
1 After the Breakthrough
Human Rights in American Foreign
Relations in the 1980s

During the last decade of the Cold War, human rights concerns were
interwoven in the fabric of US foreign policy to an unprecedented
degree, fueled by the ongoing contestation between the Reagan adminis-
tration and members of Congress. The increased salience of human
rights concerns and their institutionalization in US foreign policy in the
1970s had forced any new administration to consider its approach to
human rights issues as an element in its foreign policy. In the 1980
election, where foreign policy featured more prominently than usual,
Ronald Reagan attacked Jimmy Carter’s human rights–based foreign
policy and appealed to yearnings for a more assertive foreign policy amid
perceptions of American decline. The election put a president in the
White House who was inclined to dismiss human rights concerns as a
core element of US foreign policy and who profoundly changed the
composition of Congress. The outcome pitted a Republican president
and Senate against a Democratic House that grew increasingly assertive
about foreign policy including human rights issues. Throughout the
decade, members of Congress used existing and new institutions to draw
attention to human rights issues, with liberals predominantly concerned
with rightwing dictatorships and conservatives mostly preoccupied with
communist countries. These different priorities between institutions,
party lines, and ideology, along with strong personal motivations, com-
bined to shape American attention to human rights issues during the
1980s. Finally, human rights concerns became intertwined with other
expressions of morality in foreign policy, such as peace movements,
opposition to nuclear weapons, and the anti-apartheid movement.

The Breakthrough of Human Rights and Its Legacies

Over the course of a few years in the mid-1970s, human rights went from
being a virtually unknown concept on the fringes of foreign policy
debates to being a celebrated catchphrase trumpeted by a growing number
of NGOs, political activists, members of Congress, and eventually the
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president.1 Although ideas about individual freedom and rights had been
at the heart of America’s political culture since the nation’s founding and
the United States participated in the codification of universal human
rights in the 1940s, it was not until the 1970s that human rights gained
a firm foothold in US foreign policy. Although human rights did play a
role in US foreign policy in some cases in the 1960s, such as the Johnson
administration’s policy toward Greece and Southern Rhodesia (now
Zimbabwe), the United States was not a frontrunner on international
human rights during the 1950s and the 1960s, with other countries
taking the lead on human rights at the United Nations.2

When President Jimmy Carter declared in his inauguration speech on
January 20, 1977, “Our commitment to human rights must be absolute,”
he became the first US president to make the promotion of human rights a
top foreign policy priority.3 Later that same year, the London-based human
rights NGOAmnesty International won the Nobel Peace Prize. The arrival
of human rights was evident by the dramatic increase in the use of the term
in the American press, with the New York Times using the term five times
more often in 1977 than in any previous year.4 The point to which the
concept of human rights had arrived in American popular culture by
1977 was further underscored by its inclusion as a subject in the immensely
popular Pulitzer Prize–winning comic stripDoonesbury, which ran in almost
all major American newspapers.5 Noting these dramatic changes, Samuel
Moyn argues that 1977 was the breakthrough year for human rights.6

The breakthrough, however, began in Congress. During the second
Nixon administration, human rights had become part of a congressional
assertiveness on foreign policy that generated substantial conflict
between the executive and legislative branches of government.7 Rising
in opposition to the imperial presidency of Richard Nixon and reflecting
the breakdown of the Cold War foreign policy consensus over the Viet-
nam War, members of Congress passed a number of measures to restrict

1 Moyn, Last Utopia, 147.
2 Roland Burke, Decolonization and the Evolution of International Human Rights (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010); Steven L. B. Jensen, The Making of International
Human Rights: The 1960s, Decolonization, and the Reconstruction of Global Values (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2016); Sarah B. Snyder, “The Rise of Human Rights During
the Johnson Years,” in Beyond the Cold War, ed. Francis J. Gavin and Mark Atwood
Lawrence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 237–260.

3 Jimmy Carter, Inaugural Address, January 20, 1977. Online by Gerhard Peters and John
T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed August 7, 2019, www.presidency
.ucsb.edu/node/241475.

4 Moyn, Last Utopia, 4. 5 Bradley, The World Reimagined, 196–197.
6 Moyn, Last Utopia, 129.
7 Robert David Johnson, Congress and the Cold War (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2006), 190–241.

The Breakthrough of Human Rights and Its Legacies 15

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108862455.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/241475
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/241475
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108862455.002


the presidency’s prerogatives on foreign policy, including legislation
tying elements of US foreign relations to other countries’ respect for
human rights.8 Both the Nixon administration and later the Ford
administration resisted this congressional intrusion into foreign policy,
with Secretary of State Henry Kissinger particularly reluctant to cooper-
ate with Congress on human rights policy. This resistance, however, only
provoked members of Congress to push human rights legislation even
further.9 As a result, the executive branch found itself largely on the
sidelines, as Congress became the dominant branch of government
concerned with human rights issues.

The drivers of this congressional activism on human rights were a few
individuals who held hearings and passed legislation, introducing human
rights concerns into US foreign policy. Representative Donald M. Fraser
(D-MN) initiated the first hearings on international human rights issues
in 1973 in his House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on International
Organizations and Social Movements. Over the course of five years,
Fraser’s subcommittee held a series of hearings, as Congress reduced
foreign aid to some countries deemed to be committing gross human
rights violations and linked US trade relations to the respect for human
rights.10 In addition to such general legislation, Congress passed several
country-specific measures that cut off or reduced assistance to specific
countries, including Argentina, Chile, El Salvador, the Philippines,
South Korea, and Uruguay.11 In March 1974, Fraser’s subcommittee
published a report calling for the United States to take the lead on
international human rights and detailing twenty-nine recommendations
for integrating human rights concerns in US foreign policymaking.12

8 Congressional assertiveness on foreign policy also included a ban on further bombing of
Cambodia, as well as the War Powers Resolution of 1973, which limited the president’s
power to deploy military forces without congressional consent.

9 Keys, “Congress, Kissinger, and the Origins of Human Rights Diplomacy,” 825.
10 The most important of this legislation was Section 502B of the 1974 Foreign Assistance

Act, which restricted security assistance to governments with a consistent pattern of
gross human rights violations, and the Harkin Amendment to the 1975 International
Development and Food Assistance Act, which extended these restrictions to economic
assistance. Forsythe, Human Rights and U.S. Foreign Policy, 1–23.

11 Stephen B. Cohen, “Conditioning U.S. Security Assistance on Human Rights
Practices,” American Journal of International Law 76, no. 2 (1982): 254.

12 US Congress, Human Rights in the World Community: A Call for U.S. Leadership
(Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, 1974). Barbara J. Keys, William
Michael Schmidli, and Sarah B. Snyder have all demonstrated the importance of the
report, hearings, and legislation, pointing to how it helped institutionalize human rights
concerns in US foreign policy and formed the basis for Carter’s embrace of human
rights. Keys, “Congress, Kissinger, and the Origins of Human Rights Diplomacy”;
William Michael Schmidli, “Institutionalizing Human Rights in U.S. Foreign Policy:
U.S.–Argentine Relations, 1976–1980,” Diplomatic History 35, no. 2 (2011): 351–377;
Snyder, “‘A Call for U.S. Leadership.’”

16 Human Rights in American Foreign Relations in the 1980s

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108862455.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108862455.002


Under growing congressional pressure, the executive branch accommo-
dated several of these recommendations, including the establishment of a
Human Rights Bureau in the State Department in 1976 and the assign-
ment of human rights officers to all its regional bureaus. Congress also
mandated that the executive branch deliver annual reports to Congress
on the human rights situation in countries receiving US aid.13

The members of Congress who introduced human rights concerns into
US foreign policy differed in their background, ideology, and motivations.
Fraser and other liberal Democrats wanted to stop US support for repres-
sive regimes, such as the Dominican Republic, Chile, and Greece.14 Fraser
came to see hearings on human rights issues as a way to call attention to
such issues and possibly develop a more bipartisan approach to human
rights grounded on objective measures.15 Other liberal Democrats, such as
Edward (Ted) Kennedy (D-MA), James Abourezk (D-SD), and Alan
Cranston (D-CA) in the Senate and Tom Harkin (D-IA) in the House,
had similar motives.

Yet members of Congress targeting the Soviet Union and other
communist countries also embraced human rights concerns. These anti-
communists were generallymuch less willing than their liberal counterparts
to criticize human rights violations by American allies. Themost significant
proponent of this position was the conservative Democratic Senator Henry
M. “Scoop” Jackson (D-WA), who introduced the Jackson–Vanik
Amendment, which prohibited the granting of most-favored-nation status
and trade credit to communist countries that denied or restricted the right
to emigration. Aside from his deep-felt anti-communism and opposition to
détente, Jackson believed that his human rights stand against the Soviet
Union could help him in a future presidential run by raising support from
American Jews and others critical of Soviet emigration restrictions.16

Moderate figures in both parties, such as Republican Senator Jacob Javits

13 The country reports were later expanded to include all countries, made public, and
greatly improved in both scope and details. Judith Innes de Neufville, “Human Rights
Reporting as a Policy Tool: An Examination of the State Department Country Reports,”
Human Rights Quarterly 8, no. 4 (1986): 681–682; Rasmus Sinding Søndergaard, “‘A
Positive Track of Human Rights Policy’: Elliott Abrams, the Human Rights Bureau and
the Conceptualization of Democracy Promotion,” in The Reagan Administration, the Cold
War and the Transition to Democracy Promotion, ed. WilliamMichael Schmidli and Robert
Pee (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 31–50.

14 For an examination of Fraser’s motivations, see Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue,
77–84.

15 Snyder, “‘A Call for U.S. Leadership,’” 376–378.
16 Robert Gordon Kaufman, Henry M. Jackson: A Life in Politics (Seattle: University of

Washington Press, 2000), 266–283. Several members of Jackson’s staff, such as Elliott
Abrams, Richard Perle, and Paul Wolfowitz, would become leading neoconservatives
and go on to occupy senior foreign policy positions, first in the Reagan administration
and later the George W. Bush administration.
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(R-NY) and the Democratic Representative Dante Fascell (D-FL), also
supported anti-communist human rights efforts, while being at least some-
what more restrained in their criticism of American allies.17

Despite their different agendas, members of Congress were often able
to find common ground on human rights issues. An important reason for
this was that conservatives who wanted to cut foreign aid would join
liberals in their quests to cut assistance for human rights-violating dicta-
tors. In turn, most liberals were willing to support measures against the
Soviet Union, despite their principal focus on repressive regimes allied
with the United States. Finally, those advocating for human rights were
able to take advantage of a broad-based desire to constrain the executive
branch and wider opposition to détente.18

The legacy of congressional human rights activism in the 1970s tells us
three important lessons about congressional involvement with human
rights that would continue into the 1980s. First, they testify to the diver-
sity of the motivations behind members of Congress engaged in promot-
ing human rights. Second, they demonstrate the selective adoption of
human rights concerns, as members would apply the language of univer-
sal human rights to particular agendas of their concern and often stay
passive on other issues. Finally, they show the importance of individual
members of Congress as foreign policy entrepreneurs who wielded
influence beyond their formal powers when they succeeded in forging
coalitions behind their human rights positions.19

Human rights reached unprecedented heights as a US foreign policy
when Carter embraced human rights as the moral language to restore the
country’s sense of virtue and the guideline for its role in the world in the
aftermath of the Vietnam War.20 Moreover, Carter’s human rights
based-foreign policy was aimed at resetting America’s relations with the
world by transcending Cold War contestation and improving relations
with specific regions, such as Latin America.21 In US–Soviet relations,

17 Dante Fascell became a leading figure on human rights issues in the 1980s as chair of the
House Foreign Affairs Committee, where he often sided with the Republicans, in
particular on policy toward Latin America.

18 For the liberal critique of right-wing dictatorships and the anti-communist embrace of
human rights, see Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 75–126.

19 Carter and Scott, Choosing to Lead.
20 Campbell Craig and Fredrik Logevall, America’s Cold War: The Politics of Insecurity

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 292–295.
21 This aim was illustrated by Carter’s unprecedented decision to supplement his inaugural

address with a recorded speech addressing the world. Jimmy Carter, United States
Foreign Policy Remarks to People of Other Nations on Assuming Office, January 20,
1977. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project
(accessed August 7, 2019), www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/242950.

18 Human Rights in American Foreign Relations in the 1980s
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human rights concerns were pursed in combination with détente. In
relations with the so-called Third World, a human rights-based policy
meant criticism of authoritarian regimes including American allies but
also nonintervention.22 In other words, Carter’s human rights-based
foreign policy sought to implement the liberal critique of right-wing
dictatorships in practice. As Barbara J. Keys points out, Carter’s religious
beliefs and his interpretation of the civil rights movement made him
predisposed to a moralistic foreign policy, but he was slow to adopt
human rights language and only did so because he found that it reson-
ated with the public.23 Although he experienced significant difficulties
implementing human rights into foreign policy, Carter played a pivotal
role in elevating human rights in the national political debate. Through-
out the Carter years, NGOs and members of Congress remained import-
ant actors on human rights policy, passing legislation that reduced
economic assistance to the Philippines and pushing for sanctions against
Uganda due to human rights violations.24 However, by the end of
Carter’s presidency, the perceived failure of his foreign policy as well as
his presidency overall left American commitment to human rights in the
balance.25

22 Schmitz and Walker, “Jimmy Carter and the Foreign Policy of Human Rights.” For how
Carter’s emphasis on nonintervention defined his policy toward Nicaragua, see William
Michael Schmidli, “‘The Most Sophisticated Intervention We Have Seen’: The Carter
Administration and the Nicaraguan Crisis, 1978–1979,” Diplomacy & Statecraft 23,
no. 1 (2012): 66–86.

23 Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 231–241. Influenced by theologian Reinhold
Niebuhr’s Christian realism, Carter believed the world could not be cleared of
injustice but that particular wrongs could be amended – a worldview that fit well with
the limited agenda of human rights. As a Southerner supportive of desegregation, Carter
also believed that external coercion from the federal government had helped white
Southerners to confront their past without losing face – a belief that would inform his
approach to promoting human rights abroad.

24 The most important human rights legislation passed during the Carter years was a
section to the International Financial Assistance Act of 1977, which put human rights
restrictions on US votes in international financial institutions. Forsythe, Human Rights
and U.S. Foreign Policy, 11.

25 The verdict on Carter’s human rights policy remains contested among historians, often
shaped by ideological perspectives. Most early scholarly assessments were generally
critical, accusing Carter’s policy of being naive and unsuccessful, whereas historians in
the post–Cold War era have been somewhat more positive, giving Carter credit for
attempting to move beyond anti-communism. For critical assessments, see Joshua
Muravchik, The Uncertain Crusade: Jimmy Carter and the Dilemmas of Human Rights
Policy (Lanham, MD: Hamilton, 1986); Gaddis Smith, Morality, Reason, and Power:
American Diplomacy in the Carter Years (New York: Hill & Wang, 1986). For largely
positive assessments, see John Dumbrell, The Carter Presidency: A Re-Evaluation
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995); Mary E. Stuckey, Jimmy Carter,
Human Rights, and the National Agenda (College Station: Texas A&M University
Press, 2008).
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Human Rights and the 1980 Election

Although domestic economic problems such as high inflation and
unemployment rates dominated the 1980 presidential election, foreign
policy, including human rights issues, also received considerable atten-
tion.26 In particular, the ongoing Iran hostage crisis after Iranian students
took fifty-two Americans hostage at the American embassy in Tehran on
November 4, 1979, drew attention to foreign affairs. This crisis was set in
the wider context of the heating up of the Cold War, following the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 and a number of advances by
Soviet-supported guerrillas throughout the Third World.27 Moreover,
the United States lost a strong ally in Nicaragua, where the left-wing
Sandinistas had taken power after the toppling of Anastasio Somoza in
July 1979. Political opponents and several contemporary observers
blamed Carter’s human rights policy for contributing to these develop-
ments by allegedly undermining American allies and demonstrating a
weakness that emboldened the Soviets.28 Combined with the economic
crisis, the country’s foreign policy woes fed a growing sense among many
Americans that American power was in decline.

Each candidate believed that foreign policy was a weakness for his
opponent. Beset by economic problems at home, Carter sought to move
the focus away from being a referendum on his own record to focus
instead on the shortcomings of his opponent. The Carter campaign
believed that Reagan’s inexperience in international affairs and his repu-
tation as a Cold War hardliner made him vulnerable in the area of foreign
policy. During the campaign, Carter repeatedly painted a picture of
Reagan as a dangerous warmonger who would cause war with the Soviet
Union, framing the election as a choice that would determine “whether
we have war or peace.”29 Essentially, the Carter campaign ran a strategy

26 In 1980, the average inflation rate was as high as 13.5 percent, unemployment reached 8
percent, and interest rates soared to 18.5 percent. James T. Patterson, Restless Giant: The
United States from Watergate to Bush v. Gore (New York: Oxford University Press,
2005), 148.

27 During 1979, Soviet-supported groups made strong gains in Ethiopia, Angola, and
Mozambique and communist Vietnam took over Cambodia.

28 See, for instance, Jeane J. Kirkpatrick, “Dictatorships and Double Standards,”
Commentary 68, no. 5 (1979): 34–45; Robert W. Tucker, “America in Decline: The
Foreign Policy of ‘Maturity,’” Foreign Affairs 58, no. 3 (1980): 449–484; Norman
Podhoretz, “The Present Danger,” Commentary 69, no. 3 (1980): 27–40.

29 Edward Walsh, “Carter to Return to ‘Peace or War’ Issue,” The Washington Post,
September 28, 1980, Nexis Uni; Lou Cannon and Edward Walsh, “War, Peace
Dominate Debate War and Peace Theme Dominates Carter-Reagan Debate,” The
Washington Post, October 29, 1980.
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designed to frighten the electorate about Reagan rather than seeking to
vindicate the president’s record.

The Reagan campaign conversely believed that it could exploit the
growing perception that Carter was weak on foreign policy and that the
international standing of the United States was on the decline. Criticizing
Carter’s human rights policy figured prominently in this strategy. In
1978, Reagan had described Carter’s human rights-based foreign policy
as “well-meaning intentions” mixed with a “false sense of guilt” after
Vietnam, but by 1980 he struck an even harder line.30 During the only
presidential debate between the two major candidates on October 28,
1980, only a week before the election, Reagan attacked Carter for criti-
cizing the human rights abuses of allies while at the same time seeking
détente with the Soviet Union. Reagan lamented that Carter’s policy
toward allied authoritarian regimes had “in a number of instances, aided
a revolutionary overthrow which results in complete totalitarianism.”31

Arguing that Carter’s human rights policy had “undercut our friends,”
Reagan blamed Carter for the fall of American allies such as Somoza in
Nicaragua and Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran.32 Along with
the Iran hostage crisis and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, Reagan’s
attack on Carter’s human rights policy painted a picture of Carter as a
weak leader who was unable to withstand communist aggression and
Islamic fundamentalism and who failed to support America’s allies
(Figure 1).

While the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 had caused Carter
to moderate his foreign policy by stressing a tougher approach to the
Cold War, he did not completely abandon his support for human rights
concerns in US foreign policy. Carter’s human rights policy had
focused on détente with the Soviet Union and the promotion of human
rights with authoritarian allies in the Third World. The Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan effectively destroyed détente, and the overthrow of
repressive but US-friendly regimes in Teheran and Managua by forces
hostile to the United States demonstrated the risks of criticizing
authoritarian allies. Carter responded by hardening his rhetoric toward
the Soviet Union, withdrawing from the Strategic Arms Limitations
Treaty II (SALT II) negotiations, and boycotting the 1980 Moscow

30 Peterson, Globalizing Human Rights, 107.
31 Quoted in Jimmy Carter, Presidential Debate in Cleveland, October 28, 1980. Online by

Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed
August 7, 2019, www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/217132.

32 James Peck, Ideal Illusions: How the U.S. Government Co-Opted Human Rights (New York:
Metropolitan, 2010), 85.
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Olympics. Yet the Carter administration continued to view human
rights concerns as an important element of US policy toward the Soviet
Union as well as US-friendly regimes, such as Chile, South Korea, and
the Philippines.33

Despite Carter’s alterations to his human rights policy, the Reagan
campaign maintained that the Carter administration was too soft on the
Soviet Union and too hard on American allies. A Reagan administration,
they claimed, would transform the human rights theme into an instru-
ment to counter Soviet propaganda.34 Reagan also sought to link Amer-
ica’s foreign policy tribulations with domestic economic problems. In his
final statement during the presidential debate, Reagan addressed the
sense of decline by urging the American people to ask themselves, “Are

Figure 1 President Ronald Reagan meets with Jimmy Carter in the
Oval Office of the White House, October 14, 1981.
Bettmann via Getty Images.

33 US Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977–1980, Volume II,
Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs (Washington, DC: US Government Printing
Office, 2013), Document 206; Schmitz and Walker, “Jimmy Carter and the Foreign
Policy of Human Rights,” 137.

34 Richard Burt, “Presidential Candidates Stake out Divergent Ground on Foreign
Policy,” The New York Times, October 19, 1980, 1.

22 Human Rights in American Foreign Relations in the 1980s
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you better off than you were four years ago? Is it easier for you to go and
buy things in the stores than it was four years ago? Is there more or less
unemployment in the country than there was four years ago? Is America
as respected throughout the world as it was? Do you feel that our security
is as safe, that we’re as strong as we were four years ago?”35 With Carter’s
so-called misery index (the combination of inflation and unemployment
numbers) peaking at 20.76 in 1980 and the foreign policy embarrass-
ments of Afghanistan and Iran fresh in mind, many Americans decided
they could not answer Reagan’s questions affirmatively.36

The party platforms from the Republican and Democratic National
Conventions also testified to the increased attention to human rights.
While party platforms do not dictate an administration’s foreign policy,
they do represent a party’s attempt to compromise on a shared set of
policy positions. As such, party platforms represent an interesting docu-
ment attesting to what the different factions of a party can agree on
among themselves. Comparing their attention to issues over time offers
a glimpse into a party’s shifting priorities and positions beyond the scope
of the party’s presidential candidates. In 1976, both the Republican and
Democratic platforms only sparsely mentioned human rights, with three
and six mentions, respectively.37 In both cases, human rights were used
to express criticism of détente and the realpolitik of the Nixon adminis-
tration. In the Republican platform, the appearance of human rights
language was also a reflection of the internal power struggle in the party,
where a faction supporting Reagan’s candidacy used human rights to
attack the détente policy associated with President Gerald R. Ford.

In 1980, the Democratic platform hailed the merits of Carter’s human
rights policy, making no less than thirty-six mentions of human rights,
while the Republican platform attacked this policy, making a total of nine

35 Quoted in Jimmy Carter, Presidential Debate in Cleveland, October 28, 1980. Online by
Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed
August 7, 2019, www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/217132.

36 United States Misery Index, accessed August 2, 2019, www.miseryindex.us/
indexbyyear.aspx. In a move characteristic of his wit, Reagan quipped during the
campaign, “A recession is when your neighbor loses his job. A depression is when you
lose yours. And recovery is when Jimmy Carter loses his.” Ronald Reagan, Remarks at
Liberty State Park, Jersey City New Jersey, September 1, 1980. Online by Gerhard
Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed August 7,
2019, www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/285596.

37 Republican Party Platforms, Republican Party Platform of 1976, August 18, 1976.
Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project,
accessed August 7, 2019, www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/273415. Democratic Party
Platforms, 1976 Democratic Party Platform, July 12, 1976. Online by Gerhard Peters
and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed August 7, 2019, www
.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/273251.
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references to human rights.38 The Democratic platform proclaimed the
party’s continued commitment to work to “foster the principles set out in
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.”39 The platform stressed
the need to be vigilant on human rights violations among allies as well as
among enemies. The day after the release of the party platform, Carter
defeated Senator Edward Kennedy to win the Democratic nomination for
president. In spite of the setbacks to Carter’s foreign policy in the preced-
ing years, the 1980 Democratic National Convention thus signaled a
continued commitment to Carter’s human rights policy within the Demo-
cratic Party. The 1980 Republican platform launched a full-scale attack
on Carter’s human rights policy, arguing that Carter had been too tough
on America’s allies while failing to crack down on communist human
rights offenders, such as the Soviet Union, Vietnam, and Cuba. “The
nations of South and Central America,” the platform declared, “have
been battered by the Carter Administration’s economic and diplomatic
sanctions linked to its undifferentiated charges of human rights viola-
tions.”40 Specifically, the platform lamented Carter’s failure to prevent
the Sandinista coup against Anastasio Somoza in Nicaragua. The plat-
form promised that a Republican president would rectify Carter’s policy
on Nicaragua by countering Soviet influence in the country and support-
ing “a free and independent government” in Nicaragua.41

The 1980 election had a higher percentage of newspaper editorials
devoted to foreign affairs than had the previous four elections.42

According to a contemporary study, foreign policy received more news-
paper coverage than did domestic and economic issues combined.43

38 Republican Party Platforms, Republican Party Platform of 1980, July 15, 1980. Online
by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed
August 7, 2019, www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/273420. Democratic Party Platforms,
1980 Democratic Party Platform, August 11, 1980. Online by Gerhard Peters and John
T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed August 7, 2019, www
.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/273253.

39 Democratic Party Platforms, 1980 Democratic Party Platform, August 11, 1980.
40 Republican Party Platforms, Republican Party Platform of 1980, July 15, 1980.
41 Ibid.
42 David S. Myers, “Editorials and Foreign Affairs in Recent Presidential Campaigns,”

Journalism Quarterly 59, no. 4 (1982): 542. The study compared the editorials of ten
leading newspapers in the months before the elections of 1964, 1968, 1972, 1976,
and 1980.

43 James Glen Stovall, “Foreign Policy Issue Coverage in the 1980 Presidential
Campaign,” Journalism Quarterly 59, no. 4 (1982): 533–534. The study coded a total
of 757 campaign events in forty-nine daily newspapers from September 3 to November
4, 1980. It found that the majority of events concerned the campaign such as comments
about the opponents and endorsements. Of the events concerned with policy issues the
study found: 118 foreign affairs events (15 percent), sixty-two domestic (8.2 percent),
and twenty-six economic (3.4 percent).
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Moreover, the study found that four foreign policy issues dominated the
coverage: the Iran hostage crisis, the development of stealth aircraft, the
SALT II negotiations with the Soviet Union, and the question of war and
peace. The Iran hostage crisis, in particular, dominated the news cycle
and was the favored topic for newspaper front pages.44 It also dominated
evening news reports, which continually reminded viewers of the number
of days the American hostages had been held captive.45 The coverage was
further amplified just before the election, as Election Day fell on the
one-year anniversary of the taking of the hostages.

Moreover, contemporary polls and studies indicate that while the
economy was the most important issue for voters, foreign policy mattered
a great deal to a large part of the electorate. In one study, 56 percent of
voters sad the economy was the most important issue, but 32 percent
answered foreign policy – a marked increase from a mere 4 percent in the
previous election.46 Foreign policy was decisive for the election because
of the large differences between the candidates’ foreign policies and the
high salience of certain foreign policy issues.47 First and foremost, it was
the Iran hostage crisis that haunted Carter. Initially, the crisis benefitted
Carter’s popularity as the American people rallied behind their leader,
but the continued failure to secure the release of the hostages and
Reagan’s critique of this turned the issue against Carter.48 Foreign policy
mattered in the 1980 election and international developments worked in
Reagan’s favor, most clearly illustrated by the release of all hostages the
day after Reagan’s inauguration, despite hectic efforts by the Carter
administration to secure release before stepping down.49

Reagan won the election in an unexpected landslide, taking 51 percent
of the popular vote against Carter’s 41 percent, and the independent

44 Ibid., 540.
45 Gil Troy, Morning in America: How Ronald Reagan Invented the 1980s (Princeton, NJ:

Princeton University Press, 2005), 31.
46 Andrew Busch, Reagan’s Victory: The Presidential Election of 1980 and the Rise of the Right

(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2005), 130.
47 Stephen Hess and Michael Nelson, “Foreign Policy: Dominance and Decisiveness in

Presidential Elections,” in The Election of 1984, ed. Michael Nelson (Washington, DC:
Congressional Quarterly Press, 1985), 143; John H. Aldrich, John L. Sullivan, and
Borgida Eugene, “Foreign Affairs and Issue Voting: Do Presidential Candidates
‘Waltz before a Blind Audience?’” The American Political Science Review 83, no. 1
(1989): 136.

48 Robert Mason, “The Domestic Politics of War and Peace: Jimmy Carter, Ronald
Reagan, and the Election of 1980,” in US Presidential Elections and Foreign Policy
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2017), 252.

49 Toward the end of the campaign, the Reagan camp was increasingly worried that Carter
would secure the release of the hostages in a so-called October surprise that could
provide the incumbent a last-minute popularity boost.
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candidate John Anderson picking up close to 7 percent. The victory was
even more comfortable measured in electoral votes, where Reagan
secured 489 electoral votes against Carter’s forty-nine. The Republican
Party also took control over the Senate for the first time since 1955 and
decreased the Democratic majority in the House by thirty-four seats. In
the months leading up to the election, however, a Reagan victory did not
appear to be a foregone conclusion. Polls generally indicated a closer
race, and only one week before the election a Gallup poll among regis-
tered voters even gave Carter 47 percent of the votes and Reagan only
39 percent.50 Contemporary observers described the election result a
massive shift to the right, and Republicans and conservatives were under-
standably ecstatic about their electoral victory.51

However, the landslide was less resounding than it appeared and,
despite the contemporary interpretations, Reagan’s victory was not an
indication of the American electorate enthusiastically embracing conser-
vatism.52 In the year of conservatism’s biggest triumph, only 32 percent
of Americans self-identified as conservative.53 Americans were clearly
disgruntled with the malaise of the Carter years and desperate to try
something new, but the election result was as much a rejection of Carter
as it was an embrace of Reagan.54 Reagan offered a refreshing optimism
and a promise of restoring Americans’ confidence in themselves and
their country. Still, Reagan’s victory came during an election that had
the lowest voter turnout since 1924 – only a little above 52 percent,
reflecting the general lack of enthusiasm among the population.55 As
Reagan would soon learn, there were limits to how far the American
people were willing to “turn right.” In a similar vein, Americans might
have been ready for a restoration of America’s image abroad, but this did
not mean they were ready to abandon human rights.

While there were limits to the conservative turn, the 1980 election did
signify a rightward move with regards to foreign policy, which had
important implication for US human rights policy. Amid concerns over
American decline, an increasing number of American’s rejected the

50 “Late Upsets Are Rare, but Have Happened,” Gallup, October 24–26, 1980, accessed
August 2, 2019, www.gallup.com/poll/111451/late-upsets-rare-happened.aspx.

51 See, for instance, David S. Broder, “A Sharp Right Turn,” The Washington Post,
November 6, 1980, 2; Hedrick Smith, “A Turning Point Seen,” The New York Times,
November 6, 1980, A1.

52 Troy, Morning in America, 49.
53 Cheryl Hudson and Gareth Davies, eds., Ronald Reagan and the 1980s: Perceptions,

Policies, Legacies (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 45.
54 Schaller, Right Turn, 47; Mason, “The Domestic Politics of War and Peace,” 265.
55 Douglas Brinkley, The Unfinished Presidency: Jimmy Carter’s Journey beyond the White

House (New York: Viking, 1998), 3.
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policy of détente for a more interventionist and assertive foreign policy.
This trend had been developing throughout the 1970s. The Soviet inva-
sion of Afghanistan in 1979 ended the search for a centrist consensus on
national security among Democrats and moderate Republicans that had
stretched from the détente of Nixon and Ford to Carter’s human rights
policy. The breakdown of this search for a consensus in 1979 deepened
divisions over foreign policy among Democrats and fostered a new unity
in the Republican Party.56 This breakdown coincided with a resurgence
of a foreign policy of conservative internationalism fuelled by the rise of
the New Right and the migration of neoconservatives from the Demo-
cratic Party to the Republican Party.57 This shift in party alignments and
a general shift toward a more interventionist foreign policy was to have
significant implications for the role of human rights concerns in US
foreign policy.

Congress and Human Rights in the 1980s

While the 1980 election brought a new approach to human rights into the
White House, it also profoundly altered the composition of the legislative
branch of government. The election further shifted the internal power
balance within Congress from the Senate to the House.58 The 1978 con-
gressional elections had already turned the Senate more conservative,
less active on foreign affairs, and less ideologically consistent.59 When
Republicans won control of the Senate in 1980, in an election that also
brought a Republican into the White House, it became apparent that the
Senate would be reluctant to criticize the administration too vigorously.
While individual Republicans would occasionally defy the administra-
tion, the Senate leadership generally backed Reagan’s foreign policy.
Senate Majority Leader from 1981 to 1985, Howard Baker Jr. (R-TN)
went on to serve as Reagan’s White House Chief of Staff from 1987
to 1988. His replacement, the conservative Robert Dole (R-KS), also
supported Reagan and enjoyed the president’s trust, despite having

56 Julian E. Zelizer, “Conservatives, Carter, and the Politics of National Security,” in
Rightward Bound: Making America Conservative in the 1970s, ed. Bruce J. Schulman
and Julian E. Zelizer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 265–287.

57 Henry R. Nau, Conservative Internationalism: Armed Diplomacy under Jefferson, Polk,
Truman, and Reagan (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013), 2. According
to Nau, conservative internationalism seeks to spread freedom, arm diplomacy, and
preserve national sovereignty.

58 Lindsay, Congress and the Politics of U.S. Foreign Policy, 57.
59 Johnson, Congress and the Cold War, 242; Lindsay, Congress and the Politics of U.S. Foreign

Policy, 31.
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unsuccessfully challenged him for the Republican nomination.60

Strongly partisan and influential in the Republican Party, Dole became
an immensely powerful presence in the Senate throughout the 1980s.
Moreover, prominent liberal Democrats such as Frank Church (D-ID)
and George McGovern (D-SD), who had been strong human rights
advocates, lost their seats.

The hitherto powerful Senate Foreign Relations Committee lost most
of its influence in the 1980s as it suffered from ideological divisions and
legislative disarray.61 It had no subcommittee devoted to human rights
and the full committee devoted as little as one staff member to human
rights issues. Human rights action in the Senate thus relied on the
personal commitment of individuals, without any significant institu-
tional support.62 From 1981 to 1987, moderate Republicans, who were
disinclined to confront a popular Republican president, chaired the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee. The first of these, Charles
H. Percy (R-IL), demonstrated an interest in human rights issues espe-
cially in the Eastern Bloc. His successor, Richard Lugar (R-IN), became
an important link between the administration and its critics in Congress,
when he became involved with human rights issues in US foreign policy
toward the Philippines and South Africa from the mid-1980s onward.63

When the Democrats regained the Senate majority in 1987, the chair-
manship passed to the liberal Claiborne Pell (D-RI), who was in dia-
metric opposition to Reagan in terms of ideology. A strong opponent of
the Vietnam War and an idealist committed to world peace, Pell always
carried a copy of the UN Charter in his suit pocket, but he was also
nonconfrontational by nature and, thus, often moderated his criticism of
the administration.64 Therefore, it mostly befell other liberal Demo-
crats, such as Edward Kennedy and Christopher Dodd (D-CT), to
contest Reagan’s human rights policy in the Senate.65 These liberals
were met by strong opposition from conservative senators, such as Jesse
Helms (R-NC) and Malcolm Wallop (R-WY), who believed the United

60 Johnson, Congress and the Cold War, 282. Reagan, for instance, sent Dole as his envoy to
the Vatican in 1985 in an attempt to convince the pope to support his Nicaragua policy.

61 Ibid., 252. 62 Forsythe, Human Rights and U.S. Foreign Policy, 141–142.
63 John Shaw, Richard G. Lugar, Statesman of the Senate: Crafting Foreign Policy from Capitol

Hill (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012), 33–35. Unfortunately, the private
papers of Richard Lugar are not currently available.

64 G. Wayne Miller, An Uncommon Man: The Life & Times of Senator Claiborne Pell
(Lebanon, NH: University Press of New England, 2011), 241–244.

65 Unfortunately, the papers of Christopher Dodd are currently unavailable and the papers
of Edward Kennedy are only open in part, with very little material on the 1980s yet
available.
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States should reserve human rights criticism for the Soviet Union and
other communist countries. On some issues, such as economic sanc-
tions against South Africa, moderate Republicans such as Lugar and
Nancy Kassebaum (R-KS) eventually broke the party ranks to side with
their liberal colleagues.66

With a Republican majority in the Senate, House Democrats formed
the natural vanguard of congressional opposition to the Reagan admin-
istration, and the Democratic leadership showed great willingness to
challenge the president on foreign policy, including on human rights
issues.67 As Speaker of the House from 1977 to 1987, “Tip” O’Neill
(D-MA) was at the forefront of this opposition.68 A liberal Democrat
and a critic of American militarism since the early days of the Vietnam
War, O’Neill often clashed with Reagan’s foreign policy, especially on
Central America and human rights issues. The House Majority Leader
from 1977 to 1987 and later Speaker of the House from 1987 to 1989,
Jim Wright (D-TX) was a less outspoken critic of Reagan’s human
rights policy, but he challenged the administration on Nicaragua when
he took the initiative to mediate in the conflict in 1987.69 Republican
members of the House generally supported Reagan’s foreign policy, but
given the comfortable Democratic majority, they had limited influence.
Throughout Reagan’s tenure, Minority Leader Robert H. Michel
(R-IL) formally led House Republicans, but on several issues, the
increasingly powerful newcomer Newt Gingrich (R-GA) was the
GOP’s dominant figure in the House. Strongly conservative and willing
to use aggressive tactics, Gingrich formed the Conservative Opportun-
ity Society to challenge the Republican establishment and push the
party to the right.70

Human rights enjoyed a much stronger institutional footing in the
House than in the Senate. As its counterpart in the Senate diminished
in influence, the House Foreign Affairs Committee took on a more

66 Robert David Johnson, “Congress and the Cold War,” Journal of Cold War Studies 3,
no. 2 (2001): 99.

67 Lindsay, Congress and the Politics of U.S. Foreign Policy, 31, 57, 70.
68 Robert C. Byrd and Thomas P. O’Neill, Press Release, March 31, 1982, Box 17, Folder

13, Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr. Congressional Papers (CA2009-01), John J. Burns Library,
Boston College (hereafter TOP).

69 Carter and Scott, Choosing to Lead, 138–151; Lindsay, Congress and the Politics of U.S.
Foreign Policy, 72. Jim Wright became the first Speaker of the House to resign because of
scandal when he stepped down in 1989 following accusations of financial impropriety.

70 Julian E. Zelizer, Arsenal of Democracy: The Politics of National Security from World War II
to the War on Terrorism (New York: Basic, 2010), 314; Meg Jacobs and Julian E. Zelizer,
Conservatives in Power: The Reagan Years, 1981–1989: A Brief History with Documents
(Boston, MA: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2011), 36.
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prominent role, with an expanding staff of which several were dedicated
to human rights issues.71 In 1983, Fascell, a long-term human rights
advocate, began what would become a ten-year reign as chair of the
House Foreign Affairs Committee. Replacing the deceased Clement
Zablocki (D-WI), Fascell greatly increased the committee’s attention to
human rights issues. The Subcommittee on Human Rights continued to
be the logical forum for human rights issues in the House. Its chair from
1979 to 1982, Don Bonker (D-WA) was particularly outspoken in his
criticism of the Reagan administration’s initial attempts to downgrade
concerns for human rights. Although his replacement, the more conser-
vative Gus Yatron (D-PA), was less assertive in challenging the adminis-
tration, Yatron expanded the subcommittee’s jurisdiction to include
international law in 1985.72 Unlike the subcommittee’s broader examin-
ations of human rights in the 1970s, its hearings in the 1980s were more
focused on specific types of human rights violations, such as political
killings, religious intolerance, and torture.73 The activities of the sub-
committee and the substantial interest in human rights issues in the full
committee also had what political scientist David Forsythe calls a social-
izing effect, as it led other subcommittees to pay attention to human
rights. This effect was evident in the Subcommittee on Africa under the
chairmanship of first Stephen Solarz (D-NY) and subsequently Howard
Wolpe (D-MI) – both liberal Jewish Democrats with a keen interest in
human rights issues in Africa and beyond. It also extended to the Sub-
committee on Asia, of which Solarz became the chair in 1981, and the

71 The House Foreign Affairs Committee’s staff rose from fifty-four in 1975 to ninety-
seven in 1985, while the corresponding numbers for its Senate counterpart remained
around sixty during that period. Lindsay, Congress and the Politics of U.S. Foreign Policy,
73, Forsythe, Human Rights and U.S. Foreign Policy, 143.

72 Letter, Gus Yatron to Dante Fascell, January 23, 1985, Box HRIO 99th, Folder A-8,
House Foreign Affairs Committee Subcommittee on Human Rights. Center for
Legislative Archives, National Archives, Washington, DC; United States Congress,
House, Committee on International Relations, “Legislative Review of the Committee
on International Relations, 104th Congress, 2nd Session,” (Washington, DC: US
Government Printing Office, 1997), 4; Forsythe, Human Rights and U.S. Foreign
Policy, 143. Yatron served as subcommittee chairman until 1992.

73 Clair Apodaca, Understanding U.S. Human Rights Policy: A Paradoxical Legacy (New
York: Routledge, 2006), 100. See, for instance, Minutes of Meeting, November 17,
1983, Box HRIO 98th 1st, Folder Minutes, House Foreign Affairs Committee
Subcommittee on Human Rights. Center for Legislative Archives, National Archives,
Washington, DC; Minutes of Meeting, May 2, 1984, Box HRIO 98th 2nd, Folder
Minutes, House Foreign Affairs Committee Subcommittee on Human Rights. Center
for Legislative Archives, National Archives, Washington, DC; Minutes of Meeting, May
16, 1984, Box HRIO 98th 2nd, Folder Minutes, House Foreign Affairs Committee
Subcommittee on Human Rights. Center for Legislative Archives, National Archives,
Washington, DC.
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Subcommittee on the Western Hemisphere under the chairmanship of
the liberal Democrat Michael Barnes (D-MD).74

Activity on human rights in the House, however, was not limited to
the Foreign Affairs Committee and its subcommittees. In 1983, Rep-
resentatives John E. Porter (R-IL) and Tom Lantos (D-CA) formed
the Congressional Human Rights Caucus (CHRC) to promote bipar-
tisan support for human rights concerns in US foreign policy.75

Another key human rights institution was the Commission on Security
and Cooperation in Europe established in 1976 to monitor compli-
ance with the Helsinki Final Act, and therefore also known as the US
Helsinki Commission. While it was formed as a bi-branch agency with
members from both the executive and legislative branches of govern-
ment, the commission was effectively controlled in Congress, with a
strong dominance of the House. Having established itself as an influ-
ential actor on human rights in East–West relations in the Carter
years, the commission continued to play an important role under
Reagan. This was in part due to the bipartisan nature of the commis-
sion and the fact that it operated on human rights issues that enjoyed
broad consensus across the ideological spectrum. As the commission’s
instigator and chair until 1984, Fascell was particularly dominant on
the commission, but representatives and senators from both parties
played important roles.76

Resembling the ideological positions of the 1970s, liberals, most of
whom were Democrats, tended to be particularly concerned with human
rights violations in rightwing dictatorships and critical of US support for
these countries. Conservatives, most of whom were Republicans, tended
to focus more on human rights violations in communist countries and to
see conflicts elsewhere through the prism of the Cold War. Between
these two positions, there were several members of Congress of a more
moderate bend. Belonging to both parties, these members would some-
times support human rights cases triumphed by either liberals or conser-
vatives. Often these members of Congress were crucial for tipping the
scale in Congress on more contentious issues. Finally, a small minority of
members, mostly among conservative Republicans, preferred that
human rights played no role in US foreign policy at all, favoring either
isolationism or realpolitik devout of moral principles.

74 Forsythe, Human Rights and U.S. Foreign Policy, 143.
75 For more on the CHRC, see Chapter 3.
76 Other leading members of the US Helsinki Commission in the 1980s included Rep.

Steny Hoyer (D-MD) and Senators Robert Dole (R-KS) and Dennis DeConcini
(D-AZ).
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The members of Congress who sought to promote human rights
concerns in US foreign policy used several measures, spanning formal
congressional powers and more informal ways of exerting influence. House
Democrats, especially, held numerous hearings to draw attention to
human rights issues and to keep oversight of the administration’s foreign
policy. When they found the administration lacking, they used the “power
of the purse” through the appropriations process to constrain the adminis-
tration’s actions. Through the passing of legislation, members of Congress
concerned with human rights regulated economic and military assistance,
trade relations, and voting in international institutions, and in other ways
limited Reagan’s room for maneuver in foreign affairs.

Whereas congressional legislation on human rights in the 1970s pri-
marily focused on restrictions on foreign assistance, in the 1980s the
focus shifted to defense appropriations measures. In the increasingly
polarized political climate, foreign assistance bills became harder to pass
and the funding for foreign assistance decreased.77 On the contrary,
defense spending rose significantly under Reagan and thus defense
appropriations emerged as a better option for human rights legislation
to have a significant impact.78 Another legislative strategy was the impos-
ition of procedural legislation such as certification requirements, com-
pelling the Reagan administration to certify human rights improvements
in countries such as Argentina and El Salvador in order to secure the
release of foreign aid. Often, however, members of Congress influenced
US human rights policy more indirectly by abetting or restricting the
executive branch. As political scientist Stanley Heginbotham notes,
“Congressional victory is achieved when restrictive legislation loses, but
Congress extracts some policy compromises reflecting congressional
concerns.”79 This, for instance, was the case when Reagan imposed
moderate economic sanctions against South Africa in 1985 in an attempt
to prevent harsher congressional sanctions. Besides, members of Con-
gress adopted an extensive number of nonbinding resolutions on human
rights issues around the world. Most often these were not directed
against the administration, but rather targeted foreign government,
expressing Congress’ support for human rights activists or condemnation
of a country’s human rights violations. Finally, senators used their power
to withhold advice and consent on presidential appointments to express

77 Johnson, “Congress and the Cold War,” 98.
78 One of the more famous and consequential examples of restrictions on defense

appropriations was the series of Boland Amendments restricting military aid to the
Nicaraguan Contras. For more on this, see Chapter 6.

79 Stanley J. Heginbotham, “Dateline Washington: The Rules of the Games,” Foreign
Policy, no. 53 (1983): 170.
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their disapproval of the nomination of Ernest Lefever to head of the
Human Rights Bureau.

Members of Congress also relied on a range of more informal powers.
They sometimes participated directly in diplomatic relations with foreign
countries, to varying degrees of acceptance from the Reagan adminis-
tration. In 1985, Representative Dick Cheney (R-WY) grumbled that
Reagan had to “put up with every member of Congress with a Xerox
machine and a credit card running around the world cutting deals with
heads of state.”80 By the invitation of the administration, members of
Congress participated in the CSCE follow-up meetings at Madrid and
Vienna through the US Helsinki Commission, as they had done under
the Carter administration.81 Moreover, members of Congress sought to
advance human rights concerns through personal meetings and corres-
pondence with foreign governments. Such interactions increased signifi-
cantly during the 1980s. As Representative Lee Hamilton (D-IN) noted
in 1988, “Visiting heads of government used to come to Washington and
visit the President; the Chairman of the World Bank; the Secretary of
Defense; the Secretary of State, and go home. Now they insist on coming
to Capitol Hill.”82 Members of Congress also participated in fact-finding
and consultative delegations abroad. Sometimes they went as far as to
conduct their own foreign policy through what political scientist James
Lindsay terms “Lone Ranger diplomacy,” often attracting considerable
criticism.83 This was the case when certain legislators, such as Speaker
Jim Wright (D-TX), held unofficial diplomatic negotiations with the
Nicaraguan government without Reagan’s approval. More often, how-
ever, members of Congress preferred to influence the executive branch
rather than going behind its back. Democrats and Republicans alike
sought frequent consultations with the administration in their attempt
to shape American attention to human rights abroad.

Finally, and possibly most significantly, Congress attempted to influ-
ence public and elite opinion by framing foreign policy issues in human
rights terms. Similar to their predecessors in the 1970s, members of
Congress used congressional hearings, floor speeches, reports, opinion

80 Steven V. Roberts, “Foreign Policy: Lot of Table Thumping Going On,” The New York
Times, May 29, 1985, www.nytimes.com/1985/05/29/us/foreign-policy-lot-of-table-
thumping-going-on.html. In a White House meeting with Republican leaders on
Nicaragua, Reagan likewise complained, “We’ve got to get to a point where we can
run foreign policy without a committee of 535 telling us what to do.”

81 Snyder, Human Rights Activism, 38–52. See also Chapter 4.
82 Lee H. Hamilton, “Congress and the Presidency in American Foreign Policy,”

Presidential Studies Quarterly 18 (Summer 1988): 508.
83 Lindsay, Congress and the Politics of U.S. Foreign Poicy, 120.
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pieces, and media performances to draw attention to human rights
issues. Advances in media technology helped expand the reach of those
who mastered these platforms. Members of Congress also expanded
their engagement in extra-institutional activities, such as protests and
orchestrated media events, to shape the political debate and mobilize
support for their agendas. The staged arrests in front of the South African
embassy by the Free South Africa Movement in 1984 represented a
successful example of such an event. As this book demonstrates, when
members of Congress successfully managed to frame an issue in human
rights terms and benefit from public opinion, they could be powerful
opponents to the administration’s policy.84

American Attention to Human Rights in the 1980s

The 1980s witnessed an unprecedented density of human rights politics
as an ever-growing number of actors inside and outside of government
invoked human rights concerns for their political agendas. Just as it had
been the case in the 1980 election, human rights issues figured promin-
ently in debates over US foreign policy throughout the decade. The
range of these debates and the policymakers and NGOs that invoked
human rights concerns reflected the widespread appeal of human rights
language as well as the degree to which its flexibility made it adaptable for
different agendas. Human rights also intersected with other expressions
of morality in American foreign relations, such as the nuclear freeze
movement, the Central America peace movement, and country-specific
movements, such as the anti-apartheid movement and the movement for
Soviet Jewry. The following pages survey American attention to human
rights in foreign policy beyond the cases studies selected for this book.

While personal experiences were often important motivations for indi-
vidual American policymakers’ advocacy for human rights issues, ideol-
ogy and party affiliation also strongly shaped attention to human rights.
Conservatives, most of whom were Republicans, tended to focus more
on human rights violations in communist countries and to see conflicts
elsewhere through the prism of the Cold War. Liberals, most of whom
were Democrats, tended to be particularly concerned with human rights
violations in right-wing dictatorships and critical of US support for these
countries. With a conservative Republican administration in the White

84 B. Guy Peters, Jon Pierre, and Desmond S. King, “The Politics of Path Dependency:
Political Conflict in Historical Institutionalism,” Journal of Politics 67, no. 4 (2005):
1284. For more on congressional diplomacy, consultation, and framing, see Lindsay,
Congress and the Politics of U.S. Foreign Policy, 119–139.
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House, Republicans in Congress were generally inclined to support
official US foreign policy positions on human rights, which congressional
Democrats, on the contrary, were more likely to contest.

The relationship between the Reagan administration and members of
Congress concerned with human rights issues was crucial for the role of
human rights in US foreign policy during the 1980s. The administration
put a high emphasis on human rights concerns in East–West relations,
where it generally viewed human rights criticism as a useful component of
its foreign policy. Overall, this approach enjoyed bipartisan support from
members of Congress. In other regions, such as Central America, the
administration mostly sought to downplay human rights concerns, which
it viewed as harmful to its agenda of combatting communism. This
position led to heated collisions with liberal Democrats in Congress and
the peace movement, which opposed US interventionism and saw human
rights violations by US-supported regimes as a key cause for instability in
the region. Elsewhere, local developments, internal power shifts in the
administration, and pressure from members of Congress made the
administration increasingly willing to prioritize human rights concerns
and support democratic reforms as the decade wore on. In some Latin
American countries, such as Argentina, Brazil, and Bolivia, local devel-
opments toward democracy made this shift easier as the administration
lend its support to a trend favorable to American interests. Yet in other
countries, such as Chile, the Philippines, South Korea, and South Africa,
changes in US policy occurred as a reaction to deteriorating human rights
situations. In all of these cases, members of Congress, especially liberal
Democrats sometimes supported by moderate Republicans, added pres-
sure to prioritize human rights concerns. Not all countries with dismal
human rights records received equal attention from Americans, however.
Several countries, particularly in Africa and Asia, either flew under the
radar because they were of lesser importance to the United States or were
deemed too important to warrant considerable criticism. Human rights
violations in China, for instance, received remarkably little American
attention as strategic and economic interests dominated the relatively
positive and low-key US–Chinese relations.85

American attention to human rights issues abroad spanned a range of
human rights abuses, from the most blatant violations of the integrity of
the person through physical violence such as killings and torture to the

85 Michael Schaller, “Reagan and the Puzzles of “So-Called Communist China” and
Vietnam,” in Reagan and the World: Leadership and National Security, 1981–1989, ed.
Bradley Lynn Coleman and Kyle Longley (Lexington: The University Press of
Kentucky, 2017), 191–209.
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denial of a number of civil and political rights. Americans expressed their
support for human rights activists and dissidents denied their freedom of
religion, freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, and the right to due
process. They also protested discrimination against ethnic, religious, and
racial minorities. Often, these violations were committed by repressive
regimes that deprived their population of political participation by
denying them the opportunity of representative government through
democratic elections. For most Americans, such actions delegitimized
these regimes as they conflicted with the most basic American values
and principles. Furthermore, this led several Americans to question the
United States’ relationship with these regimes, as alliances with oppress-
ors conflicted with the image of the United States as a promoter of
freedom. By contrast, American attention to human rights abroad rarely
concerned economic and social rights, such as food, housing, education,
and health. The Reagan administration, members of Congress, as well as
most human rights NGOs generally did not pay much attention to these
often less visible human rights, but rather focused on individual victims
of more discernable assaults rights.86 Thus, just as American attention to
human rights was unevenly distributed between countries and regions, so
it was selectively applied to different types of human rights.

Liberal Democrats in Congress interpreted human rights issues
through a broader view of US foreign policy in the 1980s that took issue
with the Reagan administration’s attempt to roll back communism in the
Third World through support for anti-communist guerrilla movements
and US-friendly dictatorships. Liberal Democrats were also critical of
Reagan’s hardline approach toward the Soviet Union and opposed the
arms race, which they feared might escalate into war. While sharing
conservatives’ concern with communism, liberals wanted the United
States to break with some of its most repressive authoritarian allies and
instead encourage liberalization through democratic reforms. Liberal
concerns for human rights in the 1980s thus resembled that of liberals
in the 1970s, and several members of Congress who had been at the
forefront, such as senators Edward Kennedy and Alan Cranston
(D-CA), continued to be so during the Reagan era. These veterans were
joined by new liberals with a particular interest in human rights issues,
such as Representatives Lantos, Barnes, and Solarz. As the Reagan
administration developed its conservative human rights policy, liberals
increasingly clashed with the administration over the appropriate role for
human rights concerns in American foreign relations.

86 Samuel Moyn, Not Enough: Human Rights in an Unequal World (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2018), 170.
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Nowhere was the clash between liberals in Congress and the adminis-
tration more passionate and intense than over US policy toward Central
America. Throughout the decade, the region was marred by civil wars and
bloody conflicts as repressive regimes struggled against uprisings often
employing the military against their own populations. Guatemala, Nicar-
agua, El Salvador, and Honduras were particularly hard hit as conflicts in
one country often spilled over into another, with the United States and
communist bloc countries propping up various regimes and their adver-
saries. Aside from such ColdWar interventions, the region was plagued by
poverty, ethnic strife, extreme economic inequality, and military interfer-
ence in politics, which led to social conflict and instability. The Reagan
administration assigned the region high strategic importance, with Jeane
Kirkpatrick calling it “the most important place in the world for the United
States today.”87 US support for friendly dictators and anti-communist
guerillas, most notably the Nicaraguan Contras, aimed at preventing the
advance of communism and securing American national interests.88

Liberal Democrats criticized the administration’s support for right-wing
dictators and sought to force changes in US policy toward the region.

In the early 1980s, El Salvador was arguably the country in the region
that drew the most American attention to human rights issues. Through-
out the decade, El Salvador was engulfed in a brutal civil war between its
military dictatorship under the leadership of José Napoleón Duarte
backed by the United States and leftwing insurgents backed by the Soviet
Union, Cuba, and Nicaragua.89 The Reagan administration viewed El
Salvador as a test case for its attempt to stop the expansion of commun-
ism in Central America.90 To that end, the administration pursued

87 Quoted in Walter LaFeber, Inevitable Revolutions: The United States in Central America
(New York: W.W. Norton, 1993), 271.

88 The administration did seek to advance democracy and respect for human rights to a
limited degree that did not jeopardize the primary purpose of combatting communism.
“National Security Decision Directive 124: Central America: Promoting Democracy
Economic Improvement, and Peace,” February 7, 1984, accessed August 6, 2019,
https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-124.pdf.

89 With an estimated 75,000 people killed, the civil war caused extensive atrocities,
including government-supported death squads targeting civilians. United Nations
Commission on the Truth for El Salvador, “From Madness to Hope: The 12-Year
War in El Salvador: Report of the Commission on the Truth for El Salvador,” UN
Document No. S/25500 (1993).

90 At the administration’s first National Security Council meeting, Reagan stated, “We
can’t afford defeat. El Salvador is the place for a victory.”US National Security Council,
“NSC 1: Caribbean Basis; Poland,” February 6, 1981, www.thereaganfiles.com/
1981026-nsc-1.pdf (accessed May 1, 2018). The next meeting’s summary conclusion
read: “A Victory in El Salvador is essential. It would set a good example for the region.”
US National Security Council, “NSC 2: Central America,” February 11, 1981, www
.thereaganfiles.com/19810211-nsc-2.pdf (accessed May 1, 2018).
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massive economic and military assistance and support for political and
economic reform.91 Liberal Democrats, such as Barnes and Senators
Christopher Dodd and Edward Kennedy, strongly opposed US support
for Duarte. In 1981, they managed to impose restrictions on US military
assistance to the country, requiring the Reagan administration to certify
that El Salvador’s human rights situation was improving in order to
secure continued assistance.92 Liberals found support among the Central
America peace movement, NGOs, church groups, and the majority of
Americans, who grew increasingly uncomfortable with US involvement
in the conflict. The certification requirement led the administration to
encourage the Salvadorian regime to improve its record to prevent an
interruption of aid. In practice, however, such pressure was rendered
unconvincing and ineffective as Congress accepted Reagan’s certifica-
tions that the human rights situation was improving, despite facts to the
contrary.93 El Salvador thus reflected liberal Democrats’ dissatisfaction
with American support for repressive regimes, but it also demonstrated
that most members of Congress were reluctant to push the administra-
tion too far, out of fear of undermining US-friendly regimes and the risk
of paving the way for communism. Liberals managed to force the admin-
istration to address the human rights abuses of an American ally but they
failed to force a significant change in US policy. Human rights concerns
were hard to ignore, but they were easy to manipulate.

Liberals were equally concerned with US support for repressive
regimes further south in Latin America, and here they found the

91 US military assistance to El Salvador totaled nearly a billion dollars in the 1980s. In the
preceding years, the Carter administration had cut off military aid to the country over
human rights violations in 1977, resumed it again in 1979 after a regime change, before
suspending it yet again in 1980 in response to the murder and rape of four American
churchwomen. In the Regan administration, hardliners such CIA Director William
J. Casey and Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger favored firm support for Duarte,
while moderates such as Secretary of State George P. Shultz believed the United States
had to instigate political reforms and human rights improvements. For Casey’s and
Weinberger’s positions on El Salvador, see, for instance, US National Security
Council, “NSC 2: Central America,” February 11, 1981, www.thereaganfiles.com/
19810211-nsc-2.pdf (accessed May 1, 2018). By the beginning of Reagan’s second
term, Shultz “was convinced that the U.S. approach was not working.” George Pratt
Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State (New York: Maxwell
Macmillan International, 1993), 970.

92 William M. LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard: The United States in Central America,
1977–1992 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 122. Congress
imposed a similar certification requirement on U.S. foreign assistance to Argentina.

93 Sikkink, Mixed Signals, 169–174; Schmitz, The United States and Right-Wing
Dictatorships, 1965–1989, 202–216; Renouard, Human Rights in American Foreign
Policy, 185–190; Hal Brands, Making the Unipolar Moment: U.S. Foreign Policy and the
Rise of the Post-Cold War Order (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2016), 132–137.
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administration more susceptible to their views. Although the adminis-
tration was initially hesitant to criticize allied regimes in South America,
it became increasingly willing to support democratic transitions under-
way in countries such as a Brazil, Argentina, Bolivia, and Uruguay.94

This change was brought about by the growing influence of moderates
inside the administration, combined with pressure from liberal Demo-
crats in Congress and human rights NGOs.95 While they were quick to
point out the inconsistency in the administration’s support for democ-
racy in South America and its policy elsewhere, liberals in Congress
generally supported this push for democratization. As a consequence,
American attention to human rights in most South American countries
was relatively noncontentious, with Augusto Pinochet’s Chile as the
exception confirming the rule.96

In other parts of the world, however, the increasing repressiveness of
US-backed regimes led congressional liberals to confront the adminis-
tration. Liberals argued that US support for repressive regimes in coun-
tries such as the Philippines, South Korea, South Africa, and Chile was
both immoral and counterproductive to American interests.97 Rather
than unconditionally supporting these regimes based on their anti-
communism, liberals believed that the United States ought to distance
itself from their human rights violations and pressure them to liberalize.
In several of these cases, liberal Democrats would eventually receive

94 While the region had its share of human rights violations, developments were generally
moving toward more democratic regimes with greater respect for human rights. Brazil
held democratic elections in 1982, and in 1985 the military transferred power to civilian
rule. In Argentina, the military dictatorship was replaced by constitutional rule with the
1983 elections, and under new President Raúl Alfonsín, the country prosecuted the
military leaders for their human rights violations. After a couple of tumultuous years,
Bolivia turned from military dictatorship to civilian rule in 1982. Uruguay followed a
similar path two years later, replacing the military rule with democracy in elections in
1984. For the significance of Latin America to international human rights, see Patrick
William Kelly, Sovereign Emergencies: Latin America and the Making of Global Human
Rights Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

95 Importantly, the advances of democracy on the ground, the considerable American
influence in the region, and the relatively limited presence of communism also made it
the most opportune place to promote democracy. Thomas Carothers, In the Name of
Democracy: U.S. Policy toward Latin America in the Reagan Years (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1991), 241–244; Brands, Making the Unipolar Moment, 142–143.

96 Sikkink, Mixed Signals; Michael Grow, U.S. Presidents and Latin American Interventions:
Pursuing Regime Change in the Cold War (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2008).

97 For Chile, see Morley and McGillion, Reagan and Pinochet; Morris Morley and Chris
McGillion, “Soldiering On: The Reagan Administration and Redemocratisation in
Chile, 1983–1986,” Bulletin of Latin American Research 25, no. 1 (2006): 1–22. For
South Korea, see Gregg Brazinsky, Nation Building in South Korea: Koreans, Americans,
and the Making of a Democracy (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007).
For South Africa, see Chapter 5.
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support from more moderate Democrats and moderate Republicans. It
was alliances like these that occasionally helped Congress force changes
in US foreign policy during the 1980s.

Liberals Democrats became particularly angered by the administra-
tion’s stubborn support for Ferdinand Marcos’s repressive regime in the
Philippines. Home to large US air and naval bases and committed to
fighting communism, the Philippines was an important strategic ally to the
United States. Moreover, Reagan’s personal friendship and admiration
for Marcos, whom he had known since 1969, made him reluctant to
withdraw support for the regime.98 Liberal Democrats, however, became
increasingly determined that the United States ought to push for regime
change and a transition to democracy, not least after Marcos was linked to
the assassination of his longtime political opponent Benigno “Ninoy”
Aquino Jr. in 1983. The event sparked anti-Marcos protest in the Philip-
pines and led some State Department officials to contemplate a strategy to
remove Marcos. It also catalyzed Solarz into a very personal campaign to
end US support for Marcos. Chair of the House Subcommittee on Asian
and Pacific Affairs, Solarz had met Aquino in June 1983 and happened to
have met with Marcos in Manila the day before Aquino’s assassination.99

A great admirer of Aquino, Solarz decided to attend Aquino’s funeral,
where he met with the anti-Marcos opposition. In his memoirs, Solarz
recalls how this deeply emotional experience made him determined to
help bring democracy to the Philippines.100 In the following years, his
subcommittee held several hearings exposing the corruption and human
rights violations of the Marcos regime. In October 1983, Congress passed
a resolution calling for an independent investigation of the Aquino assas-
sination and urging free and fair elections in the Philippines.101 Congress

98 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 618; Lou Cannon, President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime
(New York: Public Affairs, 2000), 364. Ronald Reagan, Debate Between the President
and Former Vice President Walter F. Mondale in Kansas City, Missouri, October 21,
1984. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency
Project, accessed August 7, 2019, www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/217277; National
Security Decision Directive 163: US Policy towards the Philippines, February 20,
1985, accessed August 6, 2019, https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-163.pdf. The
NSDD read, “Our goal is not to replace the current leadership of the Philippines, but
to preserve the stability of a key ally by working with the Philippine Government.”

99 US Congress, House, Committee on Foreign Affairs, United States-Philippines Relations
and the New Base and Aid Agreement: Hearings before the Subcommittee on Asian and
Pacific Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, 98th Congress, 1st Session, June 17,
23, and 28, 1983.

100 Stephen J. Solarz, Journeys to War & Peace: A Congressional Memoir (Waltham, MA:
Brandeis University Press, 2011), 100–102.

101 Stanley Karnow, “Reagan and the Philippines: Setting Marcos Adrift,” The New York
Times, March 19, 1989.
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also made symbolic cuts in US aid to the Philippines in 1984 and 1985 to
demonstrate dissatisfaction with the human rights situation. In reality,
however, the cuts were simply a modification from military to economic
assistance, since a genuine cut was deemed too risky as it might jeopardize
American military bases.102 By 1986, moderate Republicans such as Lugar
and conservative Democrats such as Senator Samuel Nunn (D-GA)
joined in calling for the administration to end US support for Marcos.103

Eventually, Secretary of State George P. Shultz, who had come to see
Marcos as a liability, succeeded in persuading Reagan to drop support for
Marcos and push for democracy, and by February 1986 the withdrawal of
US support contributed to Marcos’s downfall.104

Liberals were thus uncomfortable with US support for repressive
regimes and at times willing to withdraw their support for these over
human rights violations. However, their opposition to these regimes
was always tempered by concerns about regime changes leading to
communist takeovers. Conservatives, on the contrary, were not
troubled by this dilemma of balancing concern for human rights issues
with fear of communism. Rather, they perceived supporting human
rights and fighting communism as essentially the same thing. Much
like the Reagan administration, conservatives viewed foreign policy
issues almost exclusively through the lens of the Cold War and gener-
ally supported the administration’s positions. According to conserva-
tives, the United States ought to focus on opposing the influence of
communism by taking a strong stance toward Moscow and supporting
American allies around the world. This led them to criticize human
rights violations in the Soviet Bloc, such as the crackdown on the
Solidarity movement in Poland, while downplaying abuses committed
by regimes friendly to the United States, such as the Philippines, South
Korea, South Africa, and Chile.

102 Memorandum for Members of House Foreign Affairs Committee, April 1, 1985, Box
HRIO 99th 1st and 2nd, Folder Country Files: Philippines. House Foreign Affairs
Committee Subcommittee on Human Rights. Center for Legislative Archives, National
Archives, Washington, DC; Sara Steinmetz, Democratic Transition and Human Rights:
Perspectives on U.S. Foreign Policy (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1994), 173.

103 US Department of State, Memorandum, Dole/Lugar/Nunn Action on the Philippines
[Nunn letter attached], February 13, 1986, PH03244; The Philippines: U.S. Policy
During the Marcos Years, 1961–1986, Digital National Security Archive.

104 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 612–615. National Security Decision Directive 215:
Philippines, February 23, 1986, accessed August 6, 2019, https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/
nsdd/nsdd-215.pdf. Ronald Reagan, Statement by Principal Deputy Press Secretary
Speakes on the Internal Situation in the Philippines, February 24, 1986. Online by
Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed
August 7, 2019, www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/257946.
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While moderate Republicans would sometimes side with liberals in
opposing US support for repressive regimes, conservatives were relentless
in their commitment to fighting communism by confronting the Soviet
Union and supporting anti-communist regimes regardless of their human
rights records. The most important proponent of this anti-communist
worldview was Senator Helms, who was one of the most entrepreneurial
lawmakers in the realm of foreign affairs. In 1977, Helms openly declared
his strong support of Jimmy Carter’s human rights policy: “Mr. Carter
and I belong to different political parties. We may disagree from time to
time. But not on human rights.”105 Yet this support was confined strictly
to attacking the human rights record of communist countries and conser-
vatives such as Helms vehemently protested what they viewed as Carter’s
misguided criticism of human rights abuses in American allies. Much
more in tune with Reagan’s anti-communist human rights policy, Helms
strongly supported the administration’s attempt to roll back communism
in Central America.106 As chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Commit-
tee’s subcommittee on theWestern Hemisphere, he took a special interest
in Latin America and fiercely defended the administration’s policy in the
region against its liberal critics.

However, Helms was quick to attack the administration whenever it
moderated its support to US-friendly regimes. When the administration
and a bipartisan coalition in Congress united behind a policy aimed at
fostering a democratic transition in Chile in 1986, Helms remained
steadfast in his support for Pinochet.107 Helms also took issue with the
administration, whenever it prioritized strategic and economic interests
in relations with communist countries at the expense of a more ideo-
logical stand. In 1982, he protested the administration’s decision to set a
ceiling for arms sales to Taiwan to not antagonize China and he criticized
the lacking restrictions on US-Chinese trade, despite the country’s
human rights abuses.108 Like other anti-communist conservatives,
Helms mistrusted the international human rights system. His strong
suspicion of the United Nations and any secession of American sover-
eignty to international institutions, for instance, led him to oppose US

105 Press Release, April 11, 1977, Box 606, Folder 11, The Jesse A. Helms Papers, The
Jesse Helms Center Archives, Wingate, NC.

106 Andrew Stead, “What You Know and Who You Know: Senator Jesse Helms, the
Reagan Doctrine and the Nicaraguan Contras,” 49th Parallel 33 (Winter 2014):
55–93.

107 Shirley Christian, “Helms, in Chile, Denounces U.S. Envoy,” The New York Times, July
14, 1986, A03.

108 Jesse Helms, Here’s Where I Stand: A Memoir (New York: Random House, 2005),
231–233.
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ratification of the UN Genocide Convention even after the Reagan
administration came to favor it in 1984.109 Conservatives in Congress,
such as Helms, thus both supported the Reagan administration and
defended it against its liberal critics, but whenever they found the admin-
istration to be too moderate, they were quick to confront.

American attention to human rights concerns was not the only expres-
sion of morality in debates over US foreign policy in the 1980s. Ameri-
cans, concerned with the heightened tensions of the Cold War and US
involvement overseas, mobilized large social movements around moral
languages. The most prominent of these were the nuclear freeze cam-
paign seeking to pressure the United States and the Soviet Union to freeze
testing, production, and deployment of nuclear weapons, and the peace
movement opposing US involvement in Central America. Fear of nuclear
war rose significantly in both the United States andWestern Europe amid
the escalating tensions between Moscow and Washington in the late
1970s and early 1980s. Fear of nuclear war led to several protests,
including the largest peace rally in American history in New York City
on June 12, 1982, with an estimated one million participants.110 The
protest also spawned legislative efforts, with a nuclear freeze resolution
passing the House in May 1983 before being rejected by the Senate in
June the same year.111 The nuclear freeze campaign did not make sub-
stantial use of human rights language, but rather represented another
moral framework for thinking about East–West relations.

The Central America peace movement represented a series of other
moral objections to US foreign policy. Throughout the 1980s, more than
1,500 national, regional, and local groups in the United States worked to
prevent US intervention in Central America. While an outgrowth of the
broader peace movements of the 1960s and 1970s, the Central America
peace movement also had a strong religious component with Catholics,
Protestants, Quakers, and Jews all playing important roles. Another

109 US Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1981–1988, Volume XII,
Global Issues II (Washington, DC: US Government Publishing Office, 2017),
Document 72; Memo, Genocide Convention Hearing, March 5, 1985, Box 5, Folder
1, Charles McC Mathias Papers Ms. 150, Special Collections, Milton S. Eisenhower
Library, The Johns Hopkins University.

110 Paul L. Montgomery, “Throngs Fill Manhattan to Protest Nuclear Weapons,” The New
York Times, June 13, 1982, 1.

111 For more on the nuclear freeze campaign, see William M. Knoblauch, Nuclear Freeze in
a Cold War : The Reagan Administration, Cultural Activism, and the End of the Arms Race,
Culture and Politics in the Cold War and Beyond (Amherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 2017); Angela Santese, “Ronald Reagan, the Nuclear Weapons Freeze
Campaign and the Nuclear Scare of the 1980s,” The International History Review 39,
no. 3 (2016): 1–25.
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essential aspect of the movement was its extensive transnational network
based on personal connections between Americans and their allies in
Central America. These different elements of the movement meant that
it invoked multiple moral languages, including Christian ideas about
social justice such as liberation theology, anti-war sentiments extensively
framed around concerns about “another Vietnam,” and concern for
human rights. While human rights was not the dominant language of
the movement, it was part of its vocabulary and the movement often
intersected with human rights NGOs and members of Congress con-
cerned with human rights.112

The 1980s also witnessed the growth in several country-specific move-
ments framed around moral concerns. The transnational Soviet Jewry
movement, advocating for the right of Jews to leave the Soviet Union,
became one of the decade’s leading human rights movements. The Ameri-
can Jewish community was particularly dominant and Gal Beckerman
suggests that the issue even became more important to American Jews
than were relations with Israel.113 The movement had been active since
the 1960s but gathered unprecedented levels of support in the 1980s with
large demonstrations and significant lobbying of policymakers. While
American Jews heavily dominated the movement, it also enjoyed consider-
able support from non-Jewish Americans. The Soviet Jewry movement
repeatedly used human rights language, while also making use of other
moral frameworks such as references to the Holocaust. The movement
had significant clout in Washington, where it garnered the support of both
the Reagan administration and members of Congress from across the
ideological spectrum.114

The growing transnational movement to end South African apartheid
was another major moral issue that mobilized Americans in the 1980s.
Although Western Europeans were long at the forefront of the anti-
apartheid movement, mobilized American opposition to apartheid grew
significantly in the 1980s, spreading from college campuses and churches
to the national stage. At its peak, the movement consisted of hundreds of
coalitions, committees, and campaigns. Not surprisingly, America’s
own experience with racial segregation had a significant influence on its

112 For the most comprehensive account of the Central America peace movement, see
Christian Smith, Resisting Reagan: The U.S. Central America Peace Movement (Chicago,
IL: University of Chicago Press, 1996).

113 Gal Beckerman, When They Come for Us, We’ll Be Gone: The Epic Struggle to Save Soviet
Jewry (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2010), 7–8.

114 Stuart Altshuler, From Exodus to Freedom: A History of the Soviet Jewry Movement
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005). For the Soviet Jewry movement, see
Chapter 4.
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anti-apartheid movement. The movement relied heavily on activists and
tactics from the civil rights movement as well as ideas of Pan-Africanism.
Several of its proponents also incorporated human rights language in
their critique of the apartheid regime. The movement received legislative
support from the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC) and liberal
Democrats throughout the years, and by the mid-1980s it eventually
gained enough support to force a change in US policy toward the Soviet
Union through the imposition of economic sanctions.115

Morality-based movements such as the nuclear freeze campaign, the
Central America peace movement, the Soviet Jewry movement, and
the anti-apartheid movement constituted an important context for the
human rights activism of the 1980s. Just like human rights activists, the
movements challenged the Reagan administration’s foreign policy by
mobilizing grassroots and seeking to influence public opinion. They also
secured the active support from members of Congress and a range of
celebrities, intellectuals, and religious leaders. In doing so, they forced
the administration to defend the morality of its foreign policy to the
American public. Sometimes these movements would form alliances
with members of Congress concerned with human rights, as the case
studies in this book demonstrates. Rather than competing with human
rights activism, these different expressions of morality supplemented and
reinforced American attention to human rights.

Conclusion

In some ways, everything had changed for human rights concerns in US
foreign policy from the early days of the human rights breakthrough in
the 1970s to the Reagan era. Whereas human rights had been a seldom-
cited concept on the fringes of foreign policy debates up until the mid-
1970s, less than a decade later it was an established moral language
invoked by a substantial number of policymakers across the political
spectrum. Human rights were more deeply institutionalized in the for-
eign policy bureaucracy and, despite its initial resistance, the Reagan
administration had crafted a proactive approach to human rights and
included human rights concerns in its policies toward several countries.
In Congress, human rights concerns were likewise further institutional-
ized. Fraser’s former subcommittee was renamed the Subcommittee on
Human Rights and International Organizations to reflect its focus on

115 David Hostetter, Movement Matters: American Antiapartheid Activism and the Rise of
Multicultural Politics (New York: Routledge, 2006). For the anti-apartheid movement,
see Chapter 5.
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human rights issues. The US Helsinki Commission expanded its role on
human rights concerns in East–West relations. New institutions, such as
the CHRC, called attention to human rights issues around the world and
sought to mobilize and systematize congressional efforts. Outside of
government, an increasing number of evermore-influential NGOs cham-
pioned human rights, while ethnic and religious groups frequently
invoked human rights concerns for their particular agendas. In short,
human rights were interwoven into the fabric of American foreign rela-
tions to an unprecedented degree.

In other ways, however, much remained the same. Attention to human
rights in US foreign policy continued to be intertwined with strategic
interests, in particular within the context of the Cold War. While human
rights concerns were much more firmly established in American foreign
policy, disagreements about their appropriate role continued. Inside the
Reagan administration, moderates and hardliners often clashed on the
relative importance ascribed to human rights concerns and whether
promoting human rights was in America’s best interest. Moreover, the
executive and legislative branches of government continued to contest
their appropriate role. Liberal Democrats in Congress locked heads with
the Republican administration in ways that echoed the struggle between
the Nixon and Ford administrations and members of Congress in the
1970s. At the same time, some officials in the executive branch and some
members of Congress continued to oppose human rights concerns in US
foreign policy, although their numbers and influence dwindled. Those
members of Congress that championed human rights concerns in US
foreign policy continued to do so for very different reasons. Liberals,
moderates, and conservatives would pursue different human rights issues
at different times for different reasons, sometimes finding common
ground and sometimes not. Ideological background, partisanship, and
other concerns informed attention to human rights. Often, personal
relationships and experiences were decisive as evident in the case of the
Philippines, where Reagan’s relationship with Marcos and Solarz’s rela-
tionship with Aquino were crucial for their positions. Thus, while human
rights enjoyed popularity as a moral language in the 1980s that would
have been almost unimaginable in the early 1970s, the flexibility of
human rights as a concept and the varied motivations driving those
who invoked them meant that the content of US human rights policy
continued to be as contested as ever before.
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