
U.S. Human Rights Po l i cy
t owa rd Latin America
B r i e f l y. . .
• U.S. hu man rig hts policy toward Latin Ame r ica has been cons t ra i ned by six fa c t o r s :

t he dy na m ics of int e r na t io nal re l a t io ns, do me s t ic political cons ide ra t io ns and the pol-
icy pro c e s s, the int e nsity of U.S. attent ion to the re g ion, the de f i n i t ion adopted fo r
hu man rig ht s, and local de v e l o p me nts in the target count r y. 

• T hese limitatio ns no t w i t hs t a nd i ng, the impact of U.S. hu man rig hts policy toward
Latin Ame r ica has been sig n i f ic a nt. U.S. power and influence in the re g ion have given
its policy stance special weig ht, and U.S. pre s s u re has at times been the key to suc-
cess of other hu man rig hts advocates, such as no n - go v e r n me ntal org a n i z a t io ns,
w he t her or not that was the int e nded outcome. 

• T he United States has employed a wide array of ins t r u me nt s — i nc l ud i ng sanc t io ns,
r he t o r ical pre s s u re, and quiet diplomacy—to pursue its hu man rig hts polic ies in Latin
A me r ica. The re is no single set of tools that works best to pro mote hu man rig ht s.
Ho w e v e r, any ins t r u me nt is likely to have a greater impact when it is cons i s t e nt over
t i me and with other polic ies and actio ns, gro u nded on bipartisanship and do me s t ic
a nd int e r na t io nal cons e ns u s, and cont ex t - s e ns i t i v e, carefully tailored to meet the cir-
c u ms t a nces at hand. 

• A l t hough the direct impact of any given policy ins t r u me nt is difficult to gauge, the
i ns t r u me nts do differ in terms of their employability: sanc t io ns are politically sens i-
tive and applicable only to a limited number of cases, whe reas mu l t i l a t e ralism, steady
mo ral leadership, and combina t io ns of policy tools are less cont ro v e r s ial and can be
used in a greater number of situa t io ns.

• In the same way that U.S. hu man rig hts policy is always cont ex t ual, opera t i ng with-
in a number of cons t ra i nt s, it must also be flex i b l e, able to seize new opportunitie s.
S uch opportunities are pre s e nted by the ex p a ns ion of mu l t i l a t e ral action and the pro-
l i f e ra t ion of no n - go v e r n me ntal actors in the hu man rig hts fie l d. Both de v e l o p me nt s
merit much of the credit for the impro v e me nts in hu man rig hts standa rds thro u g ho u t
t he world, and hold eno r mous potent ial for the United States to diversify its polic y
tools to pro mote hu man rig ht s.

• T he chang i ng re a l i t ies of Latin Ame r ica re q u i re close cons ide ra t ion. Over the past two
de c a de s, the era of military re g i mes and massive hu man rig hts vio l a t io ns has given
way to de mo c ra t ically elected go v e r n me nt s. Yet the re g ion’s civilian go v e r n me nt s
c o nt i nue to face urge nt hu man rig hts pro b l e ms. To day’s challenges in the re g io n
re q u i re long-term appro a c hes: fo s t e r i ng jud ic ial systems, prof e ss io na l i z i ng police and
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a r med fo rc e s, building vibra nt civil socie t ie s, and stre ng t he n i ng int e r - A me r ic a n
a nd int e r na t io nal ins t i t u t io ns working on hu man rig ht s.

U.S. Human Rights Po l i cy: Sculptured by Laye rs of Constra i n t s
T he fo r mu l a t ion, impleme nt a t ion, and effectiveness of U.S. hu man rig hts policy toward
Latin Ame r ica has operated within a number of cons t ra i nt s.

First, the dy na m ics of int e r na t io nal re l a t io ns have created competing — a nd of t e n
mo re compelling — i nt e rests to hu man rig hts in U.S. fo re ign policy toward Latin Ame r i-
ca. The perc e p t ion of a direct threat to U.S. na t io nal int e rests has been the most fo rc e-
ful organizer of the policy hie ra rc hy. Cold War security conc e r ns enge nde red the
o v e ra rc h i ng policy priority to contain communism in Latin Ame r ica, re l e g a t i ng the pro-
mo t ion of hu man rig hts to a second - t ier polic y. Security int e rests were pursued at the
ex p e nse of hu man rig hts polic ies: the United States often tolerated and supported
re g i mes that were vio l a t i ng hu man rig hts but de e med ant i - c o m munist. Conversely, the
e nd of the Cold War eased ge o p o l i t ical conc e r ns, re p l a c i ng Wa s h i ngton’s ide o l o g ic a l
a p p roach with greater pra g matism, and allowing hu man rig hts conc e r ns to rise on the
U.S. age nda for the re g ion. Along with the gro w i ng global concern for hu man rig ht s, the
e nd of Cold War ho s t i l i t ies also paved the way for a change in U.S. approach from uni-
l a t e ral imposition toward mu l t i l a t e ral ne go t ia t ion. 

S e c o nd, obstacles to and opportunities for pro mo t i ng hu man rig hts in Latin Ame r-
ica have ema nated as much, if not mo re, from ins ide the U.S. go v e r n me nt as from the
o u t s ide. Cong re s s io nal opposition du r i ng the 1980s and the early 1990s to cont i nu i ng
U.S. aid to the Salvado ran military on hu man rig hts gro u nds was watered down in the
face of accusatio ns of being soft on communism. The rise in pro m i ne nce of the dr u g
issue in U.S. politics in the course of the 1990s subord i nated hu man rig hts conc e r ns
to a nt i - na rc o t ics efforts in U.S. policy toward Colombia. Conversely, the fo rceful do me s-
t ic re a c t ion to the Vie t nam War in the 1970s elevated hu man rig hts to a salie nt and
p o l i t ically re w a rd i ng issue in Wa s h i ngton, leading to changes in bure a uc ra t ic struc t u re s
a nd pro c e du res that subsequently had an impact on U.S. hu man rig hts policy toward
Latin Ame r ica. Po l i t ics have played an important role also in the impleme nt a t ion of
hu man rig hts polic y, with political cons ide ra t io ns affecting the adm i n i s t ra t ion’s commit-
me nt to carry out cong re s s io nal ma nda t e s.

T h i rd, U.S. policy is by de f i n i t ion the result of complex bure a uc ra t ic politic s, with dif-
f e re nt age ndas and int e rests sculpturing the policy outcome. The policy process is of t e n
s l o w, particularly due to pro l o nged legislative pro c e du res and what is some t i mes a re l uc-
t a nce by the executive bra nch to impleme nt the cong re s s io nal int e nt; this was the case
with the very gra dual cons t r uc t ion of a policy fra mework to attach hu man rig hts cond i-
t io ns to U.S. fo re ign assistance du r i ng the Nixon and Ford adm i n i s t ra t io ns. The gre a t e r
t he de g ree of bipartisanship and do me s t ic policy cons e ns u s, the speedier and easier the
p o l icy pro c e s s, and the mo re timely the polic y. Me a nw h i l e, ruptures between the ke y
actors and the lack of policy cons e ns u s, re s u l t i ng from the absence of an org a n i z i ng prin-
ciple in post–Cold War U.S. fo re ign polic y, leave the policy particularly vulne rable to spe-
c ial int e rests and age nda s. Such a scramble for policy characterized the U.S. appro a c h
t o w a rd Colombia thro u g hout the 1990s. 

Fourth, the level of U.S. attent i v e ness to Latin Ame r ica has shaped its hu man rig ht s
p o l icy toward the re g ion. Although it could be argued that the int e ns i f ic a t ion of U.S.
focus on certain issues in Latin Ame r ica, such as security and dr u g s, have re l e g a t e d
hu man rig hts to a secondary prio r i t y, the opposite is also true: the absence of compelling
p o l icy conc e r ns in Cent ral Ame r ica in the late 1970s diluted the Carter adm i n i s t ra t io n ' s
focus on the re g ion, inc l ud i ng on hu man rig ht s. Conversely, the growth of U.S. atten-
t ion, inc re a s i ngly driven by the me d ia, to an issue in the re g ion may work to he ig ht e n
t he concern for hu man rig ht s. U.S. attent ion to hu man rig hts in Colombia became mo re
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acute with the int e ns i f ic a t ion of the re g io nal security dime ns io ns of the country’s civil
w a r. The escalation of the Salvado ran civil war compelled the U.S. Cong ress to impose
hu man rig hts cond i t io ns on military aid to the count r y. Ho w e v e r, as Michael Shifter and
Jennifer Burrell no t e, int e ns i f ic a t ion of the situa t ion, particularly in count r ies of na t io n-
al security int e rest to the United States, may be count e r p ro ductive by pro v o k i ng impuls-
es to “get tough” at the ex p e nse of pro – hu man rig hts polic y. Mo re o v e r, while he l p i ng
to bring the target country up the U.S. policy age nda, enhanced eng a ge me nt does no t
necessarily entail mo re de l i b e ra t e, cohe re nt, time l y, de p o l i t ic i z e d, or better impleme nt-
ed polic y.

Fifth, ever since hu man rig hts rose to the U.S. fo re ign policy age nda in the late
1 9 7 0 s, they have usually implied civil and political rig hts ra t her than econo m ic, socia l ,
a nd cultural rig ht s. Still, the various U.S. adm i n i s t ra t io ns have attached differe nt me a n-
i ngs on hu man rig ht s, pursuing hu man rig hts through differe nt fra me w o r k s. In partic u-
l a r, the re has been an ana l y t ical pull between de mo c racy and hu man rig ht s. The Carter
a dm i n i s t ra t ion de f i ned hu man rig hts as an end in itself, pursuing them ra t her inde p e n-
de ntly of other polic ie s, such as the pro mo t ion of de mo c ra c y. The Reagan adm i n i s t ra-
t ion, working under the premise that a de mo c ra t ic go v e r n me nt would entail respect fo r
hu man rig ht s, stressed the importance of de mo c racy without much focus on pro mo t i ng
hu man rig hts per se. Its de f i n i t ion of de mo c ra c y, mo re o v e r, was ra t her na r ro w, implying
t he ho l d i ng of free and fair electio ns. For its part, the Bush adm i n i s t ra t ion grew to vie w
hu man rig hts and de mo c racy as inde p e nde nt yet mu t ually re - e n fo rc i ng polic ie s, and also
a c q u i red a mo re nua nced and bro a der no t ion of de mo c racy that went beyond electio ns.
How the United States de f i nes hu man rig hts not only shapes its polic y, but also influ-
e nces its willing ness and ability to participate in mu l t i l a t e ral efforts to pro mote hu ma n
r ig ht s. 

Sixth, dy na m ics at the do me s t ic level in the target country have played a stro ng ro l e
in shaping U.S. hu man rig hts polic ies in Latin Ame r ica. Vio l a t io ns against U.S. citizens,
s uch as the mu rders of three U.S. hu man rig hts workers in Ma rch 1999 in Colombia and
t he killing of four U.S. chu rc h w o men in December 1980 in El Salvado r, are perhaps the
most potent mobilizer of hu man rig hts conc e r ns in the U.S. go v e r n me nt, and may pre-
cipitate a change in the balance of do me s t ic power by giving ammu n i t ion to those lob-
b y i ng for hu man rig ht s. Events beyond U.S. cont ro l — s uch as the 1986 re i m p o s i t ion of
t he state of sie ge in Chile fo l l o w i ng an attempt to assassinate Gene ral Au g u s t o
P i no c het, the change in go v e r n me nt from Christian Demo c rat hands to the Na t io na l i s t
R e p u b l ican Allia nce (ARENA) in El Salvador in 1989, or the eruption of divisio ns between
e c o no m ic elites and military hard l i ners in Gua t e mala in 1993—can lead to sig n i f ic a nt
shifts in the target country’s politics and commitme nt to hu man rig ht s, thus altering
U.S. perc e p t io ns and polic ie s. Local de v e l o p me nts have often been key to the effic a c y
of the U.S. hu man rig hts polic y. For exa m p l e, Susan Burge r man argues that a leader con-
c e r ned about hu man rig hts and the country’s hu man rig hts re p u t a t ion, as was the case
in Gua t e mala with Pre s ide nt Ramiro de León Carpio, is a necessary factor for a lasting
i m p ro v e me nt in hu man rig hts; without such a change, the United States had only ma r-
g i nal influence on the hu man rig hts situa t ion in the count r y. 

U.S. human rights policy toward Latin America is, in short, always contextual,
placed at different priority levels in the matrix of multiple foreign policy objec-
tives. Global politics, domestic political considerations and the policy process, the
intensity of the issue at hand, the adopted definition for human rights, and, per-
haps most important, developments in the target country, realign U.S. policy pri-
orities and shape the formulation, implementation, and effectiveness of its human
rights policy. These constraints have rendered the formulation of U.S. human rights
policy toward Latin America reactive, pursued often in an ad hoc manner through
a variety of policy instruments. They have complicated the implementation of the
intended policies. And they have both undermined and augmented the effective-
ness of U.S. human rights policy. This implies that: (1) the direct impact of U.S.
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policy is difficult to measure, and (2) the United States exercises only limited con-
trol over the outcome of its human rights policy.

Despite its limitatio ns, U.S. hu man rig hts policy is seldom irre l e v a nt. This is partic u-
larly the case in Latin Ame r ica, whe re, Harry Barnes no t e s, “U.S. influence is a ma j o r
given.” U.S. pre s s u re can be decisive in tipping the scales, for exa m p l e, by accelera t i ng
t he process of impro v e me nt in hu man rig hts cond i t io ns in the target state. It also has
w ider re p e rc u s s io ns: for exa m p l e, the Carter adm i n i s t ra t ion’s elevating hu man rig hts to
t he fo re f ro nt of its fo re ign policy age nda served to bring hu man rig hts to the table fo r
re g io nal and int e r na t io nal org a n i z a t io ns, and to boost the rise of a global hu man rig ht s
mo v e me nt. Conversely, U.S. lack of concern for hu man rig hts may unde r m i ne the work
of other actors: the drive by U.S. no n - go v e r n me ntal org a n i z a t io ns (NGOs) to curb abus-
es in El Salvador was limited in impact due to the Reagan adm i n i s t ra t ion’s unc o nd i t io n-
al support for military victory in the count r y.

Instruments to Promote Human Rights: What Wo r ks Best? 
T he United States has employed a number of ins t r u me nts to pro mote hu man rig hts in
Latin Ame r ica, with varying de g rees of suc c e s s.
• Rhetorical pressure. R he t o r ical pre s s u re, such as stateme nts by the adm i n i s t ra t ion and

visits by top-level U.S. of f ic ials to the target count r y, has been a common ins t r u me nt
in U.S. hu man rig hts policy toward Latin Ame r ica. It is not as politically sensitive as
e c o no m ic sanc t io ns, for exa m p l e, yet pro v ides important sig nals of U.S. int e nt io ns
a nd serio u s ne s s, acquiring particular weig ht when the target go v e r n me nt is conc e r ne d
about its int e r na t io nal ima ge, faces cons ide rable do me s t ic pre s s u re to improve hu ma n
r ig ht s, or de p e nds heavily on the United States for aid or tra de. Rhe t o r ical pre s s u re,
as applied in the wake of Jo rge Serra no's May 1993 “self-coup” in Gua t e mala (whic h
involved a partial suspens ion of the Cons t i t u t ion and dissolving of Cong ress and the
S u p re me and Cons t i t u t io nal courts), has also propelled do me s t ic fo rces for change in
t he target count r y, enc o u ra g i ng and embolde n i ng local hu man rig hts advocates. In
C h i l e, U.S. rhe t o r ical support for hu man rig hts was of sig n i f ic a nt psycho l o g ical impor-
t a nce to those fig ht i ng for hu man rig ht s, and helped to keep the hu man rig hts situ-
a t ion from ge t t i ng worse.

• Quiet diplomacy. Q u iet diplomacy allows for info r mal, behind - t he - s c e nes efforts to
affect the target go v e r n me nt’s behavio r. It has been adopted in cases whe re open
c r i t icism is perceived as unhe l pful or count e r p ro ductive to chang i ng behavio r, or
w he re mo re ex p l icit eng a ge me nt would be politically difficult. In Chile, the Reagan
a dm i n i s t ra t ion opted for quiet diplomacy because it was convinced that mo re ex p l ic-
it actio ns would only ant a gonize the Pino c het re g i me and exacerbate hu man rig ht s
a b u s e s. Although quiet diplomacy can be mo re effective than open criticism or harsh-
er me a s u re s, particularly when the target country does not de p e nd heavily on the
United States, it may also pro duce a sense of ambiguity and asymmetry of perc e p-
t io ns between the United States and the target go v e r n me nt, and do little to galva-
nize the local hu man rig hts advocates. Inde e d, the change in U.S. policy from quie t
d i p l o macy to an overt support for the return to de mo c racy in Chile sig naled to the
P i no c het go v e r n me nt that the United States would be mo re critical in the future.

• Bureaucratic structures and procedures. T he 1970s witnessed both an int e ns i f ic a t io n
of U.S. public attent ion to hu man rig ht s, and an overall stre ng t he n i ng of cong re s-
s io nal oversig ht of the executive bra nch. These de v e l o p me nts led to the cre a t ion of
new bure a uc ra t ic struc t u res and pro c e du res to ma i ntain a mo re sustained attent io n
on U.S. hu man rig hts polic ie s, such as the oblig a t ion of the executive bra nch to
p re p a re annual reports on hu man rig hts and the cre a t ion of the of f ice of assistant
s e c retary of state for hu man rig hts and hu ma n i t a r ian affa i r s. Endorsed further by
t he Carter adm i n i s t ra t ion, the new struc t u res and pro c e du res were established to
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i ns t i t ut io nalize hu man rig hts in the U.S. go v e r n me nt, and, as Barnes points out, had
a “watchdog effect” on U.S. support for go v e r n me nts with hu man rig hts pro b l e ms.
T hey have also pro v ided the NGO community a regular avenue for voic i ng its vie w s
a nd mo b i l i z i ng public opinion. 

• Sanctions and conditionality. S a nc t io ns and fo re ign assistance cond i t io nality have
ge ne rally been adopted in ma j o r, highly publicized ins t a nces of abuse, often at the
i n i t iative of the U.S. Cong ress in re s p o nse to public outra ge. The mu rders in 1989 of
six Jesuit priests in El Salvador by members of the country’s armed fo rces spurred the
U.S. Cong ress to cut, and add cond i t io ns to, military assistance to the Salvado ran mil-
i t a r y. Sanc t io ns are politically re w a rd i ng do me s t ic a l l y, and they can help unde r m i ne
t he legitimacy of an abusive fo re ign go v e r n me nt. Ho w e v e r, their impact de p e nds on
a variety of factors and is often only short-term and limited. The mo re de p e nde nt the
t a rget country on the United States, the greater weig ht sanc t io ns, the threat of sanc-
t io ns, or cond i t io nality tend to have. The Salvado ran military de p e nded directly on
U.S. aid and could thus be fo rced to modify their behavior through aid cuts, while
t he Gua t e malan military, relatively inde p e nde nt of U.S. assistanc e, could affo rd to
ig no re the threat of sanc t io ns. Also the character of sanc t io ns ma t t e r s. Results have
been most palpable when sanc t io ns have been fo rceful, specific, directly targeted to
t he of f e nde r s, and impleme nted in a who l e - hearted ma n ne r. The Carter adm i n i s t ra-
t ion was re l uc t a nt to impose full curbs on tra de with Chile to protest the Pino c he t
re g i me’s hu man rig hts re c o rd at the time when U.S. investme nt in the country was
ex p a nd i ng; this resulted in ma rg i nal concern by the Pino c het re g i me for U.S. hu ma n
r ig hts polic y. 

• M u l t i l a t e r a l i s m . T he end of the Cold War opened spaces for mu l t i l a t e ral action fo r
hu man rig ht s, such as United Na t io ns me d ia t ion of the Salvado ran and Gua t e ma l a n
civil wars, and, perhaps even mo re sig n i f ic a nt, diploma t ic coopera t ion between the
United States and Soviet Un ion to persua de the Salvado ran warring parties to agre e
on a cease-fire. The United States is often seen as having achieved greater results in
t he area of hu man rig hts when acting jointly with other members of the int e r na t io n-
al community than when pursuing hu man rig hts polic ies unilatera l l y. Mu l t i l a t e ra l i s m
does not come without the challenges of cons e ns u s - b u i l d i ng and, at time s, settling
for the lowest common de no m i na t o r. Ho w e v e r, it has several advant a ge s. It can be
used as compleme ntary to unilateral effo r t s, and it helps ens u re that the differe nt
actors are not working at cro s s - p u r p o s e s. The collective weig ht inhe re nt in mu l t i l a t-
e ral efforts can ma ke the policy less ex p e nsive and dra s t ic than would be the case
w e re the United States to act unilaterally; mo re o v e r, particularly in Latin Ame r ic a ,
mu l t i l a t e ral appro a c hes help curb criticism of U.S. he ge mo n ic int e nt io ns. 

• Pressure by the judicial branch. B e s ides the executive bra nch and Cong re s s, the U.S.
j ud ic ial bra nch has bro u g ht pre s s u re on Latin Ame r ican go v e r n me nts to re s p e c t
hu man rig ht s, albeit with limited suc c e s s. Fede ral courts in the United States have
j u r i s d ic t ion over cases between fo re ign na t io nals involving of f e nses committed in a
fo re ign country when the violator is in the United States. In April 1995, a Boston
court awarded a U.S. citizen and eig ht Gua t e ma l a ns millio ns of dollars in a civil suit
a g a i nst Gua t e mala’s fo r mer de f e nse minister Hector Gra majo, who was at Ha r v a rd Un i-
versity at the time.

• Promoting judicial refo r m . S u p p o r t i ng the establishme nt of an inde p e nde nt jud ic ia r y
a nd enc o u ra g i ng the re s t r uc t u r i ng of a jud ic ial system to gua ra ntee observance of
legal rig hts pro motes a fo u nda t ion on which peaceful re s o l u t ion of disputes may be
c a r r ied out. During the Gaviria adm i n i s t ra t ion, the United States began fund i ng sub-
s t a nt ial jud ic ial re form efforts in Colombia. These effo r t s, ho w e v e r, were ma de in the
c o nt ext of U.S. ant i - na rc o t ics polic ie s, and ultimately did not address successfully the
need for due process rig hts that are gua ra nteed under the Colombian cons t i t u t ion and
i nt e r na t io nal law. 

• Human rights training for Latin American militaries and police. E s t a b l i s h i ng a culture
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of hu man rig hts pro t e c t ion in Latin Ame r ica must inc l ude hu man rig hts tra i n i ng fo r
t hose in the armed servic e s. Curre nt assistance pro g ra ms such as the United States’
I nt e r na t io nal Military Educ a t ion and Tra i n i ng (IMET) contain hu man rig hts compo-
ne nt s, but by all account s, the subject of hu man rig hts does not fig u re pro m i ne nt l y
in the curriculum. Ac c o rd i ng to Michael Shifter and Jennifer Burrell, in 1989, Colom-
b ia became Latin Ame r ica’s top bene f ic iary of the IMET pro g ram, in terms of U.S. do l-
lars spent. Mo re than 2,000 military and police received tra i n i ng in U.S. schools over
t he next several years. Count e r - na rc o t ics efforts have been militarized in Latin Ame r-
ica, which, some have observed, has unde r m i ned re c e nt tre nds toward de mo c ra t i z a-
t ion and greater respect for hu man rig ht s.
T he cho ice of hu man rig hts policy ins t r u me nts is stro ngly influenced by U.S. polic y

p r io r i t ie s, do me s t ic political cons ide ra t io ns, and the target country’s re l a t ion to the Un i t-
ed States. Although the impact of any ins t r u me nt is difficult to me a s u re, since state
b e h a v ior has multiple sourc e s, five lessons of what works best can be dra w n :

First, hu man rig hts policy will lack credibility and effectiveness unless it is cons i s t e nt
with other polic ies and actio ns. Mixed sig nals give mixed results: a policy tool, whe t he r
s a nc t io ns or quiet diploma c y, can yield only mo dest results when cont ra d icted by othe r
p o l ic ie s. In Chile, the U.S. executive bra nch’s rhe t o r ical support for hu man rig hts was
c o nt ra d icted by direct assura nces to Pino c het that the chief U.S. concern was the Chilean
military’s success in combating communism. The impact of the State Departme nt’s 1991
hu man rig hts report conde m n i ng members of the Colombian military for hu man rig ht s
abuses was unde rcut by the U.S. fa i l u re to react when the Colombian military openly
ex p ressed their int e nt io ns to use U.S. assistance for an of f e nsive against guerrillas. Con-
s i s t e ncy matters not only across polic ies but also over time: even when U.S. action has
t ra nslated into imme d iate and tangible changes in state behavio r, these changes ma y
only be superfic ial and short-term. Such was the case with the de t e nt io ns and ro t a t io ns
of some alleged hu man rig hts violators in the armed fo rces in both El Salvador and
G ua t e mala after the int e ns i f ic a t ion of Wa s h i ngton’s rhe t o r ical pre s s u re.

S e c o nd, the usefulness and applicability of any policy tool is greater when backed by
a do me s t ic and int e r na t io nal policy cons e ns u s. Divisio ns between the United States and
t he int e r na t io nal commu n i t y, the U.S. executive bra nch and Cong re s s, and the vario u s
go v e r n me ntal de p a r t me nts result in conflic t i ng efforts and dilute the influence of each
i nd i v idual actor. Converge nce at both do me s t ic and int e r na t io nal levels gives cons i s t e n-
cy to policy and compounds the impact of the ind i v idual effo r t s. In Chile, coord i na t io n
between the State Departme nt, U.S. embassy, Cong re s s, and NGOs helped pro duce a pos-
itive impact on the hu man rig hts situa t ion. In El Salvado r, int e r na t io nal cons e nsus on
t he need for mu l t i l a t e ral ne go t ia t ion was cruc ial to achie v i ng lasting peace after a 
12-year civil war.

T h i rd, the mo re flexible and cont ex t - s e nsitive the policy ins t r u me nt, the greater its
p o t e nt ial impact. We l l - t a i l o red polic ies targe t i ng the heart of the problem, such as impo-
s i t ion of sanc t io ns on a military that violates hu man rig hts but is heavily de p e nde nt on
t he United States, are likely to yield tangible and swift re s u l t s. Quick ada p t a t ion to ne w
s i t ua t io ns, as the U.S. policy shift to participate in the mu l t i l a t e ral efforts eme rg i ng in
t he wake of the Cold War to bring peace to Cent ral Ame r ica, pro duce timely re s p o ns e s.
C o n v e r s e l y, cont i nued ins i s t e nce on a policy may cause the United States to miss open-
i ng windows of opportunity. Due to its heavy policy focus on the fig ht against drugs in
C o l o m b ia, the United States failed to seize the opportunity to stro ngly support Pre s ide nt
V i rg i l io Barco’s polic ies to curtail hu man rig hts abuses in the count r y. 

Fourth, as Burge r man points out, the ge ne ral rule is that what works best to pro mo t e
hu man rig hts is not to support abusive go v e r n me nts or militarie s. Ho w e v e r, the effic a c y
of a policy ins t r u me nt does not necessarily de p e nd on the actio ns of the target go v e r n-
me nt, or even the form of go v e r n me nt. Demo c ra c y, while conducive to the respect fo r
hu man rig ht s, does not gua ra ntee the target go v e r n me nt’s commitme nt to hu man rig ht s,
let alone its capacity to ens u re complia nce with hu man rig hts standa rds by all its 
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c i t i z e ns. For exa m p l e, the U.S. Cong ress allowed for the re s u m p t ion of military aid to
G ua t e mala once a civilian, Vinic io Cerezo, was elected in 1985; ho w e v e r, hu man rig ht s
v io l a t io ns by the security fo rces grew only worse du r i ng the Cerezo go v e r n me nt. Ano t h-
er case in point is the inability of civilian go v e r n me nts in both El Salvador and Colom-
b ia to cont rol paramilitary activitie s. By ex t e ns ion, this me a ns that stro ng U.S. influenc e
on the executive of f ice in the target country does not gua ra ntee better results on U.S.
hu man rig hts polic y. 

Fifth, some tools are less cont ro v e r s ial than others and the re fo re may be mo re easi-
ly applied: sanc t io ns, for exa m p l e, are politically sensitive and seem to work only in a
limited number of cases, whe reas mu l t i l a t e ralism, bure a uc ra t ic pro c e du re s, and steady
r he t o r ical pre s s u re may prove most effective in a larger number of situa t io ns and be less
s e nsitive to policy conc e r ns in the United States. Po l icy tools can always be used in tan-
dem, such as imposing mu l t i l a t e ral sanc t io ns; as long as the simu l t a neously applie d
i ns t r u me nts re main cons i s t e nt with one ano t he r, the policy is likely to acquire gre a t e r
w e ig ht and satisfy a greater number of cons t i t u e nc ies lobbying for the use of differe nt
p o l icy tools. The ability to combine and sequence ins t r u me nts is also conducive to de v i s-
i ng polic ies that offer the target go v e r n me nt both sticks and carro t s, or a mix of sho r t -
term re t a l ia t ion and longer-term inc e nt i v e s. Such polic ies hold perhaps the gre a t e s t
p o t e nt ial for a lasting impact of U.S. hu man rig hts policy impleme nt a t io n .

Fo rging Successful Human Rights Po l i cy
While the re is no fo r mula that gua ra ntees effective hu man rig hts polic ies in Latin Ame r-
ica or any other re g ion, the re are several cond i t io ns and appro a c hes that favor suc c e s s.
• Lead with consistency. T he pro mo t ion of hu man rig hts is a cons t a nt process that

s hould be based on firm, sustaine d, and cons i s t e nt leadership. A policy stance artic-
ulated on a da y - t o - day basis and advocated at the hig hest levels of go v e r n me nt
leaves an impre s s ion of serio u s ne s s, associates the United States directly and clearly
with the de f e nse of hu man rig ht s, solid i f ies the perc e p t ion that the United States car-
r ies its polic ies through, and assures that all the re l e v a nt actors know whe re the Un i t-
ed States stand s. Silenc e, in turn, even when a fa c a de for quiet diploma c y, gives the
i m p re s s ion of complicity and ind i f f e re nc e. 

• Coordinate and communicate. U.S. hu man rig hts policy can be credible only whe n
o t her polic ies toward a country or re g ion are cons i s t e nt with it. Such cons i s t e nc y
re q u i res first and fo re most do me s t ic policy cons e ns u s, achieved through the pro mo-
t ion of hu man rig hts as a na t io nal int e rest, cons t a nt dialogue between the go v e r n-
me nt and the public, and coord i na t ion within and between the go v e r n me nt a l
b ra nc he s. Bipartisanship, do me s t ic cons e ns u s, and int ra - go v e r n me ntal coord i na t io n
y ield the most cohe re nt and de p o l i t icized polic ie s. 

• Define human rights. A clear de f i n i t ion for hu man rig hts as differe nt from, albeit
l i n ked to, de mo c racy should be fo r mulated and ado p t e d. Barnes suggests the Un i t e d
States Institute of Peace and the Na t io nal Endo w me nt for Demo c racy launch a joint
e f fort to develop guide l i nes for U.S. polic y ma kers on the int e r - re l a t io nships between
de mo c racy and hu man rig hts pro mo t ion, and fo r mulate proposals on how to impro v e
t he State Departme nt’s efforts to combine de mo c ra c y, hu man rig ht s, and labor ma t-
ters mo re effectively.

• Adapt quickly. T he re is no fixed set of tools that works best to pro mote hu man rig ht s.
I ns t e a d, hu man rig hts policy must be flex i b l e, cont ex t - s e ns i t i v e, and adaptable: the
use of policy tools based on a solid unde r s t a nd i ng of the situa t ion and carefully tai-
l o red to the pre v a i l i ng circ u ms t a nces allows the United States to exe rcise the mo s t
d i rect pre s s u re, and to exploit new windows of opportunity for the pro mo t ion of
hu man rig ht s, such as the eme rge nce of mu l t i l a t e ral action or of leaders committed
to hu man rig hts in the target count r y. 
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• Involve non-governmental actors. T he re is eno r mous opportunity for coopera t ion with
no n - go v e r n me ntal sectors in support of hu man rig ht s. The NGO commu n i t y, inc l ud i ng
t he me d ia, plays a key role in steering public opinion, mo n i t o r i ng and evalua t i ng go v-
e r n me nts’ complia nce with hu man rig hts standa rd s, de ma nd i ng action against abus-
es and impunity, and fo r mu l a t i ng proposals for the pro mo t ion of hu man rig ht s.
No n - go v e r n me ntal actors have grown inc re a s i ngly effective and powerful, as de mo n-
s t rated by their success in impro v i ng the hu man rig hts perfo r ma nce of not only go v-
e r n me nts but also ma ny pro m i ne nt tra ns na t io nal corpora t io ns. Inde e d, efforts by the
NGOs to pro mote corporate re s p o nsibility have compelled ma ny firms to establish
p o l ic ies and pro g ra ms to address the possible negative effects of their opera t io ns on
hu man rig hts; this tre nd, in turn, is he l p i ng to ins u re that hu man rig hts polic ies will
not become subord i nated to comme rc ial int e rests in U.S. polic y ma k i ng. Involving the
NGO community in the policy process is not a conc e s s ion but a necessity for the Un i t-
ed States. Barnes suggests that the U.S. go v e r n me nt and NGOs create a joint age n-
da to evaluate the efficacy of the ins t r u me nts employed by the United States to curb
hu man rig hts abuses. 

• Go multilateral. T he potent ial of mu l t i l a t e ral action should be used to the fullest: it
a dds weig ht and credibility to U.S. polic y, and helps avoid the need for cont ro v e r s ia l
a nd costly unilateral me a s u re s. In the same vein, the United States should stre ng t h-
en the capacities and credibility of mu l t i l a t e ral ins t i t u t io ns, such as the Un i t e d
Na t io ns, the Org a n i z a t ion of Ame r ican States, and the Int e r - A me r ican Commission on
Hu man Rig ht s.

• Ta ke a long-term approach. One of the main lessons of U.S. hu man rig hts policy toward
Latin Ame r ica is that quick fixes seldom get to the root of the problem. The end of
t he massive and systema t ic hu man rig hts vio l a t io ns ma r k i ng Latin Ame r ica only two
de c a des ago allows the United States to move beyond the crisis ma na ge me nt of the
past to impleme nt longer-term polic ies to meet the re g ion’s new challenges and pre-
v e nt future abuses. U.S. hu man rig hts policy should focus on stre ng t he n i ng jud ic ia l
s y s t e ms, prof e s s io na l i z i ng police and armed fo rc e s, cons o l ida t i ng civil socie t y,
i nc re a s i ng effectiveness of mu l t i l a t e ral ins t i t u t io ns, and fo s t e r i ng int e r - A me r ican and
i nt e r na t io nal ins t i t u t io ns working on hu man rig ht s.

For mo re info r ma t ion, see our web site
( w w w. u s i p . o rg), which has an online

e d i t ion of this report cont a i n i ng links
to related web sites, as well as

a dd i t io nal info r ma t ion on the topic.

To learn mo re about the Hu man Rig ht s
I m p l e me nt a t ion Project, cont a c t

p ro g ram of f icer Debra Lia ng - F e nton at
(202) 429-3822 or de b ra @ u s i p . o rg .
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