Gaining Ground?: The Declaration of Human Rights at Fifty

Sisyphus, the much-beleaguered king of Corinth, was condemned by the masters of Olympus to spend his days
rolling a heavy stone up a hillside only to have each day’s progress end just short of success. Is the tale of the hap-
less Sisyphus a metaphor for the struggle for universal acceptance of human rights?

At first glance, it would seem so. The attention paid to human rights by President Jimmy Carter faded quickly in
the Reagan administration, and did not prevent the rise of genocidal Pol Pot nor the outbreak of the bewildering
“racial cleansings” in the disintegrated Yugoslavia. Now, human rights again figure prominently in public discus-
sions. To his audience at the University of Beijing, President Clinton affirmed that “certain rights are universal,”

and quoted from Thomas Jefferson’s last letter, in
which Jefferson wrote, “All eyes are opened, or
opening to the rights of man.”

Our symposium, presented in recognition of the
50"™ anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, casts light on the progress made over
the past five decades and the 172 years since Jeffer-
son’s observation. PS is indebted to Charlotte Ku,
exccutive director of the American Society for Inter-
national Law, and the contributors listed here for
making this symposium possible. We anticipate that
the content of these essays, like the articles of so
many previous symposia, will soon find their way into
our conversations and classrooms.
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David P. Forsythe is professor of political science
at the University of Nebraska. His research focuses on
international human rights, international law, U.S. for-
eign policy, and the UN after the Cold War. He is the
author of The Internationalization of Human Rights
(Lexington Books, 1991).

Louis Henkin is University Professor Emeritus at Co-
lumbia University and chair of the University Center
for the Study of Human Rights and director of the new
Human Rights Institute at Columbia Law School. A
former law clerk to Judge Learned Hand and Justice
Felix Frankfurter, he has authored numerous books,
including The Rights of Man Today and The Age of
Rights.

Margaret E. Galey is a free-lance essayist who is
a member of the American Society of Infernational
Law, the American Political Science Association, and
the Commission to Study the Organization of Peace.
She served as a member of the professional staff of the
Committee on Foreign Affairs (now the Committee on
International Relations) in the U.S. House of Represen-
tatives.

Kathryn Sikkink is professor of political science at
the University of Minnesota. Her publications include
Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in Inter-
national Politics, coauthored with Margaret Keck, and
The Power of Principles: International Human Rights
Norms and Domestic Change, coedited with Thomas
Risse and Stephen Ropp (Cambridge University Press,
forthcoming).

Jack Donnelly is the Andrew W. Mellon Professor
at the Graduate School of International Studies, Uni-
versity of Denver. He has written extensively on the
theory and practice of international human rights, in-
cluding International Human Rights (Westview Press,
2nd eg, 1998).
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