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On December 10, 1948, under Eleanor Roosevelt’s leadership, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  It identifies rights governments ought to recognize, ranging from being free from torture to enjoying social security and favorable working conditions. 
Globalization is helping keep the spotlight on human rights.  We can know almost instantly what is happening throughout the world as well as in our own communities. Do we have a responsibility as citizens to defend and protect human rights both at home and abroad?  If we do, how can we fulfill that responsibility?  

Responsibility for human rights has at least four sources:   
America’s world status.  The United States led creation of the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The Declaration of Independence (1776) and bills of rights in state and the national constitutions reflect America’s longstanding commitment to human rights.  As individual Americans, our responsibility for protecting human rights can be no less than our national responsibility.  
Moral duty.  In April 2008, Pope Benedict XVI expressed confidence that Americans “will find in their religious beliefs a precious source of insight and an inspiration to pursue reasoned, responsible and respectful dialogue in the effort to build a more human and free society.”   He urged Americans to commit themselves to “global solidarity” in creating a world in which “the God-given dignity and the rights of every man, woman and child are cherished, protected and effectively advanced.”  Secular philosophers such as Harvard’s Alan Dershowitz also argue that everyone has a moral responsibility to advance human rights. 
“Enlightened” self-interest.   In the 1830s, Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville observed that Americans fulfill their private ambitions by helping other people realize theirs. He called this “enlightened” self-interest.  If Tocqueville could travel the world today, he would see the United States as part of an intricate web of global economic, social, and political interdependence. “Enlightened self-interest” now has broader dimensions than in did in the 19th century.  Americans must expand their willingness to help others throughout the world in order to fulfill their own ambitions.     
Assuming we have a responsibility to promote and protect human rights, what are some strategies?  The following suggestions are first steps:
Knowledge/education.  Many Americans still believe that the United States is a self-sufficient, insular nation, despite overwhelming contrary evidence.  Teachers have many resources for teaching about international matters.  For example, The Center for Civic Education’s new “We the People” texts have lessons on the United States that link American citizenship to participation in world affairs.  As individuals, we know that information is readily available if we will take the time to find it and study it. One place to start is reading or listening to at least one foreign press report each week.
Consumer choices.  Even during economic downturns, Americans have the most buying power in the world.  Every purchase of a consumer good is an opportunity to reflect on and make a decision about human rights, the environment, and working conditions.  Individual choices count, and choices add up.

Political influence.  Americans have many ways to influence government officials about policies affecting human rights.  They can become officials themselves; there are tens of thousands of governmental entities in the United States.  Many states and cities have human rights commissions; many communities have international “sister-cities” with exchange programs and opportunities for citizen ambassadors.  School districts have international exchange programs.  Teachers can use programs like “Project Citizen” to have students identify a problem, contact appropriate entities—non-governmental and governmental—and work on practical solutions.  Human rights concerns fit comfortably into that program.
NGO involvement.  Individuals do not have to tackle human rights issues alone, even though there are remarkable examples of what dedicated individuals can accomplish. The number of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) focused on human rights issues grows daily.  Some organizations concentrate on human rights issues in particular areas of the world (e.g., Bangladesh Human Rights Network).  Others concentrate on specific issues throughout the world (e.g., Food First Information and Action Network). Americans can support such organizations by volunteering or making financial contributions.  
Concern for human rights should not ignore the home front.  Identifying issues in our own community and working to address them through non-governmental organizations when possible and through government intervention when necessary builds the foundation for expanded efforts.  Human rights activism undoubtedly helps others, improves societies, and fosters good government. Human rights activism also is energizing, fulfilling, and life-changing for those who take up the challenges. 
PAGE  
1

