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Abstract:
Over the past 25 years, the international human rights movement has established itself as an organized force in all but a handful of the most repressive countries. The movement needs to develop the argument that the promotion of human rights should not be weighed against competing concerns.
For many people active in the promotion of human rights internationally, this is a time of frustration. Their movement has made great advances but has also come up against a new double standard. As a consequence, their main impact today comes in curbing abuses by governments that lack geopolitical or economic signiticance. When human rights abuses occur in countries of first-rank importance, governments and intergovernmental bodies that could have influence pay lip service-at best-to the problem. THE ADVANCES 

ver the past quarter century, the international human rights movement has established itself as an organized force in all but a handful of the most repressive countries. Despite hostility by governments that sometimes includes the denial of legal status, domestic human rights groups operate effectively in countries such as Egypt, the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Indonesia, Kenya, Malaysia, and Zaire. The movement has also extended its reach within many other countries, such as Russia, where local groups dedicated to the human rights cause have recently emerged nationwide. The great majority of governments by now have ratified the principal international human rights agreements. They have thereby committed themselves, at least on paper, to adhere to certain standards in the treatment of their nationals. They have also accepted, in principle, the right of other governments and of international institutions to hold them to those standards. 

It is also increasingly recognized globally that efforts to protect human rights should extend to armed conflicts, where the most massive abuses take place. The establishment of two war crimes tribunals by the United Nations, one in 1993 to deal with a mixed international and internal conflict (ex-Yugoslavia) and the other in 1994 for a purely internal conflict (Rwanda), exemplifies this advance. Over the past dozen or so years, transitions in Central and Eastern Europe, Eastern Asia, Latin America, and southern Africa have substantially increased the number of governments that respect human rights. 

In the United States, the human rights movement has also made dramatic progress. In its infancy in the 1970s, its basic concern was establishing the promotion of human rights as a goal of American foreign policy. Though few would now quarrel with that proposition, it was widely scorned two decades ago by the foreign policy establishment-by George Kennan and Henry Kissinger, for example. Indeed, in the first year of Ronald Reagan's presidency, with the appointment of Alexander Haig as secretary of state and the nomination of Ernest Lefever as assistant secretary of state for human rights, it appeared briefly that the human rights movement had lost the war. Then, when Reagan switched course after the Lefever nomination was overwhelmingly rejected by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, the American human rights movement had to switch course as well, and it found itself in a new struggle through the 1980s. 

Reagan embraced the human rights cause but redefined it as the promotion of democracy worldwide. Harsh words were directed at some "friendly dictators" late in Reagan's tenure, when his administration could no longer reconcile its support for them with its espousal of democracy: The administration ended its support for Chile's Augusto Pinochet, Haiti's Jean-Claude Duvalier, and the Philippines's Ferdinand Marcos. When regimes in El Salvador, Guatemala, Indonesia, Liberia, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Turkey, and elsewhere could be cited for committing systematic abuses, however, it was the policy of the Reagan administration to proclaim their virtues and to question the veracity of allegations of abuse. This tactic diverted much of the American human rights movement's energy into quarrels with its own government over the facts. The results were not all bad from the standpoint of the movement. Doing battle with the administration as a surrogate for the governments for which it served up apologies increased the focus on the abuses and, thus, the pressure for their alleviation. It also drew greater attention to the human rights movement itself, allowing it to grow institutionally. The movement was required to improve its information gathering, its reporting, and the overall professionalism of its work in order to withstand the slings and arrows of its critics in the administration. Eventually, the human rights movement won: By and large, it prevailed in its debates with the administration. 

By the 1990s, for a variety of reasons, those debates came to a close. The end of the Cold War reduced the incentive for Washington to serve as an apologist for abusive governments aligned with the United States. The leading nongovernmental organizations (NGOS) reporting on abuses worldwide, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, had achieved a hard-won credibility that made it difficult for any administration to dispute the facts of abuse. And the advent of the Clinton administration placed the State Department's Bureau of Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs (which was reorganized in 1994 and renamed the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor) under the direction of an official with deep roots in the human rights movement, John Shattuck, who made a point of persuading government colleagues to take action against abuses rather than trying to discredit the NGOs that report them. 

The impact that the international human rights movement has had is seen in the resolve of governments across the globe to hold accountable current and former officials who have used state power to commit gross abuses against their own people. The issue has been at or near the top of the movement's agenda since the mid-1980s. However, developments in Argentina helped to persuade democratic governments in a number of other countries, such as Chile, Guatemala, and Uruguay, not to proceed down the same path of prosecutions. In 1986, a democratically elected president of Argentina, Rail Alfonsin, responding to pressure generated by abortive military uprisings, ordered a halt to the prosecutions of military officers for at least 9,000 abductions and murders that they had committed in the 1970s; Alfons*n's successor, Carlos Saul Menem, pardoned those who had been convicted. 

Still, progress is being made. Several Honduran military men are currently being prosecuted for kidnapping and torture that was committed in the early 1980s under the tutelage of Argentine counterparts who were brought to that small Central American country by the CIA. A former chief of the secret police in Chile and a brigadier general have been prosecuted, convicted, and imprisoned for the one political crime that was exempted from an amnesty decreed by Pinochet: the 1976 murders of Orlando Letelier and Ronni Moffitt in Washington, D.C. 

Two former presidents of South Korea have been prosecuted and convicted and one sentenced to death for various crimes, including ordering the massacre of protesters in 1980 in the southwestern city Kwangju. Ethiopia is prosecuting more than 40 members of the Derg, which ruled the country for 17 years, for such crimes as those of the "Red Terror" of the late 1970s. It is seeking extradition of former President Mengistu Haile Mariam from Zimbabwe for similar crimes. And South Africa, which is governed under an interim constitution requiring amnesty for politically motivated crimes, is granting absolution individually only to those who come clean about their crimes and has prosecuted top officials-and convicted some of them-for ordering or committing murders. South Africa has also convicted Eugene de Kock, a former police colonel and the most notorious assassin of the apartheid era, on 89 criminal counts. 

ADMINISTRATION RELUCTANCE 

he international human rights movement has made progress, but in some respects it is not faring especially well. Abuses are endemic in a majority of countries worldwide, and the movement only has the capacity to call attention to them. Success in obtaining worldwide commitments to human rights standards did not prevent mass ethnic slaughter in Europe and Africa in the 1990s, and the movement had negligible impact in bolstering international resolve to intervene to stop the killing. Although the movement succeeded in 1993 in persuading the United Nations to establish the post of high commissioner for human rights, the results have been of no consequence. The high commissioner is virtually invisible, and except for its establishment of the two war crimes tribunals that are still being tested and to which it has given meager backing, the United Nations is as ineffectual as ever in promoting human rights. With a few exceptions, such as the work of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, the same is true of other intergovernmental bodies with human rights mandates. 

Though the American human rights movement now usually sees eye to eye with the State Department on the facts of human rights abuses, it has had limited success in prodding the United States to take significant measures against those abuses. The reluctance is especially strong toward countries that U.S. policymakers deem important. 

Aside from the United States, the most populous countries in the world are China, India, Indonesia, Brazil, and Russia. All are major human rights abusers. China is the most obvious case; its violations of human rights are pervasive and unremitting. India's abuses include the brutal conduct of the troops that combat separatist forces in Assam and Kashmir and the long-established police practice of torturing detainees, which causes scores of deaths in custody each year. Indonesia's abuses include its crackdown on President Suharto's political opposition, its suppression of an independent media, and its continuing state violence against those pressing for independence for East Timor. In Brazil, President Fernando Henrique Cardoso, who took office in 1995, apparently is making a good-faith effort to improve human rights protections, but severe abuses-including the routine use of torture and summary killings by police-continue under state and local authority. And in Russia, the war in Chechnya was conducted with numerous indiscriminate attacks on civilians that are clear crimes under international law. 

Except in muted tones, and aside from what is done by the State Department's Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor through its annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices and in statements by the assistant secretary, the United States has rarely condemned such abuses or acted against them in any meaningful way. The reluctance is much the same toward other countries that are viewed as geopolitically or economically significant, including Egypt, Israel, Mexico, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey. Of course, the United States has its declared enemies: Cuba, Iran, Iraq, Libya, North Korea, Sudan, and Syria all are on Washington's list of countries that have supported terrorism, and the United States has been willing to denounce their gross abuses of human rights. When the United States undertook to enlist Syria's Hafez al-Assad in the Middle East peace process, however, it fell silent-the bureau of human rights excepted-about the regime's abuses, which remain as severe as ever. 

The United States has been the leading supporter of the two international criminal tribunals, and their prospects for success depend upon Washington's continued backing. Also, the United States has spearheaded efforts to isolate such notorious violators of human rights as Burma (whose military dictators call it Myanmar) and Nigeria, and the Clinton administration has been far more ready than its predecessors to press long-abusive governments in Guatemala and Peru on human rights issues. Yet those targets of U.S. pressure are countries of secondary significance for overall U.S. foreign policy. During the Cold War, the United States was ready to denounce human rights abuses by governments aligned with the Soviet Union; today, it is similarly ready to do so against pariah states or the governments of countries that are not considered politically or economically important. That is the new double standard; it is a different double standard from the one that prevailed during the Cold War, but it is just as pernicious in damaging efforts to promote human rights internationally. 

In the 1980s, the American human rights movement openly criticized the double standard of that era; it effectively debated such Reagan administration spokespersons as Jeane Kirkpatrick and Elliott Abrams, who vigorously condemned abuses by the Sandinistas in Nicaragua even as they praised the supposed democratic development of El Salvador. The human rights movement has not yet succeeded in exposing the new double standard-perhaps because it is less obvious than that of the past, or because the Clinton administration has not forced the debate by attempting to discredit the human rights movement, or because this version of the double standard is relatively new. It has emerged fully only in the two-and-a-half years since President Bill Clinton decided to sever the link between trade and human rights in extending most-favored-nation (MFN) trading status to China. 

hether MFN status should be withheld, completely or partially, from China on human rights grounds is debatable. Yet the grounds on which Clinton acted are anathema to people concerned with human rights. In essence, they were the following: trade is crucial to the United States; China is a huge country, and the potential volume of trade enhances its importance; and maintaining trade will be more effective in promoting human rights than will issuing sanctions. The first two signaled the new double standard, making it clear that the United States would not press human rights concerns where important economic interests are at stake. The third has proven to be false. Before cutting the link between trade and human rights, the United States had influence over China. It was able to win the release from prison of prominent dissidents such as Wei Jingsheng and Chen Ziming and to get China to negotiate with the International Committee for the Red Cross (ICRC) over access to its prisons. After Clinton severed the human rights-MFN link, Wei and Chen were reimprisoned, and no further negotiations have been conducted with the ICRC. Across the board, China's human rights abuses-mass executions of those convicted of ordinary crimes after trials lacking in due process; the arbitrary detention of suspected dissidents; the intolerance of free expression; crackdowns on minorities in Inner Mongolia, Tibet, and other regions; the persecution of religious worshippers; and cruel prison conditions-are as bad or worse now than they were when the Clinton administration embarked on its version of constructive engagement. 

A bizarre consequence of the Clinton administration's action is that China has been able to turn the tables: It now uses economic pressure against those who venture to criticize its human rights practices. When the Bundestag adopted a resolution critical of China's policies in Tibet, Beijing canceled a visit by foreign minister Klaus Kinkel and threatened to take its business elsewhere. China has used competition between a European company, Airbus, and America's Boeing as a means of silencing both European and American critics. In effect, the world's most populous country-with one of the world's worst human rights records-has declared itself off limits for most criticism by intergovernmental bodies and other governments. The Clinton administration's renunciation of economic pressure as a means of influencing China eliminated the possibility of using external leverage on Beijing to improve its human rights practices. 

The task of pressuring China has now fallen to the NGOs that monitor human rights. The organization that I directed until 1993, Human Rights Watch, has led the way by publishing frequent, highly detailed reports on the repression of dissidents and religious activists, the use of prison labor to produce goods for export, the trade in organs from executed prisoners, and so forth. A 1996 report on conditions in China's orphanages attracted extensive attention internationally, embarrassing Beijing and perhaps spurring some reforms. 

Other groups have also been effective. Human Rights in China, an organization formed just before the spring 1989 Tiananmen Square demonstrations by Chinese students and scholars living in the United States, collects reliable information inside China and promotes an understanding of human rights by Chinese living in China and throughout the world. Likewise, the London-based group Tibet Information Network is an excellent source of information on repression. Though these groups have failed to generate governmental and intergovernmental pressure on China, they have maintained international public awareness of China's human rights practices. 

An episode at the 1996 Olympics illustrates China's sensitivity on human rights as well as its eagerness to silence critics. An NBC sportscaster, Bob Costas, said, "Every economic power, including the United States, wants to tap into [China's] huge potential market, but of course there are problems with human rights, property rights disputes, the threat posed to Taiwan." Outraged Chinese officials demanded an apology from NBC and got it. As a subsidiary of General Electric, which has extensive business interests in China, NBC was susceptible to pressure to recant an innocuous though truthful statement. 

The soft-spokenness of America and its principal allies in Europe over Russia's massive abuses in Chechnya was not a case of kow,towing to economic clout. Rather, Clinton, German chancellor Helmut Kohl, and other Western leaders were primarily intent on supporting President Boris Yeltsin in his bid for reelection, and human rights concerns thus carried little weight. Indirectly, the West financed the slaughter of civilians (Chechen and ethnic Russians caught in the bombardments of Grozny and other towns) and the devastation of their communities by providing economic assistance to Russia and by supporting International Monetary Fund loans to that country. This assistance allowed Yeltsin to waste billions of dollars on the Chechen war. Within Russia itself, veteran human rights leaders led by biologist Sergei Kovalev, who served a seven-year prison sentence under the Soviet regime, repeatedly risked their lives to expose the abuses in Chechnya. In another era, American leaders celebrated Russian dissidents such as Kovalev's close friend and colleague, Andrei Sakharov, for their principled stands. But back then honoring a Russian human rights leader was consistent with the double standard of the times. Lavishing attention on Kovalev now would be inconsistent with the new double standard. 

It is the same elsewhere. In the case of India, the Clinton administration's main concern has been nuclear policy. Saudi Arabia is significant in many ways, including as the largest customer for America's arms export trade. Indonesia is an important customer for weapons and aircraft. Turkey, like Saudi Arabia, plays a crucial role in isolating Iraq; it also borders the troubled Caucasus region, and, despite the recent advent of an Islamist-led coalition government, it has been considered a bulwark against fundamentalism. With the new double standard in place, it is not difficult to justify limiting serious efforts to promote human rights to the pariah states and those not of first-rank importance. The administration can always point to the country reports and congressional testimony by the assistant secretary for human rights to demonstrate that it is not completely silent about any country's abuses. 

Until now, the American human rights movement's disputes with the Clinton administration have focused on policies toward particular countries. Time and again, the movement has pointed out the disjunction between what is said in particular country reports and U.S. policies toward those countries. This approach has not succeeded. So long as promoting human rights is seen as being in competition with other interests, the administration seems ready to argue that the latter are more compelling. Moreover, American officials can rationalize the priority they accord other concerns by claiming that favoring them also serves the human rights cause. The argument goes like this: If, for example, the Communists had defeated Yeltsin in Russia, human rights would suffer. Ergo, by not strongly criticizing Yeltsin over Chechnya, the United States helped him to win and that will better serve the cause of human rights. Likewise, if the Middle East peace process succeeds, human rights conditions will improve throughout the region. Ergo, by not criticizing Arafat, Assad, King Hussein, Mubarak, Netanyahu.. . and so forth. 

CHALLENGING THE NEW DOUBLE STANDARD ver time, as the inconsistencies inherent to the new double standard are revealed, it may become less possible to persuade Burma or Cambodia to halt abuses that escape criticism in China or India, or to push Guatemala to desist from practices that, when committed by Mexico, are not mentioned. Moreover, as human rights advocates become cynical about inconsistencies that result from their efforts-and aware of the cynicism these inconsistencies inspire in countries sanctioned for violations that are tolerated in more powerful states-they may lose the will to persist. The human rights cause is based on the premise that certain rights are universal. The cause will founder if that principle is abandoned. 

It is incumbent on the human rights movement to broaden its focus. Criticizing the administration's lack of effort to protect human rights in a particular country is insufficient. The movement needs to develop the argument that the promotion of human rights should not be weighed against competing concerns; it should proceed wherever gross abuses are practiced-regardless of other U.S. interests in such countries. Failing such an approach, a double standard prevails. Other governments have come to accept that the State Department issues its annual country reports in spite of other issues, and that, these days, the reports are not shaded to favor friends. Unfortunately, some foreign policy makers seem to treat the country reports and the bureau that issues them like a human rights ghetto within the State Department, and the bureau must struggle constantly to keep its place at the table when important issues are considered. The approach taken by the bureau in preparing the country reports-in which the only consideration is the severity of abuses-should permeate American foreign policy; the human rights movement must insist on this. In fact, just such an approach is required under laws adopted since the 1970s that prohibit arms sales; economic aid; and the disbursement of American military aid, education, and training-as well as U.S. government support for loans by the international financial institutions and insurance for overseas investments-to countries that practice consistent patterns of gross violations of human rights. Exceptions are permitted for security assistance if the president determines that "extraordinary circumstances" so require, but this contingency has not been invoked. There is also an exception for support for development assistance when that assistance will directly benefit the needy. Otherwise, the laws covering human rights give no weight to competing interests. 

In launching a broad assault against the new double standard in American foreign policy, the movement may fare no better than it did in combating the old double standard. Yet in the past, the debate shone a spotlight on abuses that were ignored or justified by Washington when committed by governments on America's side in the Cold War. Consequently, some abuses were curbed as the United States brought pressure on some allies to alter their practices. There could always be circumstances in which other interests outweigh human rights concerns, but the task of the human rights movement is to keep these to a minimum and, even then, to use its leverage to reduce abuses. Of course, in questions of trade, it will be argued that America will lose markets to governments that do not speak out on human rights. Obviously, there would be a cost, and the willingness to bear it is a measure of our national commitment to human rights. At the same time, the human rights movement has an obligation to try to ensure that the cost is not borne disproportionately by the United States. Therefore, it is incumbent on the movement to generate pressure on other governments to speak out. For example, the movement and the U.S. government in combination must attempt to persuade or embarrass America's major European allies and Japan to speak out against China's human rights abuses. China could not play Airbus off against Boeing if both Europe and the United States condemned the imprisonment of dissidents or repression in Tibet. Preventing China, such a major abuser of human rights, from silencing its critics is a goal worth pursuing. It is a formidable task to persuade governments that human rights should not be measured against competing concerns but rather pursued independently. The battles of the 1970s and 1980s to establish the legitimacy of human rights as a foreign policy goal and the movement's own credibility as a source of information were difficult, their outcome long in doubt. Yet the human rights movement ultimately prevailed. Unless the movement can challenge the new double standard taking root in U.S. foreign policy, it faces an erosion of the great gains it has made. 
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