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WHAT ARE HUMAN RIGHTS?

By Jack Donnelly 


Human rights are, literally, the rights that one has simply because one is human. This deceptively simple idea has profound social and political consequences. 

Human rights, because they rest on nothing more than being human, are universal, equal, and inalienable. They are held by all human beings, universally. One either is or is not human and thus has or does not have human rights, equally. And one can no more lose these rights than one can stop being a human being -- no matter how inhuman the treatment one may suffer. One is entitled to human rights and is empowered by them. 

Human rights, being held by every person against the state and society, provide a framework for political organization and a standard of political legitimacy. Where they are systematically denied, claims of human rights may be positively revolutionary. Even in societies where human rights are generally well respected, they provide constant pressure on governments to meet their standards. 



The natural liberty of man is to be free from any superior power on earth, and not to be under the will or legislative authority of man, but to have only the law of nature for his rule. The liberty of man in society is to be under no other legislative power but that established by consent in the commonwealth.... 

John Locke, British philosopher (1632-1704), from Concerning Civil Government, 1690 



The Origins of Human Rights 
All societies possess notions of justice, fairness, dignity, and respect. Human rights, however, are but one path to implement a particular conception of social justice. In fact, the idea of human rights -- the notion that all human beings, simply because they are human, have certain inalienable rights that they may exercise against society and their rulers -- was foreign to all major pre-modern Western and non-Western societies. 

Nearly all pre-modern societies saw rulers as obliged to govern wisely and for the common good. This mandate, however, arose from divine commandment, natural law, tradition, or contingent political arrangements. It did not rest on the rights (entitlement) of all human beings to be ruled justly. In a well-ordered society, the people were to benefit from the political obligations of rulers. But the people had no natural or human rights that could be exercised against unjust rulers. 

Human rights entered the mainstream of political theory and practice in 17th-century Europe. John Locke's Second Treatise of Government (published in the wake of Britain's Glorious Revolution of 1688, which overthrew King James II) presented the first fully developed theory of natural rights. 

Locke's theory begins with a pre-social state of nature in which equal individuals have natural rights to their lives, liberties, and estates. In the absence of government, however, these rights are of little value. They are almost impossible to protect by individual action, and disputes over rights are themselves a powerful cause of conflict. Therefore, people form societies, and societies establish governments, to enable themselves to enjoy their natural rights. 

Government, according to Locke, is based on a social contract between rulers and ruled. Citizens are obliged to obey only if the government protects their human rights, which are morally prior to and above the claims and interests of the government. Government is legitimate to the extent that it systematically protects and furthers the enjoyment of the human rights of its citizens. 

The idea of human rights initially was associated with the middle classes. Against the claims of high birth and traditional privilege, the rising bourgeoisie of early modern Europe advanced political claims based on natural human equality and inalienable natural rights. This bourgeois political revolution, however, had severe limits. For example, Locke, despite the apparent universalism of the language of natural rights, actually developed a theory for the protection of the rights of propertied European males. Women, along with "savages," servants, and wage laborers of either sex, were not recognized as rights-holders. 

But once the notion of equal and inalienable rights held by all was advanced, the burden of proof shifted to those who would deny such rights to others. Claims of privilege could be rationalized by, for example, arguments of racial superiority or assertions of superior acquired virtue. Privilege could be, and regularly was, protected through force. But having accepted the idea of human rights, dominant elites found it increasingly difficult to escape the logic of human rights. 

Many of the great political struggles of the past two centuries have revolved around expanding the recognized subjects of human rights. Efforts to extend the right to vote beyond a small, propertied elite provoked intense controversy in most European countries in the 19th century. The claims of working men for fair wages, for the right to organize themselves, and for safe and humane working conditions led to often violent political conflict until World War I in most of Europe, and much longer than that in the United States. Ending the systematic denial of human rights inherent in colonialism was a major global political issue during the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. And struggles to eliminate discrimination based on race and gender have been prominent in many countries over the past 30 years. 

In all of these situations, dispossessed groups used the rights they did enjoy to press for legal recognition of rights being denied them. For example, workers used their votes, along with what freedom of the press and freedom of association were allowed them, to press for eliminating legal discrimination based on wealth or property. They also demanded new rights that would bring true liberty, equality, and security to working men (and later women). Racial, ethnic, and religious minorities, women, and peoples suffering under colonial rule have likewise used what rights were allowed them to press for full recognition and participation as equal members of society. 

In each case, the essence of their argument was that we, no less than you, are human beings. As such, we are entitled to the same basic rights as you and to equal concern and respect from the state. And in each case, acceptance of such arguments has led to radical social and political changes. 

In the past two decades, the revolutionary force of the demand for human rights has become unusually clear. Across the globe, regimes that had cynically manipulated the language of human rights have been sent packing by a citizenry that insisted on taking human rights seriously. A significant cause of the collapse of the Soviet empire was the growing unwillingness of Communist-bloc citizens to accept the systematic denial of internationally recognized human rights. In South and Central America, repressive military governments fell throughout the 1980s. In Asia and Africa, liberalization and democratization have been more irregular but nevertheless real, and in some countries (South Korea and South Africa, for example) quite striking. 

The spread of human rights is neither natural nor inevitable. Regression is possible, even likely in some cases. The world's remaining repressive dictatorships may prove quite long-lived. But the lesson of the recent past would seem to be that wherever people are given the chance to choose, they choose internationally recognized human rights. And whatever the shortcomings of current practice, we live in a world in which fewer governments than ever before seem able to deny their people that choice. 

Human Rights as an International Issue 
In the post-Cold War world, nearly all states, in all regions of the world, at all levels of development, proclaim their commitment to human rights. One of the most dramatic expressions of this was the 1993 World Human Rights Conference in Vienna, which produced a wide-ranging Declaration and Program of Action endorsed by 171 states. With the continuing spread of political liberalization and democratization, an ever-growing number of governments are being pressured at home and from abroad to live up to these commitments. In today's world, a consistent pattern of gross human rights violations is widely perceived to undermine a regime's national and international legitimacy. 

This situation, however, is historically unprecedented. Human rights has been an established subject of international relations for only about half a century. Prior to World War II, even genocidal massacres such as Russian pogroms against the Jews and the Turkish slaughter of Armenians were met with little more than polite statements of disapproval. Less egregious violations typically were not even considered a fit subject for diplomatic conversation. 

How a government treated its own citizens in its own territory was considered a matter of sovereign domestic jurisdiction. In fact, individual states and the international community were considered to be under an international legal obligation not to intervene in such matters. Even the notoriously "idealist" Covenant of the League of Nations fails to mention human rights as a subject of legitimate international concern. 

From the Holocaust to the Cold War: The Holocaust, in which German Nazis systematically attempted to eliminate European Jewry, brought human rights into the mainstream of international relations. Shocking as Nazi atrocities were, the international community lacked the legal and political language to condemn them. Massacring one's own citizens simply was not an established international legal offense. The German government may have been liable under the laws of war for its treatment of citizens in occupied territories, but in killing German nationals it was merely exercising its sovereign rights. And traditional "realist" diplomacy, which defined the national interest in terms of state power, could find no material interest that was threatened by the barbarous treatment of foreign civilians. 

The Nuremberg War Crimes Trials (1945-1946) introduced the novel charge of crimes against humanity. For the first time, officials were held legally accountable to the international community for offenses against individual citizens, not states, and individuals who in many cases were nationals, not foreigners. It was in the United Nations, however, that human rights really emerged as a subject of international relations. 

Human rights have a prominent place in the UN Charter adopted in 1945. And the new organization moved rapidly to elaborate authoritative international human rights norms. On December 10, 1948, the UN General Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This comprehensive list of rights codified the emerging view that the way in which states treat their own citizens is not only a legitimate international concern but subject to international standards. 

With the rise of the Cold War, however, human rights increasingly became just another weapon of ideological struggle. Just as the United States was willing to accept the most vicious human rights practices in "friendly" anti-Communist regimes, the Soviet Union was ready to use force when necessary to assure "friendly" totalitarian regimes in its sphere of influence. 

Furthermore, few states desired more than the strong statement of norms provided by the Universal Declaration. Although no longer willing to leave human rights entirely beyond international purview, they refused to allow even multilateral monitoring of national human rights practices, let alone international implementation or enforcement. The UN Commission on Human Rights, for example, was not even permitted to read the thousands of complaints received by the United Nations alleging human rights violations. 

The United Nations is not a world government standing above states, but an intergovernmental organization. It can do nothing that its members -- sovereign states -- do not authorize. During the first two decades of the Cold War, neither bloc was willing to allow the UN to do much at all in the field of human rights. 

By the mid-1960s, though, the Afro-Asian bloc had become the largest group in the United Nations. These countries, which had suffered under colonial rule, had a special interest in human rights. They found a sympathetic hearing from the Soviet bloc and some countries in Europe and the Americas. The United Nations thus once again began to attend to human rights. 

Most significantly, the International Human Rights Covenants were completed in December 1966. Along with the Universal Declaration they provide an authoritative statement of internationally recognized human rights. 

The very comprehensiveness of the Covenants, however, demanded that the United Nations shift its human rights work from standard-setting to implementing these standards. This was an area where the organization had made virtually no headway in its first two decades. 

In the absence of an international legislative body, international law is in large measure contractual. Most international legal obligations today arise from treaties, which are, in effect, solemn contracts between states. Because states are free to enter into treaties or not, as they see fit, the obligations of international law are for the most part voluntarily incurred. States are thus free to, among other things, establish international obligations that cannot be internationally enforced -- which is precisely what they did in the case of human rights. 

Consider the "implementation" machinery of the Covenants. Parties must submit periodic reports on compliance. The supervisory committees may question state representatives about the reports and draw attention to apparent shortcomings. But they are not authorized to find violations of the treaty, demand changes in state practice, or seek remedy for victims. 

Although human rights norms were fully internationalized by the mid-1960s, implementation of those norms remained almost entirely national. The emerging global human rights regime thus reflected, and even today continues to reflect, the strong persistence of a sovereignty-respecting logic. 

The Carter Revival: Small inroads began to be made in the late 1960s and 1970s. The UN Commission on Human Rights received authority to discuss human rights violations in particular countries. Special procedures addressed human rights violations in Israeli-occupied territories, South Africa, and Chile. But the point of takeoff for human rights as an international issue came in 1977, when Jimmy Carter took the office of president of the United States. 

In embracing human rights as a priority for American foreign policy, Carter at least partly disentangled international human rights from the East-West politics of the Cold War and the North-South struggles over a new international economic order. This gave new momentum and increased legitimacy to human rights advocates throughout the world. 

Within the United Nations, a revitalized Commission on Human Rights, led by Canada, the Netherlands, and others, formulated major treaties on women's rights (1979), on torture (1984), and on the rights of the child (1989). Rapporteurs were appointed to study human rights violations in a growing number of increasingly diverse countries. The commission also developed innovative new mechanisms to deal with particular kinds of violations, most notably disappearances. 

The mid-1970s also saw the introduction of human rights into the mainstream of bilateral foreign policy. For example, the United States and the Nordic countries began to consider the human rights practices of recipient countries in their aid policies. And the Helsinki Final Act of 1975 explicitly introduced human rights into the mainstream of U.S.-Soviet relations. 

By the mid-1980s, debate in most Western countries focused less on whether human rights should be an active concern of foreign policy -- still a matter of considerable controversy in the late 1970s and early 1980s -- than on which rights should be pursued and where. 

The 1970s was also the decade in which nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) concerned with human rights emerged as a notable international political force, as symbolized by the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to Amnesty International in 1977 for its assistance to political prisoners. By 1980, there were some 200 NGOs in the United States that dealt with human rights in some way, and about the same number in Britain. 

These groups, in addition to their advocacy for victims of human rights abuses, have been important actors in changing bilateral and multilateral international human rights policies. International campaigns against torture by Amnesty International in the 1970s and 1980s played an important role in the drafting of the UN's 1984 Convention Against Torture. 

At the national level, the Dutch section of Amnesty was involved in drafting its government's 1979 White Paper on human rights and development. And anti-apartheid activists in the United States and several European countries had a major impact on foreign policy toward South Africa in the 1980s. 

The Post-Cold War Environment: Post-Cold War developments have further strengthened multilateral, bilateral, and transnational human rights actors and procedures. Existing multilateral mechanisms are being used more vigorously and with greater impartiality, and new initiatives, such as the creation of a UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, promise intensified international monitoring. In most countries, human rights have become a more deeply entrenched and less controversial issue on foreign policy agendas, and nongovernmental human rights organizations and advocates have become an increasingly significant part of the political landscape. 

International human rights issues still provoke political controversy. At the Vienna World Conference, for example, a small group of countries argued, ultimately unsuccessfully, against efforts of the international community to press states to comply with the standards laid out in the Universal Declaration and the Covenants. In bilateral relations, raising human rights issues still is resented by many states, as the strained relations between China and its major trading partners in the years following the 1989 Tiananmen massacre of Chinese citizens clearly illustrate. And most states still refuse to press international human rights concerns strongly enough to satisfy many human rights NGOs. 

The record of national practice, although greatly improved in many countries over the past decade, also leaves much to be desired. There are still regimes in power -- in Cuba, Iraq, Burma, North Korea, and other countries -- that rest on systematic violations of internationally recognized human rights. And as is documented in the reports of groups as diverse as the NGO Human Rights Watch and the U.S. Department of State, most countries of the world still have significant human rights problems. 

Nonetheless, there is a new willingness within the international community to act forcefully in at least some cases of systematic human rights violations. During the Cold War, genocide in Cambodia was met with pained expressions of regret, but little more. In Rwanda in 1994, by contrast, the international community responded to genocide with military intervention. In El Salvador, UN human rights monitors played an important role in reaching a political settlement and demilitarizing the country after a decade-long civil war. In Somalia, when the country descended into warlord politics, multilateral military forces intervened to save literally hundreds of thousands of innocent civilians from starvation. And in Cambodia, a massive United Nations operation helped to remove occupying Vietnamese forces and install a freely elected government. 

To take just one more example, consider Bosnia. After three and a half years of refusing to bow to force and the politics of ethnic cleansing, the international community, led by the United States, was able to broker a settlement of a bloody civil war that killed close to a quarter million people and made refugees of some two million others. Whether the peace will hold is unclear. But the willingness of the countries of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and several non-NATO countries in Central and Eastern Europe to provide 50,000 troops to implement the Dayton Peace Accords dramatically reflects the rise in importance of human rights and humanitarian politics on national and international agendas in the 1990s and beyond. 

The United States and Human Rights 
The United States has played a special role in the political development and spread of human rights ideas and practices. The Declaration of Independence, by which the American colonies severed their allegiance to the British Crown in 1776, proclaims the self-evident truth that all men are created equal and endowed with inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. No less important, it asserts the right of a people to dissolve political bonds that have come to be oppressive. And in the political system established under the U.S. Constitution and its Bill of Rights, the world witnessed the first practical experiment in a government committed to being judged by the extent to which it respected and protected the rights of its citizens. Rights, thus, are often seen by Americans as a defining feature of their national heritage. 



Natural rights are those which appertain to man in right of his existence. Of this kind are all the intellectual rights, or rights of the mind, and also all those rights of acting as an individual for his own comfort and happiness, which are not injurious to the natural rights of others.... 

Thomas Paine, American political theorist and writer (1737-1809), from Rights of Man, 1792 



There are, of course, darker sides to that heritage. Slavery was officially accepted for the better part of the first century of the new republic -- the U.S. Constitution actually protected the slave trade for some 50 years -- and legalized racial discrimination was the norm for much of the second century. Indigenous populations were forced to surrender their homes, their lands, and often their lives, as America expanded westward. 

American international human rights policies and practices reveal a similar ambivalence. For example, Central America and the Caribbean were viewed as "our backyard," in which American troops were sent to overthrow governments the United States judged unacceptable. And during the Cold War, brutal military dictatorships were called free and democratic, and were given American financial and military support, so long as they supported U.S. economic and geopolitical interests. 

But the United States also has a long record of positive international action on behalf of human rights, as, for example, during the French Revolution and when the countries of Central and South America threw off Spanish colonial rule in the 19th century. Furthermore, throughout the 20th century, the United States has acted internationally to strengthen this reputation. 

After World War I, American President Woodrow Wilson championed national self-determination and protection of minorities by the international community. After World War II, the United States devoted considerable effort and money to sustaining and rebuilding democracy in Europe and to establishing it in Japan. The United States was a leader in decolonization, granting independence to the Philippines in 1946. 

Even during the Cold War, when the United States supported repressive dictatorships in the name of anti-communism, there was a core of truth to the American claim to be the one superpower committed to the realization of human rights. And with the end of the Cold War, the United States has emerged as a leader in multilateral human rights and humanitarian initiatives in Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and other countries. 

This leadership role has its problematic elements. Traditionally, the United States has been reticent to open itself to the sort of human rights scrutiny it applies to others. It was only in 1992 that the United States ratified the United Nations' International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, more than 25 years after the measure received General Assembly approval. In addition, across the mainstream of the American political spectrum, there has been an unusual reluctance to accept the equal status of civil and political and economic, social, and cultural rights, a central normative principle of the UN's Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Covenants. The United States is not a party to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and most Americans do not regard social problems involving education, health care, and employment as human rights issues. 

American leadership has also been challenged. At home, the isolationist tradition is deeply rooted. Today, many Americans are reluctant to spend money or risk American lives to support human rights abroad. Abroad, American self-righteousness and a preference for unilateral action have often provoked resentment even among those who have shared the values underlying American policies. 

Nonetheless, the United States today, as two centuries ago, is a world leader in the ongoing struggle for human rights. And the struggle continues, globally, to realize the revolutionary idea that all people, simply because they are human, are entitled to the basic protections, goods, services, and opportunities of internationally recognized human rights. 

International Monitoring and Implementation Mechanisms 
The transformation of the international relations of human rights has been particularly striking at the normative level. For example, by mid-1998 the International Human Rights Covenants have been ratified by 137 and 140 states, more than three-fourths of the countries of the world. Although international bodies still play a secondary role in implementing these norms, states are increasingly accountable to the international community for their human rights practices. 



...there are occasional crimes committed on so vast a scale and of such peculiar horror as to make us doubt whether it is not our manifest duty to endeavor at least to show our disapproval of the deed and our sympathy with those who have suffered by it. The cases must be extreme in which such a course is justifiable. 

Theodore Roosevelt, 26th president of the United States (1858-1919), from On Human Rights in Foreign Policy, 1904 



The UN's International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights established a supervisory committee of independent experts -- the Human Rights Committee -- the principal function of which is to review the periodic reports submitted by states. Similar committees have been created by international human rights treaties on racial discrimination, women's rights, torture, and the rights of the child. 

Although questions from the committee during review of the reports are often well informed and probing, the representative of the reporting state need not answer any question, let alone provide a satisfactory answer. Many reports contain little more than extracts from laws and the constitution, or obviously evasive claims of compliance. And whatever the quality of the report, once it has been reviewed, the monitoring process typically ends until the next report is due. 

Reporting schemes obviously cannot force recalcitrant states to alter their practices. They can, however, provide additional incentives for states seeking to improve or safeguard their human rights record. Preparing a report requires a national review of law and practice, which may uncover areas where improvement may be needed or possible. It also provides a concrete periodic reminder to officials of their international legal obligations. 

Human rights reports, because they originate from the reporting government, may provide the least adversarial of all international monitoring mechanisms. Reporting systems also have the virtue of allowing human rights issues to be addressed before problems become severe. But government control of the mechanism makes this type of monitoring most subject to evasion and abuse. 

The Human Rights Committee may also consider "communications" (complaints) from individuals in the states party to the (First) Optional Protocol to the Covenant. Although the findings of the Human Rights Committee are not enforceable, several states have acted on them. For example, Canada revised legislation concerning the rights of Indians living off their tribal lands, Mauritius altered legislation concerning women's rights, and the Netherlands changed discriminatory social security legislation. The expert committees on racial discrimination and torture have similar powers. 

An even stronger individual complaint mechanism exists within the Council of Europe. The decisions of the European Commission on Human Rights, although not technically binding, are usually accepted by states. And the European Court of Human Rights has made legally binding decisions in almost 200 cases dealing with a variety of issues, including such sensitive questions as public emergencies. This is the one instance, globally, where there has been a significant transfer of authority for implementing human rights from states to a supranational political community. Unfortunately, regional schemes in the Americas and Africa have had less success working with individual communications, and Asia and the Arab world do not have regional human rights commissions. 

The attraction of individual cases is that their concreteness and specificity make it hard for states to evade responsibility. In order to avoid embarrassing publicity, a state may release political prisoners or may compensate individual victims -- although the three global treaty-based petition systems have handled well under 1,000 cases combined. Procedures focused on individual victims, however, fail to address broader patterns and deeper structural forces. 

Therefore, it is of special interest that the Committee Against Torture is also authorized to investigate communications concerning situations where torture is systematically practiced. But precisely because such procedures allow more systematic challenges to governments, they are not widely implemented. No other independent committee of experts has this authority, and the comparable "1503 procedure" in the UN Commission on Human Rights dealt with less than half a dozen cases during its first two decades of operation. 

Here as elsewhere, one can see an inverse relationship between the strength and scope of international monitoring procedures and the willingness of states to use and participate in them. And because sovereign states have the right to choose not to participate in most international human rights implementation systems, the tradeoff between strength and coverage is a serious and persistent problem. 

Another set of multilateral human rights monitoring mechanisms focuses on investigative reporting and advocacy. The pioneer in this area was the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. Its reports on Chile in the 1970s and 1980s were an important element in the international campaign against the Pinochet government, and its 1978 report on Nicaragua appears to have contributed significantly to the demise of the Somoza government. 

Over the past two decades, the UN Commission on Human Rights has devoted considerable and growing effort to country studies, including such politically prominent countries as Guatemala, Iran, and Burma. Typically, the commission works through a special rapporteur -- a semi-independent expert and investigator. The special rapporteur, in addition to reporting formally to the commission, typically attempts to maintain a continuing dialogue with the government in question in order to establish a sustained presence and channel for influence. 

The UN Commission on Human Rights has also developed an innovative series of "thematic" efforts to consider particular types of human rights violations, beginning with the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances established in 1980. In its first decade, this working group handled over 19,000 cases. In 1985, Peter Kooijmans, the outgoing chair of the commission, was appointed special rapporteur on torture. Kooijmans held this position until 1993, when he became Foreign Minister of the Netherlands -- a sign of the dramatic rise in the priority of human rights in the foreign policy of at least some states. Additional rapporteurs or working groups have been created to deal with summary or arbitrary executions, arbitrary detentions, religious intolerance, human rights violations by mercenaries, and racism. 

The newest international human rights monitor is the semi-independent UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, established in 1994 on the recommendation of the Vienna World Conference. Although it is still too early to assess the impact of this initiative, the appointment in 1997 of Mary Robinson, the former President of Ireland, has brought a substantial increase in the profile and vigor of the office. 

Nongovernmental Organizations and States: Their Contrasting Roles 
As noted earlier, the transnational activities of human rights nongovernmental organizations outside their own countries and the bilateral policies of states are often at least as important to the international politics of human rights as the activities of formal multilateral institutions discussed above. In addition to the international campaigns waged by Amnesty International, such U.S. NGOs as Americas Watch, the American Civil Liberties Union, and several other organizations were important players in the struggles over Central American policy in the 1980s. And in both North America and Europe, NGOs played a major role in national debates over sanctions against South Africa during the 1980s. 

Because of their private status, NGOs can operate free of the political control of states. And because they do not have broader foreign policy concerns that may conflict with their human rights objectives, they often are better able to press human rights concerns. 

Human rights NGOs may also have a special advantage as national advocates of improved human rights practices. Because they are narrowly focused and generally nonpartisan, they sometimes can raise human rights issues within a country that no other actor can. Particularly where independent political activity is repressed and civil society is weak, as in the Soviet bloc or the Southern Cone of South America during the late 1970s and early 1980s, human rights NGOs may be the only national voice not completely silenced. Likewise today, in countries where democratization and political liberalization remain incomplete, partisan political activity often is far more dangerous than less directly partisan human rights activity. And both national and international human rights NGOs have a special role when political space begins to open, or threatens to close back down, because they act with a single-minded focus on human rights. 

However, NGOs must rely on the power of publicity and persuasion. They lack the resources of even weak states. States remain free to be unpersuaded. And many states have used their powers of coercion against the members of human rights NGOs, turning them into new victims. 

Sovereign states have almost the opposite strengths and weaknesses of NGOs. States in their foreign policies must accommodate a wide range of interests. Foreign policy can never be reduced to or identical to human rights policy. Furthermore, foreign policy is by its nature directed toward the realization of the national interest, which rarely places human rights above material and political interests. But when states do choose to pursue human rights objectives, they typically possess resources, channels of influence, and even publicity capabilities that are unavailable to NGOs. 

The national role of states also needs to be emphasized. States, in addition to being the principal violators of human rights, are the principal mechanism for their protection and implementation in the contemporary world. The ultimate goal of human rights advocacy is to alter national law and practice. The contribution of international actors is therefore almost always secondary to the national political struggles by which citizens force their own government to respect their rights. International action can help to quicken the pace, provide support for national human rights advocates, and add further incentives for regimes to respect the rights of their citizens. It is at the level of the nation-state, however, that human rights must ultimately be vindicated. 

Finally, in thinking about international human rights pressures on states, the role of actors who are only episodically involved, or may not even have an explicit human rights mandate, should not be overlooked. For example, the 1993 Vienna World Conference on Human Rights, a one-time, ad hoc gathering, helped refocus international attention on human rights in the post-Cold War world. The war crimes tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda are ad hoc bodies that may help to shape the direction of international human rights activities. The 1995 United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing attempted to introduce women's issues more explicitly into the mainstream of international human rights discussions. The World Bank, in its recent emphasis on "good governance," has begun to touch on important human rights issues. And both the Council of Europe and the European Union have stressed the importance of rights-protective policies to inclusion in "Europe." 

A System of International Accountability 
Although sovereign states retain a primary responsibility for implementing internationally recognized human rights in their territories, they no longer enjoy the protections of discrete diplomatic silence. Quite the contrary, persistent human rights violators increasingly must act in the light of embarrassing international publicity mobilized by public and private groups. Global, regional, national, and transnational actors have created a web of pressures that make it almost impossible today for states to avoid a public accounting of their human rights practices. 



The authority of government...is still an impure one: to be strictly just, it must have the sanction and consent of the governed. It can have no pure right over my person and property but what I concede to it. The progress from an absolute to a limited monarchy, from a limited monarchy to a democracy, is progress toward a true respect for the individual. 

Henry David Thoreau, American essayist (1817-1862), from Civil Disobedience, 1846 



Admittedly, most of the current mechanisms of accountability rely principally on the power of public exposure and scrutiny. But the value of publicizing violations and trying to shame states into better compliance should not be underestimated. Even vicious governments may care about their international reputation. For example, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, no less vile a government than the Argentine military regime devoted considerable diplomatic effort to thwart the investigations of the UN Commission on Human Rights. Furthermore, publicity often helps at least a few of the more prominent victims of repression. 

The most important impact of all this -- largely verbal -- international human rights activity, however, probably lies less in its immediate achievements on behalf of victims than in the fact that national and international norms and expectations are being altered. The idea of human rights has a moral force and mobilizing power in the contemporary world that seems hard to resist. And as more and more citizens throughout the world come to think of themselves as endowed with inalienable rights against their government, the demand for human rights continues to cause dictators to flee and their governments to crumble. 

The sword often proves mightier than the word, at least in the short run. But the task of human rights advocates, wherever they may be, is the ancient and noble one of speaking the truth of justice to power. And one of the most heartening lessons of recent international history is that, far more often than so-called realists would ever allow, that truth can triumph. 

__________ 

Jack Donnelly is the Andrew W. Mellon professor at the Graduate School of International Studies, University of Denver. Dr. Donnelly is the author of Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice, International Human Rights, and numerous articles on a variety of human rights issues. 

THE U.S. COMMITMENT: 
HUMAN RIGHTS AND FOREIGN POLICY

By Jimmy Carter 

Jimmy Carter (James Earl Carter, Jr.), who served as president of the United States from January 20, 1977, to January 20, 1981, made concern for human rights a basic element of the country's foreign policy. Since leaving the presidency, he has continued to be a champion of social justice and human rights. In 1986, he established the Carter Center at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, a nonprofit, nonpartisan public policy institute dedicated to fighting disease, hunger, poverty, conflict, and oppression worldwide. He has monitored elections in several foreign nations, provided mediation efforts in civil wars, and thrown his support behind international relief operations. Since 1984, Carter and his wife Rosalynn have also given a week of their time and construction skills each year to build affordable housing for those in need. 

Following are excerpts from Carter's remarks at a White House meeting commemorating the 30th anniversary of the signing of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in December of 1978. 

T his week we commemorate the 30th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. We rededicate ourselves -- in the words of Eleanor Roosevelt, who was the chairperson of the Human Rights Commission -- to the Universal Declaration as, and I quote from her, "a common standard of achievement for all peoples of all nations." 

The Universal Declaration and the human rights conventions that derive from it do not describe the world as it is. But these documents are very important, nonetheless. They are a beacon, a guide to a future of personal security, political freedom, and social justice. 

For millions of people around the globe that beacon is still quite distant, a glimmer of light on a dark horizon of deprivation and repression. The reports of Amnesty International, the International Commission of Jurists, the International League for Human Rights, and many other nongovernmental human rights organizations amply document the practices and conditions that destroy the lives and the spirit of countless human beings. 

Political killings, tortures, arbitrary and prolonged detention without trial or without a charge, these are the cruelest and the ugliest of human rights violations. Of all human rights, the most basic is to be free of arbitrary violence, whether that violence comes from government, from terrorists, from criminals, or from self-appointed messiahs operating under the cover of politics or religion. 

But governments -- because of their power, which is so much greater than that of an individual -- have a special responsibility. The first duty of a government is to protect its own citizens, and when government itself becomes the perpetrator of arbitrary violence against its citizens, it undermines its own legitimacy. 

There are other violations of the body and the spirit which are especially destructive of human life. Hunger, disease, poverty are enemies of human potential which are as relentless as any repressive government. 

The American people want the actions of their government, our government, both to reduce human suffering and to increase human freedom. That's why I have sought to rekindle the beacon of human rights in American foreign policy. Over the last two years I've tried to express these human concerns as our diplomats practice their craft and as our nation fulfills its own international obligations. 

We will speak out when individual rights are violated in other lands. The Universal Declaration means that no nation can draw the cloak of sovereignty over torture, disappearances, officially sanctioned bigotry, or the destruction of freedom within its own borders. The message that is being delivered by our representatives abroad ... is that the policies regarding human rights count very much in the character of our own relations with other individual countries. 



A spiritually liberated person standing on the firm ground of moral principle, and understanding what he is fighting for, has an inexhaustible reserve of strength. 

Natan Sharansky, former Soviet refusenik and current Minister of Trade and Industry, State of Israel, from his memoir Fear No Evil, 1989 



In distributing the scarce resources of our foreign assistance programs, we demonstrate that our deepest affinities are with nations which commit themselves to a democratic path to development. Toward regimes which persist in wholesale violations of human rights, we will not hesitate to convey our outrage, nor will we pretend that our relations are unaffected. 

The effectiveness of our human rights policy is now an established fact. It has contributed to an atmosphere of change -- sometimes disturbing -- but which has encouraged progress in many ways and in many places. In some countries, political prisoners have been released by the hundreds, even thousands. In others, the brutality of repression has been lessened. In still others there's a movement toward democratic institutions or the rule of law when these movements were not previously detectable. 

To those who doubt the wisdom of our dedication, I say this: Ask the victims. Ask the exiles. Not a single one of those who is actually taking risks or suffering for human rights has ever asked me to desist in our support of basic human rights. From the prisons, from the camps, from the enforced exiles, we receive one message: Speak up, persevere, let the voice of freedom be heard. 

I'm very proud that our nation stands for more than military might or political might. It stands for ideals that have their reflection in the aspirations of peasants in Latin America, workers in Eastern Europe, students in Africa, and farmers in Asia. 

We do live in a difficult and complicated world, a world in which peace is literally a matter of survival. Our foreign policy must take this into account. Often a choice that moves us toward one goal tends to move us further away from another goal. Seldom do circumstances permit me or you to take actions that are wholly satisfactory to everyone. 

But I want to stress again that human rights are not peripheral to the foreign policy of the United States. Our pursuit of human rights is part of a broad effort to use our great power and our tremendous influence in the service of creating a better world, a world in which human beings can live in peace, in freedom, and with their basic needs adequately met. 

Human rights is the soul of our foreign policy. And I say this with assurance, because human rights is the soul of our sense of nationhood. 

For the most part, other nations are held together by common racial or ethnic ancestry, or by a common creed or religion, or by ancient attachments to the land that go back for centuries of time. Some nations are held together by the forces, implied forces of a tyrannical government. We are different from all of those, and I believe that we in our country are more fortunate. 

As a people we come from every country and every corner of the earth. We are of many religions and many creeds. We are of every race, every color, every ethnic and cultural background. We are right to be proud of these things and of the richness they lend to the texture of our national life. But they are not the things which unite us as a single people. 

What unites us -- what makes us Americans -- is a common belief in peace, in a free society, and a common devotion to the liberties enshrined in our Constitution. That belief and that devotion are the sources of our sense of national community. Uniquely, ours is a nation founded on an idea of human rights. From our own history we know how powerful that idea can be. 

Next week marks another human rights anniversary -- Bill of Rights Day. Our nation was "conceived in liberty," in Lincoln's words, but it has taken nearly two centuries for that liberty to approach maturity. 

For most of the first half of our history, black Americans were denied even the most basic human rights. For most of the first two-thirds of our history, women were excluded from the political process. Their rights and those of Native Americans are still not constitutionally guaranteed and enforced. Even freedom of speech has been threatened periodically throughout our history. The struggle for full human rights for all Americans -- black, brown, and white; male and female; rich and poor -- is far from over. 

To me, as to many of you, these are not abstract matters or ideas. In the rural Georgia country where I grew up, the majority of my own fellow citizens were denied many, basic rights -- the right to vote, the right to speak freely without fear, the right to equal treatment under the law. I saw at first hand the effects of a system of deprivation of rights. I saw the courage of those who resisted that system. And finally, I saw the cleansing energies that were released when my own region of this country walked out of darkness and into what (former U.S. vice president) Hubert Humphrey, in the year of the adoption of the Universal Declaration, called "the bright sunshine of human rights." 

The American Bill of Rights is 187 years old, and the struggle to make it a reality has occupied every one of those 187 years. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is only 30 years old. In the perspective of history, the idea of human rights has only just been broached. 

I do not draw this comparison because I want to counsel patience. I draw it because I want to emphasize, in spite of difficulties, steadfastness and commitment. 

One hundred and eighty-seven years ago, as far as most Americans were concerned, the Bill of Rights was a bill of promises. There was no guarantee that those promises would ever be fulfilled. We did not realize those promises by waiting for history to take its inevitable course. We realized them because we struggled. We realized them because many sacrificed. We realized them because we persevered. 

For millions of people around the world today, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is still only a declaration of hope. Like all of you, I want that hope to be fulfilled. The struggle to fulfill it will last longer than the lifetimes of any of us. Indeed, it will last as long as the lifetime of humanity itself. But we must persevere. 

And we must persevere by ensuring that this country of ours, leader in the world, which we love so much, is always in the forefront of those who are struggling for that great hope, the great dream of universal human rights. 

"WE HOLD THESE TRUTHS TO BE SELF-EVIDENT...."



The First Amendment means to me ... that the only constitutional way our Government can preserve itself is to leave its people the fullest possible freedom to praise, criticize, or discuss, as they see fit, all governmental policies and to suggest, if they desire, that even its most fundamental postulates are bad and should be changed.... 

Hugo Black, U.S. Supreme Court Justice (1886-1971), from his dissenting opinion in Barenblatt v. United States, 1959 



T he earliest Americans did not speak of "human rights." But they did speak of freedom and liberties, and they valued them highly. As British subjects, they were well familiar with the steady evolution of British political and constitutional rights. 

Many of the first colonists came to the New World seeking the religious freedom denied them in 17th-century Europe. Massachusetts was founded by Puritans, Pennsylvania by Quakers, Maryland by Catholics. French Calvinists -- Huguenots -- attempted an early colony in the Middle South, and later settled in important numbers in several colonies farther north. These highly religious groups may not have accepted each other from the beginning; in fact, some of them imposed their will on religious minorities by establishing state religions in colonial America. But over time, the exigencies of colonial life fostered a sense of religious tolerance among them, and, in most cases, freedom of worship was incorporated into colonial law and custom. 

In addition to bringing their religious faith to the New World, American colonists brought a passion for self-government. Even before they landed on the coast of Massachusetts in 1620, America's early settlers, the Puritans, drew up the "Mayflower Compact," agreeing to abide by "just and equal laws" framed by leaders of their own choosing. Massachusetts was not a perfect democracy, but as more and more settlers filled the coastal towns and peopled the interior of the northeastern United States -- the area commonly known as New England -- the tendency was toward inclusion. By the 18th century, the democratic nature of the New England town meeting, at which inhabitants of a town come together as its legislative authority, was firmly established. Among America's founding fathers who emerged from this background were John and Samuel Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Roger Sherman, James Otis, Alexander Hamilton, and many others. 

In Virginia, the largest of the southern colonies and one with a much different social structure from New England, there was also a long tradition of participation in local government. From this heritage came George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, George Mason, James Madison, and other of America's founders. 

Thus, when the time came for the American colonists to dissolve the political bonds that connected them to Britain, they looked to an already well-established body of law and custom that recognized freedom of speech, of religious worship, and of assembly, as well as the right to petition, to a jury trial, and to have a say in governing their own affairs. In fact, it was the curtailment of these liberties that sparked America's revolution to gain independence from Britain. 

The Principles of Freedom 
Although the first battles of the American Revolution occurred in 1775, the Declaration of Independence by the American colonies in 1776 formally announced the revolution. Its principal author was Thomas Jefferson, who later became the third president of the United States. 

With the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson created a succinct yet eloquent affirmation of human rights and natural law. In the Declaration's second paragraph, Jefferson wrote: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable [inalienable] Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these Rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed...." 

As Abraham Lincoln, who led the United States during its fiercest battle over human rights -- the Civil War -- said of the Declaration more than a half-century later, its signers "meant simply to declare the right so that enforcement of it might follow as fast as circumstances might permit. They meant to set up a standard maxim for free society, which would be familiar to all and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere." 




Abraham Lincoln, the 16th President of the United States, issued the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, declaring the freeing of slaves in all the areas then in rebellion against the U.S.
Credit: Matthew Brady, Library of Congress. (For a larger image -- 16k -- please click on the thumbnail image.)

Although the Declaration of Independence did not provoke the American Revolution, it did clarify the rationale for the battle, which continued, with assistance from the French, until the British surrendered. On September 3, 1783, American and British representatives signed articles of peace -- the Treaty of Paris - - in which Britain acknowledged the independence, freedom, and sovereignty of the 13 former American colonies, soon to be states. 

For the first years of independence, the American states remained largely independent of each other, united only by loose-fitting Articles of Confederation that served as the basic law of the new nation. The articles were seen more as a treaty between equal states joining together for military security and economic advantage than a formal constitution governing the country. This was a deliberate choice by many who feared central government and believed that individual liberties would more likely be protected at the state than at the national level. 

The success of the revolution gave Americans the opportunity to give legal form to their ideals as expressed in the Declaration of Independence and to remedy some of the grievances through state constitutions. As early as May of 1776, Congress had passed a resolution advising the colonies to form new governments "such as shall best conduce to the happiness and safety of their constituents." Within a year after the Declaration of Independence, all but three states had drawn up constitutions. 

The first objective of the framers of the state constitutions was to secure those inalienable rights whose violation had caused the former colonies to repudiate their connection with Britain. Thus, each began with a declaration or bill of rights. Virginia's constitution, which served as a model for the others, included a declaration of such principles as popular sovereignty, rotation in office, and freedom of elections, as well as an enumeration of fundamental liberties -- moderate bail and humane punishment, speedy trial by jury, freedom of the press and of conscience, and the right of the majority to reform or alter the government. 

Other states enlarged the list of liberties. But the state constitutions also had some glaring limitations. The colonies south of Pennsylvania excluded their slave populations from their inalienable rights as human beings. Women had no political rights. No state went so far as to permit universal male suffrage, and even in those states that permitted all taxpayers to vote, office-holders were required to own a certain amount of property. 

The U.S. Constitution 
It was not until 1787 that representatives from the states met in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to begin drawing up the U.S. Constitution. What they crafted was a document of compromise and representative democracy, one that has adapted well to changing circumstances for over 200 years. As its framers stated in the preamble to this basic law of the United States, the document was written "in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our posterity...." 

There were many who opposed the new Constitution, though. Their consent to the document came only with the promise that a series of amendments guaranteeing the civil liberties that were part of most state constitutions would soon accompany it. 

To this end, in 1791, 10 amendments -- known collectively as the Bill of Rights -- were added to the Constitution. These amendments specifically guarantee freedom of religion, speech, and the press. They proclaim the right of the people to peaceable assembly; to petition the government for redress of grievances; to bear arms; to secure their persons, houses, papers, and effects against unreasonable search and seizure; to due process of law; and to a speedy and public trial by an impartial jury. 

Since the adoption of the Bill of Rights, only 17 additional amendments have been made part of the Constitution. A number of these amendments revised the federal government's structure and operation, but many followed the precedent established by the Bill of Rights and expanded individual rights and freedoms. 

But while the United States began with a well-established body of rights and liberties, it would take almost two centuries before those rights and liberties could be said to include all Americans. 

One step toward greater inclusion was to expand the franchise beyond the narrow precepts of the times, which held that only white male property owners could vote or hold public office. By the early 19th century, virtually all the states had eliminated property qualifications as a condition for voting or holding office, and the aristocratic elite that had governed the country had been largely pushed aside for the new American, the self-made man. As the French author Alexis de Tocqueville noted in his introduction to Democracy in America in the mid-1800s, "The more I advanced in the study of American society, the more I perceived that this equality of condition is the fundamental fact from which all others seem to be derived." 

The spread of suffrage led to a new concept of education, for statesmen everywhere perceived the threat to universal suffrage from an untutored, illiterate electorate. These men were supported by organized labor, whose leaders demanded free, tax-supported schools open to all children; gradually, states enacted legislation to provide for such instruction. But while the public school system became common throughout the northern part of the country, in other parts the battle for public education continued for years. 

The American quest for rights and opportunities also saw the beginning of the labor organization. In 1835, labor forces in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, succeeded in reducing the former "dark-to-dark" workday to a 10-hour day. Other reforms of the times addressed the problems of prisons and care for the insane. Efforts were made to turn prisons, which stressed punishment, into penitentiaries where the guilty would undergo rehabilitation, and to establish state hospitals for the care of the insane, who previously had been confined to wretched almshouses and prisons. 

A House Divided 
Despite the spread of democracy, the practice of slavery mocked the concept that liberty and the pursuit of happiness were the rights of all Americans. The battle to contain and ultimately defeat slavery took three-quarters of a century. It was Thomas Jefferson, a slaveholder himself, who struck the first blow. His Northwest Ordinance of 1787, which was adopted under the Articles of Confederation, prohibited slavery in the more northern U.S. territories. 

The international slave trade was abolished in 1808, and many thought that this would bring an end to slavery in America, too. But the expectation proved false, for during the next generation the southern United States united solidly behind the institution of slavery as the boom of such labor-intensive southern industries as cotton, tobacco, and sugar cane made slavery immensely profitable. Thus, the leaders of the South clung firmly to slavery and countered every move of the growing and increasingly vocal abolitionist movement. 



Frederick Douglass, eloquent spokesman for the abolition of slavery in the United States and extension of full political rights to its African Americans. Credit: National Archives. (For a larger image -- 20k -- please click on the thumbnail image.) 

Slavery was inherently a system of brutality and coercion in which beatings and the breakups of families through the sale of individual slaves were commonplace. However, the most trenchant criticism of slavery for many was its fundamental violation of every human being's right to be free. 

With the election of Abraham Lincoln as the country's president in 1860, the situation began to change. "A house divided against itself cannot stand," Lincoln had said in an 1858 Senate campaign speech. "I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free." Lincoln was sworn in as president on March 4, 1861. And on April 12 of that year, southerners opened fire on federal troops stationed at Fort Sumter in the Charleston, South Carolina, harbor, beginning the U.S. Civil War. The battle -- pitting the slave-owners of the South, who sought independence from the United States, against those living in the North -- cost half a million American lives before it ended in 1865. 

Lincoln declared the end of slavery on January 1, 1863, with the Emancipation Proclamation, which proclaimed as "forever free" all slaves living in the areas that were in rebellion. Slavery was formally abolished in December 1865 by the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which states that "neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction." 

Within a few months of the end of the war, Congress began to work out a plan for the reconstruction of the South, which had been devastated by the battle. By mid-1866, Congress had passed a civil rights bill and set up a Freedman's Bureau -- both designed to prevent discrimination against blacks by southern legislatures. Congress also passed the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which states that "all persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the States wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws." This repudiated an earlier ruling -- known as the Dred Scott decision, for the black slave who was the claimant -- which had denied slaves the right of citizenship. 

All southern legislatures with one exception refused to ratify the amendment. It was only after ratification was made a condition of southern states' escaping a permanent military government established in the South by the Congress that the amendment was ratified in 1868. 

In 1870, yet another amendment was added to the Constitution, this one maintaining that race was not to be a bar to voting rights. The Fifteenth Amendment, ratified on March 30 of that year, states that "the right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude." 

In spite of laws passed and efforts made to resolve the problems of the South, Reconstruction was in many ways a period of regression. Southern state legislatures passed "black codes" aimed at reimposing bondage on the freedmen. The codes differed from state to state, but some provisions were common. Blacks were required to enter into annual labor contracts, with penalties imposed in case of violation; dependent children were subject to compulsory apprenticeship and corporal punishment by masters; and vagrants could be sold into private service if they could not pay severe fines. The last quarter of the 19th century also saw a profusion of "Jim Crow" laws in southern states that segregated public schools, forbade or limited black access to public facilities such as parks, restaurants, and hotels, and denied most blacks the right to vote by imposing poll taxes and arbitrary literacy tests. 

In effect, slaves had been granted their freedom, but not equality. Their economic needs were not fully addressed by the North. While the Freedmen's Bureau attempted to protect slaves from violence, it could not provide them with political and economic opportunity. Blacks depended on northern whites -- some of them racists -- to protect them from the Ku Klux Klan, an organization of white men that threatened blacks and prevented them from exercising their rights. Without economic resources, many southern blacks were forced to work as tenant farmers on land owned by their former masters, in a cycle of poverty. 

The failure of the Reconstruction period meant that the struggle of African-Americans for freedom and equality was deferred until the 20th century, when it would become a national, not a southern, issue. 

T he Battle for Women's Suffrage 
One of the most powerful voices for freedom in the 19th century was Frederick Douglass. Born a southern slave in 1817, he had escaped to the North and later found the means to buy his freedom as a guarantee against being returned to the South as a piece of property. 

Although slaves were forbidden to learn how to read by the laws of the time, once freed, Douglass discovered that he had a gift for writing and for speaking before audiences. He founded a newspaper called North Star to campaign against slavery, he wrote scores of magazine and newspaper articles, and he became a spokesperson for the Anti-Slavery Society in Massachusetts. Douglass also helped form the Underground Railroad, a network of secret routes in which both blacks and whites helped runaway slaves make their way north to freedom. 

Douglass was a leading voice for freedom not only for black Americans. He fought for human rights for all people, including voting rights for women. If less bloody than the war against slavery, the battle for women's suffrage, which began in the 19th century and continued into the early part of the next, nevertheless necessitated a long and arduous fight against narrow-mindedness, tradition, prejudice, and exclusion. 

During the 1830s and 1840s, women had been playing important roles in various American reform movements, such as temperance (prohibition of alcohol), abolition (slavery), and educational reform. And while the work they did was significant, women found they could not take leadership roles nor could they lobby strongly for their positions. They were expected to be part of the background. For some, the situation became intolerable. 

The first important "women's meeting" was held in 1848 at the Wesleyan Chapel in Seneca Falls, New York. Not surprisingly, its chief sponsors were linked to the abolitionist movement. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott had attended an anti-slavery meeting in London and had been excluded because they were women. Their anger at this treatment led directly to the Seneca Falls meeting, where 240 people, 40 of them men, came together to draft a "women's bill of rights" modeled after the Declaration of Independence. Although the bill included a provision calling for the right of women to vote, most of the delegates were reluctant to pass such a measure, and it was only after Frederick Douglass spoke to the assembly that it was adopted. 

From this moment on, gaining the franchise would be the rallying cry at every women's rights convention. Gradually, women were allowed to speak in public, and individual states adopted laws enabling women to own property in their own names, to keep their earnings, and to retain custody of their children in cases of divorce. 

In 1869, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony established the National Woman Suffrage Association and began an all-out campaign for an amendment to the U.S. Constitution to give women the right to vote. The two would form a 50-year alliance, becoming the most outspoken advocates of the women's movement across the United States. 

That same year, the western U.S. state of Wyoming became the first state to grant women the right to vote within its borders. But it was not until 1920 that the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution, granting the right to vote to every adult woman in the country, was passed. 

T he New Deal 
Yet another struggle involved the worker. The life of the 19th-century American worker was far from easy. Even in good times, wages were low, hours long, and working conditions hazardous. Before 1874, when Massachusetts passed the nation's first legislation limiting the number of hours women and child factory workers could perform to 10 a day, virtually no labor legislation existed in the country. Indeed, it was not until the 1930s that the federal government became actively involved. 

In 1932, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected to the presidency of the United States. With that election, the concept of rights expanded to include economic and social rights. Roosevelt's program of direct federal relief and economic security, known as the New Deal, won the support of the overwhelming majority of Americans, then suffering through the devastating Great Depression of the 1930s. 

In 1935, the U.S. Congress passed the Social Security Act. Social Security created a system of insurance for the aged, the unemployed, and the disabled based on employer and employee contributions. The program was funded in large part by taxes on the earnings of current workers. Although its origins were modest, Social Security today is one of the largest domestic programs administered by the U.S. government, guaranteeing to millions of Americans a modicum of financial protection. 

During the same year, workers gained the right to organize and bargain collectively. And in 1938, a minimum wage and a maximum work week were established. 




Franklin Delano Roosevelt, president of the United States from 1933 through 1945, in January 1941 called on all governments to assure their citizens freedom from want and fear, as well as freedom of speech and worship. Credit: USIA Files. (For a larger image -- 6k -- please click on the thumbnail image.) 



Although Roosevelt saw himself very much in the tradition of Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln in terms of his concern for political rights, he was, by necessity, preoccupied with the problems of poverty and basic economic needs. The outbreak of war in Europe in 1939 forced Roosevelt to turn from the country's pressing domestic problems and begin considering the kind of world that might emerge from the devastation of so many millions. In January of 1941, in what came to be known as the "Four Freedoms" address, Roosevelt called on all governments to guarantee their citizens freedom from want and fear, as well as freedom of speech and worship. 

In August 1941, Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill agreed on the Atlantic Charter, which proclaimed a broad vision of a new postwar world order based on democracy, freedom, disarmament, and international cooperation. In January 1942, two dozen nations fighting Japan and Nazi Germany adopted the charter's basic principles. Roosevelt's term "the United Nations" was used for the first time in this document. 

In December 1941, the Japanese attacked the U.S. naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. The viciousness of the attack and fear of Asian espionage led the U.S. government to inter Japanese-Americans without due process of law. In February 1942, nearly 120,000 Japanese-Americans residing in California were removed from their homes and placed behind barbed wire in 10 temporary camps, later to be moved to "relocation centers" outside isolated southwestern towns. More than 60 percent of these Japanese-Americans were American born and were U.S. citizens. No evidence of espionage ever surfaced. In fact, Japanese-Americans from Hawaii and the continental United States fought with distinction on the Italian front, while others served as interpreters and translators in the Pacific. Although the exclusion of the Japanese from the U.S. West Coast was upheld in 1944 by the U.S. Supreme Court in Korematsu v. U.S., in 1983, the U.S. government acknowledged the injustice of its actions with payments to those Japanese-Americans of that era who were still living. 

Throughout World War II, Roosevelt remained intensely interested in the peace to follow and in establishing effective international institutions to promote the fundamental human rights of all mankind, not just Americans. As political philosopher Isaiah Berlin said, Roosevelt's vision of international responsibility made him a hero "to the indigent and oppressed far beyond the confines of the English-speaking world." 

Roosevelt's belief that a better world lay ahead after the war never dimmed. "The great fact to remember is that the trend of civilization is forever upward," he noted in his January 1945 inaugural address -- his fourth and his last. At the time he died later in 1945, the United Nations and the international financial institutions he had done so much to create were well on their way to becoming enduring institutions. In contrast to the years following World War I, when the United States rejected membership in the League of Nations and adopted a policy of isolationism, its participation in the 1945 San Francisco conference to erect the framework of the United Nations signaled to the world that the United States intended to play a key role in international affairs. 

T he Civil Rights Movement 
The changes that Franklin Roosevelt and World War II wrought upon the United States helped begin the process of extending the full benefits of freedom to African-Americans. Despite the Bill of Rights, amendments to the U.S. Constitution granting full citizenship rights, and numerous presidential executive orders, African-Americans continued to suffer from widespread, blatant, and often legal discrimination. 

African-Americans became increasingly restive in the postwar years. During the war they had challenged discrimination in the military services and in the work force, and they had made limited gains. Millions of blacks had left southern farms for northern cities, where they hoped to find better jobs. They found, instead, crowded conditions in urban slums. Now, black servicemen returned home, intent on rejecting second-class citizenship, as other blacks began to argue that the time was ripe for racial equality. 

Blacks in the South then enjoyed few, if any, civil and political rights. More than one million black soldiers had fought in World War II, but those who came from the South could not vote. Blacks who tried to register to vote faced the likelihood of beatings, loss of jobs, loss of credit, or eviction from their land. Lynchings still occurred, and Jim Crow laws enforced segregation of the races in street cars, trains, hotels, restaurants, hospitals, recreational facilities, and employment. 

President Harry Truman, a Democrat, supported the campaign for civil rights, and he responded by sending a 10-point civil rights program to the Congress. When southern Democrats, angry about a strong civil rights stance, left the Democratic party in 1948, Truman issued an executive order barring discrimination in federal employment, ordered equal treatment in the armed forces, and appointed a committee to work toward an end to military segregation. 

Blacks also began to take matters into their own hands. In the years after slavery ended, blacks had formed scores of nongovernmental organizations to organize and lobby for the rights that other Americans took for granted. The most influential of these was the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which had been founded in 1909 and included the participation of many non-blacks who believed in equal justice. 

In the decade following World War II, attorney Thurgood Marshall, then the NAACP's chief legal counsel and later to become the first black to serve on the U.S. Supreme Court, traveled throughout the country, laying the legal foundations for an assault on racial segregation. His efforts culminated in a U.S. Supreme Court decision in 1954 -- Brown v. Board of Education -- outlawing the segregation of black and white students in public schools. A year later, the Supreme Court demanded that local school boards move with "all deliberate speed" to implement the decision. 

Despite the Supreme Court's ruling, black Americans were impatient at the slow rate of progress toward full integration. On December 1, 1955, a seemingly insignificant event took place in Montgomery, Alabama -- then still a southern stronghold of segregation -- that ignited the modern Civil Rights Movement. An African-American woman named Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery city bus to a white man, as was then required by Alabama law. She was arrested. 

Her act of defiance might have gone unnoticed had it not been for Martin Luther King, Jr., a young Baptist minister. King led a 382-day boycott of the city's public transportation system that forced the city to integrate it. 

In 1960, black college students sat down at a segregated lunch counter in North Carolina and refused to leave. Their sit-in captured media attention and led to similar demonstrations throughout the South. The next year, civil rights workers organized "freedom rides" in which blacks and whites boarded buses heading south toward segregated terminals. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., continued to be part of these activities. A life-long advocate of nonviolence, King, with other ministers, founded the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, which was dedicated to the nonviolent struggle against racism and discrimination. But in his quest for racial justice, he joined forces with many other organizations to, as he put it, "make America what it ought to be." 

There were many important milestones in the Civil Rights Movement. One of the most memorable took place on an August day in 1963, when over 200,000 Americans, black and white, assembled at the memorial to Abraham Lincoln in Washington, D.C. Scores of speakers addressed the crowd, but the day belonged to King, who set aside his prepared text and spoke from his heart. "I have a dream," he said. "It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: ` We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal.' " 

King was to see the U.S. Congress in 1964 pass the Civil Rights Act, which outlawed discrimination in all public accommodation, and in 1965 the Voting Rights Act, which authorized the federal government to appoint examiners to register voters where local officials made black registration impossible. The year after passage, 400,000 blacks registered in the Deep South. King was killed by an assassin's bullet in April 1968, while on a visit to the city of Memphis, Tennessee, to champion the rights of sanitation workers there, most of whom were black and poor. 

King's primary objective was equality for African-Americans, but he realized that racism is not just an American problem but a global one. "Among the moral imperatives of our time," he said, "we are challenged to work all over the world with unshakable determination to wipe out the last vestiges of racism. It is no mere American phenomenon. Its vicious grasp knows no geographical boundaries." 

D iscontent and Change 
During the debate on the 1964 Civil Rights bill, some legislators had hoped to defeat the measure by proposing an amendment to outlaw discrimination on the basis of gender as well as race. First the amendment, then the bill itself, passed, giving women the legal tool to secure their rights. 

Women themselves took measures to improve their lot. In 1966, 28 professional women established the National Organization for Women (NOW) "to take action to bring American women into full participation in the mainstream of American society now." Four years later, membership had reached 15,000. NOW and similar organizations helped make women increasingly aware of their limited opportunities and strengthened their resolve to increase them. 

Organized activity on behalf of women's rights reached its peak in the early 1970s. In 1972, Congress passed the Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution, which declared: "Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex." Over the next several years, 35 of the necessary 38 states ratified the amendment, but this was not enough for passage, and the amendment died in 1982 as the women's movement stagnated. Although the effort to protect women from gender discrimination continues today, the gains made by women during the 1970s and in the years following firmly established their place in all aspects of American life. 

In post-World War II America, Spanish-speaking groups faced discrimination as well. Coming from Cuba, Puerto Rico, Mexico, and Central America, they were often unskilled and unable to speak English. Some worked as farm laborers and, at times, were cruelly exploited while harvesting crops; others gravitated to the cities where, like earlier immigrant groups, they encountered difficulties in their quest for a better life. 

The National Labor Relations Act of 1935, which secured many gains for U.S. workers, had excluded agricultural workers from its guarantee of the right of labor to organize and bargain collectively. But the example of black activism had taught Hispanics the importance of pressure politics in a pluralistic society. Cesar Chavez, founder of the overwhelmingly Hispanic United Farm Workers, called for a nationwide consumer boycott of selected agricultural products that laid the foundation for representation to secure higher wages and improved working conditions for migrants. Also during this time, Hispanics became politically active, further increasing their assimilation into American society. 

One final group that worked to claim their rights in the wake of the Civil Rights Movement were Native Americans. In the 1950s, the federal government had undertaken a program of moving Native Americans off reservations and into cities, where they might become part of "mainstream America." Not only did they face the loss of land; many of the uprooted Indians often had difficulties adjusting to urban life. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, Native Americans became aggressive in pressing for their rights. A new generation of leaders went to court to protect what was left of tribal lands or to recover that which had been taken, often illegally, in previous times. In state after state, they challenged treaty violations and, in 1967, won the first of many victories guaranteeing long-abused land and water rights. The American Indian Movement, founded in 1968, helped channel government funds to Indian-controlled organizations and assisted neglected Indians in the cities. 

Indian activism brought results. Other Americans became more aware of Native American needs, and officials in all branches of government had to respond to pressure for equal treatment that was long overdue. 

T he Cold War and Beyond 
From its beginning, the Cold War put limits on those who hoped to make human rights America's top international priority. Locked in competition with the Soviet Union, the United States chose to accept responsibility for countering Communist moves in Eastern and Central Europe and elsewhere. 

The most dramatic defense of Western freedom took place in Berlin, when Soviet occupation forces closed off the city, still struggling to recover from wartime devastation, in June 1948. U.S. and Allied forces flew 277,000 missions, keeping the city alive until the Soviets lifted the embargo some 10 months later. 

With the arrival of détente, an era of lowered U.S.-Soviet tensions began. A high point of the era was the Helsinki Accords. Signed in 1975, they set the stage for the struggle for freedom and human rights that would culminate in the fall of the Berlin Wall 14 years later. 

In November 1976, Jimmy Carter was elected president of the United States. Carter took office two months later with a strong commitment to human rights. In 1977, a human rights bureau was created within the U.S. Department of State. Its first human rights reports were issued that year. Since then, reports have been produced every year; they now cover every country, including, for the first time in 1995, the United States itself. 

To some, Carter's belief in the universality of human rights was too idealistic. Nonetheless, despite ideological differences, the succeeding U.S. presidential administrations have made human rights a fundamental tenet of national policy. 

ELEVEN WHO MADE A DIFFERENCE



Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance. 
Robert F. Kennedy, former U.S. Attorney General (1925-1968), from a speech at the Day of Affirmation at the University of Cape Town, South Africa, June 1966 



Here, in their own words, are the ideas of 11 advocates of human rights. 


Oscar Arias Sánchez 

Oscar Arias Sánchez (1941- ) wrote the first draft of a plan to bring peace and stability to strife-torn Central America in September 1985, five months before his election as Costa Rica's youngest president. The Arias plan set a date for cease-fires between government and rebel forces, ensured amnesty for political prisoners, and scheduled free and democratic elections in Central American countries. In August 1987, at a summit of the five Central American presidents held in Guatemala, Arias persuaded the other four leaders to give peace a chance. His efforts earned him the Nobel Peace Prize in 1987. Arias now heads the Arias Foundation for Peace and Humanity. 

...Peace is not a matter of prizes or trophies. It is not the product of a victory or command. It has no finishing line, no final deadline, no fixed definition of achievement. 

Peace is a never-ending process, the work of many decisions by many people in many countries. It is an attitude, a way of life, a way of solving problems and resolving conflicts. It cannot be forced on the smallest nation or enforced by the largest. It cannot ignore our differences or overlook our common interests. It requires us to work and live together. 

Peace is not only a matter of noble words and Nobel lectures. We have ample words, glorious words, inscribed in the charters of the United Nations, the World Court, the Organization of American States, and a network of international treaties and laws. We need deeds that will respect those words, honor those commitments, abide by those laws. We need to strengthen our institutions of peace like the United Nations, making certain they are fully used by the weak as well as the strong. 

I pay no attention to those doubters and detractors unwilling to believe that a lasting peace can be genuinely embraced by those who march under a different ideological banner or those who are more accustomed to cannons of war than to councils of peace. 

We seek in Central America not peace alone, not peace to be followed some day by political progress, but peace and democracy, together, indivisible, an end to the shedding of human blood, which is inseparable from an end to the suppression of human rights. 

We do not judge, much less condemn, any other nation's political or ideological systems, freely chosen and never exported. We cannot require sovereign states to conform to patterns of government not of their own choosing. But we can and do insist that every government respect those universal rights of man that have meaning beyond national boundaries and ideological labels. We believe that justice and peace can only thrive together, never apart. A nation that mistreats its own citizens is more likely to mistreat its neighbors.... 

From Arias's Nobel Peace Prize lecture, December 10, 1987
The Nobel Foundation 1987.



Aung San Suu Kyi 

Aung San Suu Kyi (1945- ), daughter of the late leader of the Burmese nationalist movement, has gained prominence in her own right as the leader of the pro-democracy movement in her home country. The co-founder of Burma's National League for Democracy, which has worked hard for civilian government in the country, Aung San Suu Kyi has electrified Burma with her passionate speeches for democracy and human rights. She was placed under house arrest by her country's military rulers in 1989 -- in part to sideline her advance of national elections -- released in 1995, re-arrested in late 2000, and released again in May 2002. Her writings earned her an international reputation as a staunch advocate of democracy as well as several awards, among them, the 1991 Nobel Peace Prize. 

...Among the basic freedoms to which men aspire that their lives might be full and uncramped, freedom from fear stands out as both a means and an end. A people who would build a nation in which strong, democratic institutions are firmly established must first learn to liberate their own minds from apathy and fear.... 

Fearlessness may be a gift, but perhaps more precious is the courage acquired through endeavour, courage that comes from cultivating the habit of refusing to let fear dictate one's actions, courage that could be described as "grace under pressure" -- grace which is renewed repeatedly in the face of harsh, unremitting pressure. 

Within a system which denies the existence of basic human rights, fear tends to be the order of the day. Fear of imprisonment, fear of torture, fear of death, fear of losing friends, family, property, or means of livelihood, fear of poverty, fear of isolation, fear of failure. A most insidious form of fear is that which masquerades as common sense or even wisdom, condemning as foolish, reckless, insignificant, or futile the small, daily acts of courage which help to preserve man's self-respect and inherent human dignity. 

It is not easy for a people conditioned by fear, under the iron rule of the principle that might is right, to free themselves from the enervating miasma of fear. Yet even under the most crushing state machinery, courage rises up again and again, for fear is not the natural state of civilised man. 

The wellspring of courage and endurance in the face of unbridled power is generally a firm belief in the sanctity of ethical principles combined with a historical sense that despite all setbacks the condition of man is set on an ultimate course for both spiritual and material advancement. 

It is man's vision of a world fit for rational, civilised humanity that leads him to dare and to suffer to build societies free from want and fear. Concepts such as truth, justice, and compassion cannot be dismissed as trite when these are often the only bulwarks which stand against ruthless power. 

From her essay "The Gift of Grace Under Pressure," New Statesman & Society, October 11, 1991
This article appeared in full in the New Statesman & Society, October 11, 1991.



Ralph Bunche 

Ralph Bunche (1904-1971) was an American diplomat and key member of the United Nations for more than two decades. He was active in preliminary planning for the United Nations and, in 1947, joined the UN Secretariat as head of its Trusteeship Division. Later, as UN Under-Secretary for Special Political Affairs, Bunche negotiated a 1949 armistice agreement between warring Palestinian Arabs and Jews. For his skill and perseverance in this effort, he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1950. Bunche was also long active in the struggle for civil rights and racial equality in the United States. He was co-founder of the National Negro Congress and a member of the board of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People for 22 years. 

...There may never be perfection in the relations among people or in the operation of the mechanisms of democracy. But in democracy the gap between ideal and practice must be constantly narrowed. For democracy, to prosper, or even to live, must ever be dynamic. It must move forward toward the goals of greater freedom, better life, fuller dignity for the people it serves. Any backward step, any encroachment upon the rights of democracy's citizens, any violation of the dignity of the individual, any retreat in the well-being of the people strikes at the virility of the ideal and retards the course of human progress. 

We in America not only have democracy, but we have built it on unique foundations -- a union of peoples more diversified in origin than any other society has ever known.... 

In the course of our great experiment, we have learned that it is not necessary to eradicate differences, to achieve a single human pattern, in order to enjoy democracy or to attain national unity. Rather, we have found that it is only necessary for people to change their attitudes and superstitions about differences, and that this can be done and is being done. Indeed, we know that differences of race, religion, and culture actually enrich the society. 

There is nothing, surely, in the entire realm of human activity so inspired or inspiring as free men of all races and religions bound together by the stimulus of common interests, objectives, and ideals. 

The vision of a world in which all peoples will live together in peace and brotherhood may be far from realization, but it remains the noblest ideal of human existence.... 

From "The Road to Peace,"
a speech delivered to the National Education Association,
92nd Annual Convention, New York, N.Y., June 30, 1954
Reprinted from Vital Speeches of the Day. 



Mahatma Gandhi 

Mohandas Karamchand (Mahatma) Gandhi (1869-1948), a native of India, studied law in Britain and then spent 21 years in South Africa working for the removal of government measures that he saw as unfair to the country's Indian population. 




Mahatma Gandhi reading beside his spinning wheel, symbolic of India's quest for self-sufficiency. Credit: USIA Files. (For a larger image -- 18k -- please click on the thumbnail image.) 

He returned to India in 1915 and, within five years, became head of the Indian national movement, leading a successful campaign of nonviolent resistance to British rule and gaining independence and economic self-reliance for Indians. In 1948, just a year after realizing his goal of a self-governing India, Gandhi was assassinated by a Hindu who opposed Gandhi's program of peace and tolerance for all creeds and religions. 

...Affection cannot be manufactured or regulated by law. If one has no affection for a person or system, one should be free to give the fullest expression to his disaffection, so long as he does not contemplate, promote, or incite to violence. But the section under which Mr. Banker and I are charged is one under which mere promotion of disaffection is a crime. I have studied some of the cases tried under it, and I know that some of the most loved of India's patriots have been convicted under it. I consider it a privilege, therefore, to be charged under that section. I have endeavored to give in their briefest outline the reasons for my disaffection. I have no personal ill-will against any single administrator, much less can I have any disaffection toward the King's person. But I hold it to be a virtue to be disaffected towards a government which in its totality has done more harm to India than any previous system. India is less manly under the British rule than she ever was before. Holding such a belief, I consider it to be a sin to have affection for the system. And it has been a precious privilege for me to be able to write what I have in the various articles tendered in evidence against me. 

In fact, I believe that I have rendered a service to India and England by showing in non-cooperation the way out of the unnatural state in which both are living. In my humble opinion, non-cooperation with evil is as much a duty as is cooperation with good. But in the past, non-cooperation has been deliberately expressed in violence to the evil doer. I am endeavoring to show to my countrymen that violent non-cooperation only multiplies evil, and that as evil can only be sustained by violence, withdrawal of support of evil requires complete abstention from violence. Nonviolence implies voluntary submission to the penalty for non-cooperation with evil. I am here, therefore, to invite and submit cheerfully to the highest penalty that can be inflicted upon me for what in law is a deliberate crime and what appears to me to be the highest duty of a citizen.... 

From testimony at hearing at which he pleaded guilty to charges of writing seditious articles, March 11, 1922
Reprinted and translated from The Gandhi Reader: A Sourcebook of His Life and Writings, edited by Homer A. Jack. Indiana University Press 1956.
Permission granted by Navajivan Trust, Ahmedabad, India.



Vaclav Havel 

Vaclav Havel (1936- ), a native of Prague and a playwright by profession, in 1977 helped found Charter 77, a human rights organization in Czechoslovakia. For this he was the subject of police harassment and spent nearly four years in jail, from 1979 to 1983. When massive anti-government demonstrations erupted in Prague in November 1989, Havel became a leading figure in the Civic Forum, a new coalition of non-Communist opposition groups pressing for democratic reforms. A month later, with the ouster of the Communist regime, Havel was elected the country's interim president; he was re-elected to the presidency in July 1990. As president, Havel has worked to increase basic freedom in the Czech Republic and introduce an economic system based on free enterprise. 

...We have fallen morally ill because we became used to saying one thing and thinking another. We have learned not to believe in anything, to ignore each other, to care only about ourselves. Notions such as love, friendship, compassion, humility, or forgiveness have lost their depth and dimensions....The previous regime, armed with its arrogant and intolerant ideology, reduced man to a means of production and nature to a tool of production.... 

In the effort to rectify matters of common concern we have something to build on. The recent past -- and in particular, the last six weeks of our peaceful revolution -- has shown the enormous human, moral, and spiritual potential: the civic culture that has slumbered in our society beneath the mask of apathy. Whenever someone categorically claimed that we were this or that, I always objected that society is a very mysterious creature and that it is not wise to trust the face it chooses to show you. I am happy I was not mistaken. People all around the world wondered how those meek, humiliated, cynical citizens of Czechoslovakia, who seemed to believe in nothing, found the strength to cast off the totalitarian system in several weeks, and do it in a decent and peaceful manner. And let us ask: Where did young people who never knew another system get their longing for truth, their love of free thought, their political imagination, their civic courage, and their civic prudence? How did their parents -- precisely the generation thought to be lost -- join them? How is it possible that so many people immediately grasped what had to be done, without needing anyone else's advice or instructions? 

I think there are two main reasons: First of all, people are never merely a product of the external world -- they are always able to respond to something superior, however systematically the external world tries to snuff out that ability. Second, humanistic and democratic traditions ... did after all slumber in the subconscious of our nations and national minorities. These traditions were inconspicuously passed from one generation to another, so that each of us could discover them at the right time and transform them into deeds.... 

From his New Year's Address, January 1, 1990, to the people of Czechoslovakia, three days after being elected president of Czechoslovakia. 
Reprinted and translated by permission of Uncaptive Minds, the publication of the Institute for Democracy in Eastern Europe.



Nelson Mandela 

Nwlaon Eoliklalla Mandela (1918- ) was elected president of South Africa on May 9, 1994, an event that capped a life-long struggle to achieve a multiracial democracy in his country. Mandela had begun his political career some 50 years earlier, as an organizer for the African National Congress (ANC), a group opposed to white minority rule in South Africa. Beginning in 1952, as the AMC's deputy president, Mandela traveled throughout the country organizing reistance to discriminatroy legislation based on racial classifications. In 1964, he was sentenced to life imprisonment for sabotage and treason; he spent 27 years in jail. When he was released in February 1990, he immediately embarked on a course of dialogue and negotiation that brought democracy and equality to South Africa. In 1993, Mandela -- along with then- South African President F.W. de Klerk -- was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 

...We speak here of the challenge of the dichotomies of war and peace, violence and nonviolence, racism and human dignity, oppression and repression and liberty and human rights, poverty and reedom from want. 

We stand here today as nothing more than a representative of the millions of our people who dared to rise up against a social system whose very essence is war, violence, racism, oppression, repression, and the impoverishment of an entire people. 

The value of our shared reward will and must be measured by the joyful peace which will triumph, because the common humanity that bonds both black and white into one human race will have said to each one of us that we shall all live like the children of paradise. 

Thus shall we live, because we will have created a soiety which recognizes that all people are born equal with each entitled in equal measure to life, liberty, prosperity, human rights, and good governance. 

Such a society should never allow again that there should be prisoners of conscience nor that any person's human rights should be violated. 

Neither should it ever happen that once more the avenues to peaceful change are blocked by usurpers who seek to take power away from the people, in pursuit of their own, ignoble purposes.... 

Let it never be said by future generations that indifference, cynicism, or selfishness made us fail to live up to the ideals of humanism which the Nobel Peace Prize encapsulates. Let the striving of us all prove Martin Luther King, Jr., to have been correct when he said that humanity can no longer be tragically bound to the starless midnight of racism and war. 

Let the efforts of us all prove that he was not a mere dreamer when he spoke of the beauty of genuine brotherhood and peace being more precious than diamonds or gold. 
Let a new age dawn! 

From his Nobel Peace Prize lecture, December 10, 1993.
(c)The Nobel Foundation 1993.



Eleanor Roosevelt 

Anna Eleanor Roosevelt (1884-1962), an American humanitarian and the wife of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, was an outspoken defender of labor and the poor and a champion of education, health, and other issues affecting children. During World War II, she traveled extensively on behalf of her husband and an idea to which he was dedicated: the creation of an effective international organization to prevent future wars. Following his death in 1945, Eleanor Roosevelt was appointed to the U.S. delegation to the new United Nations and, in early 1946, was elected the first chairman of the UN Commission on Human Rights. In that position, she played a pre-eminent role in forging the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. She continued to serve the United Nations until 1952. 

...As I look back at the work thus far of our Human Rights Commission I realize that its importance is twofold. 

In the first place, we have put into words some inherent rights. Beyond that, we have found that the conditions of our contemporary world require the enumeration of certain protections which the individual must have if he is to acquire a sense of security and dignity in his own person. The effect of this is frankly educational. Indeed, I like to think that the Declaration will help forward very largely the education of the peoples of the world. 

It seems to me most important that the Declaration be accepted by all member nations, not because they will immediately live up to all of its provisions, but because they ought to support the standards toward which the nations must henceforward aim. Since the objectives have been clearly stated, men of good will everywhere will strive to attain them with more energy and, I trust, with better hope of success. 

As the Convention is adhered to by one country after another, it will actually bring into being rights which are tangible and can be invoked before the law of the ratifying countries. Everywhere many people will feel more secure. And as the Great Powers tie themselves down by their ratifications, the smaller nations which fear that the great may abuse their strength will acquire a sense of greater assurance. 

The work of the Commission has been of outstanding value in setting before men's eyes the ideals which they must strive to reach. Men cannot live by bread alone. 

From her article "The Promise of Human Rights," Foreign Affairs, April 1948
Reprinted by permission of Foreign Affairs, April 1948.
Copyright (c)1948 by the Council on Foreign Relations, Inc.



Andrei Sakharov 

Andrei Dmitriyevich Sakharov (1921-1989), a successful Soviet nuclear physicist, became recognized as a champion for democracy and human rights in 1968 with the publication in the West of his underground manifesto "Progress, Coexistence, and Intellectual Freedom." In 1970, he helped found the Committee for Human Rights in the Soviet Union. His efforts were recognized with the Nobel Peace Prize in 1975. Following criticism of the government at the end of 1979, Sakharov was exiled to the closed city of Gorky. He was released in 1986 and saw many of the causes for which he had fought become official government policy. In 1989, he was elected to the Soviet Union's newly formed legislature, the Congress of People's Deputies. He died later that year. 

...In struggling to protect human rights we must, I am convinced, first and foremost act as protectors of the innocent victims of regimes installed in various countries, without demanding the destruction or total condemnation of these regimes. We need reform, not revolution. We need a pliant, pluralist, tolerant community, which selectively and tentatively can bring about a free, undogmatic use of the experiences of all social systems. What is détente? What is rapprochement? We are concerned not with words, but with a willingness to create a better and more friendly society, a better world order. 

Thousands of years ago tribes of human beings suffered great privations in the struggle to survive. In this struggle, it was important not only to be able to handle a club, but also to possess the ability to think reasonably, to take care of the knowledge and experience garnered by the tribe, and to develop the links that would provide cooperation with other tribes. Today the entire human race is faced with a similar test. In infinite space many civilizations are bound to exist, among them civilizations that are also wiser and more "successful" than ours. I support the cosmological hypothesis which states that the development of the universe is repeated in its basic features an infinite number of times. In accordance with this, other civilizations, including more "successful" ones, should exist an infinite number of times on the "preceding" and the "following" pages of the Book of the Universe. Yet this should not minimize our sacred endeavors in this world of ours, where, like faint glimmers of light in the dark, we have emerged for a moment from the nothingness of dark unconsciousness into material existence. We must make good the demands of reason and create a life worthy of ourselves and of the goals we only dimly perceive. 

From his 1975 Nobel Peace Prize lecture,
"Peace, Progress, and Human Rights"
The Nobel Foundation 1975.



Raoul Wallenberg 

Raoul Wallenberg (1912-1945?) was a diplomat from a neutral country, Sweden, who came to the aid of Europe's Jews during World War II. 




Raoul Wallenberg, a Swedish diplomat who labored successfully to save the lives of countless Jews from the Nazi holocaust. Credit: USIA Files. (For a larger image -- 9k -- please click on the thumbnail image.) 

The foreign representative of a central European trading company, Wallenberg in 1944 persuaded the Swedish foreign ministry to send him to Budapest on a diplomatic passport. There he sheltered thousands of Jews in "protected houses" flying the flags of Sweden and other neutral countries. He rescued people from deportation trains and death marches; to many of those whom he could not save he gave food and clothing. Wallenberg disappeared on January 17, 1945. On September 22, 1981, the U.S. Congress granted Raoul Wallenberg honorary American citizenship -- only the second individual to be given this distinction. 

The need for ration cards, baptismal certificates, identity papers; the requirement to wear the Star of David; the curfew for Jews during most of the day; the strict control of the streets at night; the lack of cash among Jews; the lukewarm sympathy of the Christian population; and the open and easily surveyable topography of the countryside all combine to make it difficult for the Jews to elude their fate by escaping. 

Somewhere in the vicinity of 20,000 to 50,000 Jews are thought to have been hidden in Budapest by Christian friends. Of those who remain in the Jewish houses, it is likely that most are children, women, and old people. The men have been conscripted for work. During the week ending July 7, a large number of baptisms were performed by Catholic priests. Greater restrictiveness now prevails, however, and three months' instruction is now required for baptism. Many priests have been arrested. By being baptized, Jews hope to take advantage of the rumored new regulations exempting those baptized from having to wear the Star of David. The number of baptized Jews in Hungary is reported not to exceed 70,000. 

Some slight possibility exists of acquiring Aryan papers belonging to people who have either been bombed out or killed. These command a very high price. I do not know of any cases of false identity papers, however, and the printing establishments are under such strict control that it is, at this point, virtually impossible to escape by this method.... 

... Relief activity has been initiated on a very limited scale. Money has been requested -- but not obtained -- from a religious organization that has been very active in aiding the Jews, as well as from the newly formed Jewish Council for Christian Jews. It would obviously be desirable to pursue this avenue further, whether in the form of support of a camp through the Red Cross, or in the form of support to individuals, or organizations and individuals who have proved useful. I can only regret that those who were most eager to send me here have not seemed to understand that funds are essential. There is endless suffering to ease in this place. 

From his Letters and Dispatches, 1924-1944
Copyright (c)1987, 1955 by Brigette Wallenberg and Gustaf Soderlund. Translation copyright (c)1995 by Arcade Publishing, Inc.
Reprinted by permission of Arcade Publishing, New York, New York.



Wei Jingsheng 

Wei Jingsheng (1950- ), an electrician, was raised in Beijing, the child of two Communist party members. Wei first came to prominence through articles critical of his government's modernization program in the late 1970s for focusing on economic reforms to the exclusion of democratic reforms. A week after posting his last article on Beijing's Democracy Wall in March 1979, Wei was arrested and sentenced to 15 years in prison. When he was freed unexpectedly in September 1993, he immediately took up his old work. In early 1994, Wei was again detained, and, on December 13, 1995, he was sentenced to 14 years in prison for, as government charges stated, seeking "to develop a plan of action that included establishing an organization to raise funds to support democratic movement activities." Wei was freed on medical parole in November of 1997 and sent to the United States, where he has continued to press the cause of democracy for the Chinese people through writings and speeches. 

...What is true democracy? It means the right of the people to choose their own representatives to work according to their will and in their interest. Only this can be called democracy. Furthermore, the people must also have the power to replace their representatives any time so that these representatives cannot go on deceiving others in the name of the people.... 

Will there be great disorder across the land and defiance of laws human and divine once people enjoy democracy? Do not recent periodicals show that just because of the absence of democracy, dictators, big and small, were defying laws human and divine? How to maintain democratic order is the domestic problem requiring solution by the people themselves, and there is no need for the privileged overlords to worry about it. Therefore, judging from past history, a democratic social system is the major premise or the prerequisite for all developments -- or modernizations. Without this major premise or prerequisite, it would be impossible not only to continue further development but also to preserve the fruits of the present state of development. The experiences of our great motherland over the past 30 years have provided the best evidence. 

Why must human history take the road toward prosperity or modernization? The reason is that human beings need a prosperous society to produce realistic fruits and to provide them with maximum opportunity to pursue their first goal of happiness, namely freedom. Democracy means the maximum attainable freedom so far known by human beings. It is quite obvious that democracy has become the goal in contemporary human struggles.... 

From his essay "The Fifth Modernization," written during the "democracy spring" of 1978-1979



Elie Wiesel 

Eliezer (Elie) Wiesel (1928- ), an American author, was born and spent his early life in a small, Hasidic community in Sighet, Romania. In 1944, during World War II, Wiesel was sent with his family and the town's other Jews to the Auschwitz and then Buchenwald concentration camps. He was a survivor. Following the end of the war, Wiesel worked in France as a journalist with French and Israeli newspapers. In 1956, he moved to the United States, where he has dedicated his life to writing and speaking on the horrors he witnessed during the Holocaust and to helping victims of oppression and racism everywhere. In recognition of his efforts to expose violence and hatred, Wiesel was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986. 

...As you walk through the [U.S. Memorial] Holocaust Museum, as you look into the eyes of the killers and their victims, ask yourselves: How could the murderers do what they did and go on living? Why was Berlin encouraged in its belief that it could decree with impunity the humiliation, persecution, extermination of an entire people? Why weren't the railways leading to Birkenau bombed by Allied planes? Why was there no outcry, no public indignation? 

Another question: Where did the poorly armed fighters in the ghettos and the forests find the courage to take on the mightiest legions in Europe? 

And the most awesome question of all: Why was man's silence matched by God's? 

The questions, in fact, are endless and will forever remain unanswered. Indeed, if there is an answer to the Holocaust, it must -- by definition -- be the wrong answer. Nor is the Museum an answer; it is but a question mark. 

Every event connected with that period defies human understanding. It is not because I cannot explain that you will not understand; it is because you will not understand that I cannot explain. 

The essence of this tragedy is that it can never be fully communicated.... 

And yet, we are duty-bound to try. Not to do so would mean to forget. To forget would mean to kill the victims a second time. We could not prevent their first death; we must not allow them to vanish again. Memory is not only a victory over time, it is also a triumph over injustice. 

That is one of the lessons we have learned. There are others. We have learned that though the Holocaust was principally a Jewish tragedy, its implications are universal. Though not all victims were Jewish, all Jews were victims. We have learned that whatever happens to one community ultimately affects every community....We have learned that although every human being has the right to be different, none has the right to be indifferent to suffering.... 

From his essay "For the Dead and the Living," The New Leader, May 1993.
Reprinted with permission from The New Leader, May 17-31, 1993. Copyright (c)1993 The American Labor Conference for International Affairs Inc. 
The Dead Have Nothing to Lose by Telling the Truth 

On the Fiftieth Anniversary of the
Adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
He sees the leaves fly free.
She sees the wild horse and the sparrow.
Free to labor, to consort with their kind, to choose or be chosen.
He sees them fed and feeding, mindful of the season.
She hears the continents shifting, he smells the air of change.
He tastes the wind-borne soot of rebirth.
She feels the human cry in her bones.

What can they do to gain our attention?
Shall he dance, shall he spin in the air, shall he vote with his feet, 
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with his voice, with the shells of his burning ears?
Shall she tell the world to hear the world's crying?
Shall she number the bodies, the prisons, the pyres, 
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shall he mark the graves, display the bloody shackles?
How many pairs of disembodied heads will it take?
How many detached hands and feet?
How many hollow cheeks, empty stomachs, vacant eyes?
How many skulls without memory?
He has been there, she has seen it, they have lived and died a long time.
He has something to say about who did what.
She has something to say about the living.
Let history honor the murmurs of conscience that are heard above 
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ground.
Let praise flow to those who unclenched a fist.
Who granted men and women the freedom of the sparrow.
Who taught us to think twice.
Who showed us that famine is not a fast.
That exile is the last step.
That the rights of the few must be written down by the many.

She sees the leaves fly free.
He sees the wild horse and the sparrow.
Free to work, to consort with their kind, to choose or be chosen.
She sees them fed and feeding, mindful of the season.
He hears the continents shifting, she smells the air of change.
She tastes the wind-borne soot of rebirth.
He feels the human cry in his bones.
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-- Marvin Bell

Copyright 1998 by Marvin Bell 

Marvin Bell is the Flannery O'Connor Professor of Letters at the University of Iowa's Writers' Workshop. He is the author of 15 books of poetry and essays, the latest of which are Ardor (The Book of the Dead Man, Vol. 2), Poetry for a Midsummer's Night (with paintings by Mary Powell), and Selected Poems to appear in Ireland. 

TIMELINE: HUMAN RIGHTS IN AMERICA

Americans consider human rights to be a defining feature of their national heritage. And in the almost 300 years since the country was first settled, significant strides have been made toward ensuring that all Americans -- and people the world over -- enjoy those rights that are theirs as human beings. At times, movement forward has been painfully slow. Nevertheless, the commitment of the United States, as a nation, to universal human rights has remained firm. 

1607 - Captain John Smith and 105 cavaliers in three ships disembark on the Virginia coast at Jamestown on May 14 and establish the first permanent English settlement in the "New World." 

1619 - The first African laborers -- indentured servants -- in the English North American colonies arrive at Jamestown in August, although slavery is not legally recognized until 30 years later. 

1620 - Puritan separatists from the Church of England arrive at Plymouth Harbor on the Massachusetts coast on November 19. While on board the ship Mayflower, they draw up the "Mayflower Compact," America's first constitution, by which they agree to "combine ourselves together into a civil Body Politick...for the General good of the Colony...." 

1621 - Puritans of Plymouth Colony joined with native Wampanoag Indians in a Thanksgiving ceremony to celebrate a good harvest and peace. But cordial relations do not last, and warfare between European settlers and Native Americans soon becomes common. This is the case throughout the American colonies, as settlers attempt to claim greater amounts of Indian land. 

1634 - Maryland is founded as a Catholic colony with religious tolerance. 

1735 - A New York court recognizes freedom of the press and due process of law by acquitting John Peter Zenger, editor of Weekly Journal. Zenger had been charged with libeling the British governor by criticizing his conduct in office. Alexander Hamilton, who defended Zenger, argued successfully that the charges printed by Zenger were true, and thus not libelous. 

1761 - Boston attorney James Otis, maintaining that "a man's house is his castle," opposes as unconstitutional the issuance by the superior court of writs of assistance -- general search warrants to aid in enforcement of the Sugar Act of 1733. Although Otis loses the case, his argument anticipates ideas later set forth in the U.S. Declaration of Independence regarding the rights to life, liberty, and property. 

1776 - On June 7, at the Second Continental Congress of delegates from the American colonies, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia moves that "these united colonies are and of right ought to be free and independent states." The resolution is adopted July 2; the Declaration of Independence (of the American colonies from Britain) is approved by the Congress on July 4. 

1783 - The Massachusetts Supreme Court outlaws slavery in that state, citing from the state's bill of rights that "all men are born free and equal." 

1787 - The Constitutional Convention opens at Philadelphia on May 25. The Constitution of the United States is adopted by the delegates on September 17 and declared in effect on June 21, 1788, after nine states have ratified it. 

1787 - On July 13, the Continental Congress adopts the Northwest Ordinance, which guarantees freedom of religion and support for schools, and prohibits slavery, in America's "Northwest Territories." 

1791 - The Bill of Rights, 10 amendments to the Constitution intended to clarify individual and states' rights not specifically mentioned in that document, goes into effect December 15. 

1807 - The U.S. Congress outlaws the importation of African slaves into the United States. Nevertheless, some 250,000 slaves are illegally imported between 1808 and 1860. 

1830 - To free land for settlement, Congress passes the Indian Removal Act, which allows the government to move eastern Native American tribes to thinly settled land west of the Mississippi River. Within 10 years, the U.S. government attempts to relocate more than 70,000 Native Americans, many of whom die on the arduous journey westward. 

1848 - Some 200 women and 40 men meet in Seneca Falls, New York, to draft a "bill of rights" outlining the social, civil, and religious rights of women. 

1857 - A decision by the U.S. Supreme Court on March 6 -- known because of the claimant's name as the "Dred Scott" decision -- holds that a slave does not become free when taken into a free state, that Congress cannot bar slavery from a territory, and that blacks cannot be citizens. 

1861 - The Civil War, America's bloody battle to preserve the Union, begins on April 12. Before the war ends in 1865, half a million American lives are lost and 11 "rebellious" southern states have seceded from the United States. 

1863 - On January 1, President Abraham Lincoln issues the Emancipation Proclamation, declaring that "all persons held as slaves within any State, or designated part of a State, the people whereof shall be in rebellion against the United States" are "forever free." 

1865 - The Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution, abolishing slavery in the United States, takes effect on December 18. 

1866 - The Ku Klux Klan, an organization of white men, is formed in the South to terrorize blacks who vote. Although it is disbanded between 1869 and 1871, a second Klan is later organized. 

1868 - The Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution is ratified on July 28. The amendment prohibits abridgment of citizenship rights and reaffirms the principles of due process and equal protection of the law for persons born or naturalized in the United States and subject to the laws thereof. 

1869 - Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony establish the National Woman Suffrage Association, beginning a 50-year campaign to gain for women the right to vote. 

1870 - The Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which states that "the right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude," goes into effect on March 30. 

1887 - Congress passes the Dawes (Severalty) Act, breaking up Native American tribal lands into small property units that are given to individual Indians. Remaining land is sold to white settlers. 

1896 - The U.S. Supreme Court, in Plessy v. Ferguson, approves racial segregation under a doctrine known as "separate but equal," which holds that blacks are entitled to the same types of facilities as whites, but that the two groups need not share the same facilities. This allows some states to legislate segregation and makes racial discrimination acceptable and protected by law. 

1909 - The National Conference on the Negro is convened on May 30, leading to the founding of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, one of America's most powerful civil rights organizations. 

1920 - The Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution -- granting women the right to vote -- is ratified on August 26. 

1924 - The Snyder Act is approved by Congress admitting all Native Americans born in the United States to full U.S. citizenship. 

1933 - In a 100-day special session, Congress passes the "New Deal," guaranteeing social and economic measures for workers. 

1934 - Congress passes the Indian Reorganization Act, which restores tribal ownership of reservation lands and establishes a credit fund for land purchases by Native Americans. 

1941 - President Franklin Roosevelt, in a speech to Congress, identifies "Four Freedoms" as essential for all people -- freedom of speech and religion, freedom from want and fear. 

1941 - President Franklin Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill on August 14 adopt the Atlantic Charter, in which they state their hope, among other things, "that all the men in all the lands may live out their lives in freedom from fear and want." 

1942 - Following the attack on the United States by Japan on December 7, 1941, the U.S. government forcibly moves some 120,000 Japanese-Americans from the western United States to detention camps; their exclusion lasts three years. Some 40 years later, the government acknowledges the injustice of its actions with payments to Japanese-Americans of that era who are still living. 

1945 - The United States becomes a charter member of the United Nations, a body committed to, among other things, reaffirming "faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of men and women and of nations large and small." 

1947 - The House (of Representatives) Committee on Un-American Activities investigates the U.S. motion picture industry to determine whether Communist sentiments are being reflected in popular films. When some writers refuse to testify, they are cited for contempt and sent to prison. 

1948 - The United States, along with all other members of the United Nations General Assembly, approves the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The act outlines the principal civil and political rights, as well as certain economic, social, and cultural rights, of "all members of the human family." 

1950 - U.S. Senator Joseph McCarthy launches a vigorous anti-Communist campaign, charging -- but not substantiating -- treachery even among the top ranks of the U.S. government. McCarthy is eventually condemned for his conduct by the U.S. Senate. 

1952 - The last racial and ethnic barriers to naturalization of aliens living in the United States are removed in June with the passage of the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1952. 

1954 - Racial segregation in public schools is unanimously ruled unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court on May 17 in a decision known as Brown v. Board of Education. The ruling, in effect, overturns the earlier "separate but equal" decision of Plessy v. Ferguson. 

1955 - On December 1, an African-American woman named Rosa Parks refuses to give up her seat to a white man on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, an action often regarded as the beginning of the U.S. Civil Rights Movement. 

1957 - In response to the Civil Rights Movement, the U.S. Congress, on April 29, approves the first civil rights bill for blacks -- this to protect voting rights -- since the Reconstruction period following the Civil War. 

1962 - The National Farm Workers (later known as the United Farm Workers of America) is organized by Cesar Chavez to protect migrant American farm workers, largely Hispanic. Over the next several years, the group battles successfully to earn bargaining agreements with a number of agribusinesses. 

1963 - On August 28, more than 200,000 persons of all races demonstrate in Washington, D.C., in support of black demands for equal rights. 

1964 - The Omnibus Civil Rights Bill is passed June 29, during the presidency of Lyndon Johnson, banning discrimination in voting, jobs, public accommodation, and other activities. 

1965 - A new Voting Rights Act is signed into law on August 6. The law authorizes the U.S. government to appoint examiners to register voters where local officials have made black registration difficult. 

1971 - The U. S. Senate on March 22 approves a constitutional amendment -- the Equal Rights Amendment -- banning discrimination against women because of their sex; the measure is sent to the states for ratification, but is defeated in 1982. 

1975 - The United States, Canada, the Soviet Union, and 32 other countries, mostly European, sign the Final Act of the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe (the Helsinki Accords), pledging, among other things, to respect the human rights of their citizens. 

1977 - A human rights bureau is created within the U.S. Department of State. Its first reports on human rights are issued that year. 

1980 - The U.S. Supreme Court orders the federal government to pay some $120 million dollars to eight tribes of Sioux Indians in reparation for Native American land seized illegally by the government in 1877. 

1984 - President Ronald Reagan signs a law prohibiting public high schools from barring students who wish to assemble for religious or political activities outside of school hours. 

1985 - The U.S. Senate votes July 11 to impose economic sanctions on South Africa in protest against the government's apartheid policy. 

1986 - The United States, for the first time, officially observes the birthday of civil rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., with a national holiday. 

1990 - The Americans With Disabilities Act is signed into law. The law establishes "a clear and comprehensive prohibition of discrimination on the basis of disability." 
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