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The corruption of Human Rights by Neo-Liberalism 
 
 The end of the Second World War marked a new period in the history and 

social thinking of the world.  Hailed as the last great conflict between nations, the end 

of the war acted as a catalyst to usher in peace and stability, a new world order of 

sorts.  In 1945 the powers of the world transformed the League of Nations into the 

United Nations, a body whose mandate mirrored the growing concern with world 

conflict and development.  While this focus at first centered mostly upon the war 

ravaged countries of Western Europe, it came to encompass the poverty and 

underdevelopment of the newly independent Third World nations.  In 1948 the United 

Nations issued its Universal Declaration of Human Rights, laying out the basic rights 

and freedoms that all humans should be privilege to, regardless of race, gender, 

nationality, etc.  This idea of human rights, on an abstract level, serves to invoke 

general feelings of rights to equality and freedoms inherent to maintaining human 

dignity. 

More specifically, the UDHR encompasses both the first generation civil and 

political rights as well as the more controversial second and third generation social, 

economic and cultural rights.  This classification of human rights is merely a 

hierarchical structure applied upon the concept of human rights, arbitrarily prioritizing 

the more easily enforceable civil and political rights (rights from something) as 

opposed to the more convoluted category of socio-economic and cultural rights (rights 

to something).  While these classifications are not absolute, this differentiation is 

crucial to understanding how human rights in general, and more specifically, are used 

to legitimate certain economic policies, which tend to in fact reduce one’s enjoyment 

of their human rights. 

 Today, the term human rights has become a highly visible buzzword invoked 

by national governments, international organizations, non-governmental organizations 

and others.  In this abstract context, the rhetoric of human rights is in danger of being 

used by these actors to dupe the general public into agreeing to and participating in 

the current wave of economic policy.  It is mainly a positive term, frequently invoked 

for the purpose of mass mobilization behind certain issues.  The danger in this 

abstract use of ‘human rights’ is that it is often invoked to blindly lead the public into 



supporting programs (such as GEAR and NEPAD) that in the short term (and possibly 

even the long term – as according to policy experts we are still, 20 years later, in the 

short term mindset) are only deepening poverty and income inequality.   

 I argue that at present it is very possible that ‘human rights’ are functioning to 

legitimate current economic policies, namely neo-liberalism, which serve to almost 

completely deny human rights.  While I would argue that this is not being done 

maliciously, the current belief in the neo-liberal orthodoxy has seemingly blinded 

policy leaders into believing that neo-liberal policies as implemented will work.  But 

in fact, there is no proof to this end.  Neo-liberal policies have only served to deepen 

poverty and income inequality in the Third World.  This can be seen in the results of 

various IMF structural adjustment policies implemented throughout the Third World 

since the late 1970s and is recognized broadly as fact.  While many argue that these 

structural adjustment programs entail a ‘brief’ period of discomfort, or to use the 

World Bank’s euphemism, ‘shock therapy’, this brief period has turned into a constant 

state of affairs in the majority of the Third World.  In reality there seems to be no way 

for one to pull itself out of this situation, especially as the leaders of these nations 

(such as Mbeki in regards to NEPAD) are falling deeper into the trap set by the World 

Bank and the IMF.   

 It is in this way, I would argue, that the legal and formal affirmation of human 

rights is leading to a legitimization of neo-liberalism and other similar neocolonialist 

economic policies.  In a way, the Western world, led by the World Bank and the IMF, 

is saying to the Third World; let us temporarily restrict your right to an adequate 

standard of living1 and all of those rights that fall under this right, in order for you, in 

the long run, to enjoy all rights guaranteed to you in the UDHR and various regional 

treaties.  As is noted in GEAR, a local version of a structural adjustment program, 

short term oppression will lead to long term benefits.  This is the mantra that is being 

peddled throughout the world.  From university economics lectures, to President 

Mbeki’s speeches, to the far reaches of the Transkei – poverty is being explained 

away as a temporary sacrifice in the name of a general and enduring public good. 

 While the ‘shock therapy’ of structural adjustment programs in general, as 

well as programs such as GEAR in particular, hinder human rights on the whole, it 

specifically attacks human beings’ socio-economic rights.  While the UDHR, the 

                                                 
1 Article 25 of the UDHR. 



African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights and the South African Bill of Rights 

all guarantee the right to a healthy environment, adequate housing, health care, food, 

water, social security, education, and cultural and religious beliefs and expressions the 

peoples of South Africa are still being subjected to a self-imposed structural program 

which in turn denies them of these very rights.  As Gruskin and Tarantola note, 

“…there are situations where it is considered legitimate to restrict rights to achieve a 

broader public good.”2  In addition the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights allows for the public good to take precedence in order to “…meet the 

requirements of morality, public order, and the general welfare [emphasis added].”3  

Therefore, the concept of human rights is used to perpetuate the public good and 

general welfare of society.  This is all well and good, except for the fact that this 

decision is an arbitrary one, decided upon by the elites who will not experience the 

destitution of the ‘shock therapy’ inherent in these development programs.  The 

elitism that is encompassed in this fact is inescapable.   

 Therefore, while the concept of human rights has the potential to benefit 

society, it is in itself still merely a concept for the elites.  The average poor man or 

woman will not know his or her ‘inalienable’ human rights, whether they stem from 

the UDHR, the ACHPR or the South African Constitution, and therefore will not be 

able to use them to demand the provision of their basic needs.  In it’s place the state 

has stepped in the be a savior to the people, deciding for them what is the right path to 

take in order to achieve a society based upon universal human rights.  Enter neo-

liberal policies and foreign aid.  By invoking the current buzzword ‘human rights’, 

state actors are able to mobilize a newly conscientious population around the idea of 

development.  What is wrong with the current situation is how this development is 

occurring.  In order to achieve development, governments are asserting the notion that 

the public, and most likely the lower echelons of the population, will have to bear the 

brunt of these policies in order for the greater public to enjoy their socio-economic 

human rights.  Only adding insult to the fact that these policies are completely unfair 

and detrimental to the greater public, we must also note that these policies have yet to 

benefit society in the twenty-plus years they have been in effect.  Maybe in another 

twenty years we will wake up and realize that this is not the path to the greater good.   

                                                 
2 Gruskin S & Tarantola D ‘Human Rights and HIV/AIDS’ at http://hivinsite.ucsf.edu/InSite?page=kb-
08-01-07 
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