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CON: "In dealing with the real world, we must restrain our idealism. 
PRO: "Lacking the wisdom of the  future, we must take prudent risks. 

A Friendly Disagreement 
About Human Rights 

U 

Jalmes Finn 

PROCTOR: And how do you find the States after your time 
abroad? Does the Carter administration stack up to your 
dismal expectations, or are you bending even slightly 
toward my more favorable view? 

CONRAD: Dismal is too strong a word. But 1 did have a 
disconcerting experience of d i j i  vu  upon returning. 

PRO: D i j i  vu'? You meaning coming back to see Nixon on 
TV again? HIS line about everything being permitted to 
the president was impressive; i f  "he does i t ,  it's not 
illegal." He's the very embodiment of expediency over 
morality. 

CON: No, no! My experience involves another avatar. I 
mean Jimmy Carter. Carter speaking on human rights is 
Woodroiv Wilson wi th  a Southern accent. His policy-if 
you can call his conflicting statements a policy-is a 
recipe for disaster. The reasons are clear. I hesitate to 
discuss them only because I don't want to belabor the 
obvious, to beat a dead Wilsonian horse, so to speak. 

PRO: s o  to speak 

CON: But if you really want to know, I can give you a 
number of reasons. At least a few of them might carry 
weight even with someone as predisposed as you to th ink  
human rights constitutes a proper plank in our foreign 
pol icy. 

First. i t  opens the floodgates for some of the most 
dangcrous temptations to which we Americans are his- 
torically susceptible-the attempt to intrude into politics 
a morality that is inappropriate, inconsistent. and inap- 
plicable. The inipulse is a tribute to our aspirations, no 
doubt. But i t  is a dangerous guide in the harsh political 
world, where power and self-interest have proven to be 
more trustworthy guides. Woodrow Wilson is almost a 
textbook example 0.f what happens when policies are 
shaped by abstract concepts rather than by discernible 
political realities. 
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Number two, which is really a corollary of the first 
point: The Carter emphasis on human rights in our  
foreign policy introduces a new version of the Dull:s 
doctrine, which anticipated the divine judgment, divid- 
ing the good from the bad. 

PRO: Joining idealistic Wilson to realistic John Foster 
Dulles. A neat trick. 

CON: Not so difficult, when you realize they were both 
motivated by an evangelical zeal. A point to remember 
when you discuss Carter. But-not to be diverted-I press 
on. During the coldest days of the cold war Dulles 
divided the world into the good guys and the bad guys, 
more accurately, into the good and the evil, the free 
world and the Communist world. There were no neutrals 
in his view. Now we're apparently moving in the same 
direction, except that with human rights as the major 
principle that divides sheep from goats we will be unable 
to attain the consistency of a Dulles. 

Which brings me to point number three. The adniinis- 
tration's human rights policy will necessarily be incon- 
sistent. 

PRO: Necessarily'? 

CON: Necessarily and inexorably. For three reasons. 
First, i t  will be impossible to get equal degrees of 
information about countries around the world. The niore 
closed the society the less information is available. We 
know less about some aspects of the Soviet Union than 
we do about, for example, Sweden or Italy. You have 
persuaded me that we know considerably less about 
China. And we can neither praise nor blame what we 
don't know. 

Second, when general policies are transformed into 
actual practice. other considerations will be given prece- 
dence over human rights-as they should. Our national 
security. for example. should take precedence. What we 
consider a strong national interest should take prece- 
dence. And I presume our national interest will be given 
precedence in thisadministration as in its predecessors. 
This means we will treat South Korea differently from 
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Chile, Iran differently from Iraq. 
And third, even if we had equal degrees of knowledge 

and wished to treat all countries equally in terms of 
human rights, we couldn't. The simple reason is that 
some countries are more susceptible to our pressure and 
blandishments than others. Try to apply the same 
policies to the Soviet Union, Brazil, Rumania, and South 
Africa and see what kind of pattern emerges. A crazy 
quilt. Confusing to every country-and to our own 
citizens as well. How long can you go on proclaiming 
high moral principles if there are no meansof implement- 
ing them? They must gradually be discounted. And the 
administration will be accused quite properly of practic- 
ing selective morality. 

PRO: Enough. I get the point. I assume that what you've 
said so far adds up to your case against Carter's human 
rights policy? . 

CON: You're too eager to respond. I haven't finished. I 
still hope to persuade you that my position is superior to 
yours-if you're free to entertain such an idea. 

PRO: I can entertain the idea more readily than i t  is able to 
entertain me. I do have some things to say about our 
hunian rights policy, but I can wait, so forge ahead. 

CON: Aside from the fact that the present path of the 
administration leads to hubris, self-righteousness, and 
inconsistency, i t  will in many instances be not only 
ineffective but counterproductive. There are many 
examples. We can already detect additional strains in 
U.S.-Soviet relations, strains that we do not need as we 
approach the next round of SALT.talks. The arms race is 
increasingly dangerous. I f  i t  escapes control, we won't 
have much need to worry about human rights because 
there won't be many humans to worry about. I th ink it's 
worth noting, too, that the oppressive USSR of 1935-39 
was quite stable and that when i t  became less oppressive 
under Khrushchev, i t  became less stable. Are we to 
believe that Brezhnev and company welcome our finger 
pointing at suppressed dissidents, the lack of freedom to 
travel, to emigrate, to criticize? Meddling in internal 
affairs, they will say-in fact they've already said it. 

Let's look at another part of the world, at Argentina. 
In  that sorry country death squadsoperate with impunity. 
The government denies complicity in acts that i t  con- 
dones and directs. But the alternative to this sad state 
looks worse than what exists. So we are editorially 
advised by the New York Times not to do anything that 
would keriously destabilize the present regime. Which 
translate\ 'nto, "Ease up on the hunian rights question." 

ing from IeJders of  other countries generally considered 
our allies. Brazil rejected military aid we extended them 
because 'we criticized-very mildly-the condition of 
human rights i n  that country. One Brazilian official 
exploded with areal blast. The United States can decide 
to give arms to whatever country i t  wants, he said, but i t  
doesn't have th;'right to judge the internal affairs of 
another country. Brazilians weren't going to put up with 
i t .  And particularly. he added, they weren't going to 

And mayb Y you've read some of the statements emanat- 

accept i t  from a president who exempts countries such as 
Korea and the Philippines, from his moral of'fensivc 
because he thinks they're strategically important to thc 
U.S. Or from a president who shows every inclination to 
cozy up to the.Cubans, the.Chinese, or practically any 
Communist-run country.. It was the Brazilian official's 
opinion that in  spite of all the moralizing about hunian 
'rights, the U.S. didn't have the sromach to defend them 
where i t  counts. 

That's not an untypical 'response from the Brazilians. 
Byt to move to some of the countries he mentioned. you 
probably know more than 1 do about the anguished and 
puzzled responses the U.S. positions on human rights 
have provoked in the Philippines, South Korea, and 
Indonesia. 

PRO: All thriving democracies, of course! 

CON: A cheap shot. They are our allies. They're Asian 
countries with Asian problems. The deputy prime minis-' 
ter of Korea said out loud what a lot of others say quietly. 
when he pointed out that there wasn't a single developing 
country where Western democracy really works. Devel- 
oping countries need guidance and stability and they 
can't have i t  i f  people arc always demonstrating. That 
up se t s eve r y t h i n g , i n c I u d i n g b u s i  ne s s , and - h i s 
words-"We can't afford it." 

PRO: Cheaper to have them in the jails than on the street. 

CON: You deliberately distort. But you can't dismiss as 
readily the responses from Hong Kong and Singapore. 
Lee Kuan Yew is one of the shrewdest and most seasoned 
politicians alive-and an acute analyst. When he talked 
about the emerging shape of Carter's policies, he put his 
finger on yet another weakness-the attempt to impose 
our culturally limited set of values on other countries, 
othercultures. Lee said what he hears is that they have to 
be like us or they're not civilized. What the new nations 
hear from the Russians is that there are many roads to 
socialism, and that sounds good. But from the U.S. he 
seems to be getting the message that there is only one 
road to democracy. 

Criticism of Carter's human rights policy, you have lo 
admit, comes across the.board, from left, right, and 
center; from friendly nations and less friendly. And, of 
course, there are those few of us in this country whose 
clear-headed analysis imposes updn us an obligation to 
point to the dangers of this policy. 

PRO: Have you quite exhausted the list of reservations? 

CON: There are a few more I will simply note without 
comment-or  very little: First, or is i t  the sixth by this 
time?-human rights is a baggy monster of a term, very 
poorly defined. The U.S. and the USSR are capable of 
acting like two ships that pass each other at high noon. 
each side sending semaphore signals that the other 
cannot decode. We don't yet have enough information 
about the Belgrade meeting, but I'm confident that a full  
report will show that I'm right. And finally. when i t  
becomes apparent, not only -to Carter's critics but to 
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Carter and his friends, that a policy that rests even one 
support on human rights is a policy resting on shifting 
quicksand, the hot air will go out of the rhetoric, the 
high-sounding words will collapse, and we'll be left with 
a dismal puddle of failed commitments and disappointed 
hopes. The case rests. 

PRO: You wax eloquent-or,  at least, metaphorical. But. 
intellectually speaking, I have not been moved. 

CON: You dismiss the charges so easily? 

PRO: Not at all. You've raised a number of issues that 
have to be considered.' Only a fool would entirely 
dismiss them. But, in all modesty, I have reflected on 
most of them-and so. I would wager, have several 
people in our administration. But to respond to your 
major points, not always in the order they occurred to 
you. In the first couple of months the Carter administra- 
tion did send out a number of conflicting signals about 
human rights, I grant you. I don't think that reflects 
unfavorably on Carter's own commitment, which I 
believe is sincere. But different people discussing dif- 
ferent aspects of human rights will sound different. And 
the traditionalists will become uneasy with new and 
unconventional approaches. Andy Young, for example, 
has.. . . 

CON: Atidy Yoirtig ! A n d y  I'ctlfatit . Andy l'ctlfatii iticroy- 

ablc.  I f  only he would give up his fixation on Africa, 
emulate Columbus, and discover a new continent. 

PRO: O.K., a sound point. But  more important, in a way 
that few people could he has dramatized questions about 
human rights and how they are violated by racism. He 
has pointed to countries where such violations are 
obvious and others where they are less obvious or 
infrequently mentioned-England and the USSR, for 
instance. And he has done this while stressing nonviolent 
solutions. 

CON: Can we forget Andy Young and return to more 
serious issues that divide us? 

PRO: All right. I won't mention that your own outburst is 
typical of a certain set of reactions he provokes. Instead, 
1'11 offer my outsider's view of what went on inside the 
Carter administration during the early months. Carter's 
own commitment to human rights was evident in his 
campaign speeches, but like everyone else-I can't th ink  
of any txceptions-he focused not on Basket Three of 
the 1975 Helsinki agreement but on the issue of 
legitimizing present European borders. We all had to be 
taught by the dissidents of Eastern Europe that the 
emphasis on human rights in that document was poten- 
tially enormous. I don't think Carter or any of his close 
advisors had thought through the detailed policy implica- 
tions of a strong focus on human rights questions. Nor 
did they anticipate the intense reactions they would 
provoke-positive and negative. So some of their th ink -  
ing was done i n  public, with all the risks that entails. But 
after Carter's Inaugural Address, his address at the U.N. 

on March 17 and his commencement address at Nqtre 
Dame on May 22, no one should doubt his commitment. 

CON: I t h ink  you'reievading the hard questions. Few 
doubt his commitment. iVhat we question is the policy. 
Is i t  desirable? Is i t  feasible? Is i t  i n  the interests of the 
U.S.? Maybe you can answer those questions. 

PRO: Sure. Gladly. Let me begin by stating some general 
propositions, each of which I could support at length. 
First, the theoretical descriptions of human rights are not 
beyond human ability. We can specify what they are, and 
argue about priority if need be. Second, we can call 
attention to patterns of gross violation and develop a 
consistent foreign policy of which human rights are an 
integral part. Third, this policy will have positive results 
in other countries and in our own. Fourth, i t  will open up 
possibilities of cooperation between peoples that we 
have hardly glimpsed, transcending in many respects the 
nation-state system we now have. Fifth, this policy ... . 

CON: You have already ascended into the empyrean. 
Before you go completely into orbit, why don't you 
support some of those propositions-but briefly! 

PRO: O.K. To take the first point. Foregoing any refer- 
ence to Aristotle, Kant, or John Rawls, I would direct 
you to the speech Secretary of State Vance delivered to 
the Law School of the University of Geoljgia on, I t h ink ,  
the last day of April. He defined what theadministration 
means by human rights. He divided them into three 
different groups. First, he emphasized tbe integrity of 
the person. This is violated by torture, summary execu- 
tion, arbitrary and prolonged imprisonment. As you 
know, these are the kinds of violations that Amnesty 
International investigates. Vance's second category was 
the social-economic. People have a right to food, shel- 
ter, medicine, education. That whole package. His third 
category was the political and civil liberties: freedom of 
religion, freedom of speech, freedom of movement, and 
so on. 

Now it's obvious that the civil and political liberties in 
Vance's third category are systematically violated in 
totalitarian countries and i n  most authoritarian coun- 
tries. And there will always be apologists within and 
outside of those countries to explain, first, that such 
violations do not occur and, second, that they are 
necessary to maintain stability within the country. 

CON: You exaggerate for effect. But, in any case, you 
recognize that the Soviets are touchy on these matters 
and are going to strike back. And I don't simply mean 
their attempts to humiliate Carter-detaining the L.A. 
Titlies correspondent-what's his name? 

PRO: Robert Toth? 

CON: Yes. Toth. Detaining him just at the opening of the 
Belgrade conference and accusing Anatoly Shcharansky 

.of working for the CIA are simply public relations 
irritants. But they will accuse the U.S. of meddling in 
their internal affairs and will therefore feel free to 
meddle in ours. And they are sure to point out some areas 
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where we allegedly fail ,  notably in  the second of Vance's 
categories. 

PRO: As for meddling in the internal affairs of other 
countries, the Soviet Union has never been diffident. They 
have a long tradition of exploiting people and events in 
this country and of justifying it in the name of their 
ideology. What's happened now is that Carter has played 
a trump card that we've too long held back o n - o u r  own 
tradition of human rights and individual freedoms. The 
Soviets can't withdraw support for human rights. They 
can only follow our strong lead and attempt to justify their 
practice. 

Of course. they'll point out some shortcomings and 
failures in  our society. And some of the charges will be 
accurate. However we phrase it. we should admit that 
people at the bottom of the economic ladder in capitalist 
democracies get rough treatment. We should accept 
legitimate charges as spurs to improve, to see that the 
most deprived i n  our society get at least the minimal 
things they need-food, shelter, medical care, and so 
on. But there is enough t r u t h  i n  Moynihan's 
statement-you remember he said that those countries 
that gave liberty priority over justice also did better in 
ternis of justice--enough truth in that to keep us from 
becoming unduly defensive. 

When we come to the first category Vance mentioned 
we conic to the most gross violations of human rights. 
There is no country, no niajor culture, no major religious 
tradition that today will justify those abuses. We know 
they exist in countries around the world, but we also 

i know that leaders of those countries that condone or 
practice these abuses are forced to minimize or deny their 
existence. In the past the most vigorous denunciations of 
torture, arbitrary imprisonment, and summary execution 
have come from churches and private organizations. 
Now these denunciations are being expressed with 
greater political impact because they flow from the 
policies of a great country. 

I f  1 can return to and complete m y  point about 
meddling in the affairs of other countries. In 1948 the 
United Nations approved.. . 

CON: Ah, a brief respite from serious matters to discuss 
the U . N .  

PRO: ... the United Nations approved the Universal Dec- 
laration of Human Rights. All the signatories to the 
U.N.  Charter 'have given their pledge to respect basic 
human rights. What Carter said at the U.N. is true: "No 
nieniber of the United Nations can claim that mistreat- 
ment of its citizens is solely its own business." Our 
policy should be to give some bite to a declared U.N. 
policy that has been practically toothless. The U . N .  
Human Rights Commission, for example.. . . 

CON: A moribund agency that niight properly be put to 
rest. 

PRO: Either that or given new life. But whatever the 
agency, the political task is clear. If  properly carried out, 
i t  will allow more people, more countries to perceive 

that, in ternis of human rights. cominunisni-if you ' l l  
allow me to paraphrase a quotation you called to illy 
attention-comniunisni is a disease for which i t  purports 
to be the cure. And also to perceive the basic strengths of 
democracies as compared to oppressive regimes on 
either the left or thePight. 

CON: Very pretty. But suppose that. for the sake of 
advancing the discussion. I were to grant you these 
points. How would you deal wi th  the charge of inconsis- 
tency? 

PRO: In practice i t  would be difficult, I grant you. But le1 
me deal with the theoretical aspects first, since that's 
where many people have stumbled badly on this particu- 
lar point. Incidentally, if I may intrude a personal 
observation, I have noted that many people who are very 
demanding in their own area of expertise are not the least 
bit abashed when they enter into adiscussion of morality 
and politics and proceed to reinvent the ethical wheel. 
The crudest are those ivho point to high principles, prove 
that they cannot be ful ly  implemented in this vale of! 
tears, and then conclude that the principles are therefore 
not serviceable. 

Jacques Maritain spoke to that position years ago. He 
said that moralists are unhappy people. They insist that 
there are immutable principles. And when they do, 
they're accused of being inhuman, of imposing unlivable 
requirements on us. When they explain how those' 
immutable principles are to be applied, taking into 
account the different circumstances of each situation, 
they are accused of making morality relative. But in each 
case, he said, the moralists are simply putting forth the 
claim of reason to direct life. 

What this means in terms of our discussion is that we 
must, of course, take into consideration the concrete 
situations. We must, for example, determine i f  the 
information about' the violation of human rights is as 
complete and accurate as we can expect. Then we must 
assess the gravity of the violations. the extent to which 
they form a pattern, and the responsibility.of the gov- 
ernment involved. 

We must ask which if  any of the means at our disposal 
will be most effective-whether, for instance, quiet 
diplomacy will be more effective than high-level public 
accusations. We must attempt to assess the cost of our 
action and determine if that cost is disproportionate; 
whether, for instance, we would be endangering more 
people than we would help, or threatening our own 
security measures. We must, in short, do all those things 
we should do for any large decision, any political policy 
of this magnitude. Admittedly, the task is great, but 
what's at issue is also great. I expect that i f  the Carter 
policy is really carried through, there will be some 
missteps. some espectations that will be frustrated. 
some actions that will produce unexpected consequences. 
But I expect that about any large human project. 

CON: You sound properly cautious at [his poinl. A nole of 
realism creeps in. 

PRO: That note of realism you now.detect has never been 
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absent. A strong human rights policy can :ind should be 
based on a realistic appraisal of huiiian beings and their 
political coniiiiunities. their governinents. A failure of 
Hchry Kissinger. to take a priiiie example. is that he was 
not realistic enough, that he tailed to grasp coniplctely 
the dynamic thrust toward freedoin thal can be contained 
and stifled and diverted and abused but that  can never be 
completely stilled, never totally silenced. 

CON: I f  you can restrain your own rhetoric. niaybe you 
can be a little more precise in  your  coninients about that 
admirable statesman. 

PRO: Toward the end of his tenure as secretary of state he 
began to grasp the implications O F  human rights as a 
political quantity. But like many political professionals 
he liked to work with his political peers, the leaders of 
other countries who could make decisions and make 
them stick. The messy aspects of democracy disturbed 
h i m .  He found i t  easy to subordinate the question of 
human rights to "higher" goals. His statement, when he 
was in'Brazil, that Brazil and the U.S. were both great 
countries noted for their support for human rights, was 
simply the most blatant expression of what was an 
operating principle. He preferred to overlook the terrible 
tortures being inflicted on the Brazilian people i f  noting 
them publicly ~vould ripple placid relations. 

Since you frown on niy rhetoric, let me offer you 
sorn2,thing froni Milovan Djilas that I've just been 
reading. A hero of Yugoslavia, often jailed himself, 
Djilas says he arrived at democratic socialisiii on the 
basis of nationalistic atheism. On that basis he found the 
strength to defend hlihajlo Mihajlov. a fellow country- 
man and a devout Christian. Allow me to read this brief 
passage: 

"The world grows closer and becomes more closely 
linked. But the bases for this relaxation and cooperation 
are misleading and unstable, for there is indifference 
toward prisons and oppression: where does conscience 
end and the principle of acquiescence begin? 

"is i t  possible to believe in  anything of value and'to be 
indifferent toward a believer like Mihajlov? Are the 
prayers of Christians sincere if there is no rooni in  them 
for the Christian sufferer Mihajlov? I often ask myself, 
how democratic is that democracy. how social that 
socialism, whose pragmatism leads to silence, to forget- 
ting Mihajlo Mihajlov? And who can consider himself 
free who ties his tongue and closes his mind to the 
prisons in which Mihajlovs lie?" 

Those are hard, real questions, I submit. They deserve 
to be answered in hard intellectual and emotional terms. 
in hard social and political terms. 

CON: Again. just to further the discussion, I ' l l  grant those 
points. Bu t  you have been very careful to sidestep the 
question of our national teniptation to hubris. to Wil- 
sonize, to break out i n  moralistic blotches. Surely we 
have not just discovered human rights. nor are we the 
sole custodians. We're beginning these days to sound 
like the most unsettled of,the abolitionists. 

PRO: I'm glad you raised the point. Otherwise I might 

have thought I was reaching too far  for thc coinparison. 
But  tlie issue of slavery is instructive here. For centuries 
slavery was an accepted institution, defended by politi- 
cal leaders and justified by great phi losophe~s~A~i~stot le .  
you may recall. said in his Polirics that soiiie men are 
s I ave s eve ry \v he re, ot hers now he re. A q u i n as j 11 s t i f i ed 
slavery. Even those who Framed the noble document that 
proclaiiiied all people to be created equal and endowed 
with certain unalienable rights. even soiiie of those 
people kept slaves. And when the noisiest abolitionists 
stirred things up, they were told to moderate their 
immoderate passions, to contain their unpolitical out- 
bursts. But they had been seized by a t ruth that only 
gradually became the possession of all Americans: No 
person should be a slave, no person a slave's master. I t  is 
at least possible that we are beginning to discover sonic 
truths of alniost equally great weight about human 
be i ngs , h u m  a n  rig h 1s. jus t i fia ble h u nian c I ai ni s. 

CON: Yes. well. only the future can tell that. 

PRO: Agreed. and since that source of superior wisdom 
won't spsak to us at the nionient. we have to rely upon 
our present knowledge. our present judgments and take 
our prudent risks. 

CON: One last point. Since you've iiiired us in  the period 
of the Civil War, how do you t h i n k  a president whoiii 
\ve've both held up as an exemplar would deal wi th  the 
question of hunian rights'? I forego probing into his 
stance on slavery. 

PRO: Lincoln'? 

CON: Of course. Abraliaiii Lincoln. Possibly our iiiost 
profound president. 

PRO: I don't know. It's always nervy lo speculate about 
sonieone so much greater than one's self. But Lincoln 
did brood about the Union, what principle kept i t  
together. what made i t  worth fighting for. He knew i t  
wisn't just getting free from the motherland. He finally 
decided that i t  was something in our Declaration that 
wasn't intended just for this country for his own time. I t  
was something that gave-his words--"hope to the 
world for all future time." And the basisof that hope. the 
sentiment in  the Declaration. was liberry. the proniise 
that all people would have an equal chance. 

The nian who said these things has iiever been accused 
of failing to appreciate either the limitations of nien orof 
their governments. And whatever his own position might 
be today. I would claiiii support from his stateinent. I t  
offers a vision that is worthy of a great country. and a 
grsat country should be worthy of that vision. hlay I tell 
you what tlie particular eleiiients of that vision should 
look like if theiii were to be eiiibodied politically today? 

CON: As much as I \vould like to hear you,  1 have 
promises to keep-tonight. Possibly some other tiiiie. 
After the returns from Belgrade are in ,  perhaps'? 

PRO: Yes, our conversatioii is not ended. 


