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1
Introduction
Derrick M. Nault

Globalization as an area of scholarly inquiry has generated a voluminous
literature (Berger and Huntington, 2002; Bhagwati, 2007; Held and
McGrew, 2007; Scholte, 2005; Steger, 2003). So too has human rights
(Davies, 1988; Freeman, 2002; Griffin, 2008; Power and Allison, 2006), a
vast field with an even longer history (Hunt, 2007; Ishay, 2004). It comes
as somewhat of a surprise, therefore, to discover that relatively few books
have explicitly focused on the interrelationship of globalization and
human rights.1

Perhaps the lack of works on globalization and human rights might
be explained by the ubiquitous and often imprecise use of the term
“globalization.” As might be expected when large numbers of peo-
ple discuss an issue by employing a word that can mean “anything,
everything and nothing” (Munck, 2000, p. 84), not all that has been
written on globalization is informative or insightful. In fact, some critics
have gone so far as to dismiss debates on globalization as “globaloney”
(Veseth, 2006), “global babble” (Abu-Lughod, 1997), and intellectual
“folly” (Rosenberg, 2002). But if much theorizing on globalization has
been vague or unhelpful, this in itself does not offer sufficient justifica-
tion for jettisoning the term. Indeed, as Scholte (2005) observes, it could
suggest the reverse—that much more work remains to be done in terms
of refining concepts and gathering evidence to assess the meaning and
implications of globalization (p. xvii).

In spite of its contested nature, globalization remains a useful term
for describing a process that commenced around the sixteenth century
CE. Since the time of Columbus’ first explorations, all the world’s major
regions have been increasingly drawn into a global system of commer-
cial, cultural, and ecological exchanges that has drastically transformed
how human beings live and view the world around them. The Spanish

1
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Conquest, the transportation of slaves from Africa to the Americas,
the establishment of British East India Company rule in South Asia,
the Partition of Africa by the European powers, and World Wars I and
II are but a few examples of the power of globalization to interpenetrate
and shape human lifeworlds. In our own time, technological advances
in transportation, information technology, and communications mean
that an earthquake-related disaster in Haiti can generate sympathy and
attract millions of dollars in donations from around the world (“Haiti
Donations Exceed $644 Million,” 2010), a volcanic eruption in Iceland
can cause devastating economic losses for a flower industry in Kenya
(Pflantz, 2010), a 47-year-old spinster from Scotland can become a
worldwide singing sensation as a result of an online video clip from
a British talent show (Parry, 2009), and the leader of a small fundamen-
talist Islamic group can orchestrate a terrorist plot from a remote region
of Afghanistan that kills nearly 3000 persons in the United States and
continues to influence the foreign policy of the world’s most powerful
nation (Wright, 2007).

As the above examples attest, globalization has been taking place
for several centuries and continues to have far-reaching implications
for human populations worldwide. However, there are still areas of
inquiry in the scholarly literature on globalization that remain insuf-
ficiently developed. One such gap in the literature concerns human
rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), proclaimed
by the United Nations in 1948, may maintain that “the inherent dignity
and . . . the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human
family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world” (as
cited in Morsink, 2000, p. 313), yet how human rights can be enforced
internationally, what human rights-related institutions and policies are
appropriate on a global scale, and how human rights are affected by
contemporary worldwide economic, political, and cultural exchanges
are issues that globalization researchers have barely begun exploring.
Indeed, the noted political scientist and human rights expert Jack
Donnelly has opined that “a surprisingly small percentage” of works
within the “immense” literature on globalization have explicitly focused
on the relationship of globalization to human rights (Donnelly, 2007,
p. 210). Monshipouri, Englehart, Nathan and Philip, (2003) concur,
adding that “The linkage between human rights and globalization is far
from obvious and theories that link them are underdeveloped” (p. xxvi).

The purpose of this edited volume is to explore the relevance of
globalization for human rights in the developing world, also known as
the Global South. The reason for this focus is simply that the dignity,
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well-being, and freedom of individuals are most at risk in countries that
have yet to achieve developed nation status. Unemployment, socioe-
conomic inequality, inadequate access to healthcare and education, and
limited or absent political freedoms pose threats to human rights in both
developed and developing nations, but they present particularly grave
challenges for peoples in Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and
Latin America—the world regions that are covered in this book. It is
here where populations arguably have the most to lose or gain through
globalization. If globalization is managed effectively, it potentially could
lift millions out of poverty while granting them greater political free-
doms; if, on the other hand, it forms part of a hegemonic project
that merely advances Western or other narrow economic and political
interests, then vast numbers of the world’s citizens stand to see what
limited rights they may currently hold eroded yet further. In addition
to examining what impact globalization is actually having on human
rights in the Global South, what actions should be taken to support and
extend rights in the developing world in an era of globalization is also a
question that this book seeks to answer.

Defining human rights

Given the theme of this volume, it is appropriate to first define what
is meant by human rights. Human rights can be defined in numerous
ways, but they are generally thought of as rights that people possess
by virtue of being human. Such rights are said to apply to everyone,
irrespective of gender, religion, ethnicity, occupation, level of wealth,
or national origin. Universal for all times and places, regardless of what
governments may do or what laws may be in place, human rights can
never be abrogated or taken away. They are essential for and due to
everyone if they are to live dignified lives. As defined by Schmitz and
Sikkink (2002):

Human rights are a set of principled ideas about the treatment
to which individuals are entitled by virtue of being human. Over
time, these ideas have gained widespread acceptance as international
norms defining what was necessary for humans to thrive, both in
terms of being protected from abuses and provided with the elements
to live a life in dignity . . . . The human right discourse is universal
in character and includes claims of equality and non-discrimination.
(p. 517)
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To further understand what is meant by human rights it is helpful to
divide rights into categories. A distinction is often made between two
“generations” of human rights—so-called first-generation and second-
generation rights. The former refer to political and civil rights. Generally
speaking, these rights are meant to protect individuals from state oppres-
sion in the form of torture, lack of free speech and political assembly,
and arbitrary arrest and detention. First-generation rights derive their
name from the fact that they were the first to appear in official docu-
ments, the American Declaration of Independence (1776) and French
Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (1789) being two
well-known examples (Wellman, 1999, p. 16). Second-generation rights,
as their name implies, are of more recent origin. Inspired by working-
class struggles for social justice in industrial Europe in the nineteenth
century (Ishay, 2004, pp. 118–172), this generation of rights is economic
and social in orientation, emphasizing the right to employment, an
adequate standard of living, education, healthcare, and social security.

More recently, a third-generation of rights, linked to independence
and post-independence movements in the former “Third World” has
been proposed. The aims of these rights are group-oriented and include
the right to development, the right to peace, the right to a clean envi-
ronment, and others. Kabasakal Arat (2006) notes that third-generation
rights are often invoked on behalf of people in developing nations
who are “struggling against poverty, perpetual warfare, and deterio-
rating environmental conditions” (p. 39). Karel Vasak, a former chief
legal officer with the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO), is credited with initially proposing these
rights in the late 1970s. Vasak referred to them as “solidarity rights,”
emphasizing that they could only be achieved through the combined
efforts of individuals, states, groups and organizations in civil society,
and the international community (Brems, 2001, p. 482).

Different opinions exist in terms of the validity of these human
rights categories as well as the rights themselves. The authors of the
UDHR, for example, saw first- and second-generation rights as indivisi-
ble (Donnelly, 2003, p. 67). Others maintain that only first-generation
rights are acceptable notions as they can be realistically implemented
and enforced. Cranston (1973/2002) is of this opinion, arguing that
as the first category of rights merely require governments to exercise
restraint by not interfering in citizens’ lives, they are readily legis-
lated; however, he maintains that “This is no longer the case when we
turn to the ‘right to work,’ the ‘right to social security,’ and so forth,”
with such claims especially “vain and idle” for peoples in developing
nations (p. 50).
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Heinze (1995) observes that if certain reservations have been
expressed toward the concept of second-generation rights, the response
to third-generation rights has often been one of “outright contempt”
(p. 83). An argument often made against the most recent addition to the
human rights pantheon is that they represent a possible dilution and
devaluation of core rights. To quote Heinze (1995): “[C]ritics fear that
if ‘everything,’ every ‘good cause,’ becomes elevated to a human right,
then human rights lose their distinctiveness among human goods. The
more rights there are, the less, it is feared, each right is worth” (p. 83).
Other arguments made against third-generation rights are that such
rights are not feasible, given the limited resources of the international
community, or that advocating them will only lead to disillusionment
when such rights go unfulfilled (Wellman, 2002, p. 383).

While scholars will continue to debate how human rights should be
defined, the view that certain rights should be supported over others
merits a critical response. Indeed, rather than prioritizing or disregard-
ing particular rights, all three generations of rights should be seen
as mutually supportive. That these generations of rights are interde-
pendent has been increasingly recognized by UN member states in
international agreements. The Vienna Declaration of Human Rights in
1993, for example, states that “all human rights are universal, indivis-
ible and interdependent and interrelated,” calling on the international
community to “treat human rights globally in a fair and equal man-
ner, on the same footing, and with the same emphasis” (as cited in
Donnelly, 2003, p. 188). Critics may be right to point out difficul-
ties in implementing certain generations of rights, but that does not
make the aims of such rights any less valid, nor does it make the
eventual construction of a workable international legal framework sup-
portive of such rights impossible or something for which we should not
strive.

In assessing the validity of particular generations of rights, it is
also important to note the power relations behind particular rights
emphases. During the Cold War, US reluctance to support economic
and social rights while advocating civil and political rights starkly con-
trasted with Soviet policy, which favored the former over the latter. The
support each side gave to particular rights was not based on the inher-
ent value of certain rights over others but rather on ideological and
geopolitical considerations (Cumper, 1999, pp. 6–7). In a similar vein,
Washington’s apparent indifference regarding poor nations’ “right to
development” does not indicate that such a third-generation right is
impractical or undesirable in itself, but rather that conservative forces
within the United States fear the creation of a more just and equitable
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world order in which their interests would not prevail (Felice, 2003,
pp. 49–50).

We must not, therefore, accept criticisms of any generation of rights
at face value. Rather, the economic and political influences behind
such viewpoints should first be assessed, and we should search for ways
around obstacles that may impede the realization of all generations of
rights. The idea that only certain rights deserve our support, while more
desirable than a vision of a world where individuals are accorded no
rights, is surely too narrow a focus if we are truly serious about creating
a more just, peaceful, and sustainable world.

The origins of human rights

Having defined human rights, we now turn to the question of where
human rights come from. On this note, the usual response is that
human rights have Western origins. Natural law theories from the sev-
enteenth century, eighteenth-century revolutions in Europe and the
American colonies, or the leading role played by the United States and
other Western nations in the founding of the United Nations in 1945
are just a few examples from world history that have been cited to
support the belief that human rights are a Western innovation. The
American human rights theorist Jack Donnelly, one of the most ardent
exponents of the Western origins thesis, states: “[T]he Western ori-
gins of human rights is a simple historical fact. Human rights initially
emerged—were created or ‘discovered’—in Europe . . .” (Donnelly, 1999a,
p. 69). Mayer (2002) similarly accepts that “The human rights principles
utilized in international law came from the West and are of relatively
recent vintage” (p. 120).

While the West has undeniably made vital contributions to the evo-
lution of human rights theory and practice, the notion that it alone
“created” or “discovered” human rights and the corresponding princi-
ples for international laws is unhelpful and misleading in two respects.
First, if human rights are truly universal, it is important to find common
ground among cultures and civilizations when determining how rights
have evolved over time. Authors who do not accept a shared history of
human rights among the world’s peoples inadvertently give credence
to cultural relativist arguments that contemporary human rights norms
represent a Western imposition on non-Western societies. Second, an
emphasis on human rights’ Western origins obscures how the histori-
cal struggles of peoples in the Global South against Western imperialism
and colonialism have helped shape present-day human rights discourses
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and international legal frameworks. In this regard, human rights were
not something simply invented in the West and bequeathed to peo-
ple in the developing world. They were fought for through protest
and resistance throughout world history. In other words, the human
rights concepts and practices we know today did not germinate in self-
contained Western settings from where they flowed outward to the
global community.

Ethics and human relations: early contributions

An appropriate starting point for understanding the origins and evolu-
tion of human rights is to first look for the earliest expressions of ethics
in human relations. Although pre-modern ethics and today’s human
rights concepts and practices are by no means synonymous, it can
nonetheless be argued that human rights in their present form would
not exist if pre-modern precursors were not expressed in the form of
specific moral codes and even legal frameworks. To argue, therefore, that
early affirmations of human dignity bear no relation to human rights as
we now know them (Donnelly, 1990b, p. 256) fails to acknowledge their
crucial role in the evolution of human rights concepts.

Many world religions in this regard possess ethical features with roots
anticipating contemporary human rights discourse by hundreds of years
(Traer, 1991). Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam are three prominent
examples of religions with non-Western origins that are compatible with
human rights. Each of these religions asks adherents to show compas-
sion for fellow human beings, refrain from inflicting harm on others,
and perform charitable works. Of course, the language of human rights
is not fully developed in early writings associated with these and other
world religions, yet they nonetheless contain embryonic features of
what we presently understand as human rights.

Buddhism, with origins in India that date back to 500 BCE, is based
on five precepts, four of which correlate with human rights. The five
precepts are as follows: (1) Do not kill; (2) Do not steal; (3) Do not engage
in sexual misconduct; (4) Do not make false speech; and (5) Do not
take intoxicants. As argued by Keown (2002), “A direct translation of
the first four precepts yields a right to life, a right not to have one’s
property stolen, a right to fidelity in marriage, and a right not to be
lied to” (p. 192). Keown argues further that other rights “such as the
rights to liberty and security can either be deduced from or are extant
within the general corps of Buddhist teachings,” citing the “right not
to be held in slavery” as “implicit in the canonical prohibition on trade
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in living beings” (p. 192). He rightly concludes that human rights were
“not ‘imported’ into Buddhism but were implicitly present” (p. 192).

Given the West’s Judeo-Christian heritage, the ethical foundations of
Christianity have occasionally been cited as evidence of human rights’
early Western origins (D’Souza, 2007, pp. 67–82). Here, a correlation
is made with contemporary human rights ideas and biblical scriptures.
Among passages from the Bible that are seen as relating to human rights
are those that refer to the sanctity and dignity of all human beings,
injunctions for the able to help the poor and suffering, and codes for-
bidding the taking of human life, deception, theft, and other acts that
inflict harm on others. Such references can be interpreted to mean
that the Christian religion has had a significant impact on the evolu-
tion of human rights thought. However, to suggest that Christianity’s
roots are strictly Western is somewhat misleading as the earliest centers
and believers of Christianity were not in fact located in the West but
in Palestine, Syria, Iraq, and Africa (Hart, 2009, p. 443). In this sense,
Christianity’s contribution to human rights, while important, should be
seen as part of a global heritage, not something that can be attributed
to Western civilization per se.

Turning to Islam, various Islamic scholars have argued that Islam is
not only compatible with human rights but that Western contributions
to human rights are derived from Islamic traditions. While such claims
cannot be proven without doubt (Mayer, 2002, p. 122), passages from
the Qur’an do contain directives on justice, the sanctity of life, religious
freedom, and tolerance (Ishay, 2004, p. 34). According to Hassan (2005),
the Qur’an also “consistently affirms women’s equality with men and
their fundamental right to actualize the human potential that they share
equally with men” (p. 57). Elsewhere, Hassan (1999) interprets passages
from the Qur’an as implying a “right to life,” “right to respect,” “right to
justice,” “right to freedom,” “right to privacy,” “right to acquire knowl-
edge,” “right to sustenance,” and “right to work” (p. 54). Finally, the
Qur’an stresses the unity of humankind, describing the world’s diverse
races and languages as an expression of God’s will. No race or culture is
viewed as superior to another, with piety seen as more important than
one’s origins (Kinberg, 2006, pp. 458–459).

In addition to the above precursors to human rights, numerous schol-
ars have suggested that traditional societies, such as those that once
existed in Africa, established behavioral norms and legal codes that
are relevant for human rights. Claude E. Welch, Jr (1984), for exam-
ple, argues that long before the advent of Europeans, Africans valued
“the right to life, the right to education, the right to freedom of
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movement, the right to receive justice, the right to work, and the
right to participate in the benefits and decision making of the com-
munity” (p. 11). Mutua (2002) mentions the Akans of West Africa and
the Akamba of East Africa as two traditional societies that had notions
of such rights. According to Mutua, “The belief prevailed in both soci-
eties that, as an inherently valuable being, the individual was naturally
endowed with certain basic rights” (p. 76). Decisions affecting Akan
communities were based on deliberations within an elected council fol-
lowed by discussions with constituents, who could dismiss leaders they
felt did not respect their opinions and needs. When an Akamba person
appeared in court, he or she did so before a council of elders and a jury.
The jurors, who were conversant in Akamba law, did not hand down
judgments but advised the defendant as to what arguments they might
use to plead their case. After deliberations in this fashion, elders would
render a verdict and call for appropriate settlements such as payment in
cattle, land, or labor (pp. 76–77).

That pre-modern, non-Western peoples had the capacity for under-
standing and respecting rights of some kind can further be gathered
from accounts of enlightened leaders who based their rule on ideals
of peace and tolerance. Among the most remarkable figures in this
respect was Ashoka the Great, who ruled over most of India from 304
to 232 BCE. On stone tablets scattered throughout his kingdom, Ashoka
promoted wise governance, righteous behavior, and acceptance of all
religious faiths. The Mughal Emperor Akbar governed India in a simi-
lar spirit in the sixteenth century CE, when he decreed that “No man
should be interfered with on account of religion, and anyone is to be
allowed to go over to a religion that pleases him” (as cited in Sen, 2005,
p. 18). Notably, at the time Akbar was promoting religious pluralism in
India, the Inquisitions in Europe—which witnessed the mass persecu-
tion, killing, and expulsion of Jews and Muslims—“were in full bloom”
(Sen, 2001, p. 139).

To be sure, to suggest that human rights have existed in their present
form since time immemorial would be an exaggeration. Indeed, pre-
modern societies—whether Western or non-Western—were more often
characterized by their indifference to than support of human rights.
Nevertheless it can be argued that the inklings of human rights notions
were in evidence in many regions of the non-Western world long before
pivotal events such as the European Enlightenment and the American
and French Revolutions. Noting these precursors to human rights is
important, for it demonstrates the potential of all members of the
human family to understand and support human rights, not just those
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in Western nations. As will be discussed below, recognizing how subju-
gated peoples struggled against Western domination is also crucial for
understanding how the story of human rights is one shared by all of
humanity.

Human rights struggles

As the Spanish were the first Europeans to colonize regions of the New
World, commencing their rule in what is today the Caribbean and Latin
America, it is here where ethical questions concerning the domina-
tion of peoples in foreign lands were first raised. The sixteenth-century
Dominican priest Bartolomé de Las Casas, moved by the sufferings of
indigenous peoples in Hispaniola and Cuba at the hands of Europeans,
was among the first critics of Spanish colonial rule, writing scathing
commentaries on settlers’ barbarities while calling on King Charles V
to implement drastic reforms. The New Laws for the Indies that were
promulgated by the Crown to curb Indian slavery and abuses under the
encomienda system were not singlehandedly brought about by Las Casas,
yet contemporary historians generally agree that the changes were heav-
ily influenced by his writings and petitions to the Crown (Zamora, 1993,
p. 40).

Moreover, as a result of Las Casas’ and other priests’ criticisms of
Spanish rule, Charles V convened a meeting in 1550 at Valladolid for
a series of debates between Las Casas and the theologian Juan Ginés de
Sepúlveda, which were among the earliest in existence on human rights.
Defending the natives against Spanish aggression, Las Casas argued
that Indians were rational members of the human family who did not
deserve inhumane treatment. Sepúlveda, on the other hand, depicted
Native Americans as barbarians, heathens, and inferiors that the Spanish
were bound by duty to enslave and forcibly convert to Christianity.
While no official decision resulted from the debate, the questions raised
by Las Casas nonetheless prompted the Spanish to reflect on issues of
social justice in their colonies. Moreover, the human rights tradition in
Latin America can be considered as beginning with Las Casas. For his
role in the debates and his other activities, he is aptly referred to as the
“Father of human rights” (Duffey, 2001, p. 6).

At the time of Las Casas’ protests and petitions, capitalism was just
beginning to spread from Europe to other regions of the globe. In this
regard, the enslaved Indians that the Dominican priest sought to pro-
tect were among the front lines of those exploited to meet an escalating
demand for luxury goods and raw materials emanating from Western
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Europe. By the seventeenth century, however, it would not be Indians
but Africans who would provide the greatest source of slave labor to
fuel the growth of capitalism. With Europeans in the Americas finding
that Africans were resistant to the diseases devastating Indian popula-
tions, easier to control than local slaves, and relatively cheap to replace,
an industry was spawned whereby European traders increasingly vis-
ited points along the West African coast to secure supplies of African
slaves for plantations and mines in the Americas. By the time the slave
trade was completely abolished in the late nineteenth century, it was
estimated that at least 10 million Africans had been taken from their
homelands, transported across the Atlantic Ocean, and sold into slavery
(Thomas, 1997, p. 861).

Accounts on the end of the slave trade have tended to emphasize
the role outsiders or outside forces played in the process. On the one
hand, a great debt is said to be owed to the anti-slavery campaigns of
European and American abolitionists (Miers, 2003, p. 4). On the other
hand, the changing character and needs of global capitalism are stressed,
with the argument being that the key reason for the slave trade’s demise
was that free labor was more cost-efficient than slave labor (Williams,
1944/1994). Less frequently discussed is how slaves and former slaves
induced change through public persuasion and resistance, in the process
transforming the slave trade into an international human rights issue.

In Great Britain, Olaudah Equiano was the most well-known former
slave who used his ability to speak and write in English to convey his
abolitionist viewpoints. An Igbo who was captured as a boy in what is
today Southern Nigeria and sold into slavery in Barbados, then Virginia,
and finally England, Equiano eventually was able to learn how to read
and write, and purchased his freedom. In 1789, he wrote The Interesting
Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African,
Written by Himself, which discussed his memories of Africa and, impor-
tant for the abolitionist cause, the horrors of the middle passage and
slavery (Equiano, 1789/2003). Equiano was a prominent member of
the Sons of Africa, an abolitionist group of African men in England
who included Ottobah Cugoano and Ignatius Sancho, two other former
slaves who also expressed their anti-slavery viewpoints in books, articles,
petitions, and public speeches. Equiano and the group were instrumen-
tal in raising awareness of the plight of slaves, working closely with
and greatly influencing British abolitionists and anti-slavery associations
(Gordon, 2000, p. 58).

In the Caribbean and Americas, resistance to slavery assumed numer-
ous forms.2 However, runaway communities and their potential to
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destabilize slave-based economies proved particularly troubling to slave
owners. Europeans’ greatest fears were realized in Saint Domingue
(today Haiti) shortly after the outbreak of the French Revolution in
1789, when the former slave Toussaint L’Ouverture led a series of
uprisings aimed at toppling the colonial plantation system. Although
L’Ouverture died in a French prison, other leaders continued the anti-
slavery struggle, winning Saint Domingue’s freedom in 1803. The
effects of this victory would reverberate throughout the Caribbean, the
Americas, and Africa. Frederick Douglass, the African American aboli-
tionist and former slave, asserted in 1893 that “the freedom that has
come to the colored race the world over” was “largely due to the brave
stand taken by the black sons of Haiti ninety years ago.” Douglass
praised the work of American and British abolitionists and slave soci-
eties, but nonetheless stressed that “we owe comparably more to Haiti
than to them all” (as cited in Davis, 2001, p. 3).3

Donnelly (2007) observes that “a dramatic event that crystalizes
awareness often is crucial to making a problem an active subject of inter-
national concern and action” (p. 4), suggesting that the Holocaust was
the “catalyst that made human rights an issue in world politics” (p. 4).
While the Holocaust shocked world opinion and resulted in genocide
being declared a crime punishable under international law,4 it was in
fact the transatlantic slave trade and its abolition that first galvanized
global public opinion and led to significant changes in international
relations and human rights. The first notable development occurred
in 1807, when Great Britain passed the Act for the Abolition of the
Slave Trade. With this Act, the British navy was granted the authority to
actively suppress the slave trade by boarding suspect vessels and releas-
ing captives. Britain subsequently signed a series of bilateral treaties that
granted signatory nations similar inspection and release rights. Inter-
national courts were also convened on both sides of the Atlantic to
monitor cases involving slave-trading vessels (Fyfe, 1986, pp. 179–180).
The Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 dealt yet another blow to the slave
trade by abolishing slavery throughout the British Empire. It took some
time for these measures to be felt worldwide, but along with slave resis-
tance and public opinion they helped end the slave trade and slavery in
French colonies in 1848, in Cuba in 1860, in the southern United States
in 1865, and in Brazil in 1888.

While efforts to end the slave trade raised awareness of human rights
issues on a global scale, the anti-slavery struggle turned out to be
the beginning of a longer battle of oppressed peoples against Western
imperialism and colonial rule. Although Latin American nations had
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achieved their independence from Spain and Portugal by 1824, by the
1880s the Indian subcontinent was firmly under British rule, Africa
was on the verge of being partitioned by the European powers, and
regions of East Asia had already fallen prey to what was to be the first
wave of numerous European expansionist ventures. Examples of human
rights abuses linked to Western nations’ domination of their formal and
informal empires are too numerous to recount here. However, among
the most blatant were Great Britain’s Opium Wars in China (1839–42,
1856–60), the mutilation and murder of Africans who did not meet
rubber quotas in King Leopold’s Congo (1885–1908), the genocide per-
petrated by Germans against the Herero people in German South West
Africa (modern-day Namibia) (1904–7), the British massacre of unarmed
Indians at Amritsar in 1919, and institutionalized racial segregation in
South Africa.

Rather than representing a humanitarian act on the part of colo-
nial powers, the independence of India in 1947, Ghana in 1957, and
numerous African nations in the 1960s was the result of years of
protests and resistance on the part of oppressed peoples. In India, the
Non-Cooperation Movement of 1919–20 witnessed a concerted assault
against the Rowlatt Acts, a body of laws that restricted press freedoms
and allowed for the arbitrary arrest of suspected political dissenters.
Gandhi’s Salt March in 1929, which ended in the arrest of 90,000
Indians as well as their leader, symbolically sought greater economic
freedoms for Indians by attempting to break Britain’s monopoly on
salt. With Great Britain still reluctant to meet Indians’ demands for fur-
ther autonomy and improved human rights, the Quit India Movement,
launched in 1942, sought complete independence for India. At this
time, Gandhi implored his countrymen to “act as if you are free and are
no longer under the heel of this imperialism,” stressing that “We shall
either free India or die in the attempt; we shall not live to see the
perpetuation of our slavery” (as cited in Gandhi, 2008, p. 467).

The struggle for independence in Africa involved similar acts of defi-
ance against colonial authority and assertions of human dignity. As early
as 1915 in the midst of World War I, John Chilembwe, a mission-
educated African, questioned why Africans should fight and die in a
war that was not in their interests, and led an abortive rebellion in
Nyasaland in which he sacrificed his life for the cause of African inde-
pendence (Collins and Burns, 2007, pp. 331–332). In the 1930s, the
Nigerian publication West African Pilot, inspired by African Americans’
civil rights struggles, decried the hypocrisy of colonial rule in Africa.5

Among the most well-known advocates of African independence was


