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ABSTRACT 
 

Neoliberalism has in the past three decades had a tremendous impact on 

both thought and practice throughout most of the world, and has dominated 

international development since the early 1980s. Although neoliberalism 

presents itself as modern and progressive, it is argued that the underlying 

ideologies and power agendas have their origins in the political debates of 

the eighteenth century and earlier. Through an analysis of neoliberalism 

from a world-historical and global perspective, indications are seen that the 

international development agenda has more to do with political and 

economic interests than with benevolent pro-poor development. This leads to 

the debate about redistribution of resources and State-led Development 

versus Free-market Development, which is inextricable from the discussion 

of Liberal Democratic Peace Theory versus Realism. From this perspective it 

is argued that the notion of democratic peace is used as a popular seductive 

rhetoric, to legitimize western military interventions and the imposition of 

economic policies in the name of democracy, human rights and free market 

economy. In this context, it is argued that neoliberalism cannot be analysed 

without also considering inherent links to imperialism and neo-colonialism, 

which is being resisted by pan-African movements.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Neoliberalism is the grand political and economic project of our time that since the early 
1980s has had a tremendous effect on most people around the world. It penetrates private 
homes through the dominant media, shapes working environments in form of fierce 
competition and anti-labour legislation, increases the gap between rich and poor and 
determines the architectural design of public and private spaces in form of gated communities 
and increased surveillance systems.  

The World Economic Forum at Davos was the locus for promoting the theory, which 
took form as a policy known as the “Washington Consensus” (Wallerstein 2004). This 
consensus is a convergence of the policies of the World Bank, the IMF, US Treasury, and 
subsequently other institutions such as the WTO and the European Central Bank. 
Neoliberalism cannot be analysed in isolation from the globalisation and imperialism that 
neoliberalism is a part of a hegemonic project, which concentrates power and wealth in local 
and trans-national elite groups around the world by transferring state owned assets to private 
people and Trans-National Corporations (Saad-Filho & Johnston 2005).   
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  For the proponents of the neoliberal project, economic growth and development, 
through free market economies and free trade, is the way ahead to ensure freedom, democracy 
and sustainable peace (US National security report 2002). For most critics, neoliberalism is a 
trans-national elite project, which under the guise of a seductive rhetoric transfers power and 
wealth from the public sphere to a small elite, by rolling back the welfare state as the 
redistributive power and privatising public assets. However, outside the academic 
environment and the business community, the term neoliberalism and the powers behind the 
project remain obscure and largely unknown (McChesney 1999).  

This paper will, from a historical perspective, analyse the neoliberal project in order 
to understand the ideology and powers behind it. From this perspective it will be argued that 
the international development agenda, which has dominated the Less Economic Developed 
Countries (LEDCs) in the past 25 years, has more to do with Western economic and political 
interests, than with a real intention to reduce poverty and ensure a sustainable development. 
By drawing on examples from the conflict ridden West African region it will be argued that 
the long-standing resistance to neo-colonialism automatically becomes a resistance to the 
neoliberal project, which is currently being imposed in Liberia under the protection of UN 
peacekeeping forces.  
 
 
NEOLIBERALISM IN WORLD-HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

 

The rhetoric behind the neoliberal globalisation presents itself as being modern and 
progressive. In this rhetoric, the state by definition is inefficient in opposition to the private 
sector, which per definition is effective and innovative (Saad-Filho 2005). As Bourdieu 
(2001) notes, neoliberalism becomes a force of attraction because the lines between the 
technology and speculative economic politics are being blurred. In this way, neoliberalism 
becomes loaded with a symbolic power because technological progress is being perceived as 
a result of neoliberalism and therefore a natural force for development, hence many critics of 
neoliberal globalisation are perceived as against progress and development. However, this 
perception is both misleading and dangerous. It is misleading because most major 
technological advances of the twentieth century, such as the transistor, radar, computers, 
nuclear fission, laser technology and the World Wide Web were created through strong state 
interventions in capitalist economies and not through free market economies (Chang & 
Grabel 2004). It is dangerous because it diverts mainstream attention away from the real 
ideologies and powers behind the neoliberal project. 

In the first instance neoliberalism is in theory, policy and practice, the framework for 
policy makers in the international agencies such as the World Bank, the IMF, WTO, US 
Treasury and the European Central Bank. It has, a theoretical and intellectual history reaching 
back to classical political economists such as Adam Smith. Neoliberalism proposes that 
human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and 
skills within an institutional framework. The role of the state is reduced to protect private 
property rights through police, military, and legal structures and to guarantee the quality and 
integrity of money and proper functioning of markets. Socio-economic rights such as 
education and healthcare are best ensure through the free market, where services are delivered 
by private providers. If markets do not exist, they must be created by state intervention if 
necessary.  

Arrighi and Jason (2001) note that although the notion of neoliberalism or ‘neoliberal 
globalisation’ are presented as a completely new phase of capitalist development to which 
there are no alternatives, it is only the language, the technology and to some degree the 
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concepts that have changed. Examining the writings of classical economists such as Adam 
Smith, it can be argued that the rhetoric and arguments used today by the proponents of 
neoliberalism are to a significant degree identical to the writings of the classical economist of 
the 18th century.  

When the former chief economist of the World Bank and Nobel price winner, Joseph 
Stiglitz, argues that the 1980s IMF’s Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) failed, partly 
because of inappropriate “sequencing” and “pacing” of the economic programs and reforms, 
he can refer to Adam Smith who in 1776 wrote on deregulation, subsistence and free trade 
that: 

 
Humanity may in this case require that the freedom of trade should be 
restored only by slow gradations, and with a good deal of reserve and 
circumspection… to ensure not to deprive all at once many thousands of our 
people of their ordinary employment and means of subsistence (Smith 1776: 
307). 

 
The 1980s Structural Adjustment Programmes did deprive all at once many millions 

of people of their ordinary employment and means of subsistence, but this did not change the 
neoliberal discourse (Milanovic 2003). Neoliberal thinking has become hegemonic and 
created a ‘new normalcy’ and ‘common sense’ among capitalist dominated societies and 
countries. Failed neoliberal policies are being replaced by other neoliberal policies defended 
in terms of ‘logical’ explanations and positive rhetoric such as ‘voices of the poor’, Poverty 
Reduction Strategies and ‘participatory’ frameworks. 

It is crucial to distinguish between the ‘logical’ and positive rhetoric of neoliberalism 
and the actual practice of neoliberalism. Usually, neoliberalism is presented as a humanitarian 
project, serving to protect democracy, human rights and freedom of trade, and its 
dissemination to other nations is framed even as the obligation of the greatest powers on 
earth, as the way to obtain perpetual peace (US National security report 2002). Harvey (2005) 
notes that neoliberalism can be interpreted as a “utopian” project to realise a theoretical 
design for the reorganisation of international capitalism. But in practise neoliberalism has 
more to do with a political project that aims to re-establish the conditions for capital 
accumulation and to restore the power of the economic elites. Expecting that the freedom of 
trade will be entirely implemented was for Adam Smith as: 
 

Absurd as to expect that an Oceana or Utopia should ever be established. Not 
only the prejudices of the public, but what is much more unconquerable, the 
private interests of the many individuals, irresistibly oppose it (Smith 
1776:309).   

 
From this perspective neoliberalism may be better understood from a global and world-
historical perspective as a political construction and a hegemonic project that aims to 
concentrate power and wealth in elite groups around the world. Bourdieu (2001) argues that 
this project has strong parallels to the medieval feudal system, in an analysis that connects 
neoliberalism to the struggle for power and wealth between social classes and the balance of 
power within and between states, markets and civil societies. 

It can be argued that the French Revolution in 1789 and the “social revolution” in 
1848 were only the beginning of a battle across the Left-Right political spectrum, which is 
still reflected in today’s anti-neoliberal globalisation movements. Where the conservatives 
and liberals prioritise individual responsibility and the maintenance of inherent or natural 
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inequalities between people, the radical anti-systemic movements prioritise social equality 
(Wallerstein 2004). In the past two centuries, the radical movements have been key political 
players. Most states in the West established themselves as “liberal states” in the years up to 
the First World War, and pressure from the radical movements ensured gradual extension of 
the suffrage, increased access to education and health care, and protection of citizens against 
harm in the workplace. These changes are reflected in the legalization of the trade unions 
under Napoleon III and in Bismarck’s invention of the interventionist welfare state (ibid). 
Realism (real-politics) as the dominant political practice in international relations as well as 
within nation states, perceives humans as not inherently benevolent, and advancement of 
socio-economic rights must come through massive pressure from the different interest groups 
(Morgenthau 1978). 
 

The Bretton Wood System, the US Dollar and the Debt Crisis 

 
Since realism by definition defines humans as selfish and states as aggressive, peace must be 
maintained by balancing power between social groups within nations, as well as among 
nations, which leads to a complexity of relations within states as well as between states 
(Morgenthau 1978). Social groups and states are forged into a complex relationship of 
enemies, competitors and alliances, and to reduce conflicts between competing capitalist 
powers, the gold standard, where currencies were convertible into gold at a fixed rate, was in 
force from around 1870 to 1914, and subsequently reintroduced in 1925 (Toporowski 2005). 
This system was in general considered as “an essential factor in the maintenance of a 
reasonable measure of international stability, for which there is no practicable substitute” 
(League of Nations 1930 in Toporowski 2005).  

At the end of the Second World War, the political leaders of the Western Allies 
sought to establish a monetary practice at an intergovernmental level at the Bretton Woods 
conference in the US 1944. This marks the beginning of Keynesian macroeconomics, which 
advocates control over markets as well as state intervention in the economy, in contrast to 
liberalism, which advocates non-intervention (Lapavitsas 2005). However, by then it was not 
possible for most central banks to return to the gold standard, because four-fifths of the gold 
outside the Soviet Union was in the US (Toporowski 2005), including much of the Nazi gold, 
such as looted jewellery and gold teeth, which can be traced back to the Holocaust in Nazi 
Germany (Mazurovski 2005). Instead, the Federal Reserve Bank of New York was given the 
responsibility of keeping the US dollar convertible for gold at a rate of US$ 35 per fine ounce 
of gold. The IMF was set up to monitor the system of fixed exchange rates, which could not 
be changed by governments without the approval of the IMF. The IMF would lend dollars 
under strict conditions if a central bank was running out of gold or dollars with which to 
maintain their fixed exchange rate (Toporowski 2005). The International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) was also set up at the Bretton Woods to help 
finance the reconstruction of countries devastated by the war. Subsequently the IBRD 
expanded to a group of five institutions known as the World Bank, which became one of the 
most influential development organisations, tasked with prescribing development policies and 
financing development programmes in poor countries (World Bank 2006a). The 
establishment of a trade organisation to provide an international forum to encourage free trade 
between member states was also discussed at Bretton Woods, but an agreement could not be 
reached. As a compromise, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was 
established in 1947. After the 1986-94 Uruguay Round, the World Trade Organisation came 
into being in 1995 (WTO 2006). 
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The Keynesian compromise between the end of the Second World War and the start 
of the 1970s experienced the largest expansion of productive structures and economy in 
history (Chang & Grabel 2004). The US dollar was the only currency with which all other 
currencies and assets could be bought, which put the US in a hegemonic position of the 
economic system. However, in order to finance the US war in Vietnam, the US printed and 
spent more money than their gold reserves allowed (Toporowski 2005). A crisis point of this 
policy was reached in 1970-71 when some foreign central banks tried to convert their dollar 
reserves into gold. The US government was not able to buy back its dollars in gold, and 
unilaterally Nixon made the dollar inconvertible to gold, known as the “Nixon Shock”. The 
US dollar became a fiat currency which marks the end of the traditional Bretton Woods (ibid) 
and in March 1973 the Bretton Woods reopened in a floating currency regime.   

The oil crisis in 1973-74 resulted in high unemployment and high inflation, which 
challenging the ‘scientific’ economic intervention of the major capitalist states. Increased 
public expenditure led to persistent government deficits and appeared to exacerbate the 
phenomena of global crisis, leading to the destruction of Keynesianism (Lapavitsas 2005). 
The critics of Keynesianism were largely advocates of Friedman’s monetarism, and the key 
economic problem of the 1970s was treated by Friedman as a purely monetary phenomenon 
resulting from too much money chasing after too few goods. If governments wished to avoid 
inflation, they had to rely on the ancient Quantity Theory of Money and restrain the growth of 
the money supply, a policy which was adopted by the Thatcher government in Britain and the 
Reagan administration in the USA in the 1980s (ibid).  

During the period of Keynesianism there was a strong opposition that had also been 
present in the period of the New Deal. Keynes was a member of the British socialist Fabian 
Society that was committed to gradual rather than revolutionary social reforms. The Fabian 
socialism was in direct opposition to both the liberal and the conservative values; hence these 
groups have naturally played a significant role in the destruction of Keynesianism as a step to 
launch a liberal revival. However, as Palley (2005) argues, the ultimate cause of the change 
from Keynesianism to neoliberalism is to be found in the intellectual divisions and in the 
failure of Keynesianism to develop public understandings of the economy that could compete 
with the neoliberal rhetoric of ‘free markets’. The Cold War in general fostered antipathy to 
the notion of limitations to market capitalism, and state intervention and collective economic 
action was associated with the communist approach to economic management. This antipathy 
provided fertile ground for popularising an economic rhetoric which spoke of ‘natural free 
markets’ (ibid).  

The Keynesian compromise and stabilisation policies, which attached the US dollar 
to an indirect gold standard, can be argued also to mark the beginning of the hegemony of the 
US dollar in international finance that increasingly becomes backed by military power. 
Powerful institutions, perhaps most notably the World Bank, have some significant links to 
the military branches of the US. Three years before the collapse of the Bretton Woods 
Agreement the former US Secretary of Defence Robert McNamara, who held a considerable 
responsibility for the Vietnam War, and who is considered a war criminal by many 
commentators (McNamara 2003), was appointed as the fifth President of the World Bank in 
1968. The link between the World Bank and US military is further accentuated with the 
appointment in 2005 of former US Deputy Secretary of Defence Paul Wolfowitz, who is 
perceived as a prominent architect of the Bush Doctrine and a co-engineer of the illegal US 
military invasion of Iraq in 2003, known as “Operation Iraqi Freedom” (Watson, 2005). 

By connecting the US dollar to the international oil market and backing the currency 
with military power the US has succeeded in sustaining the hegemony of the US dollar. From 
1972 to 1974, the US government negotiated, through the US – Saudi Arabian Joint 
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Economic Commission, that Saudi oil would only be traded in US dollars, thus ensuring a 
continued demand for the US dollar. In return the US provided technical and military support 
to the Saudi regime (Gokay 2006). Appreciation of this agreement was in 2002 expressed by 
a former US ambassador to Saudi Arabia, who told a committee of the US Congress:  
 

…one of the major things that the Saudis have historically done, in part out 
of friendship with the US, and out of their association with us, is to insist that 
oil continues to be priced in dollars. Therefore the US Treasury can print 
money and buy oil, which is an advantage no other country has (Freeman, 
2000: in latter part of transcript). 

 
In other words, the US ability to maintain this hegemony relies on dependency of the 

US dollar system, and the limitations of potential challengers. Saddam Hussein obviously 
challenged this hegemony in 2000 by insisting that Iraq’s oil should be sold for Euros. After 
Operation Iraqi Freedom, the oil was again traded in US dollar (ibid & Hoyos & Morrison 
2003) 

The early 1970s also mark the first stages of the debt crisis. In reaction to the 
“October war” in 1973, the Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) imposed 
a sharp rise in oil prices, which brought to those states huge windfall revenues. These 
revenues were deposited in private Northern banks, which in turn lent the funds to oil-
consuming countries in the Third World, thus for a period boosting their economic growth 
(Radice 2005). In 1979 the US Federal Reserve, under the leadership of Paul Volcker, 
decided to suddenly increase interest rates, thereby increasing the cost of debt service. This 
event is often referred to as the “1979 coup”, and it marks the beginning of the “Third World 
Debt Crisis” and the neoliberal project (Duménil & Lévy 2005).  

In August 1982 the government of Mexico announced that it was unable to ensure its 
earlier payment commitments (ibid), and subsequently more than 30 other countries followed 
this lead. In response, the IMF programmes aimed at ‘re-stabilising’ and ‘adjusting’ the 
macroeconomic fundamentals’ of debtor countries in order to secure repayment. These 
programmes became known as the Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) in the 1980s, 
today known as Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (Colás 2005), and represent the core of 
the neoliberal international development agenda.  

 
 

THE INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AGENDA 
 
Development can be perceived as the choice of institutions that paves the path to the kind of 
development that is desired. These choices are inextricable from political ideologies and the 
issue of power projection into weaker states. The two decades after the Second World War 
may have seen the end of one type of colonial empire. However, many African politicians and 
intellectuals argue that traditional colonialism was replaced by a new type of imperialism that 
is perhaps best captured in Nkrumah’s notion of neo-colonialism, a notion which became a 
central part of the theoretical underpinnings of the Organisation of African Unity.  

The rivalry between the two superpowers that emerged after the Second World War 
provided different models of development supported by financial aid, technical assistance, 
and military support. Modernisation in terms of industrialisation becomes the shared 
destination in the 1960’s and 1970’s.  Marxists saw this industrialised destination as a Soviet 
state-socialist future where a universal modernist model is imposed on the so-called 
‘backward’ societies. This approach was legitimised by the fact that the Soviet Union over 
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very short time went through a transformation from a feudal society to a relatively advanced 
industrial society, most notably in the 1930’s while the West experienced the Great 
Depression (Fine & Saad-Filho 2006). Proponents of US-style modernization saw the 
capitalist free market and liberal democracy as the destination, but in general the European 
social democracy in form of the Keynesian Consensus became the be dominant approach, or 
as Leys (1996) puts it: “The goal of development was growth; the agent of development was 
the state and the means of development were Keynesian macroeconomic policy instruments” 
(ibid: 7).  

The traditional colonial economies were perceived as extractive and exploitable, in 
the service of the Western powers. For many independent African states, development was to 
be achieved through ‘nation building’ and nationalism with a common sense of 
identity/citizenship, common language and symbols, national holidays and celebrations, 
within the borders imposed by the colonial regimes. National development and planning was 
in the core of developmentalism, and the World Bank was a leading agency in the design and 
methodologies of national development plans in the 1950s and 1960s. Modernisation was not 
discussed as being socialist or capitalist, but it was just named as “development” (Leys1996). 
Although Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) became a central economic tool of the 
US for advancing its geopolitical interests and preventing the spread of communism 
(Veltmeyer & Petras 2005), it can be argued that the mainstream literature on ‘development’ 
presents ‘development’ as a positive project, where the benevolent strong states give financial 
assistance to weaker states to help them through the transition from ‘underdeveloped’ 
societies to modern industrialised societies. While the notion of realism was dominant during 
the Cold War, considerations of Western covert intelligence operations, assignation of foreign 
leaders, proxy wars and neo-colonialism have been diluted, if not completely excluded, in 
most Western mainstream analysis written on development and modernisation theory. 

The Underdevelopment Theories, most notable the Dependency Theory and World-
System Analysis may provide a more comprehensive picture of ‘development’ that 
incorporates Western covert operations and wars by proxy, and that includes the notion of 
imperialism and neo-colonialism. As influential scholars such as Paul Baran (1957), Andre 
Gunder Frank (1967) and Wallerstein (1992) argues, economic development in 
underdeveloped countries is profoundly inimical to the dominant interests in the advanced 
capitalist countries. To avoid such development strong states will form alliances with 
domestic elites in the weak states, who will ensure that the strong states will have easy access 
to natural resources and cheap labour and thus be able to maintain traditional modes of 
surplus extraction. From this perspective aid is intended to undertake the interests of the core 
capitalist states and to keep competing capitalist states at bay, by ensuring functional military 
structures, and the maintenance of law and order through so-called development projects. 

Underdevelopment theory and its focus on exploitation of the periphery, as captured 
in Frank’s phrase “the development of under development”, could not be ignored in the 
1970s. As Leys argues, the 1970s became an era of dependency theory and the international 
‘development community’ could no longer ignore these perspectives. In 1972 the Labour 
Office called for “redistribution with growth” and the World Bank adopted in the following 
year the principle of meeting “basic needs”.  However, it can be argued that the attempt to 
implement these concessions was ‘untimely’ and did not have much impact on the opinion in 
the so-called Third World that perceived the Bretton Woods system as designed to benefit the 
states that had created it. In 1974, the “Declaration on the Establishment of a New 
International Economic Order” (NIEO) was adopted by the UN General Assembly. Although 
the declaration acknowledges the past three decades of technological and economic progress, 
the declaration addresses an increasing gap between the developed and the developing 
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countries and an unequal distribution of wealth, where 70 percent of the world’s population 
account for only 30 percent of the world’s income. The declaration considers the 
independence from colonial domination to be the greatest and most significant achievement 
of the 1950’s and 1960’s, but states that:  
 

the remaining vestiges of alien and colonial domination, foreign occupation, 
racial discrimination, apartheid and neo-colonialism in all its forms continue 
to be among the greatest obstacles to the full emancipation and progress of 
the developing countries and all the peoples involved (UN General Assembly 
1974. Resolutions A/Res/s-6/3201 adopted 1 May 1974.). 

 
In opposition to the positive notion of ‘development’ and the Western mainstream 

perception of ODA as being altruistic and benevolent, the declaration indicates that economic 
and military support has more to do with the subordination of the states in the periphery and 
of their sovereign rights, so that the strong states can ensure a neo-colonial system that will 
“establish effective control over their natural resources and economic activities that have been 
or are still under foreign control” (ibid: point 4.i.). 

The advancement of the underdevelopment theories, Third World activism and the 
Non-Aligned nations voting bloc in the UN lobbying in the 1970’s for a New Economic 
International Order declined in 1979 when the US Federal Reserve increased interest rates, 
marking the beginning of the “Third World Debt Crisis” (Duménil & Lévy 2005). As Harvey 
(2005) notes, the World Bank and the IMF changed their already disputed policy framework 
and made a radical change from Keynesian consensus and state-led development to 
neoliberalism and free market development. 
 

Human Rights: Liberty versus Equality 

 
With Regan and Thatcher coming into power, the decline of the welfare state begins and the 
promotion of neoliberalism accelerates. In the North, the hard-won socio-economic rights 
begin to decline (Amin 2006) and in the South these rights become even more distant than 
before (UNHCHR 2002). This development marks a return to liberal capitalism, which had 
been discredited by the economic, social and political disasters related to the First and Second 
World War (Radice 2005). Because of the controversial legacy of liberal market economics, it 
can be argued that the political rhetoric of neoliberalism is crucial to ensure popular support 
for the implementation of the project. The notion of human rights becomes a catalyst for the 
promotion of neoliberalism. By presenting neoliberalism as a general defence of human 
rights, especially the right to freedom, the neoliberal project gains massive popular support 
from civil society movements and international human rights organisations. However, in the 
debate on neoliberalism and human rights, the balance between liberty and equality becomes 
a point of tension between the welfare state system and the neoliberal project.    

The decades following the Second World War bring the welfare state system and the 
ratification of several international conventions supporting human rights (Amin 2006). The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 can be argued to revitalise the old 
debate on the balance between “liberty” and “equality”. The slogan from the 1789 French 
Revolution, “Liberty, Equality and Fraternity”, is reflected in the first article of the UDHR 
that states; “all human beings are born free and equal…and should act towards one another in 
a spirit of brotherhood” (UDHR 1948).  

Subsequently, the UN Economic and Social Council was established to promote 
higher standards of living and to identify solutions to international economic, social and 
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health problems, leading to the promotion of the welfare state as a means of redistributing 
resources more equally (ECOSOC 2006). The Scandinavian countries implemented the most 
comprehensive form of the welfare state, whereas the US implemented a minimal welfare 
state. Most other Western countries fell somewhere between these two points (MacGregor 
2005). The comprehensive welfare state system build on three main pillars: 1) ensuring 
individuals and families a minimum income irrespective of the market value of their work, 2) 
“social contingencies” such as unemployment support and pensions and 3) ensuring all 
citizens are offered the best standards available in relation to a range of social services such as 
free health care, free education, free access to information etc. (Briggs 1961). Such a welfare 
system demands a strong state that is capable of collecting taxes and redistributing resources 
through social institutions. In this system, the majority of the citizens must possess a 
particular social capital, based on solidarity with the less privileged people. People must 
accept a sudden limitation of their individual freedom to ensure a higher level of equality.   

This idea of a strong state and high taxation as a guarantor of social-economic 
policies is opposed by the neoliberal projects, which frame the conflict as a battle between 
neoliberalism and socialism (MacGregor 2005). As Fukuyama (2006) puts it, “equality cannot 
be maximised without the intervention of a powerful state that limits individual liberty; liberty 
cannot be expanded indefinitely without inviting various pernicious forms of social 
inequality”. Fukuyama further argues that each democracy must make tradeoffs between the 
two, and that this is more a “matter of pragmatic observation and taste than a matter of 
principle”.  

However, it can be argued that the balance between liberty and equality goes much 
deeper than just a matter of “taste” and “pragmatic observation”. The balance of liberty and 
equality is inevitably a matter of balancing power between state, market and civil society, 
connected to the distribution of resources and a struggle for surplus value between social 
groups. This is reflected in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, articles 1 to 21 that 
represent more the values of “liberty” and articles 22 to 29 that represent more the values of 
“equality” (UDHR 1948). This dichotomy is further accentuated in the two major 
international covenants from 1966 that elevate the values expressed in the UDHR to 
international law in 1976 (OHCHR 2006). The International Covenant of Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) represents the rights of liberty, which are less costly, and protect property 
rights. The International Covenant of Economic Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
represent equality in the form of socio-economic rights, which are costly and require state 
interventions to redistribute resources (Evans 2002).    

Although the covenants are interdependent, the US, as a prime advocator of 
neoliberalism, favours as Fukuyama notes, Liberty rights above Equality. This is further 
accentuated by the fact that US government has not ratified most of the international 
conventions protecting socio-economic human rights, such as the ICESCR, the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women and the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (OHCHR 2006). In spite of this paradox, 
the neoliberal project has succeeded to present itself as a defender of human rights in general. 
The state must protect civil and political rights, especially private property rights by 
sustaining law and order. The expensive social-economic rights must be left to the free market 
where people will pay for their individual services to private service providers, a model which 
the World Bank over the past 25 years has named cost recovery, user fees and lately “client 
power” (WB 2004).   
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The Decline of State-led development and the Rise of Neoliberalism 

 
The rolling back of the interventionist welfare state system and the transfer of power and 
wealth from the public to private elites may be considered to be a complicated project in 
practice, not least because this system has been proven very successful. The decades of state-
led development provided the fastest economic growth in modern history from 1960 to 1980 
(Chang & Grabel 2004). In these decades the state protected infant industries and local 
markets through regulations, subsidies and import/export tariffs, and redistributed resources 
through taxes. From this perspective, it could be assumed that the neoliberal free market 
approach to development must have substantial arguments and empirical evidence that can 
assure even better development and faster growth than the state-led development approach. 
However, this is not the case and there is no historical evidence that free market economics 
can provide sound development (Chang 2003).  

Without substantial historical evidence, the mantra-like claim of neoliberalism is 
continually repeated: that the state is inefficient and corrupt and that private corporations are 
efficient and less corrupt (Saad-Filho 2005). Neoliberal policies range from fiscal austerity, 
privatisation and liberalisation to decentralisation, deregulation and anti-labour legislation, 
and are naturalised through the mantra of globalisation as ‘the only game in town”, known as 
the “Washington Consensus” (Colás 2005,). The 1980’s generation of Structural Adjustment 
Programmes (SAPs), imposed by the IMF as a response to the debt crisis, falls under this 
Consensus (Stiglitz 2002). As Stiglitz argues, when one perceives the IMF as an institution 
pursuing policies that are in the interests of creditors, other IMF policies become more 
understandable. The SAPs have forced weaker states to open their frontiers by lifting import 
and export restrictions, to remove price controls and state subsidies, to enforce rapid 
privatisation or divestiture of all or part of state-owned enterprises, to implement user fees for 
basic services such as education and health and to cut social expenditures (ibid).   

The US focused on the SAPs as a tool that could force countries to open their oil 
sector to foreign companies. From 1982 to 1984 the World Bank funded more than fifty-five 
oil and gas projects (Juhasz 2006). The World Bank’s principal counsel for energy and 
mining, William Onorato, has stated that the Bank was financing oil projects and writing legal 
reforms for recipient governments with the specific purpose of increasing the presence of 
foreign companies (ibid). The conditionality on privatisation and liberalisation imposed by 
the World Bank has benefited a range of TNCs, such as the water giants, Vivendi and Sues, 
which now operate in more than 130 countries and control more than 70 percent of the total 
water industry (Barlow and Clarke 2002).  

Although some particular social groups have benefited from the SAPs, the bulk of the 
populations in the South have experienced the SAPs as a disaster. Latin American countries 
that followed the SAPs virtually stopped growing, while sub-Saharan Africa has experienced 
negative growth, and many former Communist economies have simply collapsed (Chang and 
Grabel 2004). The neoliberal free market approach in the 1980s demonstrated a significant 
failure (ibid).  
  
From Washington Consensus to Post-Washington Consensus 

 
While the neoliberals acknowledge that the transition from state-led development to free 
market approach induces short-term ‘adjustment costs’, opponents to neoliberalism consider 
the 1980s as “the lost decade”, which has left most of the world’s population worse off than 
before (Elliott 2003). The failure of the SAPs was even recognised by the World Bank in the 
early 1990s and a new development strategy had to emerge (Milanovic 2003). The World 
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Bank also recognised that those countries that did experience significant economic growth in 
the 1980s, such as China, Taiwan and India, used strong state interventions and protectionism, 
policies directly opposed to those of the Washington Consensus (World Bank 1993). 
However, the Bank claims that those which did follow the Washington Consensus and which 
experienced failure of the SAPs, failed because national governments were not fully 
committed to implementing the SAPs. So what is needed is more neoliberalism and deeper 
interventions, presented as a progressive development approach concerned with local 
participation and needs (Cammack 2004).  

With the arrival of Wolfensohn as the new president of the World Bank in 1995 and 
Clinton’s former economic advisor, Stiglitz, in 1997, the ‘new’ development agenda was 
engineered. Many commentators present Stiglitz as a hero of the anti-neoliberal globalisation 
who has declared “war on the entire Washington financial and economics establishment” 
(Frazer 2002) and a “worthy successor to Keynes”, who can “restore the IMF and World 
Bank to their original purposes” (Blackburn 2002). However, Stiglitz promotes the same 
neoliberal free market approach as the Washington Consensus but emphasises “extreme care 
in sequencing - the order of which reforms occur – and pacing” for successful economic 
programs (Stiglitz 2002: 18). In contrast to the Washington Consensus, which mainly dealt 
with higher level polices, this ‘new’ approach entails a comprehensive and complete change 
at all levels of society, addressing issues from civil society and social capital to good 
governance and macro-economic policies. This new approach is named the “Post-Washington 
Consensus” (Stiglitz 1998.). 

The Post-Washington consensus is materialised through the World Bank’s 
Comprehensive Development Frameworks (CDF), which deal with everything from aid 
delivery in complex political emergencies to Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs). The 
PRSPs are attached to the Enhanced Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative II (HIPC) and 
represent the central approach to reach the eight millennium goals before 2015. A country’s 
willingness to implement the neoliberal PRSPs becomes an a priori condition for debt relief 
and international financial assistance (World Bank 2006-b).  

Some commentators argue that the PRSPs are old wine in new bottles because the 
conditions for obtaining loans from the IFIs are still the same today as prescribed during the 
SAPs (Johnston 2005). However, it may be more profitable to perceive the PRSPs as an even 
deeper intervention into sovereign states that may be difficult to separate from imperialism 
and neo-colonialism. Some of the core principles of the PRSPs are that they are 
‘Comprehensive’, that they integrate macroeconomic, structural, sectoral and social elements, 
and that there is a ‘Long Term’ focus on reforming institutions and capacity building as well 
as short-terms goals. The PRSPs are ‘Country-driven’, which means that the government 
writes and owns the PRSPs, which must be ‘Result-oriented’ with targets for poverty 
reduction that are tangible and monitorable. The ‘Participatory’ element involves all relevant 
stakeholders in formulation and implementation based on ‘Partnership’ between government 
and other actors such as INGOs, civil society, international institutions and other agencies 
(World Bank 2006-b). 

In spite of the positive wording and rhetoric in relation to the PRSPs, local ownership 
can be perceived as an approach to embed the local elite into the neoliberal administrative 
structures to exploit the local formal and informal structures. As Robinson (2004) argues, 
neoliberal globalisation increasingly institutionalises a powerful transnational capitalist class 
which characterises the state and the political apparatus. Perceiving the transition from the 
Washington Consensus to the Post-Washington Consensus as a logical continuation of an 
imperial project where IMF’s “shock therapy” and anti-state SAPs demolished the existing 
structures for then to rebuild “new institutions” in the image of the market, may be more 



153   JOURNAL OF WORLD-SYSTEMS RESEARCH 

  

beneficial than perceiving the Post-Washington Consensus and the PRSPs as completely new 
approaches to development. As UNCTAD (2002) formulates it; “the first generation of 
reforms was to get “prices right” and the second generation of reforms is to get “institutions 
right”.  
 
New Institutions and Democracy 

 

Getting “institutions right” can be argued to be crucial for the neoliberal project, because 
institutions set the “rule of the game” and offer services, choices, incentives and constraints to 
internal as well as external actors (Khan 2002: 2). Reforms of institutions are deeply political, 
and the power allocated will necessarily reflect the vision of what kind of development is 
desired (ibid), hence it must be questioned “who” decides what institutions are desirable and 
how much power should be allocated. Although the Post-Washington Consensus advocates 
democracy where ‘the people’ can decide, democracy is clearly restricted to certain sorts of 
democratically elected governments that will comply with the neoliberal project (Harvey 
2003). When neoliberals advocate democracy they mean “liberal democracy”, which supports 
the liberty rights and protects private property as outlined in the ICCPR. “Social democracy”, 
which supports the more expensive socio-economic rights as outlined in the ICESCR and 
demands strong state intervention to redistribute resources through taxation, is not desired 
(Evans 2001). 

From this perspective it can be argued that the Post-Washington Consensus seeks 
particular types of institution that will underpin the neoliberal project. In this context the 
“New Institutions” (NI) become a core element of the ‘good governance’ agenda and the 
PRSPs. As Wallerstein (2004) points out, TNCs are strongly dependent on strong states to 
protect their assets and economic interests. States set the conditions under which goods, 
capital and persons can cross their boundaries, and lay down the rules and regulation for 
operation. In pursuit of short term profits, TNCs prefer to operate in states that provide the 
necessary infrastructure, a strong legal and enforcement system (law, police and army) to 
ensure property rights, flexible labour regulations, low taxation, and possibilities for 
externalisation of cost. The latter often has a negative impact in the form of environment 
degradation, such as deforestation and pollution. Equally, TNCs prefer to be based in strong 
states that have the political and diplomatic power to influence the governments of the weaker 
state to provide optimal conditions for the operations of the TNCs (ibid).   

The traditional distinctions between state and market, around which liberal 
democratic institutions were constructed, have become blurred, and the real political power 
lies in the corporate economy, the mass media and the IFIs (Kaldor 1999). Through 
privatisation schemes, the control of state-owned enterprises (SOEs) assets is being 
transferred to private elites who have secured increased veto power over the legislative and 
policy domain. Liberalisation and deregulation of markets provide large investors and firms 
with the additional power that they can merely threaten to relocate as a potent means of 
blocking government and citizen initiatives that may oppose the interests of the TNC 
(MacEwan 2005).  

From this perspective it can be argued that the current rhetoric of democracy has 
more to do with legitimising the neoliberal project, which actually undermines democracy, 
development, and national autonomy. As Chang (2003) points out, the neoliberal international 
development policies are in direct opposition to the policies used by the successful developers 
in the past centuries. Successful industrial countries have protected their infant industries 
through regulation on import of competitive goods and provided state subsidies until they can 
compete on the international market. Insisting that weaker states adopt policies that are 
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opposite to those, which according to historical evidence lead to industrial development, does 
not make sense at all. The only explanation, as Chang (2003) argues, is that the strong states 
are deliberately ‘kicking away the ladder’ or as List (ibid) puts it: 
 

it is a very common clever device that when anyone has attained the summit 
of greatness, he kicks away the ladder by which he has climbed up, in order 
to deprive others the means of climbing up after him (List 1841, in Chang 
2004:4). 

 
Although notion of “ladder kicking” is controversial in the West, most states that are 

exposed to the imposition of neoliberal policies, consider the issue of “ladder kicking” to be a 
fact on the ground (confidential source A 2006). This provides a dilemma for many 
governments and populations because more than two decades of neoliberalism have proved 
its failure to deliver development for the poor (Milanovic 2003). In 2000, the debt of the 
countries in the South was four times larger than in 1980 (Duménil & Lévy 2005). The 
number of undernourished people worldwide has risen to more than 852 million (WFP 2005). 
More than 2.8 billion people live for less than 2$ per day, and in Sub-Saharan Africa half of 
the population is poorer now than in 1990, with 46 per cent of the population living on less 
than 1$ per day (UNDP 2002). More than 1 billion people do not have access to clean water 
and 2.6 billion people do not have adequate sanitation (UNDP 2006a). Every year, more than 
13 million children below five years die because of lack of access to basic needs (UNICEF 
2005).  

As previously mentioned, state-led development with focus on equality and socio-
economic rights has in the past proven successful. However, such approaches are in 
opposition to the neoliberal ideology, and a country’s ‘choice’ of institutions will be assessed 
by the World Bank’s Country Policy Institutional Assessment (CPIA) (World Bank 2005). 
The less a country complies with the neoliberal free market policies, the lower the country 
will rank on the World Bank’s CPIA. In 2004 around 50 countries ranked so low on the CPIA 
that they were classified as Low Income Countries Under Stress (LICUS). Many of these 
countries will have difficulty getting access to international financial loans, since they are not 
considered to be “good governments” (World Bank 2006c). In the LICUS, which are often 
characterised by civil unrest and armed conflicts, the World Bank will often bypass the 
government and deliver assistance to the civil society by setting up an Independent Service 
Authority, from where private firms, INGO, civil society organisations, Private Military 
Corporations, etc. can compete for contracts (ibid) to implement ‘humanitarian’ assignments, 
in what can be considered as a conversion of the humanitarian space to a humanitarian market 
place (Feinstein 2005). 
 
 
NEOLIBERAL IMPERIALISM AND RESISTANCE IN PRACTICE 

 

Because of the severe human consequences of the neoliberal project, it can be argued that 
many governments and social movements will automatically oppose neoliberalism. In this 
way neoliberalism may provide an impetus for violent conflicts, wars and global instability, 
leading to calls for increased security measures and military interventions, which must be 
legitimized. Arendt (1969) argues that violence and power are opposites. Violence appears 
where power is in jeopardy, however, violence needs legitimacy through the goal it pursues. It 
will be argued that legitimisation of neoliberal military interventions is sought through the 
dominant media and the mainstream literature by presenting such interventions as a force of 
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good where democracy, human rights, and free market economic will lead to a perpetual 
peace. As Bourdieu (1991) notes, rhetoric, words and slogans, creates and maintains the 
social order by imposing visions and division to actualise and transform symbolic power into 
legitimated official politics. On the political scene, the words “democracy” and 
“democratisation” are used as political symbols of ‘good’ to legitimise official neoliberal 
politics in line with human rights. But as with human rights, the meaning behind the rhetoric 
of democracy, and the power of this rhetoric that is projected through the dominant media and 
mainstream literature, is rarely critically questioned. 

Democracy has become a common popular word with little distinction between the 
different forms of democracy, such as social democracy, liberal democracy, direct democracy, 
etc. and in the context of neoliberal hegemony there may be a further a danger of not 
distinguishing between democracies and plutocracies. A number of pro-democratic social 
movements and think tanks can be argued to publicly advocate social democracy and socio-
economic rights, while in real terms supporting the neoliberal project. The UK New Labour 
party and the revitalized Fabian Society is perhaps an eminent example on how the lines 
between different types of democracies is being blurred. Inspired by Giddens’s (1998) “Third 
Way” as an overarching label to renew social democracy in the age of globalisation, a 
significant step has been taken towards the neoliberal project. Under the leadership of New 
Labour in the UK, the Schröder-led Social Democratic government in Germany and the ‘new 
Democratic’ project of Clinton in the US, liberalisation and privatisation has taken place with 
little resistance, often described as ‘neoliberalism with a human face’ (Arestis & Sawyer 
2005). Archibugi (2004) notes that with the collapse of the soviet system many people 
believed that the gates to democracy, as the dominant system of global governance, had 
opened and a movement of cosmopolitan democracy urged Western states to progressively 
apply their principles of democracy in form of the rule of law and shared participation as a 
“New World Order”. Although Archibugi argues that leading Western liberal states have not 
responded to the appeals of the cosmopolitan democracy, the proponents of cosmopolitan 
democracy can be argued to have become closely associated with the proponents of the liberal 
democratic peace theory.  

Most proponents of cosmopolitan democracy that distance themselves from realism, 
such as Falk and Archibugi, arguably face a number of paradoxes when suppressing this grim 
theory for the noble course of cosmopolitan democracy. On the one hand they are very critical 
on US hegemony, violation of international law and projection of military power into foreign 
states, but on the other hand they seem to accept a number of military interventions, 
legitimised by the noble cause of promoting human rights and democracy. Falk (2003) 
consider the illegal war in Kosovo as a necessary war from a humanitarian perspective, which 
therefore becomes a moral war that triumphs international law. Falk also agrees with the US 
war in Afghanistan as a proper strategy of self-defence. In both cases it can be argued that 
Falk, in spite of his strong criticism of US use of military force, accepts the use of military 
force in violation of international law in certain cases, and advocates for broader 
peacekeeping and humanitarian functions to be adopted by the UN. Similarly ambiguous 
statements comes from Archibugi, who is critical to the US and UK intervention in Iraq, 
which violated international law, but on the other hand he argues that the international 
community lacked non-coercive instruments to stop the violation of human rights by the Iraqi 
government, while suggesting that smart sanctions would have been more appropriate.  

Many movements that promote various forms of democracy and human rights may be 
driven by ideological and noble intensions to reject the defence of national sovereignty as a 
counter-balance to America’s hegemony. Instead they proactively promote global governance 
as a mean to counter US hegemony and often advocate for military interventions in the name 
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of democracy and human rights to protect people who are subjected to oppression from their 
own governments. However, from a realist perspective, such system of global governance 
may be considered as a utopia, and the promotion of reforms to existing global institutions 
and the establishment of additional global institutions may further sustain and enforce the 
hegemony of the US and its allies. As Chandler (2000) notes, many international 
organisations, such as the IMF the WB, WTO and NATO serve the purpose of maintaining 
and preserving the interests of US hegemony. The empowerment of global institutions will 
lead to a decrease in the independence of the weaker states and ultimately reinforce the 
current hegemonic power. The period of UN reform and democratisation of global 
governance has witnessed a significant increase of Western military interventions based on 
the rhetoric of global order, human rights and democracy. By ignoring the underlying political 
and economic interests, movements that promote democracy and human rights may further 
underpin a mix of ‘just’ war theory and a revitalisation of Kipling’s “white man’s burden”, in 
a modern form where the promotion of ‘democracy’ and ‘human rights’ becomes the new 
gospel that underpins the liberal democratic peace theory, that is based on Kant’s essay 
(1795) “Project for a Perpetual Peace”. 

The revitalisation of democratic peace theory at the end of the Cold War can be 
argued to unite a number of different political camps in spite of different lineages and 
normative thrusts. By welcoming Fukuyama’s (1989) “End of History” and indirectly declare 
realism for dead by stating that “the end of history… is the end point of mankind’s 
ideological evolution and the universalisation of Western liberal democracy as the final form 
of human government” (ibid) the neoliberals and the neoconservatives begin to converge 
towards a common interest in promoting the liberal democratic peace theory, arguable with 
the support of constructivism. The notion of democratic peace is arguably a new convenient 
tool to legitimise US hegemony and projection of military power into strategic areas around 
the world. Powerful politicians, such as Bill Clinton and George Bush, repeatedly advocate 
democracy, human rights and free market economics as the way to ensure a peaceful world 
because ‘democracies do not go to war with each other’ (Bush 2004; Clinton 1994). This 
popular mainstream political mantra is underpinned by influential academics such as Doyle, 
who has re-examined the ‘peaceful’ behaviour of liberal democratic states (Waltz, 2000), and 
Rummel’s empirical research that is based on strongly contested data. Mann (1999) notes that 
Rummel’s statistic outcomes are weak and strongly questionable and states that Rummel do 
not consider the more important cases of ‘democratic’ mass killings, like the fire-bombing of 
Dresden and Tokyo, the dropping of the atomic bombs or the napalming of the Vietnamese 
countryside, the Pakistan and India conflict. Mann’s definition of democracies may be 
questioned, and perhaps better examples can be drawn from a number of cover military 
operations carried out by states defined as ‘democratic’, which in general is ignored in the 
mainstream debate. Chile in the early 1970s provides one example out of many where 
democratic forces have clashed with US interests. Parenti (1995) notes that former US 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger favoured capitalist economy above democracy (ibid: 76) 
and considered the election in Chile as too important to be left to the Chilean voters, as 
reflected in Kissinger’s statement; “I don’t see why we need to stand by and watch a country 
go communist due to the irresponsibility of its people” (ibid: 143). Subsequently the US 
supported a military coup against Chile’s President Allende and installed a military regime 
lead by Augusto Pinochet (ibid).  

Chomsky (2002) notes that Woodrow Wilson declared war on “Prussian dictatorship” 
during the First World War, when in fact at that time Prussia had a democratically elected 
parliament. This marks the beginning of a new era of propaganda, where control of the 
dominant media and information becomes for democracies what violence is for authoritarian 
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regimes (ibid). Woodrow Wilson and Alexander Hamilton invested prodigiously in war 
propaganda that imprinted “democracy” in the American geopolitical lexicon as the highest 
term of praise (Schwartz & Skinner 1999).  
 
The Rhetoric of Empires and Civil Society 

 
The chaos caused by neoliberalism is mobilising social movements, from conservative 
Islamist networks to the revolutionary left, to oppose neoliberal imperialism and US 
hegemony (Sinha 2005). In some instances these movements poses real threats to US political 
and economic interests, and the groups are therefore being classified as anti-American, anti-
globalisation movements, terrorists, rogue states or similar. This opposition to US hegemony 
must be controlled by changing legislations and additional legislation such as the US 
PATRIOT act of 2001, new surveillance systems, increased police forces and military 
interventions. Since these movements are a threat to the interests of both the neoliberalists and 
the neo-conservatives, these two camps naturally converge to a certain extent, based on 
common interests. Such convergence can be argued to have clear parallels to the complexity 
of relations between the liberals and the conservatives in the wake of the “world revolution” 
in 1848, where, as Wallerstein (2004) notes; the radicals posed a real threat to the ruling elite. 

To reduce the threats from radical movements and to control what Hamilton called 
the “great beast”, the notion of liberal democratic peace may become the most powerful tool 
to legitimise military interventions as a force for good. Similarly the notion makes it an 
obligation of the international community to fight ‘terrorism’ and help implement democracy, 
human rights and free market economy, as the only way to ensure future peace and economic 
prosperity. This notion has repeatedly been promoted by the US administration, by both the 
Republicans and the Democrats, under the umbrella that democracies do not go to war with 
each other (Bush 2004; Clinton 1994). This discourse is further articulated by The Project for 
the New American Century (1997) that advocates significant increases in defence spending, 
to carry out the US global responsibilities such as preserving and extending international 
order, ensuring political and economic freedom abroad and challenging regimes hostile to US 
interests and values. Among the signatories to this discourse are significant politicians such 
Paul Wolfowitz, who subsequently became the president of the World Bank, Dick Cheney, 
Donald Rumsfeld and influential academics such as Fukuyama. 

The introduction of liberal democratic peace theory necessarily displaces 
realism/power politics, which has been the dominant theory in international relations for 
centuries. But as Waltz (2000) argues, if the system on which a theory is based changes, the 
theory will no longer apply. The end of the Cold War was not a change “of” the world system 
but a change “in” the world system and therefore the democratic peace theory remains as a 
thesis while realism is still the dominant theory on which international politics must be 
analysed. However, realism does paint a rather pessimistic and grim picture of the 
development agenda and world politics, emphasising self-interest, international greed and 
competition for access to resources, with frequent application of military force (Mearsheimer 
1995). The positive rhetoric of liberal democratic peace, may be a more seductive and 
convenient way of overruling state sovereignty and legitimising military interventions as a 
force for good, and for justifying imposition of the neoliberal project in the name of freedom, 
democracy, human rights and free market economy, while the interventions are in reality 
primarily driven by political and economic interests rather than humanitarian concerns.  

At this point, the arguments of the realists correspond well to World-System 
Analysis, in spite of different perceptions and understandings of the world system. As 
Wallerstein (2004) argues, strong states relate to weak states by pressuring them to install and 



                                       NEOLIBERAL IMPERIALISM AND PAN-AFRICAN RESISTANCE     158 

keep in power persons whom will ensure the interests of the strong states and further placing 
pressures on other weak states to get them to conform to the policy needs of the strong state. 
Gowan (2004) points out that the modern empire states prefer not to use traditional command 
power but indirect or co-optive power behaviour, i.e. getting others to want what you want” 
(Nye 1990 in Gowan 2004: 488). This may firstly be a technique to get other strong states to 
want what the US wants, by shaping the political environment in such a way that other states 
become dependent on military protection from the US or in form of economic dependency. 
However, it is arguably also an important tool for creating popular support in civil society by 
manufacturing consent through the dominant media and mainstream literature, in order to 
tame the “great beast” and get large segments of the civil societies to want that the empire 
state wants.  

Whereas in the past, political artists such as musicians and film actors could mobilise 
civil societies to demonstrate “against” Western military and economic dominance, popular 
musicians now go on stage to reproduce the positive rhetoric of democracy and human rights 
as advocates “for” western neoliberal economic and military interventions. In this context, 
powerful and dominating so-called International Non-Governmental Organisations (INGOs) 
that are mainly funded by Western institutions (Macrae 1996) play an increasingly important 
role in “getting the populations to want what the empire state and its allied wants. With 
perhaps good intentions, powerful INGOs increasingly call upon the US and its allies to take 
military action under the umbrella of the “Responsibility to Protect” and in the name of 
democracy and human rights as promoted by the International Commission on Interventions 
and State Sovereignty (ICISS 2001).  

In the early 1990s a number of influential INGOs and aid agencies called for a 
military intervention in Somalia, to help improve the humanitarian situation on ground. The 
intervention became a joint US/UN “humanitarian military intervention” under the name 
“Operation Restore Hope”. Most commentators refrained from mentioning that the US 
willingness to intervene militarily in Somalia could have more to do with oil interests in 
Somalia than with human protection (Fineman 1993). Nearly two-thirds of Somalia was 
allocated to US based oil companies, most notable Conoco, Amoco, Chevron and Phillips 
(ibid). Documents from the US embassy in Mogadishu states that: 

Conoco is investing in oil exploration in Somalia on a scale unmatched by its rivals, 
building roads and airstrips… they have recruited a well armed force of over 100 police to 
provide security... an oil strike in Somalia would have little or no value unless the country 
achieves internal peace (Cable from US Embassy in Mogadishu to State Department 1990).  

The US State Department and military officials acknowledged that US based oil 
companies have been very active in Somalia and with the deployment of the US marines, 
Conoco’s compound in Mogadishu was transformed into a de facto American embassy and 
military headquarter (Fineman 1993). 

During the 1990s the relationship between the most influential INGOs and Western 
military coalitions was further confirmed during “Operation enduring Freedom in 
Afghanistan in 2001, when US Secretary of State, Colin Powell, confirmed the close 
relationship between the military coalition and the INGOs by stating:  
 

we have the best relationship with the NGOs who are such a force multiplier 
for us, such an important part of our combat team, all committed to the same, 
singular purpose to help humankind (Powell 2001).  

 
Arguable, the crisis in Darfur can be considered as an example of how imposition of 

visions and divisions are manufactured through control of the dominant media where rhetoric, 
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words and slogan create a popular consent among western civil societies, to push the US 
administration to do what the administration really wants, namely a military intervention in 
Darfur, ‘to save the people of Darfur’ (Bush 2007). As Mamdani (2007) notice, by 
simplifying and depicting the conflict as “Arabs against Africans” and promoting a politics of 
naming genocide, the US administration has succeeded in depoliticising the conflict in Darfur 
and in unifying a coalition of more than 500 faith-based, humanitarian and human rights 
organisations in a coalition that would not last if the issue shifted to Iraq. In spite of the fact 
that the commission of inquiry on Darfur, established by the UN Security Council, concluded 
that there is no pursuit of genocide in Darfur, coalitions of civil society organisations, such as 
the Save Darfur (2007) coalition, reproduce the notion of genocide and are pushing for a 
military intervention.  

The International Crisis Group (ICG), that presents itself as a NGO, has produced a 
number of publications in favour of a military intervention in Darfur (ICG 2007). In spite of 
the strong political discourse set out by the ICG, these publications are very popular among 
many INGOs and aid agencies. Although the ICG is funded by Western governments and 
consist of a board of former politicians, such as the former foreign minister of Australia, a 
former US ambassador to the UN, Israel, Russia and a former Governor of Hong 
Kong/former European Commissioner for External Relations (ibid), the publications from the 
ICG are often referred to as a reliable source of information and objective analysis 
(UNOCHA 2007). This can be argued to enhance a mainstream consensus among the INGOs 
and aid agencies operating in Darfur, which further helps the dominant media to maintain the 
simplified and depoliticised picture of the conflict as one that can be solved by a Western led 
military intervention. The issue of oil interests in Darfur and the notion of competing powers 
for access to natural resources have been effectively marginalised in the debate, despite a 
World Bank-coordinated study in 1991, puts Somalia and Sudan at the top of the list of 
prospective commercial oil producers among eight East African countries (Fineman 1993). In 
particular, the oil factor makes many Darfurians to believe that the conflict is partly a result of 
fierce competition, for access to the Darfurian oil resources, between powerful countries, such 
as US, UK, France, Russia and China. By extending the Chad-Cameron oil pipeline, the US 
can extract the Darfurian oil resources if they succeed to get control over the resources in one 
way or another (confidential sources B 2007). Many politicians and intellectuals in Darfur 
argue that the US has not been very successful in supporting the rebels; hence the US is now 
pursuing its interest in Sudan through its dominant position in the UN. Many people in Sudan 
perceives the UN and the US as being the same, and any military intervention dominated by 
the US or the UN will therefore, by many Sudanese people, be perceived as a form of US 
imperialism and neo-colonialism. The Darfurian crisis may therefore deteriorate if any 
military intervention is perceived as being dominated by the US, either directly or by proxy. 
Having African soldiers on the ground in Darfur may increase the legitimacy of a military 
intervention, but this legitimacy will be very limited if the leading commanders and decision 
makers are from Western countries, or from other African countries that are considered to be 
‘friendly’ towards US interests in general. In such case, the military intervention in Darfur 
may create a similar chaos, to that created by the US-led military intervention in Iraq. Many 
Sudanese politicians and intellectuals further compare the rhetoric of genocide in Darfur with 
the rhetoric of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, in order to raise popular support in the 
West. In this context most Western INGOs and aid agencies calling for a military 
intervention, in the name of human protection, are being perceived as “Trojan horses” of the 
governments that fund them as a part of an imperial discourse (confidential source C 2007). 
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New Imperialism?  

 
Despite the practice of most influential mainstream commentators, who promote the rhetoric 
of democratic peace in the West and ignore the critical voices that underpin a realist picture of 
armed conflicts, it has become more common to perceive the US as a New Empire. As Wood 
(1999) states, the US intervention in Kosovo, in conjunction with NATO and other allied 
states, is a new imperialism exerted by the US, in violation of international law. Mann (2003) 
defines the US illegal intervention in Iraq in 2003 as a “new imperial” and “new militarist” 
discourse that seems to have arisen.  

However, much indicates that the US has been an imperial power for a much longer 
period, in spite of the fact that the “new imperial” discourse is often dated to either the post-
9/11 era or the end of the Cold War (Stokes 2005). Confining the analysis of US imperialism 
to illegal exercise of direct US military power over weaker states in the post-Cold War era, or 
to post 9/11, may direct focus away from the historical facts that may be crucial for an 
appropriate analysis of contemporary policies related to the neoliberal project. The past 50 
years of history shows that weaker states opposing US political and economic interest are 
likely to be exposed to armed conflicts, either through proxy wars or by direct US military 
involvement. The US has militarily attacked more than 70 foreign sovereign states since 1945 
(Pilger 2002). Besides this the US has overthrown several democratically elected presidents, 
such as Iranian Prime Minister Mossadegh in 1953, Chilli’s President Allende in 1973 
(Chomsky 2000), supported the coup of President Nkrumah in Ghana 1966 (US State 
Department 2006; Stockwell 1992 ) and ordered the physical removal of Lumumba in Congo 
(CIA 1999).  

The proponents of US imperialism may justify these actions as a force of “good” 
against “evil”, and argue that if the world is going to remain a stable entity, the US as an 
empire must accept the responsibility that goes with it and intervene to ensure freedom and 
democracy (Cox 2003). However, this perspective does provide a paradox in that the US and 
its allies have supported dictatorial regimes such as Mobutu in Congo, Suharto in Indonesia, 
Saddam Hussein in Iraq (Chomsky 2000), the Mujahidin and the Taliban in Afghanistan 
(Rashid 2001). The “United States Senate Select Committee to Study Governmental 
Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities” (Church Committee), revealed that the so-
called “secret wars” of the CIA up to 1975 included more than 900 major operations and 3000 
minor operations, which are estimated to have killed more than 6 million civilian people in 
the Third World from 1945 to 1975 (Church Committee 1975). Many of these operations lead 
to long armed conflicts or so-called ‘civil wars’, and since 1975 the CIA budget and number 
of operations has not decreased, but increased significantly (Stockwell 1991).  

In spite of the fact that these activities are illegal according to international law, 
international sanctions against the US have been proven difficult to apply in reality. Because 
proponents of US imperialism consider the US to be both distinctive and superior to other 
nations, the US can go against international law when they have to and enjoy 
“exceptionalism” (Cox 2003). The International Court of Justice convicted the US for 
unlawful use of force against Nicaragua in 1986 (ICJ 1986). Subsequently the US simply 
increased its military and paramilitary activities in Nicaragua and vetoed a draft resolution in 
the UNSC, which requested all countries to comply with international law (UNCS 1990). 

Analysing neoliberalism and the international development agenda from the 
perspective of democratic peace theory and ‘new’ imperialism obviously generates a number 
of paradoxes as outlined above. However, from the perspective of realism the US can be 
considered as an imperial power that has dominated the international development agenda 
over the past five decades. Desai (2004) argues that the East Asian financial crisis and the 
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launching of the war on terror can be seen as a passage from one strategy of US imperialism 
to another, where the US is now more openly in direct control of productive assets and 
territory, such as in Iraq, as geopolitics and control of oil resources play a new crucial role for 
the US led international order. However, in most cases the US seems to prefer a strategy of 
indirect control of national governments, often known as “puppet governments” (Said 1999). 
Such governments may consist of a national elite, which preserves a relative autonomy and 
security guarantees, and which plays a role in collective policymaking coordinated by the US 
(Desai 2004). 
 

Neo-colonialism and Pan-African Resistance  

 
Although the US may be the most dominant Empire today it can be argued that it is far from 
the only strong state that practices imperialism, which in most African countries cannot be 
separated from neo-colonialism. Despite the fact that a form of imperialism is exercised over 
the entire African continent (Wallerstein 2003), Americans in general, and most mainstream 
academics in particular, appear uncomfortable with the idea of imperialism (Mabee 2004). 
However, if one ignores the notions of imperialism and neo-colonialism, it can be argued that 
one is contributing to a dichotomy of mainstream perception between the West and the South. 
In the West, populations may perceive imperialism and colonialism as belonging to the past, 
and the international development agenda as philanthropic and a force of good. In the South 
populations consider neo-colonisation to be fact on the ground and the international 
development agenda to be an imperial project to control populations and resources. This 
dichotomy is visible in the UN Open-ended Working Group (2004). The Security Council, 
dominated by the Permanent Five (P5), which all are former colonial masters with strong 
competing political and economic interest around the world, is by many UN members states 
being accused of being “anachronistic, discriminatory and undemocratic”. The P5’s use of 
the formal and “informal” veto power represents a complete erosion of the principles of 
transparency and accountability of the Security Council (ibid), including the arguments 
presented by the proponent of a global democratic world order. As the deputy to the UN 
Secretary General states, there is an understandable hostility by the wider members of the UN 
towards the Permanent Five who tend more to prioritise their own interests over human rights. 
Currently there is a perception that anything the US supports must have a secret agenda 
(Brown 2006).  

The events in Somalia and Rwanda in the early 1990s may serve as an illustration of 
the UN Deputy Secretary General’s statement. Somalia was left in a more disastrous situation 
than before the intervention, after the US military attacked and killed 50 clan leaders during a 
peace negotiation meeting in July 1993. This operation disturbed the local power balance and 
increased the local hostility towards the international operation. Three months later an armed 
clash between groups of Somalis and the US military took place in Mogadishu, and 
subsequently the UN ‘peacekeeping’ mission withdrew completely from Somalia (UNOCHA 
2006). A decade later, details were exposed of the covert support from the US for particular 
groups of warlords who fought against undesired groups (Gedi 2006) and in early 2007 the 
US carried out new bombardments in Somalia to ‘fight terrorism’ (Pentagon 2007). In 
Rwanda 1994, more than 800,000 people were killed in a genocide, while the UN decided to 
withdraw its forces (Dallaire 2003). The passivity of the UN can be directly linked to the 
UNSC and French/US use of hidden veto (Nahory 2004).  

In the dominant media and in mainstream literature many African conflicts are 
framed as being part of a pre-modern world where barbarians, chaos and disorder prevail, 
posing a grave threat to Western civilisation and providing bases for terrorism (Cooper 2002). 
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Building on contested empirical data from Collier and Hoeffler (2002), the World Bank states 
that most armed conflicts are driven more by greed than grievance (World Bank 2003). 
Interestingly, the World Bank only focuses on local greed and not on international greed, in 
spite of clear evidence of significant Western political, economic and military involvement in 
most African armed conflicts.  

The depiction of African conflicts as being rooted in local barbarianism, greed, 
ethnicity and religion are being promoted by influential scholars such as Kaplan (1994) and 
Huntington (1993) and may in the West, depoliticise the conflicts and displace the notions of 
imperialism, neo-colonialism and proxy wars. However, in Africa the perception of the same 
events seems to be very different. In Ivory Coast the ‘civil war’ is by pan-Africanists 
considered to be French and neo-colonial (Nanga 2005). In 2003 the Government of Ivory 
Coast started to take control of the water, electricity, telecoms, marine and air transport, and 
established closer ties to China.  This threatened French interests and ownership, and France 
deployed military troops in Abidjan in 2003. French control of the economic capital was 
resisted by pan-African pro-government movements who took the streets in anti-French 
demonstrations (ibid). Ivorian intellectuals and politicians accuse the UN peacekeepers under 
French command of de facto partition of the country (Koulibaly, 2006). The president of the 
Ivorian National Assembly has stated that the rebels in the north are puppets paid by France 
to destabilise the country and orchestrate the plunder by French multinational companies of 
national resources. Similar accusations of neo-colonialism were expressed in relation to the 
bilateral deployment of British troops and provision of technical assistants and advisers in 
most civil ministries in Sierra Leone, 2000. Several influential West African politicians and 
commentators considered this intervention as a fact that Britain is back in Sierra Leone 
(Richardson 2006). 

As the competition between powerful states may increase in the scramble for the oil 
resources of West Africa, which according to the Cheney Report is the third most important 
oil strategic area in the world (NEP 2001), the resistance against neo-colonialism under the 
umbrella of “pan-Africanism” may increase as well. Many pan-African movements are 
inspired by people such as Frantz Fanon who advocated socialism as the foundation on which 
to build an African identity, and justified violence as a mean to achieve independence through 
statements such as; “colonialism is naked violence and only gives in when confronted with 
greater violence” (Fanon 1961: 23). 

Ghana’s first president, Nkrumah (1965), who was overthrown in a coup in 1966, 
endorsed by the US (US State Dep. 2006), stated that neo-colonialism is the worst form of 
imperialism, because those who exercise it have little or no responsibility. In extreme cases 
the imperial powers will intervene directly with their own military, but most commonly neo-
colonialism is exercised through economic and monetary means, establishing control over 
foreign exchange through the imposition of a banking system controlled by the imperial 
power (Nkrumah 1965). For Nkrumah, African Unity was considered to be the first requisite 
for destroying neo-colonialism (Nkrumah 1973), a goal also reflected in the charter of the 
Organisation of African Unity, which states that the OAU members are:  
 

determined to safeguard and consolidate the hard-won independence as well 
as the sovereignty and territorial integrity…and to fight against neo-
colonialism in all its forms (Charter of OAU 1963: Preamble).  

 
Many Pan-African movements that were considered to be terrorist organisations by 

some influential commentators, have later become legitimate governments. After the 1969 
revolution in Libya, President al-Qaddafi came into power, and in 1980 the ZANU-PF formed 
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the legitimate government of Zimbabwe (Davidson 1994). In 1996 a terrorist-labelled 
movement, the ANC, an organisation following a pan-African ideology and led by Nielson 
Mandela, became the legitimate elected government in South Africa (Tambo 1988).    

The US is aware of the widespread perception of neo-colonisation and states that the 
US is not likely to respond to challenges of instability in West Africa by deploying its own 
troops, and projecting an image of colonialism, “but Washington is willing to step up military 
aid to friendly regimes in the region” (Klare 2004). However, ‘friendly regimes’ are criticized 
by pan-African movements for playing the game of Washington, Paris and London (Ellis 
2003). Several decades of armed conflicts have created a large pool of fighters with different 
nationalities and ethnicities, and no matter what their motivations are, they become natural 
allies of pan-Africanist ideologies (ibid). Public pressure from pan-African movements may 
force US ‘friendly regimes’ to make concessions to pan-African interests and to seek support 
from competing external powers, which may challenge US interests. Since 2003 the US has 
considered the islands of Sao Tome and Principle to be an appropriate place to establish a 
military base to safeguard and monitor its oil interests in West Africa (BBC 2003).  
 
Liberia – Challenging US Imperialism 

 
The Liberian conflict, which is considered to be the epicentre of destabilisation in the West 
Africa region, illustrates the classic debate of Liberty for the few versus Equality for the 
many. Liberia has for more than a century been ruled by a small elite of Americo-Liberians 
with close ties to the US (Johnson-Sirleaf 2006). In 1972 the President Tolbert challenged US 
long term hegemony in Liberia by establishing diplomatic relations with the USSR, 
denouncing Israel’s illegal occupation of Palestine and Lebanon, supporting the independence 
war in Rhodesia and denying US to use Liberia for a military rapid deployment unit (Ellis 
1999). Subsequently, Tolbert and 13 ministers were murdered in a military coup in 1980 lead 
by Samuel Doe and supported covertly by US (Mulbah 2006). The US officially supported 
the Doe regime but half a decade later the relationship between President Doe and the US 
declines. In 1985 Charles Taylor ‘escaped’ from a maximum security prison in Boston 
(Richardson 2006), and at the end of 1989 Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of Liberia 
(NPFL) invaded Liberia, in close coordination with the US embassy in Monrovia (Taylor 
2002). Less than a year later the Independent NPFL (INPFL), a break away group of the 
NPFL, led by General Prince Johnson captured President Doe with support from the Nigerian 
lead ECOMOG peacekeeping forces.  General Johnson contacted the US embassy to ask what 
to do with President Doe but did not get any response and President Doe died in the custody 
of the INPFL (Johnson 2006).  

Taylor broke with the US in the early 1990s and clashed with the regional mainly 
Anglophone peacekeeping ECOMOG, which by pan-Africanist revolutionaries was accused 
of prolonging a neo-colonial order in West Africa. ECOMOG was strongly opposed by 
Francophone Ivory Coast and Burkina Faso, which further enforced the 
Anglophone/Francophone divide in Africa (Ellis 1999). Taylor won a free and fair election 
with more than 75 percent of the votes in 1997 (ibid). However, the relationship between the 
US and the government of Liberia deteriorated further, and after early 1999 the US indirectly 
supported the rebel group Liberian United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) by 
supplying arms and military training to Guinea, which hosted the rebels (HRW 2003; 
UNHCR 2001; Richardson 2006).  

Liberia is as an attractive area for oil exploration (TGS/NOPEC 2004) and in 2000 
the National Oil Company of Liberia was established to deal with the highly competitive and 
aggressive oil industry (NOCAL 2006). However, Halliburton was denied off shore oil 
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drilling concessions by President Taylor, who publicly stated that “Liberia is not for sale” 
because the contract was not favourable for Liberia (Dunbar 2006; Desmond 2002). The 
tensions between the government of Liberia and the US were reflected in a statement from the 
US ambassador: “Taylor has to go... The United States has a lot more involvement in Liberia 
than just what it does directly with its own military” (Blaney 2003).  

In June 2003 the rebels attacked Monrovia and the following August Taylor went into 
exile in Nigeria (ACPA 2003). In 2006 Taylor was extradited to the UN-backed Special Court 
in Freetown was set up by the government of Sierra Leone in 2002 on recommendations of 
the US and UK. As Gberie (2006) notes, this court is, by many intellectuals and politicians in 
the region, being perceived as “selective” in the indictment and a mechanism for “global 
governance” which the West wants to impose worldwide. The Court is being accused for de-
politicising the armed conflict in the region and the previous American chief prosecutor 
David Crane rejected any “injection of politics” into trials. Critics of the US/UK initiative are 
questioning how the court has spent more than 80 million US$ when at the same time the 
Truth and Reconciliation programme was threatened because of lack of funds (TRC/SL 
2003).  
 
Coercive Imposition of Neoliberal Practice 

 

Over a period of 25 years, three Liberian presidents, who have not been fully committed to 
safeguard US political and economic interests, have been killed or forced out of office. 
Subsequently, after Taylor went into exile in Nigeria, 15000 UN peacekeepers and 1100 
international police officers were deployed under the UN Charter chapter seven in 2003 to 
ensure law and public order (UNMIL 2006a). It can be questioned why UN peacekeepers 
were not deployed in the beginning of the conflict, when the deployment could have saved 
thousands of lives, and why the UNSC did not put sanctions on Guinea for supporting the 
LURD, in accordance with the UN Charter article 24 (Charter of the UN 1945), while 
sanctions were enforced on Liberia for allegedly having supported the RUF in Sierra Leone 
(Richardson 2006).          

From the perspective of the world-system analysis, it can be argued that neoliberal 
reconstruction takes place under the protection of UN peacekeepers, allowing the US, as the 
dominant power, to install an acceptable local power that must keep the country’s frontiers 
open, be friendly toward firms based in the US, and help keep other competitive powers away 
from the country’s natural resources (Wallerstein 2004). Or from the opposing perspective of 
“democratic peace”, the intervention can be perceived as a force of good to promote 
democracy, human rights and the free market economy (US-NSR 2002). It can be argued that 
while “democratic peace” remains an unproven thesis (Waltz 2000), the promotion of the 
notion of democratic peace through the dominant media and mainstream literature, provides 
the incentive and justification for all international actors to converge and join forces into one 
Integrated ‘Western’ Mission. From this perspective the military, TNCs, UN agencies, local 
NGOs and International NGOs all become important implementation partners of the 
international development agenda (Corry 2006), hence forced multipliers of  neoliberalism.  

However, many Liberian intellectuals and politicians argue that the reconstruction 
programme cannot be separated from direct colonialism, imperialism and racism, which 
violate the Liberian Constitution (confidential source E 2006; Mulbah 2006; Taylor 2006). 
Those who question the intentions behind the intervention or who oppose the neoliberal 
development agenda are personally threatened and classified as rebels and terrorists by the 
Western powers (ibid). The Liberian intellectuals and politicians base their arguments on the 
fact that the Result Focused Transitional Framework (RFTF), which is a predecessor to the 
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Interim PRSPs and the overarching Partnership framework (GEMAP 2005), have not passed 
the Liberian legislative power. The RFTF is monitored by the Economic Governance Steering 
Committee (EGSC), chaired by the national president and deputy chaired by the United States 
Government (EC 2006) and has been written in such a way that they do not have to pass the 
legislature (World Bank 2006-d). The more technical part of the RFTF is undertaken by the 
RFTF Implementation and Monitoring Committee (RIMCO), which is chaired by the 
government of Liberia and vice-chaired by the World Bank and the UN (ibid). 

The transition framework is divided into four main pillars; Security, Economic 
Revitalization, Governance and Rule of Law and Infrastructure and Basic Services. The US 
controls the military power and the economic power (Richardson 2006; UNMIL 2006b). The 
Security Sector Reforms (SSR) is implemented by the Security Committee, which is chaired 
by the minister of defence and vice chaired by the United States Government (USG), UNMIL 
and ECOWAS (ibid). The training of the new armed forces of Liberia is undertaken by the 
US Private Military Corporation (PMC) Dyncorp, and the military infrastructures are 
undertaken by US based Pacific Architects and Engineers (Richardson 2006). Other security 
tasks, such as external protection of the UNMIL headquarter have been outsourced to US 
based security corporation Intercon (confidential source D 2006.).     

The second main pillar, the Economic Revitalization Committee, is chaired by the 
Minister of Finance and vice chaired by the United States Government, the World Bank and 
the European Community. The Economic Management Assistance Programme (GEMAP) is 
attached to this pillar, ensuring the deployment of international recruited experts with co-
signature authority in selected enterprises and institutions (GEMAP 2005). As the investment 
environment improves, the state owned enterprises will be privatised (EC 2006; UNDP 
2006b)  

The Governance and Rule of Law committee is vice chaired by the UN and the EC in 
partnership with the WB, UK and USG, and the Infrastructure and Basic Services committee 
is vice chaired by the WB and China in partnership with the UNMIL and USG (UNMIL 
2006b). Most influential INGOs are represented through the Monitoring and Steering Group 
(MSG), which has welcomed the neoliberal RFTF (MSG 2004). According to the MSG, a 
closer cooperation between the INGOs and the military under the concept of Civil Military 
Cooperation (CIMIC) is not a question of “if” but more a question of “how” (MSG 2006). 
Although service sector reforms can be argued to be at the heart of the development debate, 
the discussion about the ahistorical neoliberal free market approach to development, versus 
state-led development is absent in the MSG (ibid). 

In spite of the rhetoric of country ownership, participatory and voices of the poor, the 
drafts of the Interim PRSPs are strongly influenced by expatriates and show evidence of copy 
and paste from previous I-PRPS imposed on other African countries (World Bank 2006-d). 
The service sector reforms, which will have a direct impact on poor people’s life, will follow 
the neoliberal direction as recommended by the World Bank (2004) and outlined in the World 
Development Report, “Making Services Work for the Poor”. This means leaving basic 
services such as education and health care to a privatised competitive free market, where the 
client will be ‘empowered’ through paying for services (ibid). However, the past 25 years of 
experience have shown that service delivery though the free market deprives poor people of 
access to basic services such as basic health care (IRIN 2006; MSF 2004), arguably the most 
obvious violation of international law inherent in the forced imposition of neoliberal reforms. 
According to the International Covenant of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights article 12 
(ICESCR); “The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to the 
enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health”. This preceding 
article was reaffirmed in 2002 by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, who added 
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that, “especially for those living in poverty, this goal is becoming increasingly remote” 
(UNHCHR 2002: Preamble). 

If the common people do not have access to their basic socio-economic rights and do 
not benefit from development, they may easily be encouraged to take up arms again (MODEL 
2006). Armed groups fighting against any external dominating power naturally sympathise 
with the pan-African ideology (Ellis 2003). These concerns seem to be shared by the 
International Crisis Group, which states that “it is a very fine balance between intrusive and 
overbearing… we are always going to be sensitive to charges of neo-colonialism, imperialism 
and racism (McGovern 2005,). 
 
 
CONCLUSION 

 
The mind frame that perceives neoliberalism and the international development agenda as a 
benevolent project, being both pro-democratic and pro-poor, and as a prerequisite for 
sustainable development, gives rise to a number of paradoxes, which have been pointed out in 
this paper. Identifying the original liberal ideologies and analysing neoliberalism from a 
world-historical perspective brings us back to the classical debates on the balance between 
liberty and equality, on how to redistribute resources and on what kind of development is 
desirable as a long term vision. 

In spite of many attempts to prove that the neoliberal approach to development 
works, the global figures on poverty and mortality in the neoliberal era provide evidence that 
something is clearly wrong. Many influential commentators, such as Dollar and Kraay (2001) 
claim that neoliberal globalisation in the past two decades has contributed to narrowing the 
gap between rich and poor worldwide. In contrast, a comprehensive study by the ILO (2005) 
indicates that the gap between rich and poor has increased significantly since 1980. As 
Milanovic (2003) points out, the countries that by the World Bank and the IMF have been 
praised as the best model reformers, and that have followed several structural adjustment 
programmes, find themselves in crisis with their GDPs halved and in need of debt 
forgiveness.  

Cheng’s argument, that the neoliberal international development agenda and the 
PRSPs “kicks away the ladder” and deprive weaker states from development may appear as 
cynical to some people and these arguments are likely to be neglected or completely rejected 
by the proponent of neoliberalism and the democratic peace thesis. Nevertheless, much 
indicates that the end of the Cold War was as a change in the world system and not of the 
world system as Waltz (2000) argues, hence realism remains the dominant theory in 
international relations. This automatically brings back the more grim theories on imperialism 
and neo-colonialism, including the important theoretical frameworks of dependency theory 
and World-Systems Analysis, from where relationships between strong and weak states can 
be analysed. 

But these theories present the world as consisting of selfish people and states 
struggling for power and wealth through domination and exploitation of other people and 
weaker states, and where the political and economic interests of the strong states are 
endangered, military force will be applied, disguised in a political rhetoric of human rights 
and democracy to gain popular domestic support. However, by relating the end of the Cold 
War to Fukuyama’s “End of History”, which indirectly declares realism for ‘dead’, the liberal 
democratic peace theory has become a seductive and useful tool to vilify dissenting groups as 
terrorists, justify increasing surveillance of populations and legitimise military interventions 
in the name of democracy, human rights and free market economy.   
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While realism and imperialism will continue to dominate in practice, the rhetoric of 
democratic peace will dominate the mainstream media and literature to manufacture public 
consent. However, because neoliberalism pulls societies away from democratisation despite 
its proponents claims that it is an instrument for the promotion of democracy (Radice 2005), 
and because it attacks the public sector as a whole, social movements have arisen that aim to 
reconstitute a regulatory and redistributive state, which is opposite to neoliberalism (Bourdieu 
2001). Civil societies offer alternative politics of accountability (Sinha 2005), and as Deacon 
(1997) points out, there is a growing number of social movements, which aim towards long-
term visions of a global welfare state, founded on the principles of a sound balance between 
Liberty and Equality.  
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