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Centuries of Western economic and political preponderance have created a dynamic whereby Western institutions and individuals can no longer differentiate between their ways of doing and seeing things and everyone else’s. This has produced mental models of human progress, development, and modernization that depend too heavily on the Western experience. This “Western paradigm of progress” has, under the influence of a culture strongly influenced by Christianity, inspired the creation and shaped the mission of a wide range of organizations dedicated to evangelically improving the world. Although the intentions of these organizations are good, and their achievements many, too often they have equated a better world with a more Westernized world—and have sought to remake other countries into an image they are familiar with.

The Western paradigm of progress has influenced attitudes towards economic development, democracy, institution building, markets, traditional values, religion, human rights, and the family. It plays out in how Western development agencies, human rights organizations, media, and foreign affairs ministries seek to fulfil their objectives. Although the ideas these organizations promote are based on a certain logical framing of issues—and therefore have a degree of merit—when articulated without sufficient consideration for local context they can produce programs and policies that do not fit the needs of the people in question.
Given the enormous relative success of the West historically, there has been some justification for these organizations to preach the Western paradigm of progress. After all, there were no alternative examples that worked nearly as well. But the emergence of new powers that have succeeded over the past two generations following alternative models and the failure of many countries to advance despite following the prescriptions laid down by Western actors make it clear that this approach should be questioned.

China, Japan, Korea, and the countries of Southeast Asia have all made rapid progress in development even though they ignored large portions of the Western paradigm. On the other hand, states in Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East have often stagnated despite following—sometimes against their will—policies laid down by the Western-led international community. In many cases, less developed countries have suffered because a one-size-fits-all approach to progress has meant that models of reform, governance, and human rights have focused on a narrow set of Western inspired prescriptions. Little attempt was made to customize formulas to local context.

Much has changed over the past decade, especially in the aftermath of the financial crisis. Yet much of this paradigm continues to dominate international discourse, sometimes with valid reason, sometimes without.

The receptor approach to human rights is part of a broader phenomenon either taking place or due to take place soon. In all the fields where a Western ideology has overreached, there is a need for reconsideration. Secularism is not necessarily a prerequisite for modernization. Elections do not necessarily resolve societal divisions and promote development, especially in less developed countries. Western models of the state are not necessarily the best institutional structure for many non-Western countries. The market acting alone may not necessarily spur progress, especially when governments do not regulate them well or when economies lack strong local business actors able to fend for themselves.

Indeed, models, ideas, and policies that are imported into a country without any consideration for local context can all too easily end up largely divorced from and autonomous of the societies that they are supposed to serve, producing consequences quite different from what was intended. Suspended above societies which would never have produced them and do not demand them, Western institutions and ideas can become tools for a small group of people to manipulate to advance their own interests at the expense of everyone else. Elections, for instance, can be used to legitimate an elite for an international audience even when it is unaccountable to its own population. An authoritarian government can appear to have a better human rights record than a democracy because of how it controls the flow of information. Western forms of governance can undermine social cohesion, with dire consequences.

Openness to alternative approaches can only benefit the world’s poor. New approaches are needed to help less developed countries politically, economically, and culturally. Some of these may come from strands of Western thought much neglected up to now. Some may come from non-Western sources, such as China. In most cases, the best approaches will be hybrid products that combine local experiences and knowledge with what has been learned from international sources. The Arab Spring, for instance, will only succeed when a new model of development is worked out that builds on the best parts of Islam and selectively makes use of ideas from abroad. Simply imitating the West will just repeat the failures of past attempts to modernize in the region.

Campaigners for human rights will achieve more in developing countries when they seek to build on the values and institutions that people already understand and use—as suggested by the receptor approach. This will prove more effective for a number of reasons.

First, the human rights agenda will be more readily accepted universally when it integrates the legitimate aspirations of all people and addresses the long-term needs of all societies. While the Western-led human rights community has achieved a tremendous amount, overreach in a few areas threatens to undermine broader goals. Better to build on a core set of values that can be accepted by everyone and then a framework that can be adapted to a wide range of different circumstances.

Second, frameworks that allow some local customization to needs and circumstances are much more likely to prove beneficial than a single one-size-fits-all approach. Human rights need to enhance the wellbeing of individuals, families, and societies over the long-term and not just act as isolated end products that take precedent over everything else—as often seems to be the goal today.

A more balanced and nuanced approach is called for in certain circumstances. Freedom of speech, for instance, may need to be held within certain limits in a post-conflict, ethnically and religiously divided state. Marriage and family may need to be promoted to ensure the sustainability of populations. Religion may need to play a greater role in the public sphere in countries where it has long dominated social mores. Traditional institutions may need to replace the state when governments are unable to perform their most basic tasks even if their ideas about human rights are less than ideal. None of this means that there are no universal truths, just that some societies may need to find a different balance among competing priorities to maximize public welfare.

Third, embedding human rights concepts within the traditions of Africans, Asians, Arabs, and other peoples is probably the only way for them to have a wide impact in many cases. Western ideas and concepts may often make little sense to non-Western peoples, especially when they live in less developed countries and have limited exposure to the wider world. Ideas and words may not have equivalents in local languages or be understood by the very people they are meant to help. Even when translated and understood, they may not be readily accepted, especially if the form remains highly foreign to them. Not all women, for instance, will understand what is meant by women’s rights. Not all people will see tackling corruption as a high priority, especially when many people depend on it for their sustenance. Certain freedoms that are taken for granted in the West may seem exotic and even outlandish.

In many cases, there will be no institutions able to implement a human rights agenda when it is formulated in completely Western terms, with its dependence on very different conditions. Governments may not exist or have a very weak presence. Courts may not work well. The rule of law may depend on a local system of justice that has little to do with laws passed in a distant capital. In such places, only alternative mechanisms—such as social norms and non-state systems of justice—are likely to ensure that human rights concepts are absorbed and implemented. Building on what people know and accept is the only practical way to move forward in many less developed countries.

Fourth, a focus on local circumstances will make the need to strengthen institutions much more apparent than is the case today. The promotion of human rights depends on the capacity of institutions. When they do not work well, or are easily hijacked by the powerful and rich, they can easily become a tool that undermines rather than enhances human rights. Indeed, most of the 3 or 4 billion poor or near poor around the globe have never met a lawyer, have never known a policeman they could trust, and have never been to a court that treated them as equals. In such circumstances, campaigns, conferences, legislative changes, and international treaties—which are the central foci of the human rights field—do not translate into real change on the ground.

As a result, the greatest human rights problem in the world today is the weakness of institutions of law, justice, and public order that the world’s poor must face on a daily basis. Promoting development, increasing education levels, strengthening governments, enhancing economies, and even investing in infrastructure such as roads (which increases both the inflow of new ideas and the ability of people to seek out new opportunities) can all do more for human rights than anything written on pieces of paper.

Development means change on two levels: how people think and work on a micro level; and how societies organize and manage their affairs on a macro level. The advancement of human rights depends on both. The more human rights are embedded in the ways individuals and communities think and work the more widespread will be their natural bottom-up adoption. The more local institutions are capable of ensuring that laws and norms are properly followed, the more these will be able to ensure that top-down protections are in place. A judicious promotion of human rights should focus on both.
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