors of tomorrow.

Nationalism and the quest for self-determination have continued to
challenge the notion of universal rights ever since the French revolu-
tionary wars. These divisive movements arose out of the failures of a suc-
cession of efforts to implement universalistic conceptions, beginning with
the American and French Revolutions and culminating in the United Na-
tions’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights. What are the lessons that
one can then draw from these cycles of internationalism and national-
ism? While nationalism, and particularly the creation of an independent
homeland, as Lenin and Wilson argued, might be a much needed means
of escaping chronic abuse of minority rights, new states based on eth-
nicity or religion, as Luxemburg and Fanon foresaw, can simply re-create
the same forms of oppression. Hence the question remains, following
Bauer and others: what are the best social and economic arrangements
for securing social justice and stability, and what are the most appro-
priate means with which to implement these ideals, thereby removing
the incentive for oppressed minorities to secede?

Such questions regarding the relationship between means and ends
have not been limited to questions of majority versus minority rights.
The issue of which means can be employed for a just end was a central
preoccupation of the socialist movements that flourished in the early twen-
tieth century. A temporary dictatorship of the proletariat, argued Lenin,
was essential for eradicating the authoritarian institutions that had pre-
vailed under the tsar. A labor party, retorted Karl Kautsky, was a better
venue for educating the public and implementing reforms while averting
inevitable revolutionary abuses. Grassroots participation in any revolu-
tionary process, Luxemburg cautioned, remained a vital check against
the abuses of whatever political elite held power. Despite their differences,
Lenin’s socialist critics were animated by a common interest, the devel-
opment of a political platform in which all share the benefits, and by a
mindfulness of how excessive means can jeopardize valuable ends.

From that perspective, many socialists repudiated the presumed ne-
cessity of Stalin’s repression of gays, women, the pauperized bourgeois,
and Kulak peasants as acceptable means toward achieving a socialist
model of human rights, just as one could question the repressive politics
of erstwhile colonized countries of various ideological stripes who have
sought to modernize at the expense of human rights. While the architects
of the United Nations certainly intended to create a venue that would
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peacefully resolve existing conflicts between nations and groups, its very
structure, including its human rights mechanisms, excludes attention to
the human rights violations of the major powers, which remain in criti-
cal instances protected by the veto privilege of the Security Council. The
UN’s guiding principle of national sovereignty would also limit its ca-
pacity to protect human rights; those who framed that structure may have
erroneously hoped that marginalized and oppressed individuals in au-
thoritarian and poor states (e.g., women in theocratic Islamic societies)
would be allowed to express their human rights grievances through le-
gal channels similar to those that existed in the West.

Cynical positions regarding power politics or attentiveness to the hor-
rors of colonialism, Nazism, and Stalinism should not, however, blind
us to genuine human rights progress. After all, the twentieth century wit-
nessed the final abolition of the slave trade, the vast improvement of
workers’ rights in industrialized states, the recognition of universal suf-
frage in most countries of the world, substantial advances in homosex-
ual rights, and greater recognition of children’s and minority rights in
the West. At the same time, recent decades have witnessed a growing
chasm between the fundamental rights enjoyed in the developed and the
developing world, alerting us to the urgent need to guarantee the basic
rights of billions of continuously neglected humans. Would globalization
impede or advance the hopes and rights of the wretched of the earth?
This important question is addressed in the next chapter.
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