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fter almost two years of the Carter admin- A istration the commitment to human 
rights, which represents a key aspect of its policies, has 
become a topic for much discussion and interest but 
seems still to be inadequately understood. The main 
reason for this failure, I feel, is that very few earnest 
efforts have been made to determine the actual scope 
and significance of the administration’s approach as it 
emerges from the way it operates and from the way it 
developed out of the principles of freedom and morality 
that have inspired the best traditions and beliefs of the 
American people. 

Long before Mr. Carter announced his candidacy 
Richard N. Gardner, our present ambassador to Italy, 
had become one of his closest advisors on foreign affairs, 
with special regard to human rights. During recent 
conversations in Rome, Ambesador Gardner recalled 
that “an active commitment to the promotion of human 
rights everywhere in the world is not a novel feature in 
American foreign policy. Actually, we see it as an essen- 
tial factor of continuity in the writings and pronounce- 
ments of our outstanding Presidents all the way back to 
Jefferson and Lincoln.” 

President Kennedy went to the heart of the issue 
when he asked at American University in June, 1963: 
“Is not peace, in the last analysis, basically a matter of 
human rights?” In a subsequent speech at the United 
Nations on September 20 he put it in terms strikingly 
close to current events when he stated that, in order to 
give “full meaning” to the Declaration on Human 
Rights voted by the U.N.. General Assembly in 1948, 
“new means should be found for promoting the free 
expression and trade of ideas-through travel and com- 
munication and through increased exchanges of people 
and books and broadcasts”-a list of specific proposals 
that was to be endorsed and sanctioned twelve years 
later in the Final Act of the Helsinki Conference. 
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Gardner recalls a significant event during a meeting 
held by the Trilateral Commission in Tokyo in May, 
1975: “Carter showed me the text of a speech he had 
handwritten himself; in ten pages, it summed up his 
ideas and intentions about the moral and ethical 
contents of US.  foreign policy. The starting point was a 
reaffirmation of the fundamental values of a free soci- 
ety. Carter explained that such a reaffirmation was 
necessary because it was not only morally right but 
politically useful, in fact indispensable.” 

Among the key factors of Carter’s approach Gardner 
lists, first of all, “the full awareness that the American 
people want and can support only a foreign policy of 
which they can be proud,” a foreign policy reflecting the 
principles and values of their best traditions. Gardner 
spells out that “this did not and does not mean abandon- 
ing the concept of the balance of pow 
becomes impossible to face up to th 
ments of security or to open up more promising pros- 
pects than those provided by mere coexistence. It 
means, however, supplementing the balance of power 
policy with the vision of a better world and hence with a 
policy aimed at establishing an international order that 
can meet to an increasing degree mankind’s yearnings 
for more justice and stability.” 

Another key assessment underlying the approach 
outlined by Carter as early as the spring of 1975 is that 
such an approach offers ways and means “for capturing 
once again the ideological initiative from the Soviet 
Union,” as Gardner puts it. “Our goal,” he adds, “was to 
move away from a basically defensive posture and to 
raise a banner that could appeal to and rally all those- 
and there are many of them, especially among the young 
and the intellectuals, in America and elsewhere-who 
feel confused and afraid.” By recapturing the initiative 
on such grounds, the US. can help clarify the issues in 
countries where strong Communist parties are seeking 
power without resorting to objectionable interference in 
the democratic process of those countries. Since his 
arrival in Italy as U.S. ambassador, Mr. Gardner has 
delivered at least once a month a speech devoted mainly 
to the human rights issue viewed mostly from this angle. 
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Representatives of the Italian‘Tomfnunist party who 
were present on such occasions coulh hardly disguise 
their embarrassment and unhappiness. 

By May, 1975, the next president of the United States 
had staked out the “firm points” to which he was to 
anchor his vision of American foreign policy and the 
primary role assigned therein to human rights. Such 
“firm points” were developed during the campaign for 
the nomination and the presidency. Speaking to the 
Chicago Council on Foreign Relations on March 15, 
1976, Carter stated that the task of America is “to lead 
the way toward economic progress, social justice, and a 
stronger more stable-world order. They are the princi- 
ples on which this nation was founded two hundred 
years ago by men who believed, with Thomas Paine, that 
‘the cause of America is the cause of all mankind.’ ” 
From here it was a logical step to the theme of human 
rights that Carter already linked to the problem and 
nature of international ditente. In the same speech, he 
denounced the Soviet Union for trying to pursue a “one 
way” practice of ditente and referred specifically to 
Soviet attempts to secure “the benefit of the Helsinki 
Accords without the requirement of living up to the 
human rights provisions that form an integral part of 
them.” 

When I interviewed Mr. Carter in June, 1976, for I1 
Tempo of Rome, he broadened this basic concept: “We 
must repeat and make clear to the Soviets that, in order 
to endure, dktente cannot ignore the legitimate interests 
of other nations nor the human rights of all citizens of 
every country whether they be blacks in Rhodesia, 
Asians in Uganda, or Jews in the Soviet Union.” Speak- 
ing at the B’nai B’rith Convention in Washington in 
September, he committed himself “not [to] condone 
repression or the denial of freedom’’ in other countries 
(including those ruled by non-communist regimes), and 
to use U.S. i yence to eliminate or at least alleviate 
such conditio#; “I do not say that we can remake the 
world in our own image .... There are practical, effective 
ways in which our power can be used to alleviate human 
sufferings around the world. We should begin by having 
it understood that if any nation, whatever its political 
system, deprives its people of basic human rights, that 
fact will help shape our people’s attitude toward that 
nation’s government.” 

The most solemn reaffirmation of Carter’s commit- 
ment was embodied in his inaugural address. Its main 
thread was the relationship between physical power and 
moral strength, between ability to operate in the world 
and consensus at home: “We will not behave in foreign 
countries so as to violate our rules and standards here at 
home, for we know that this trust which our nation earns 
is essential to our strength ... a quiet strength based not 
merely on the size of an arsenal but on the nobility of 
id eas.... Because we are free we can never be indifferent 
to the fate of freedom elsewhere. Our moral sense 
dictates a clear-cut preference for those societies which 
share with us an abiding respect for individual human 
rights.” 

he concrete developments of Carter’s ap- T proach to human rights have produced, 

frequently and predictably, negative and often contra- 
dictory reactions. There have been protests and threats 
of retaliation from foreign governments that not only 
resented being made the target of Washington’s stric- 
tures but suffered, or feared they would suffer, a cut-off 
or curtailment of economic, or military assistance. On 
the other hand, some sectors of public opinion abroad 
and in the U.S. itself have been quick to charge that the 
Carter administration was “reneging” on its pledges or 
implementing them in a “discriminatory” manner ac- 
cording to the strategic importance, political “color,” or 
international standing of the countries and governments 
accused of violating human rights. South Korea, for 
example, continues to receive U.S. economic and mili- 
tary support despite its far from perfect record on 
human rights and democratic practices in general. “First 
of all,” Ambassador Gardner points out, “it is not 
correct to say that the administration is not using the 
support given to South Korea to give more point to our 
efforts to improve the condition of human rights in that 

A means of “ ‘capturing once again the 
ideological initiative from the 
Soviet Union. ’ ” 

country. Above all, however, we should ask ourselves 
quite straightforwardly: If we were to abandon South 
Korea to its fate because the government in Seoul does 
not do right away everything we would like it to do with 
regard to human rights, if we let North Korea take over 
control of the whole peninsula, would that move forward 
or backward the cause of human rights? It is obvious 
that it would move it back because the regime in the 
North is much more oppressive than the government in 
the South, even though the latter is far from blame- 
less.’, 

Here again we have the basic criterion, marked by 
“practical idealism” (or, as President Kennedy used to 
say, “idealism without illusions”), that guides the deci- 
sions of the Carter administration. “This criterion,” 
Gardner adds, “is not valid for South Korea alone. Just 
to give another example, would human rights be helped 
in Latin America if we let people in thefuvelus starve 
because of our reluctance to extend the benefit of our 
food programs to the local regimes?” 

President Carter’s commitment to human rights has 
not only brought the issue forcefully to the attention of 
the public, but it has played a crucial role in keeping in 
the foreground the related clauses (the so-called “third 
basket”) of’the Final Act of the Helsinki Conference of 
1975. The U.S. approach, furthermore, has contributed 
substantially to turning that agreement into a boomer- 
ang for the USSR. Soviet leaders had planned to gain at 
Helsinki formal recognition of the territorial expansion 



WOLLEMBORG: According to some observers Carter at first 
went all out on human rights, even giving the impression 
that he wanted to use the issue to “destabilize” the Soviet 
regime, but was compelled to backtrack or at least to step 
on the brakes to avoid a revival of the “cold war” or the 
collapse of the SALT negotiations. 

AMBASSADOR GARDNER: President Carter has never 
looked upon his human rights policy as a tool to undermine 
the Soviet regime or as a “cold war” maneuver. The best 
evidence is the fact that our concern and our actions for 
human rights are not confined to what happens in the East, 
but extend to repression everywhere in the world. We are 
fully aware, on the other hand, that a constructive approach 
to the relationship between detente and human rights calls 
for a very nuanced and balanced policy. For instance, if we 
were to put strong pressure on the USSR and at the same 
time were to do away with the incentives most appealing to 
the Soviets (such as stepped-up trade, financial and techno- 
logical exchanges, etc.). we would risk undermining the 
more conciliatory members of the Soviet leadership to the 
benefit of those who advocate a tough line on human rights. 

On the other hand, as President Carter has often empha- 
sized, there is an inextricable relationship between respect 
for human rights and maintenance of international peace 
and security. A genuine, constructive, and durable detente 
will not be possible as long as this or that regime will strive 
to keep entire peoples locked in and isolated within an 
ideological ghetto. Only through free and open exchanges 
and contacts will it be possible to reduce the fears, the 
suspicions,’ and the ignorance that hinder an effective relax- 
ation of tensions between East and West. 

These same observers say that no country, including the 
United States itself, can boast of a perfect score on human 
righ ts.... 

True enough, although the record shows that we have 
made significant progress, especially in recent years, in 
reducing discrimination against blacks and other minorities 
in the United States. As Americans, anyhow, we do not and 
cannot complain when citizens of other countries, including 
the Soviet Union, criticize us for our shortcomings. We are 
the. first ones to admit them, to publicize them, to write 
books and make movies about them. 

and wider sphere of influence and control they had 
obtained as a result of World War 11, and had deluded 
themselves that they could manage to make only theo- 
retical concessions devoid of any concrete effects con- 
cerning free circulation of people and ideas between 
East and West and the implementation of basic liberties 
in Eastern Europe. I n  spite of this there has been some 
talk about a U.S. inclination to “backtrack” or at least to 
“soften up” its stand on human rights, in connection 
with the Belgrade Conference held last fall and winter to 
review the results of the Helsinki Agreements. 

According to Gardner, however, the proceedings at 
Belgrade have confirmed that “Carter is not prepared to 
accept a unilateral ideological ditente,” allowing the 
USSR to demand that the U.S. remain silent on human 
rights while the Soviets remain free to speak and act as 
they like on this and other matters. “The Belgrade 
Conference, furthermore, has never been envisaged by 
the U.S. administration as an end, but as a beginning to 
be followed by similar meetings to be held possibly 
every two years.” The next such meeting is scheduled 
for 1980 in Madrid. In the meantime, Gardner adds, 
“the participating countries must be consistently held 
accountable for all they will be doing and above all for 
all they will fail to do in order to carry out the agree- 
ments reached at Helsinki and follow-up conferences.” 

0 th  as a scholar and as a govenment offi- B cial, the ambassador has devoted special 
attention to the role and functions of the U.N. and has 
long stressed the need to strengthen its commitment and 
operative capabilities in the field of human rights. “It 
would be utopian,” he points out, “to ask today for a 
world judiciary and a world police force to enforce the 
provisions of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights adopted by the U.N. thirty years ago. But some 
practical measures can be taken to review constantly the 

performance by governments and to expose to the 
conscience of the world persistent patterns of gross 
violations of internationally accepted human rights.” 
The United Nations Human Rights Commission, for 
instance, “should not only meet more often but should 
be continuously available to discuss threats to interna- 
tional peace and security.” On March 3 of this year 
President Carter informed Congress that the U.S. dele- 
gation to the U.N. Commission for Human Rights will 
press for establishing the post of U.N. High Commis- 
sioner for Human Rights. The tasks of the Commission- 
er, Gardner explains, should include “reporting annually 
on the performance by U.N. members of their human 
rights obligations, bringing emergency human rights 
situations to the attention of the Human Rights Com- 
mission, and conducting special studies and investiga- 
tions on behalf of the Commission.’’ 

The ambassador is well aware that implementation of 
these proposals will meet with many serious obstacles 
and will require quite some time at best. Accordingly, he 
feels that the most promising approach in terms of 
concrete and speedy achievements is “to encourage and 
help private transnational groups, like Amnesty Interna- 
tional, to keep their own box score of the performance of 
individual countries and to call the results of such moni- 
toring to the attention of public opinion.” 

It is obviously too early to draw up even a tentative 
balance sheet of the significance, results, and prospects 
of President Carter’s human rights compaign. However, 
some indications may be added to those emphasized by 
Ambassador Gardner. 

According to a poll conducted recently by DOXA, for 
instance, a large majority of adult Italians agree that 
some basic freedoms (to travel, to practice one’s reli- 
gion, to have access to information, to be assured of 
adequate medical care, and to have a job) must be 
considered as human rights rather than as privileges 



The Soviets and other Communists charge that the Carter 
administration emphasizes man’s “political rights” and 
leaves in the background the “economic and social rights,” 
which, they contend, are concretely recognized and imple- 
mented in the countries ruled by “socialist” regimes while 
being substantially denied or curtailed in the West. 

We are fully aware that, if it is true that man does not 
live by bread alone, it is also true that freedom of speech is 
of little help to a starving man. The Carter administration 
puts among its top priorities the improvement of living 
standards for all groups of our population and the use of our 
foreign aid programs to meet the basic human needs of the 
poorest people for food, health and family planning 
services, education and skills, and productive jobs. I would 
like to point out at the same time that in the countries ruled 
by Communist regimes there is not only less, much less, 
freedom but less well-being than in  the US. or in other 
Western societies. Even granting that unemployment does 
not exist in the Communist-run countries (a most debat- 
able point), it has been replaced by unacceptable violations 
of human rights: Workers are denied the right to choose 
freely their jobs, to live where they please within their own 

nation, the right to strike. Moreover, the Communist 
regimes have imposed wage levels and working conditions 
that would be unacceptable in our free societies. To sum it 
up, the Communist regimes systematically violate econom- 
ic as well as political rights. 

How would you sum up Carter’s vision and policy with 
regard to the main issues we have discussed here? 

Those who claim to be earnestly concerned with human 
rights can demonstrate the genuineness of their concern by 
supporting international measures than can really ensure 
the implementation of human rights. Any country that 
consistently frustrates objective international study and 
fact-finding on the condition of human rights within its 
own borders or in friendly nations should forfeit any claims 
to be taken seriously as a champ-ion of human betterment. 
Peace and security, economic development and social 
progress, and human rights are three interrelated and 
essential aspects of the triangle of a better world order. 
Accordingly, the cause of human rights c a n  and must be 
considered as the world’s only genuine revolutionary 
cause. 

granted by the state. Most significantly, those who voice 
an opinion on the subject (68 per cent of the sample) 
hold by a two to one majority that government leaders 
should criticize violations of human rights in other 
countries. Two-thirds of them feel that human rights are 
protected “very well” or “rather well” both in Western 
Europe and in the U.S. (as to the latter, only inter- 
viewees with Communist affiliations give a negative 
assessment); on the other hand more than 75 per cent 
hold that human rights are protected “very badly” or 
“rather badly” in the Soviet Union, a negative assess- 
ment that prevails even among Communists, although 
by the smaller margin of about four to three. 

Three further findings of the poll are especially rele- 
vant: ( I )  Among those who have heard or read about the 
U.S. Government’s criticism of the human rights viola- 
tions in the USSR and elsewhere, more than two-thirds 
feel that it has been a “very good” or “fairly good” idea 
to voice those criticisms (and here again the Commu- 
nists take the opposite view by almost as clear-cut a 
margin); (2) a substantial majority (almost three to two) 
of those who speak on the issue feel that the U S .  should 
continue to criticize Soviet performance on human 
rights even if this criticism harms relations between East 
and West (and again the Communists are the only group 
that voices the opposite view, by a four to one margin); 
(3) a plurality of the sample hold that U.S. criticism has 
had scant effect on the protection of human rights in  the 
Soviet Union; however, those who feel that on balance 
the result has been beneficial prevail by more than three 
to two over those who feel the results have been harmful. 

On the latter issue first priority should be given, of 
course, to the views of the dissenters themselves. Both 
those who have managed to emigrate from the USSR 
and other Eastern European countries and those who 
still live there have stated almost unanimously that 
Carter’s commitment and pronouncements on human 

rights have improved rather that worsened the situation. 
Several of the most authoritative spokesmen for the 
dissenters have actually insisted that the U.S. president 
should reassert and possibly emphasize his approach: 
Any hesitation or wavering, they have warned, would be 
read by the Soviet leaders as a sign of weakness and 
would encourage ,tougher repression by the Communist 
regimes. One of ihe most outspoken statements to that 
effect has come from Valentin F. Turchin, one of the 
founders of the Moscow branch ‘of Amnesty Interna- 
tional, who arrived in the West after suffering persecu- 
tion because of his activities as a dissenter in the Soviet 
Union. Similar evidence comes from Latin America, 
where the involvement of US. officials on behalf of 
human rights wins approval in  large sectors of the popu- 
lation while arousing hostility from local dictatorships. 

By and large, therefore, the experience of the first 
period of the Carter administration’s human rights 
campaign bears out the assessment made by the New 
York Times on December 26, 1977: “This campaign 
seemed sometimes to have evoked mainly self-righteous 
complaints about interference in internal affairs. But the 
defensiveness of such reactions suggests that even moral 
pressure is felt. To curb our protests would give great 
relief to the world’s jailers but it would ill serve the 
ideals of our civilization.” 

For his part, Ambassador Gardner comments: “The 
human rights policy is a long-term affair, but we are 
beginning to see some evidence that the attitude of 
certain governments is changing or at least can change.” 
As to President Carter’s stand, Gardner has this to say: 
“Knowing Carter as I do, I can state with total assurance 
that he won’t change his approach or reduce his commit- 
ment: the undertaking on behalf of human rights is too 
important to his personality and to his role as president 
to allow for the slightest chance that he’ll give it up or 
tone it down.” 


