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I £V ELOPMENT
‘HUMAN RIGHTS, DEMOCRACY AND

'DEVELOPMENT IN LATIN AMERICA

I n the middle eighties a sigh of relief
was heard among world public opinion as
a number of highly repressive military
and authoritarian regimes in Latin Amer-
ica came to their end and were replaced
by civilian governments, some of them

elected democratically. After years of

military dictatorship countries such as
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay, Para-

guay, Bolivia and Guatemala returned to -

civilian rule and assumed anew the frag-
Y

ile and exhilarating existence of multi-’

party democracies and electoral proc-
esses.

The intemnatiorial commumty, thOh had

been openly concemed about gross

human rights violations in a number of.

these states (Argentina, Chile and Gua-
temala particularly were frequently cited
as major culprits in the UN HurganRights

Commission as well as by non-govern-

mental human rights monitoring organi-
zations), felt that the worst was over and
that its attention could now be directed at
other important issues. In Latin America
itself, attention became focused on the
economic crisis and the problem of the
foreign debt.

" Indeed, during the severities and early °
eighties the question of human rights in -

Latin America had become a major inter-
national issue. Not only had numerous
military governments come to power in
violation of traditional democratic proc-
ess, butthey had also proven themselves
guilty of major human rights abuses. The
Argentine military, for example, has the
dubious honor of having contributed to
making the term “disappearances” a new
conceptinthe humanrights lexicon. More
than twenty. thousand people “disap-

peared” forever during those years of'
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military rule. The Pinochet dictatorshipin

Chile established its grip on the country
through assassination, torture, arbitrary
detention and the exile of hundreds of
thousands of people. El Salvador: be-
came infamous because of the use of
paramilitary “deathy squads™ by the gov-
emnment fo ellmlnate supposed political
opponents- and to terrorize the popula-

amply documented by numerous non-

. governmental human nghls ordaniza-

tions.

National 'séi':‘tfrifyﬂoctrine

Latin America became, as it- were, a

" test-case for'the validity of so many high-.
sounding universal declarations and in-
ternational human rights instruments. if

.

tion. The list is endless and has been

bistion to the downfall of the tyrants. Let
us remember, among many others, the

.."Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo” who
week after week demanded the retum of
. theif"disappeared"loved ones and whom

the Argentine brass-hats were unable to
break. The Carter administration was
instructed by the US Congress to make
respect for human rights a condition for
American economic aid. European donor

- agencies for development aid began
-taking a sharper look at the human rights
- situation in numerous countries. And the

Human Rights Commission of the United
Nations as well as the Inter-American
Commission of Human Rights began,

-however slowly, to look more carefully
‘into human rights_violations in specific.

Latln Amencan countnes

ltwould be a mlstake to slmply attribute
the recument_pattert -of of human rights
violations in Latin Amenca dunng those
decades to-human perversity or the fail-
ure of democratic legal and political insti- .
tutions. The military regimes of the.six-
ties, seventies and eighties represented

; _'many hlgh-
: nggmments.i

these documents were to be something

more than simple pieces of paper to be
honoured on specific anniversaries and
returned to their library shelves thereaf-
ter, then the international community had
acollective responsibility to address these
issues and do something about them. At
least this-is what-many people‘in Latin
America and elsewhere firmly believed,
when they organized themselves to bring
pressure on the repressive dictatorships
andtoturnthe internationalhuman rights
instruments into moral and political weap-
ons for the defense of these rights. Thus,

" as the human rights situation worsened

in many countries, national hurhan rights

- organizations as well as intergovernmen-

tal and non-governmental organizations

slowly developed an international envi-
ronment which finally did make a contri-

a political response.by-a sector of Latin

America's rulingclassestothe soclaland
polltlcal unrestcreatedbythe lnequalmes

“and injustices which resulted from the

contradictions of economic and social
underdevelopment. These inequalities
and injustices are deeply rooted in Latin
America's history. The rapid economic
growth that some countries were able to
achieve in'the post-war period produced
far-reaching social dislocations which
affected the lives .of millions of people.
The traditional agricultural sector lost its
strength and nurtured a growing discon-
tented peasantry, massive rural to urban
migrations inflated the great metropolitan
centers with countless °“marginalized”
squatters, the newindustrial working class
organized to demand its labor rights, the
burgeoning middle sectors demanded a
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-greater "share of wealth and polmcal
power. Revolutlonary fodels of an alter-

native society fired the ‘imagination of
students and intellectuals. New social -

and political movements questioned the

archaic social  and political -institutions

and challenged the “developmental

model" being implemented. by ‘techno- -
crats, multinational oorporahens and inter-

inatlonal financmg agencres

has been hailed wrdely as the_rebirth of -

democracy in -Latin America, and this
process leads necessanly to areassess-
ment 6f the human rights situation in this

pait of the world. The fall of the dictators
can be attributed to numerous factors:

first and foremost, the pressure of the

' people; the Influence of the intemational
-environment; they were no longer useful
~to their nngrnal sponsors at home or

“.The'r rullng elifos stood on'shaky ground:
anidwere no longer capable of holdingon
to powet by the traditional means of oli-
garchro control and clientelism: ‘They
gladly rellnquished it to the mrlrtary who
promiséd to “Glean up the mess”, erradi-
cate the corruption and mefficrency ofthe

 state'apparatus and, above all, who of-

feréd to rid the nation of the "communist

_danger”, the Moscow or Havana agents
who were subverting the sacred values
of ‘Westem civilization. Thé" cold ‘war

mientality, so assiduously fostered by the :

Américan mentors of the Latian Amen—
can military, translated into the |deology
of *htional security” wheréby the enemy

was riot some potential foreign assailant’
buit was to be found intemally, domesti-
cally; amongst the bearers of “afien anti- ..
national- ideologies”, the. subverters: of .

natronal valuesand the sogcial: order.
Thus, the military came.to power not

because of the mdrvrdual whim of an

ambrtrous general butasen mstitu'aonal

response to structural chenge, wrepped:
in the ldeologlcal doctrine of a Latrnl

_ Amencen versron of fascism.

The. massive human rights vrolahons in’
which these dictatorships, rncurred over.

the last two decades are not the personal

dacision of an insecure military dictator

trylng to avert his, overthrow by anangry

populace, but rather'the carefully. organ-

ized’ mstrument of. terror .and control

which allowed the military establlshment'
“to pursue its ownidea of restructunng the |

economic and political order. Agaln,
Latin. Amencan versron of fasclsm

Reblrlh of Democracy?

~The ‘return to civilian ‘rule through
democrahc electrons inthe Iast few years

. * - : . . " . - ' -

abroad; their mtemal supportefs’ began.

to abandon them lhey tumed out to' be
even more corrupt ‘and mefficrent than
the civilian govemments they overthrew
the economic andsocial situauon wors-

"ened; the authority and legmmacy of the
military eroded progressively; the politi-—

cal ‘cost of maintaining themselves ih
power became too high (particularly i in

Argentina, after the Malvinas disaster).

 Indeed, the fall of the dictators is a
positive, welcome development for the
peoples of Latin America, just as it is in

- other parts of thid'world. A closer look at.

the ‘current srtuatlon “however, reveals

that conditions are more complex The_
retum to crvrlran rule even through nomr-_

.. chief till the end of the century. in Argen-
-tina, hardiine military sectors periodically
-threaten the civilian government. In Gua-
“temala as in El Salvador, where insur-

gencies are waged, the civilian govern-
ments are: tightly‘controlled by the mili-

The continuing, if somewhat iess vis-

_ ible, role of the military in numerous Latin
Amencan countries, has posed a serious
. drallengelohumannghtslaw Oneofthe.
. principles of. mtematlonal human, nghts
" based on the’ Nureanrg Trials, is that

those responslble for crimes, against
humanity are to be held accountable and:
responsible for their deeds In a number
of Latrn Americancases this pnncrple has
been rendered moperatlve through the
adoptlon of amnesly laws which in fact.
allowithe authors of human rights abuses
to acl with impunity. Whrle some, observ-
ars defend such Iaws as political neces-
smes in fledgling democracies, others
criticise them as being the result of politis
cal exped'ency which . diminishes’ the
very prlnciples of humm rights _that
democratlc govemmenls are supposed
to uphold

The holding of free elections and the

'retum of the military to their barracks

have- not, alas! done away wrth human
nghts abuses Some of 1he major and .

_ contlnurng violations occur in countries,

which are nommally déimocratic such as

'Colombra Guatemala, El Salvador and

nally free. electlons does .not by ltself--
guarantee demucracy or the absence of

humain rights violations. In this connec-

tion, a number.of facts must betakeninto

account.’
Role of the Mlllhry

In numerous countries, the mrlrtary have

indeed stepped down from direct political

control, but theystay openly on the side:

lires, ‘conserve ‘their autonomy, reject

any civilian 'control and declare them-

selves to be ready to intéivene again
whenever it suits them. The most flagrant
‘example-is that of Pinochet who was
voted out of the presidency of Chile but
has decided to maintain himself as army

Peru, as.has been widely. documented.
by, among others, Amnésty International
in its 1989 report. Observers hold that
such human rights violations are even
more $erious than those which occtirred
during the last stages of:serveral military
dictatorships; not only because of the
specific content of the violations, .but
‘becausethey take place within the frame-
work of democratic legal systems and
point to the ineffectiveness of weak civil-
ian governments to protect the'rightsof
their citizens adequately. These- viola-."
tions are occurring within: the framework
of domestic conflict, the generalization of:
crime and violence.and the dlslntegratren
of state structures. - . : :
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New Development

While many of these violations may be
attributed to state security organs, others
can be traced to semi-autonomous and
para-military organizations tied to certain
governmental agencies but for which the
political state institutions do not take
responsibility. This makes the protection
of human rights and the utilization of
procedures for punishment and redress

America deteriored badly. Observers are
now saying that the eighties have been a
“lost decade® Economic growth came to
a sfandstill or became negative. Total
investment fell off. In"1989 per capita
income in the region fell for the second
oonsecutlva year, to the same level as
ten years earlier. Inflatlon has been
rampant in numerous countries, and
reached almost 1000% for the reglon as

“tonomous... ,
obfuscated responsibilities and under-

much more difficult. Another. disturbing
new development is the fact that major
human rights violations are attributed to
so-called non-state actors, specifically
organizations involved in military insur-
gency such as Shining Path in Peru. To
the extent that such organizations claim
political legitimacy, present themselves
as altematives to the existing power struc-
tures and actually attimes exercise physi-
cal control over certain areas, these
abuses cannot bedismissed simply as
common delinquency. They may in fact
be considered as human rights violations
for which these organizations must be
held accountable.

Within an expanding cricle of violence
and lawlessness in which not only the
state wields military force, and where
large-scale criminal organizations related
to the drug trade exercise political infiu-
ence, the violations of human rights are
becoming a widespread phenomenon

- increasingly difficult to control. In Colom-

bia, for ekample, observers have noted
that “laws of exception and emergency

powers havebecomeinstitutionalizedand

the military has grown increasingly au-
‘Overlapping violence’ has

mined the capacity of state institutions
generally and the judiciary in particular...
Laws passed ostensibly to defeat drug

trafficking have in fact been employed

more broadly, thus eroding all elements
of democracy and humanrights”. (WOLA

1990) These relatively recent develop- .
* ments pose a challenge to all those who

are involved in protecting and furthering
human rights in Latin America.

“Lost Decade” °

During the eighties, the economic and
social situation of the peoples of Latin

awhole in'1989. The burgeoning external »

debt keeps most national. economies

completely strangled. Net capital outfiow - '

from the region to the industralized coun-
tries, mainly the United States, has in-
creased and is not about to stap. Internal
income inequalities and regional dispari-
ties have grown. Real income has fallen
sharply and particularly hard hit have
been wages (ECLA 1990) Agricultural
productionand incomes decreased. While

'some countries have been able to in-
crease their exports, exportearmings have -

notturned into better incomes. Economic
restrudtunng has meant jub losses and
increasing unemployment. The so-called
informal economy has grown considera-
bly and has displaced many farmal eco-

_nomic activities in the secondary and ter-

mentis to provide for the public good and
the protection of the fundamental rights
of all individuals, then Latin Americainthe
eighties has been found wanting.

Students of Latin American affairs ask
themselves whether basic civil and politi-
cal rights can be adequately protected
when “structural violations® of economic,
social and cultural rights appearto be a
permanent feature of these societies. As
is wellknown from other parts of the world
and other eras, democracy cannot ba
built on stable foundations if the majority
of the population lacks the basic necessi-
ties of life and has no hope for improve-
ment in the immediate future.

It used to be widely admitted that
democratic regimes flourish in conjunc-
tion with economic prosperity, and that
they suffer under protracted econgmic
stagnation or recession. If this were true,
then indeed the demise of mifitary dicta-
torships in Latin America in the late eight-
ies would be interesting exceptions to the
rule because they occurred in the middie
of a prolonged period of economic. and
social crisis. However, the relationship
does not always hold. Europe has had its
share of dictatorial regimes under condi-
tions of relative economic prosperity. And
in Latin America, as | suggested before,
the return to nominally civilian govern-
ments is not necessarily a harbinger of

'_ majorfty ol tho populq-
pe forlmprnvammtln the

i

tiary sectors. Governments have been
incapable of maintaining adequate levels
of public services infields such as health,

education, housing, urban environment’

and so forth. Social indicators testify to
declining living standards among the
majority -of the population. High child
mortality rates, mainutrition, inadequate

health care and housing, falling educa-_

tional standards, among others, are the
expression of prolonged economic and
social crisis and of the inability of current
development policies to provide easy
answers to very complex, historically
rooted problems.

If the purpose of economic activity is to

A provide satisfaction of basic human re-

quirements and if the objective of govern-

democratic polities in which humanrights
may be fully protected. More than any-
thing, it reflects the inability of the military
to cope with the crisis, which in part is of
their own making in numerous countries.

Restricted Democracles

In fact, in most Latin American states
the majority of the population is effec-
tively excludeo from meaningful partici-
pation in political life. Theopening of vot-
ing baoths every so often does not en-
sure democracy just as the U.S. military
invasion of Panama in December 1989
did not bring democracy to that;country
and did, on the contrary, produce thou-
$ands of innocent victims. Even in formal
Latin American democracies, such as

c . _______________________________________________________J
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Mexico for example, electoral processes .

are not entirely transparent and a culture
of democracy has not yet replaced tradi-
tional authoritarian politics and sporadic
or endemic political violence. Political
dissidents and opposmon -parties are
harassed and hampered in their demo-

cratic endeavours. Under such condi- -

tions the free enjoyment of civil and politi-

cal rights is still more an aspirationthana

reality and such countries might be char-
acterized as limited or restricted democ-

the margmahzed the poor, the hungry,
the panas of Latin America’surban slums,

the mlgrant families, the landless peas- -

ants, the" excluded Indians. Frequently

 they are grass-foots organizations, rooted

in the villages, the communities, the ur-
ban nelghborhoods They struggle for
hiiman dignity, equality, freedor and the

satisfaction of theirbasic needs in short,
for human rights. Somehmes they, are

* liriked 1o the Church: not the’ tradltronal‘
. jecclesiastical hierarchy ldentrfiedwuththe
oonservatwe mlmg classes, but. the B

Structural violations of human’ rights. '

that. is, those that are |mbedded in the
economic and social structure of a ooun-

" try, are just as destructive of democratlc :

- -principles as the more widely publlctsed
violations | of civil and political rights.

Whereasthe latteroanbeclalmedagalnst :

the state; the former are claimed agalnst
society .in general. This, however, does
not exonérate the state for responsibility
conceming the general conditions  and
environment in which econamic, social
and cultural rights are to be enjoyed. Ar-
ticle 28 of the-Universal Declaration of

Human Ftrghts states unequlvooally that

everyone is entitied to a social and inter-
national order in which the rights and

freedoms set forth in the Declaration can -
be fully realized. In.countries of Latin.

America where extreme poverty and

deprivation prevail and in which such.

conditions have worsenedinrecentyears
as a result of economic policies which
disregarded or were unable to meet the

needs of the majority population, the high

objectives of the-Universal Deciaration

" and of other intemational human rights -

instruments have not been fulfilled. _

Social Unrest

" No wonder. then. that social anld politir-

- cal unrest has been on the increase and
that new kinds of social movements have
broken out of the institutional restraints of
‘traditional political parties, labour-unions
and interest groups. These movements
reflectthe changing character ofthe social
scene, taking up the concerns and griev-
ances. of the oppressed, the exploited,

modem pmgresslve socrally oonscrous
eiements lnsprred by the theology of lrb-
eration. At times, they coalesca around
speclﬁc Issues: the struggle for. land

urban housmg and social services, ooop :

eratives, the: envrronment Others have

- raised the banner of revolutlonarychange
anda mlnonty among them have opted .-

for armed .struggle. Armed domestic
oonﬂlct is a_permanent ¢ element of the

polrtrcal scenein Colombra, Peru,Guate-
. mala and El Salvador It has been pres-

entin most other. countries over.the last
two decades and its presence has con-

siderably oomplroated the human rights .
picture. External interests have also

playedammportantpart inthe confiictsin

" Central America, a regian where*human
rights have' been severely stramed in-
_ireoent tlmes

B DEVELOPMENT I

sometimesactively, mostoften passively.
They have been the latest “i~4ms of
development polrcrea whether in the
Amazon basin, in Mlddle America or the
Andean plateaus, the continent’s mdrge-
nous peoples are currently under a state
of.permar: _..t siege. Their forusts are
bemg burnedto nothrng, their waterways

are polluted, their land for subsistence
agriculture is being taken and turned into
. pastures to provide beef for the industri-
. alized world's fast food restaurants; their -
mountains are mined -and emptied of

- their natural resources they are pushed

into barren wastes to makeé wayfor giaint
. so-called developmentprojects which are
notintended for their use or benefit. They
are thrown off their native homelands to
become jobless urban slumdwellers, itin-
erantjobbers, undocumented (and there-
fore illegal) " internatiorial migrant work-

- efs, economic réfugees of-all sorts. They

are the victims of andrunwitting partici-
pants in guerrilla warfare and brutal
counterinsurgency measures. Hundreds
of thousand: -have become internal and
external political- refugees in Central
America. When they are finally offered a
fair price in the market.for a thousand-

* year old traditional crop —coca—a quirk of

fate tums them into.international’ defin-

" quents: drug traffickers. Their cultures

and traditions have been destroyed by - .
mindless assimilationist - government
policies, international tourism, the opera-
tions of multinational cerporations, and
badly conceived and equally badly exe-
cuted . so-called development projects,
many of them finanoed by multunatlonal

P :
, Whereas numerous popular., groups
. have been hard hitby the economic crisis
and.by the adjustment. policies carried

out by governments under the aegis of
the international financial community, the
most vuinerable have been the _indige-
nous peoples. Over four hundred differ-
ent Indian groups, numbenng around 30
million persons,_have suffered discrimi-
nation, land loss, economic exploitation
and massive human rights violations, in
shortethnocide, ever since colonial times.
.For centurie$ they have resisted eco-
nomicand cultural aggressuon stubbomly,

development age'noies -

The indigenous r;oplea dve hegun to
ﬁght back-and in the ldst fifteen to twenty
years their organizations have been'in
the forefront of the struggle for-human
rights, for their collectiveé ethnic rights as
distinct peoples within the multi-ethnic
society, for legal recognition of their-
languages and cultures and social or-
ganizations, and lastbut not least, for the
protection of their ecological habitat much
of whichis also humanity's lastuntouched

* Contd onpage19 .
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Contd from page 8
environment. The issue of indigenous
rights has become the subject of major
debates in Latin America, involving
constitutional changes and has béen
carried over into the United Nations and
other multinational afganizations. This is
afiting background to the forthcoming
celebrations, in 1992, of the fifth centen-
ary of the misnamed “discovery of Amer-
ica”, which for the indigenous peoples of
the Americas is synonymous of their
subjugation. (Stavenhagen 1988).

The main purpose of this rather sketchy

panorama of contemporary Latin Amer-
iaistounderiine thefactthatthe struggle
for human rights, which has become a
major contemporary concam, is insepa-
rable from the prablems of economic and
soclal development and those related to
the building of truly democratic societies.
in this struggle, Latin America does not
stand alone. Recentevents in central and
eastem Europe have shown thatthe thirst
for liberty and freedom can break down
even the most oppressive bureaucratic
systems, like a small root cracking a
cement wall. The parallels that may be

drawn, however, should not obscure the
faét that human rights issues in Latin
America are linked to specific factors
related to Latin America’s historical de-
velopment, just as the events in eastern
Europerespondto spedific circumstances
in this part of the world.
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