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Preface

Our concern in this book is with rights-based liberalism as a way for

human beings to live together in peace and justice at both the domestic

and international levels. Our aim is to explain its theory and practice

but also to defend and commend it as a better way than alternative

schemes of human association.

The heart of what we call the liberal project for world order has now

become the United Nations human rights regime, the discussion and

evaluation of which constitutes the centre of this study. Many books

have been written on this regime on the one hand and on liberalism on

the other. A few combine the two: the best of which being J. Donnelly’s

Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice. There is also an

excellent book on the evolution of international human rights in

Lauren’s work of that title. However, what is distinctive about our

book is that it situates the UN human rights regime in the context of

an evolving international society of sovereign states, the character of

which we see as shot through with liberal assumptions. We show this

by exhibiting the nature of liberalism as a theory and by revealing the

affinities between liberal theory and the developing practice of state

sovereignty both domestically and internationally.

After an introduction in which we explain what we understand

liberalism to be, Part I is a study of the historical context from the

seventeenth century, covering both early rights-based liberal theory

and state practice in which the UN commitment to a strong human

rights programme came to be made. Part II is devoted to an account

of the UN regime, understood in a broad sense to include the

international human rights activities of regional organizations, liberal

states and international non-governmental organizations whose

influence is significantly dependent on the existence of the UN

regime. While we examine in some detail the content and implemen-

tation of the main rights, a major concern of ours is how they relate to

and form part of the liberal scheme.

xi
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Part III is a theoretical defence of liberal human rights against

liberalism’s critics. Chapter 9 examines the principal attacks on

liberalism in the Western intellectual tradition. Chapter 10 discusses

the conflict between liberal human rights and some major non-

Western ethical cultures and explores the resources in these cultures

for accommodating the liberal ethic and, consequently, for arriving at

an international consensus on liberal values from different cultural

perspectives. Finally, Chapter 11 draws together the main points made

against liberalism’s critics and attempts to get to the root of ethico-

political hostility to liberalism.

While both authors endorse the general approach and line of

argument of each part of the work, John Charvet, as a political theorist,

has been responsible for the introduction, Parts I and III and the

more theoretical sections of Part II, and Elisa Kaczynska-Nay, as an

economist and international lawyer, has written most of Part II.

Many colleagues, students and authors have over the years

contributed substantially to the development of our ideas on the

issues covered in this book. This includes the students on the course

we both taught at the LSE summer school on the theory and practice

of international human rights. To name them all would be impossible

but without such a background and inspiration this work could not

have been written. However, we are particularly indebted for reading

and commenting on parts or the whole of versions of this work to

John Braithwaite, Anne Charvet, Po-chung Chow, Sheila Fitzgerald,

David-Lloyd Thomas and Axel Seemann. They have kindly attempted

to save us from error and cannot be held responsible for the many

that undoubtedly remain.

xii Preface
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