
By December 1981, Polish authorities 
had had enough. Solidarity’s leader, Lech 
Walesa, and thousands of others were 
arrested and jailed. Martial law was 
declared and Solidarity was banned. With 
Ronald Reagan now president, anti-
Communists hoped for a strong response, 
but they were disappointed.

In one of his weekly “Where We 
Stand” columns in the New York Times, 
Shanker lashed out at Reagan for being 
soft. “There was no expression of outrage 
at events in Poland, no demand for the 
release of Lech Walesa and thousands of 
others imprisoned.” Shanker argued that 
the military crackdown in Poland was 
“clearly one of the historic moments of 
the 20th century. Many voted for a 
President they thought would be tough. 
So far, all they have heard is tough talk 
during an election campaign. But when it 
really counts, we get silence, then 
mushiness and evasion.”28

Following the Communist crackdown 
on Solidarity, many people assumed that 
Walesa’s rebellion would go the way of 
earlier quashed revolts in other countries. 
But the American labor movement 
continued to support Solidarity, and the 
UFT was among the first to provide 
money.29 The AFT helped Polish unionists 
with their underground newspapers, 
smuggling in items including copiers and 
fax machines.30

After nine long years of struggle, 
Solidarity wore down the opposition and, 
in a stunning turn of events, came to 
power following a defeat of the Commu-
nists in democratic elections.31 In 
November 1989, Lech Walesa appeared 
at the AFL-CIO convention, received 15 
minutes of sustained cheering, and 
thanked the unionists for their strong 
support.32 The Solidarity experience, 
Shanker said, was an important reminder 

that unions not only provide better 
economic conditions, but they also 
provide a voice that can criticize both the 
boss and the government.33

If Solidarity should have underlined 
for liberals that anti-Communism was a 
pro-worker stand, Shanker argued that 
the experience should make clear to 
conservatives that unions were not just 
economic instruments—they were civic 
associations. As critical mediating 
institutions that stood between the 
government and the individual, unions 
allowed people to organize as a counter 
to the power of government and needed 
to be nourished in the battles for 
democracy.

In 1989, just as Communism was 
collapsing all around him, Shanker was 
named chair of the AFL-CIO International 
Affairs Committee.34 But Shanker knew 
that Solidarity’s victory and the fall of the 
Berlin Wall were only the beginning of 
the effort to promote democracy. It 

would be a mistake, he said, to 
assume that “we are now moving 
effortlessly toward a world in which 
everyone will live in a free society.”35 
Democracy is much more than 
voting, Shanker said, and in places 
like Eastern Europe, nongovernmen-
tal democratic institutions—indepen-
dent political parties, churches, unions, 
newspapers, business groups, and 
universities—had atrophied and 

needed rebuilding.36 While most 
conservatives focused on creating market 
economies, Shanker argued, “free 
enterprise alone will not lead to a free 

society. People need … direct contacts 
with trade unionists, lawyers, teachers, 
journalists, and community leaders from 
democratic nations.”37 Shanker argued: 
“What we’ve seen are the beginnings of 
democracy. We haven’t really seen 
democracy yet. We’ve seen the overthrow 
of dictatorship. Democracy is going to 
take generations to build and we have to 
be a part of that building because they 
won’t be able to do it alone.”38

Today, Shanker’s worldview is not 
dominant in the Democratic Party. 
Chastened by Vietnam and more 

recently by Iraq, many liberals see 
promoting democracy and projecting 
American power as futile at best and 
arrogant and imperialistic at worst. 

Shanker would disagree. Throughout 
his life, Shanker and the group he most 
closely identified with politically—the 
Social Democrats USA—argued that their 
mix of traditionally liberal and conserva-
tive views was part of a well-thought-
out ideology that put democracy at the 
core. His “Where We Stand” columns 
returned time and time again to 
democratic ideals.39 For many conserva-
tives, the marketplace is the touchstone; 
for Shanker it was democratic values 
that drove everything else. Although 
Communism is largely dead, totalitarian-
ism is not. Shanker’s Social Democratic 
vision may be virtually absent from 
today’s liberal discourse, but his tough 
liberalism is not obsolete; its relevance to 
social realities continues to grow. 

(Endnotes on page 45)

AFT members may 
purchase Richard D.
Kahlenberg’s book, 
Tough Liberal: 
Albert Shanker and 
the Battles Over 
Schools, Unions, 
Race, and Democ-
racy, at a dis-
counted rate of 
$18.00 including 
shipping (40 percent off list price). 
Visit AFT’s online store at www.
aftstore.org/aft/productenlarged.
asp?ProductID=906401.
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Authority. Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez has attempted to 
export his authoritarian brand of “21st Century Socialism” to 
other countries in South America, albeit with little success thus 
far. For its part, China has emerged as an impediment to the 
spread of democracy in East Asia and other regions, especially 
Africa. China has played a particularly negative role in Burma, 
where it sustains a brutal military dictatorship through economic 
and diplomatic support, and in North Korea, through its policy 
of forcibly returning those who flee the Pyongyang regime. In 
Africa, China provides various kinds of aid, including security 
assistance, to authoritarian countries and undermines the efforts 
of the United States, the European Union, and multilateral insti-
tutions to promote honest and transparent governance.

New and unstable democracies continue to be plagued by a 
host of problems stemming from a sharp and sometimes shock-
ing increase in violent crime, often involving the narcotics trade, 
human trafficking, and organized criminal networks and exac-
erbated by corrupt or ineffectual police, a poorly functioning 
judiciary, and vigilantism. While the negative impact of crime 
on the public’s faith in democracy is a special problem in Latin 
America, it is also a growing phenomenon in sub-Saharan Africa 
and in Asian countries like the Philippines. 

Disturbing Trends
A resurgence of pragmatic, market-oriented, or energy-rich 
dictatorships. Most visibly in Russia and China, but also in 
other parts of the world, governments are trying to harness 
the power of the marketplace while maintaining closed 
political systems. Strengthened by petroleum-based riches 
or capital amassed through long-term trade surpluses, 

1.

these autocracies are unapologetic and increasingly asser-
tive, at home and abroad, in declaring that the paradigm 
of rights-based governance as the international commu-
nity has long understood it is not relevant for the 21st cen-
tury. Diplomatic and political efforts to undermine norm-
setting bodies such as the UN Human Rights Council and 
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
are advancing as a consequence, with implications for the 
fate of freedom in a growing number of countries.

Decline in freedom of association. As repressive regimes 
move to strengthen their authority and eliminate sources 
of political opposition, they increasingly target human 
rights organizations, advocates of government transpar-
ency, women’s rights groups, representatives of minority 
groups, and trade unions. While the countries of the Mid-
dle East established standards for freedom of association, 
Africa and the non-Baltic countries of the former Soviet 
Union also have poor scores for associational rights.

Weak governance. Nearly two-thirds of the world’s coun-
tries rank as electoral democracies, but many score poorly 
on government effectiveness and accountability. Corrup-
tion, lack of transparency, and concentration of power in 
the hands of the executive or nonelected forces represent 
major obstacles to the consolidation of democracy in Latin 
America, Africa, and Asia.

Islamic extremism. While the world has been spared ter-
rorist attacks of the magnitude of 9/11, the violent actions 
of Islamic radicals remain an important challenge to free-
dom, both in Muslim countries and in wealthy democra-
cies. Terrorist violence remains a serious problem in Iraq, 
is a growing threat to freedom in Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
and continues to plague Algeria, Lebanon, and other 

2.

3.

4.

Freedom in Retreat
(Continued from page 24)
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countries of the Arab Middle East. In Europe, during the 
past year alone, arrests for terrorist plots or actual attacks 
were made in Great Britain, Germany, Belgium, Italy, and 
Denmark. The threat of terrorism often provides an unjus-
tified rationale for repressive emergency laws, torture, and 
the suppression of opposition political parties.

For the past few years, a number of the world’s most impor-
tant autocracies have engaged in what has been called a push-
back against democracy promotion. The pushback 
differs from past strategies of repressive regimes in that 
it relies on the use of legal restrictions, tax investiga-
tions, bureaucratic regulations, and the like to neutral-
ize opposition political parties and civil society orga-
nizations that seek political change, rather than 
rougher techniques like imprisonment, exile, or 
murder. 

The rationale for pushback policies advanced by the 
authorities in Russia, Venezuela, Iran, and elsewhere 
is that they are necessary to prevent outside forces, 
primarily the U.S., from meddling in their sovereign 
affairs through the support of dissidents, human rights 
groups, and NGOs. In reality, the main target of this offensive is 
not the U.S., but the domestic advocates of democracy—those 
who are waging the on-the-ground struggle for fair elections, 
honest government, minority rights, women’s equality, and free-
dom of expression.

During 2007, autocrats in various settings repeatedly singled 
out democracy advocates for especially harsh treatment. In Rus-
sia, the Putin regime went out of its way to force parties and 
candidates with strong democratic credentials off the parliamen-
tary ballot. It has aggressively sought to eliminate or neutralize 
NGOs that seek political reform, while at the same time treating 
Communists, xenophobes, and outright racists with tolerance. 
In China, the harsh treatment meted out to scholars, activists, 
and journalists who publicly press for democratic improvements 
is exceeded only by the crackdown on proponents of increased 
autonomy for Tibet or Xinjiang. In Egypt, the Mubarak govern-
ment has been as zealous, if not more so, in silencing those who 
advocate for peaceful democratic reform as it has been in sup-
pressing the Muslim Brotherhood. Under President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, Iran has launched an all-fronts offensive against 
those who speak out for change, including members of demo-
cratic parties, students, trade unions, academics, and advocates 
of women’s rights.

Promoting Democracy through Solidarity
Yet even as autocrats fine-tune the mechanisms of repression 
and control, the past year brought impressive and inspiring 
examples of resistance from those who cherish freedom. Con-
sider the following: 

A movement launched by students dismayed at Hugo 
Chavez’s assault on freedom of expression grew into a 
broad opposition that came together to defeat the Venezu-
elan president’s authoritarian constitutional overhaul.

Even as the Iranian regime steps up its campaign of intimi-
dation and reprisal, students, journalists, and human 

•

•

Freedom in the World is available online at  
www.freedomhouse.org.

rights activists have launched a series of protests that have 
gained substantial popular support.

Lawyers in Pakistan, outraged by the government’s efforts 
to undermine judicial independence, mounted protests 
that eventually galvanized a broader movement of civil 
society opposed to military rule.

To these champions of freedom can be added a number of 
others: bloggers and human rights lawyers in China, monks in 

Burma, trade unionists in Zimbabwe, and students in Bangla-
desh. More recently, we can add those who used nonviolent 
tactics to press for democratic reform and cultural freedoms in 
Tibet, where the rights of Tibetans have been repressed for over 
a half-century since Chinese occupation.

The accusation that democracy campaigners are serving the 
interests of foreign powers is not only untrue, it completely dis-
torts the goals and methods of today’s dissidents. Indeed, it is 
too often the case that democracy’s advocates are ignored by the 
outside world, governments, and the public alike. Today’s gen-
eration of democratic dissidents work both in anonymity and—in 
Iran, China, and elsewhere—under extreme duress.

The achievements of these democracy movements represent 
grounds for optimism in an otherwise unimpressive year. But 
they need the support of their natural allies in the democratic 
world, including, and indeed especially, advocates of democracy 
outside government. At a minimum, those who are taking risks 
for freedom require the kind of protection that only outside 
attention guarantees, the kind of support that sustained Lech 
Walesa and Nelson Mandela in a previous era.

We should remember that freedom endured many dark days 
during the time of Mandela and Walesa, much darker than is the 
case today. Then, as now, many asked whether the tide had 
turned against freedom. Some suggested, as many do today, that 
a society’s history or culture could render it inhospitable terrain 
for democratic development. We also hear again the argument 
that the democratic world should ignore incidents of repression 
on the grounds that our involvement will only make matters 
worse. Fortunately, democrats rejected these arguments. They 
stayed the course and gave critical support to the dissidents and 
freedom campaigners in Poland, Chile, South Africa, and else-
where. The fact that democratic dissidents have thwarted auto-
crats in the current difficult atmosphere is an important accom-
plishment. The solidarity of democrats from around the world is 
essential if the broader momentum toward freedom is to be 
regained.  	 ☐

•

The pushback differs from past strategies 
of repressive regimes in that it relies on 
the use of legal restrictions, tax investiga-
tions, bureaucratic regulations, and the 
like, rather than rougher techniques like 
imprisonment, exile, or murder. 
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The number of countries judged by Freedom in the World as 
Free in 2007 stood at 90, representing 47 percent of all 
countries assessed and 46 percent of the global population. 
The number of countries qualifying as Partly Free stood at 60, 

or 31 percent of countries and 18 percent of the population. 
Forty-three countries were judged Not Free, representing 22 
percent of countries and 36 percent of the world population. 
About half of this number lives in just one country: China. 

According to Freedom in the World, a 
Free country is one where there is broad 
scope for open political competition, a 
climate of respect for civil liberties, 
significant independent civic life, and 
independent media. A Partly Free 
country is one in which there is limited 
respect for political rights and civil 

liberties. Partly Free states frequently 
suffer from an environment of corrup-
tion, weak rule of law, ethnic and 
religious strife, and often a setting in 
which a single political party enjoys 
dominance despite the façade of limited 
pluralism. A Not Free country is one 
where basic political rights are absent, 

and basic civil liberties are widely and 
systematically denied.

Teachers can request a free Map of 
Freedom 2008 by contacting Katrina 
Neubauer at: 212/514-8040 ext. 10 or 
Neubauer@freedomhouse.org. The map 
is also available at www.freedomhouse.
org/uploads/fiw08launch/mof2008.pdf.

FREE

PARTLY FREE

NOT FREE

Which Countries Are Free?
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