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This book was originally published to focus on a demanding yet persistent question: why do some countries remain central to human-rights discourse, while others—often facing comparable abuses—rarely receive sustained attention? Additionally, I was attempting to discern whether the legislative process was reactionary to NGO(non-governmental organization) reporting of human rights abuses globally...and why or why not? Furthermore, the attempt to discern if there were measurable improvements to human rights systems globally after the cold war ended in 1989. At the time, this question was approached through a close reading of congressional records and non-governmental organization reporting, with the aim of identifying patterns rather than predicting events. 

In the several years since its original publication, the international human-rights landscape has emerged persistently, more fragmented, and more measurably transactional in nature. Yet one feature of this discourse has remained incredibly stable: the uneven distribution of powerful nation state attention. Certain countries continue to dominate human-rights reporting, hearings, and advocacy campaigns, while others remain outside and episodic within the conversation. This persistence enhanced my decision to revisit my previous work, but not to revise findings, but to clarify and enhance them, thus making them more accessible to a diverse readership. 

The original edition of this book was written in a style consistent with academic political analysis. Potentially framed as a policy analysis, so to speak, in political science circles. While that approach served the intensity of the study, it may have placed unnecessary distance between the sheer amounts of evidence, and the readers. This revised edition preserves the original analysis, tables, and case studies in full, while adding additional context where clarity can further benefit thorough understanding and scope. No attempt has been made to retroactively extend the analysis or to reinterpret/reinvent the previous findings through an inspection of later events. 

What has changed is the framing, or the methods of presentation. The analysis presented examined institutional behavior—how Congress and prominent human-rights organizations repeatedly identified, emphasized, and deprioritized specific countries over a measurable amount of time. Because the study focused on specific patterns of focus rather than isolated abuses, its conclusions rested on structures rather than precise momentary crises of abuses. The expectation, stated cautiously in the original work, was that those patterns would and could persist unless the incentives molding them were changed in some particular way. 

This revised edition is available with that intention. It does not claim foresight in the sense of predicting particular conflicts or political developments. It does, however, reflect confidence in the predictability of institutions and their behaviors once established and then reinforced. The chapters that follow are presented remarkably as they were published, with the understanding that their relevance does not depend upon their age, but in the consistency of the dynamic revealed. 

A new epilogue has been added to reflect on this notion of consistency to situate the original findings within the subsequent human-rights discourse. Readers may be seeking a more contemporary examination of how these mechanisms function in the modern society, may find that later work extends the themes already introduced in this book. The purpose of this edition, however, remains static: to demonstrate how rights abuse attention is dispersed, why that matters, and what is revealed when certain voices are repeated while others remain unheard. 
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​​​​​Chapter 1: In-humaneness, Human Rights, and what is Globalization?
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Brilliant blocs of international organizations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and nation-states exist today, and their pressing missions often go unheard. They persist continuously, surrounded by powerful, opinionated global political actors—each other included. In modern society, western and eastern ideologies still clash over human rights and even over how those rights should be defined. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, proclaimed in 1948 in San Francisco and spearheaded by Eleanor Roosevelt, directed the western version of this remarkable proclamation.

However, far fewer people recognize that an Islamic version of a “universal” human rights doctrine also exists—and it does not resemble the western document in substance or assumptions. For that reason alone, the idea of universality remains contested even before enforcement is considered.

Many observers assume that a more integrated global society would show greater reverence for human rights. But when human rights abuse is examined closely, rights remain unevenly recognized and unevenly protected. This reality makes it difficult to claim that human rights are “universal” in practice, or that enforceable global legal objectives exist in any uniform sense. At the same time, major NGOs repeatedly argue that human rights must be recognized by all nation-states, east and west alike, and they work to keep these obligations in view.

These rights are not merely abstract words written into the United Nations Charter or the Universal Declaration. In practice, they function as commitments carried—often most consistently—by NGO leadership and networks. Privately funded organizations frequently act as though they have a duty to pursue every available method to bring attention to people who cannot protect themselves from those who would deny them basic rights.

From a political-science viewpoint, human rights theory points toward obligations that nation-states should be expected to confer—especially in how they treat persons under their authority. The United Nations has supported enforceability measures and documented abuses under international frameworks, and those actions often intersect with NGO claims and reporting.

After World War II—the “war to end all wars”—the impetus to devise and apply human rights law became unmistakable. The scale of the Holocaust created an urgency: abuses of that magnitude could no longer be treated as tolerable without consequence. Within the authority established by the UN Charter, UN lawmakers developed approaches to deter, confront, and punish perpetrators of extreme abuses, including genocide. Human rights abuse increasingly entered the domain of international illegality—acts understood to implicate states beyond borders and to collide with emerging international norms.

As political scientists address the universality question, “globalization” becomes unavoidable. When nation-states and supranational organizations—especially the United Nations—seek the greatest human rights impact, they often accomplish more when they work in tandem with NGOs. One way to understand this relationship is through globalization and the claimed erosion of nation-state supremacy (Van Tuijl, 1999).¹

In this book, I used a political science research method known as content analysis to examine United States congressional resolutions that explicitly used the language of “human rights.” The resolutions I reviewed span the 101st through the 108th Congress, covering the post–Cold War era from roughly 1989 through 2004. I approached this as a longitudinal study because human rights concerns reappear across time, often with the same countries returning to the discussion again and again.

Alongside Congress, I examined activist campaigns and public-facing reporting from three major NGOs. My goal was not merely to describe what each institution said, but to look for a relationship—whether there was a meaningful connection, a pattern, or even a consistent overlap between the countries and abuses emphasized by Congress and the countries and abuses emphasized by NGO advocacy during that period.

One practical challenge was that older NGO campaign archives were not always available in a complete form going back to the earliest congressional sessions in my study. Rather than treat this as a fatal problem, I used NGO archival information from the earliest dates that were available and treated those records as a comparative enhancement, not a replacement for the congressional record. To strengthen this comparison, I also used a case-study approach that allows readers to see, in more detail, how NGOs describe abuses and how they frame what counts as a “human rights” issue.

That decision led to another problem—one that sits at the center of human rights scholarship and advocacy: how do we define human rights in a way that is clear enough to analyze? At a broad level, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) is often treated as a foundational statement of the modern human rights idea. I returned to its language and purpose to make sure my working definition was grounded in a widely recognized source.

Yet the more I examined UN-sponsored covenants and agreements, the more one theme kept returning: what I describe as a relativity of rights problem. In human rights debates, the concept of cultural relativism repeatedly rises to the surface. Different societies, political systems, and religious traditions can claim different foundations for what rights mean—and that disagreement complicates any attempt to treat “human rights” as a single, fixed category.

In other words, the operational definition of human rights is not settled permanently across nation-states, lawmaking institutions, or NGOs. That unsettled definition raises a practical question for this book: if the concept is debated, is it still possible—and still useful—to simplify a working definition enough to analyze how human rights discourse operates?

To address that, I compared the definitions and assumptions found in human rights theory with several established schools of international relations theory. My goal was not to turn this into a purely theoretical dispute, but to make the analysis more readable and more coherent: if human rights are invoked across different political contexts, then the theory used to interpret those claims matters. I found that this question becomes even more complicated in a world shaped by democratization and globalization, because both processes influence how rights are discussed, enforced, ignored, or selectively emphasized.

This leads to a further complication: if you are trying to make or defend a human rights claim in a particular nation-state, which international relations framework is being applied—and from whose standpoint? Do prevailing international relations theories assume a western lens? Does human rights theory often do the same? These are not academic questions in the abstract; they shape how rights are argued, which abuses become visible, and which abuses remain easier to disregard.

From there, the next question is unavoidable: can globalization genuinely bind western and eastern cultures together in a way that reduces this gap—or does it intensify it by amplifying power, influence, and selective attention? That question matters because it connects the theory to what readers will see in the evidence: who receives attention, who does not, and how institutions reinforce those outcomes over time.

Getting the Message: The United States Congress Responds

Because the United States—the largest military force in the world today—has a major role in identifying and shaping human rights initiatives at home and abroad, its mission carries serious implications. The U.S. Congress, through the power of the purse, also matters to NGOs that lobby for human rights reform. After democratization and globalization accelerated, international relations theories increasingly shaped how modern human rights standards—outlined in the UDHR—were interpreted and discussed. The importance of this link becomes clearer in the tables that follow, which show how Congress responds to human rights abuses internationally. These findings have direct implications for U.S. foreign policy, and they also open the door to additional
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