
 

 

Abstract 

WHITE JR., JAMES DOUGLAS. Negotiating Authority: How Congress Shaped the Carter 

Administration’s Human Rights Policy toward Uruguay in 1977. (Under direction of Dr. Nancy 

Mitchell). 

 

Before Jimmy Carter became president, the US Congress had begun leveraging foreign 

aid to pressure governments to improve their human rights records. In 1976, it passed the Koch 

Amendment cutting all military assistance to the authoritarian junta in Uruguay. Although 

human rights advocates in Congress welcomed Carter’s emphasis on human rights during the 

campaign, they were skeptical that he would translate rhetoric into action. Thus for the Carter 

administration’s human rights policy to be effective, it needed to be visible to Congress. 

However, officials in the State Department worried that if they scolded foreign governments too 

vehemently, the administration would be criticized as interventionist. How did the Carter 

administration craft an effective human rights policy negotiated between Congress’s desire for an 

active human rights policy and State’s desire to minimize the appearance of interventionism? 

By studying US human rights policy toward Uruguay and the role of the Organization of 

American States (OAS) in that policy in 1977, this thesis shows that the Carter administration 

tried to square this circle by using multilateral and personal diplomacy to encourage the 

Uruguayan junta to be more transparent about its human rights record. In the OAS, the Carter 

administration strengthened the Inter-American Human Rights Commission (IAHRC), which 

published reports on countries’ human rights abuses and was working on a report on Uruguay. In 

its bilateral relationship with Uruguay, high-ranking US diplomats, military officers, and 

members of Congress informed the junta that the US government was united in its concern for 

human rights. If the Uruguayan government wanted to resume normal relations, it would need to 

convince both the executive branch and Congress that it had improved its human rights record by 



 

 

sharing information directly with them as well as with the international human rights 

organizations that supplied the US Congress with information. 

The Carter administration had two goals in mind when it encouraged the junta to be more 

transparent and helped the IAHRC play a more active role in the hemisphere. First, it hoped 

increased international scrutiny would pressure the junta to improve its human rights record 

while allowing the State Department to avoid publicly criticizing Uruguay and appearing 

interventionist. Second, by making human rights progress more visible, the Carter administration 

hoped that Congress would be reassured that it was actively promoting human right. 
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Introduction 

Anxiety and hope hung in the air in early 1977 as Jimmy Carter marched down 

Pennsylvania Avenue toward his inauguration as president of the United States. Americans on 

both sides of the aisle worried about what seemed like a country losing track of its principles, its 

identity. Still, many hoped that maybe Jimmy, the enigmatic former governor from Georgia, 

could fulfill his promise of restoring Americans’ sense of goodness and faith in government by 

increasing transparency and institutionalizing a moral foreign policy. Carter’s administration was 

more transparent than Nixon’s or Ford’s, which wasn’t hard, and more impressively, it 

strengthened the human rights machinery in the executive branch. However, Carter failed to 

solve Americans’ crisis of faith in their society, which contributed to Ronald Reagan’s landslide 

victory in 1980. 

The administration’s achievements in the realm of human rights were hardly the 

administration’s alone. Instead, the increased power of human rights was a product of both 

congressional and executive action that Congress began before Carter and continued into his 

presidency. For example, Congress created the Office of Human Rights and Humanitarian 

Affairs and tasked it with advising the Secretary of State on how to comply with congressional 

human rights requirements, and Carter amplified the office’s voice by giving it a seat on the 

Christopher Committee, which his administration created to coordinate the administration’s aid 

decisions based on human rights.1 Despite their mutual commitment to human rights, the Carter 

administration and the legislature struggled over what should be done through legislation and 

what should be left to executive action. The turf war between the branches reflected their 

different styles, but issues also emerged within each branch between people with differing views 

                                                 
1 The Christopher Committee was named for Warren Christopher, the Deputy Secretary of State. 
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of how the United States should treat human rights. A close study of US human rights policy in 

the OAS and Uruguay in 1977 reveals that in order to understand that policy in 1977, one must 

view it as a negotiation between politicians in Congress and foreign policy officials in the 

executive bureaucracy. The specific contours of the policy were etched by the officials who 

crafted it and the ideas about human rights that swirled around Washington at the time. However, 

ever present in the mind of US bureaucrats, in and out of Washington, was the threat that 

Congress would step in if it did not like what it saw. 

The institutional differences between these two bodies—the Congress and the 

executive—produced tension over human rights. Members of Congress treated human rights 

primarily as a moral issue and an issue of American identity, for they were politicians who 

needed to appeal to American constituents. However, the executive branch was both a political 

and bureaucratic body. At its head sat a politician who saw human rights like many in Congress 

did, but his State Department looked to international law, not American tradition or morality, to 

legitimize its human rights policy.  

In Congress, there were different camps on human rights. There were conservatives who 

rebranded Cold War anticommunism in more internationalist human rights language and liberals 

who adopted a more universalist morality that targeted anticommunist regimes as well as 

communist ones. Some such as Ed Koch (D-NY), cast human rights in moral terms, but others, 

such as Don Fraser (D-MN), approached them as a more legalistic issue. The Fraser camp’s 

legalist approach placed a premium on international law as the basis for US human rights policy, 

a commitment the administration shared, so when conservatives and liberals like Koch 

undermined international law in the name of human rights, Fraserites stood with Carter’s White 

House. 
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Further, as a deliberative body, Congress was in a state of perpetual flux, always debating 

different human rights policies and never fully agreeing on when human rights action was 

appropriate. Alternatively, the executive branch was a hierarchical body where dissent was 

common, but officials had to follow orders that came from the top. Thus, because Congress was 

divided into many factions, and the administration mostly spoke with a single voice and enacted 

a single policy, the administration’s policies always found both enemies and allies in Congress. 

Moreover, since the different human rights camps were similar in size, the administration always 

had nearly half of Congress in opposition. For example, the Carter administration opposed 

liberals’ efforts to cut off aid to Nicaragua and Argentina, but many of those same liberals 

supported the administration’s efforts to condition US contributions to international financial 

institutions (IFIs) on human rights considerations. Whereas the administration won minor 

victories on the Nicaragua and IFI issues, it failed to convince Congress to leave Argentine aid 

alone. The administration did not struggle with Congress per se; it battled with specific factions 

at different times on individual issues. But the effect was the same. 

Finally, individual actors played a significant role in shaping US policy. Members of 

Congress could not be experts about every resolution, and so they relied on the judgements of 

their friends and allies. The same was true of personal antipathies; for example, Ed Koch felt 

betrayed when the Carter administration undermined his effort to cut aid to Nicaragua, and this 

made him more likely to vote against the administration.2 The same was true of personality 

types: some members of Congress trusted their guts, and others trusted their heads. In the 

executive branch, leaders made a significant difference as well. For example, Carter’s tenure as 

president and Lawrence Pezzullo’s tenure as US ambassador to Uruguay changed the trajectory 

                                                 
2 Author’s Interview with Charles Flynn, December 21, 2020. 
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of US policy toward a more committed human rights policy. 

Aside from these facts about how institutions, ideas, and people affected policy, it is 

important to remember the international context that produced Carter’s human rights program. 

Human rights concerns had been on the rise for the better part of a decade around the globe as 

dictatorships in the southern cone of South America and elsewhere took hold. Further, the Soviet 

Union had recently signed the Helsinki Accords, which seemed to legitimize Western human 

rights advocates’ criticism of the USSR. Uruguay became a target of North American ire because 

of political changes within the United States, but also because the military had seized control in 

Montevideo.  

The Carter administration needed to negotiate between these various factors. By 1977, 

Congress had passed laws that laid the ground rules for the Carter administration’s human rights 

policy. The administration sought to prevent Congress from creating any new rules, and in order 

to do so, it needed to pursue an active human rights policy that Congress could see. However, it 

also needed to ease anxieties in the State Department that an aggressive human rights policy 

would make it harder for diplomats in the field to maintain access to foreign government 

officials. Therefore, in addition to quietly encouraging progress on human rights in Uruguay, the 

Carter administration supported transnational human rights organizations and grounded its 

human rights advocacy in international law. This gained applause among many liberals in 

Congress. But the negotiation between the executive and the legislature did not end there.  

Congress, in its pursuit of human rights, sought to control the disbursement of US donations to 

international financial institutions, which violated international law. So went the Carter 

administration’s human rights policy in 1977, pinballing between Congress’s concerns, the State 

Department’s anxieties, and Jimmy Carter’s own goals.   
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As I began studying Carter’s human rights policy toward Uruguay, I thought I would 

analyze all four years of the administration, but I quickly realized that understanding 1977 would 

be a challenge on its own, for the Carter administration’s policy was about far more than a few 

bureaucrats in D.C. and Montevideo. As I searched for Uruguay in digitized State Department 

telegrams, I found not only cables between Washington and Montevideo but also from Grenada, 

Managua, Brasilia, Kingstown, and elsewhere as embassies around the hemisphere responded to 

Uruguayan antics in the OAS. As I read telegrams between Montevideo and Washington, I saw 

the US Congress discussed constantly. This fact led me to expand my search to the 

Congressional Record and The New York Times, and as I did, I saw politicians and journalists 

treating Uruguay as just a data point marking a trend of southern cone dictatorship. I realized that 

US policy toward Uruguay, a small country that few Americans ever thought of, opened a 

window to two facts. First, Congress played an important role in shaping US policy. Second, 

Carter’s human rights policy toward Uruguay was not just about US-Uruguayan relations; it was 

also about multilateral action in the Organization of American States (OAS). 

This study chooses 1977 because that was the year of the Carter administration’s most 

fervent commitment to human rights.3 Historians often describe their profession as the study of 

change over time, but a study of 1977 demonstrates continuity where one might not expect it. 

Carter was a Democrat with 2/3 Democratic majorities in both the House and the Senate, and he 

espoused a belief in human rights, which some members of Congress had been declaring since 

the beginning of the decade. One might expect human rights advocates in Congress to step away 

from legislating on human rights issues in favor of allowing a sympathetic president to take over, 

                                                 
3 Kathryn Sikkink, Mixed Signals: U.S. Human Rights Policy in Latin America (Cornell University Press, 2018): 123; Jo Marie Griesgraber, 

“Implementation by the Carter administration of Human Rights Policies Affecting Latin America, Vol. 1,” PhD diss. (Georgetown University, 
1983): 60-64. 
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but instead, many of them discovered new human rights concerns and tried to legislate based on 

those.  

I focus on Uruguay because, outside the USSR, Latin America was the primary theater of 

the Carter administration’s and Congress’s most aggressive human rights initiatives, and human 

rights shaped US-Uruguayan relations more than perhaps any other country in the world. Though 

human rights activists raised concerns about regimes in Africa and Southeast Asia, the 

geopolitical risks of an aggressive human rights policy in those regions prevented the Carter 

administration from focusing on rights there. Latin America, however, fell squarely within the 

United States’ sphere of influence, so Chile, Argentina, Nicaragua, Brazil, Cuba, and Uruguay 

became sites of human rights debate. 

Analyzing Uruguay allowed me to study how human rights policy interacted with US 

politics and ideas of noninterventionism without the white noise of debates over economic and 

security interests. Unlike Argentina or Nicaragua, the United States had no serious military or 

economic interests in Uruguay, and by 1977, Congress had already cut off all military assistance 

to Montevideo. This is not a case study of how human rights concerns competed with security 

interests, for human rights almost always lost that debate. Instead, it is a case study of how US 

politicians and bureaucrats legitimized and executed a human rights policy, which they did by 

appealing to both American tradition and international law. Had I studied Nicaragua or 

Argentina, it would have been easy to get lost in the debates about aid cuts and anticommunism. 

Historiography 

This thesis addresses several holes in the historiography. First, it places Congress at the 

center of a discussion of the Carter administration’s human rights policy. Scholars—including 

Barbara Keys, Sarah Snyder, Kathryn Sikkink, and Lars Schoultz—have done excellent work 
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demonstrating how Congress created the legislation that institutionalized human rights as a force 

in US policy, but they rarely look at how Congress continued to shape US policy. Barbara Keys 

and Kathryn Sikkink spend chapters in their books evaluating the Carter administration's human 

rights policy, but each author frames Carter as the inheritor of a policy that Congress had already 

crafted, not one that it continued to modify.4 Michael Schmidli does a better job in this regard, 

criticizing the administration’s ad hoc policy and pointing out how Congress’s attempts to cut all 

aid to Argentina laid bare the fact that despite condemning Argentina’s human rights record, the 

administration continued to send aid. However, Schmidli does not make clear how the threat of 

congressional interference loomed large even when there were no bills on the floor.5 

This thesis also explores different ways that the Carter administration sought to secure 

progress on human rights without actively threatening to reduce economic or military aid, and it 

ventures beyond a discussion of just the bureaucratic struggles of the Human Rights Office. 

Many histories of the Carter administration’s policy begin with legislation from the earlier 

1970s, which leads many historians to write histories that focus primarily on the issues of foreign 

assistance, which was the most controversial aspect of US human rights policy because Congress 

has the power of the purse. Such a narrative is seen in Snyder’s article on Ed Koch and Jo Marie 

Griesgraber’s dissertation on Carter’s compliance with congressional mandates.6 Schmidli’s 

study of US policy toward Argentina also focuses on debates over assistance through its focus on 

the Christopher Committee, which was established to make decisions on aid cuts.  

Studies of the Carter administration’s human rights policy also focus on the Human 

                                                 
4 Barbara Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue: The Human Rights Revolution of the 1970s (Harvard University Press, 2014): 242-268; Sikkink, 

Mixed Signals, 121-148. 
5 William Michael Schmidli, The Fate of Freedom Elsewhere: Human Rights and the United States Cold War Policy toward Argentina (Cornell 

University Press, 2013): 83-119.  
6 See Griesgraber, “Implementation by the Carter administration of Human Rights Policies Affecting Latin America”; Sarah B. Snyder, “‘Ending 
Our Support for the Dictators’: Ed Koch, Uruguay, and Human Rights,” Cold War History online (2020): 1-17. 
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Rights Office. Schmidli and Keys both make the conflicts between the Human Rights Office and 

the rest of the Foreign Service a major theme of their work.7 Rasmus Sinding Søndergaard 

applies a similar analysis to the Reagan Administration, arguing that the Human Rights Bureau 

played an important role in the creation of Reagan’s human rights policy. Søndergaard’s most 

recent book and an article by Sarah Snyder go beyond this analysis, demonstrating how 

continued congressional pressure pushed the Reagan administration toward human rights 

advocacy.8 However, these pieces ignore the crucial ways in which the Carter administration and 

Congress strengthened those organizations. 

Works by Kathryn Sikkink and Roberta Cohen move beyond these gaps, discussing 

human rights policy beyond reductions in foreign aid and the role of NGOs in strengthening 

human rights. Sikkink emphasizes the important role that NGOs, such as Amnesty International, 

played in pushing human rights concerns into the legislative agenda throughout the 1970s as well 

as the role of international social and political forces in normalizing human rights. Although she 

recognizes how the Carter administration’s human rights policy incidentally emboldened and 

amplified NGOs, she does not explore how the administration officials intentionally worked to 

strengthen those institutions. Roberta Cohen takes a step in this direction by discussing some of 

the varied methods the Carter administration used to promote human rights in the southern cone. 

These works demonstrate that human rights promotion consisted of more than just aid cuts, but 

neither spends much time on the specifics of these alternate methods of rights promotion.9  

                                                 
7 Barbara Keys, “Congress, Kissinger, and the Origins of Human Rights Diplomacy,” Diplomatic History 34, No. 5 (2010): 823-851. Schmidli, 
The Fate of Freedom Elsewhere, 83-193. Keys focuses on State Department resistance to the creation of the office and its subsequent 

marginalization under Kissinger. Schmidli focuses on the bureaucratic infighting during the Carter administration. 
8 Rasmus Sinding Søndergaard, Reagan, Congress, and Human Rights: Contesting Morality in Foreign Policy (Cambridge University Press, 
2020): 1-46; Rasmus Sinding Søndergaard, “‘A Positive Track of Human Rights Policy’: Elliot Abrams, the Human Rights Bureau, and the 

Conceptualization of Democracy Promotion, 1981-1984,” in The Reagan Administration, the Cold War, and the Transition to Democracy 

Promotion, ed. Robert Pee, William Michael Schmidli (Palgrave McMillan, 2019): 31-50; Sarah B. Snyder, “The Defeat of Ernest Lefever’s 
Nomination: Keeping Human Rights on the United States Foreign Policy Agenda,” in Challenging U.S. Foreign Policy: America and the World, 

ed. Bevan Sewell and Scott Lucas (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 136–161. 
9 Sikkink, Mixed Signals, 121-147; Ellen L. Lutz and Kathryn Sikkink, “International Human Rights Law and Practice in Latin America,” 
International Organizations 54, No. 3 (Summer, 2013): 633-659; Kathryn Sikkink, “Principled Issue Networks, and Sovereignty in Latin 
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Another crucial author, who makes a similar argument to Barbara Keys, is Samuel Moyn, 

who argues that the human rights of the 1970s were promoted by different groups, such as 

international lawyers and NGOs, and that the concept’s success owed in large part to its 

vagueness. People from all over the political spectrum could describe their beliefs under the 

banner of human rights.10 Human rights were a moral alternative to cynical politics, epitomized 

by Kissinger’s détente. Moyn argues that despite efforts to link human rights and American 

tradition, Carter’s policy demonstrated the schism between the two.11  

There is very little secondary literature on US-Uruguayan relations in the Carter years. 

Given this dearth, this thesis draws extensively on online and archival sources. It uses the 

hundreds of State Department telegrams between Washington and Montevideo (and other world 

capitals) in the National Archives database (AAD); relevant New York Times and Congressional 

Quarterly articles; the volumes of the Congressional Record for 1977; and the Foreign Relations 

of the United States (FRUS). The telegrams offer insight into the deliberations within the State 

Department. FRUS does the same for other executive departments, and the Congressional 

Record does so for Congress. The New York Times offers a window into the various public 

debates on human rights, which often informed members of Congress, while Congressional 

Quarterly offers insight into the inner workings of Congress, filling holes in the Congressional 

Record. I have also read many of the human rights reports by both the State Department and 

Amnesty International and consulted other online archives. 

                                                 
America,” International Organization 47, No. 3 (Summer, 1993): 411–441; Roberta Cohen, “Human Rights Diplomacy: The Carter 

administration and the Southern Cone,” Human Rights Quarterly 4, No. 2 (Spring, 1982): 212-242. Over the course of just 14 pages, Cohen 
mentions 8 types of human rights diplomacy. Her 8 categories are quiet diplomacy, public statements, symbolic gestures, human rights reports, 

military sanctions, economic sanctions, support for International organizations, and cooperation with NGOs. Sikkink does a better job of 

exploring in-depth the role of NGOs and international political forces while providing just a cursory glance at issues like high-level visits. See 
also Søndergaard, Reagan, Congress, and Human Rights, 5. Søndergaard mentions how increasingly professional NGOs helped advance the 

human rights cause, but again, he does not mention how Carter administration helped these organizations. 
10 Samuel Moyn, The Last Utopia: Human Rights in History, (Harvard University Press, 2012):130. 
11 Ibid., 152, 155, 159. 
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This thesis does not draw on material from the Carter Library or from Uruguay. I had 

plans to do archival research at the Carter Library, but then the pandemic hit. The library closed, 

my funds were revoked, and I neared the end of my thesis. Such a trip might have clarified how 

people like National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski and Secretary of State Cyrus Vance 

thought, but my focus turned instead to the OAS and the US Congress. I did not rely on 

Uruguayan sources for two reasons. First, the Uruguayan government has not digitized many of 

the records I need, and I lack the resources to travel to Uruguay. Second, this is a study of US, 

not Uruguayan policy; although knowing the Uruguayan perspective is important, it is not my 

focus. Nevertheless, I do draw upon four Uruguayan government publications from the 1970s 

that are available online or through interlibrary loan. It is important to note, however, that the 

documents I found from these sources—several digitized sources from the Carter Library and the 

Uruguayan publications—gave me almost no information that US telegrams did not. Thus 

although access to archives at the Carter Library and in Uruguay would have been helpful, their 

absence enabled me to turn my full attention to the OAS and Congress. 

Outline 

 This thesis is broken into three chapters. The first covers the human rights debates in 

Congress in 1977, exploring why despite having a president who supported human rights, 

Congress still insisted on pushing human rights legislation. It argues that the ideological diversity 

in Congress meant that whatever position the president took on human rights, he would always 

have rivals who saw them differently. This chapter, while highlighting the ideological diversity 

in Congress, also shows how members of Congress did not fall into well-defined categories, and 

how personal commitments drove them in addition to ideological ones. These ideological 

differences between factions in Congress reinforced tension with the White House, as each vied 
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for power vis-à-vis the other. These personal, ideological, and institutional factors guided policy, 

and the distrust members of Congress harbored toward previous administrations spilled over to 

attenuate their trust in the Carter administration. The Carter administration, in turn, needed to 

craft a policy that responded to Congress’s preeminence in human rights policy and that allayed 

some of that body’s anxieties about the administration’s willingness to translate its concern for 

human rights into action. 

 The second chapter covers one such solution to that problem by analyzing the Carter 

administration’s policy in the Organization of American States (OAS). This chapter explores 

why multilateral diplomacy was key to the Carter administration’s human rights policy’s 

legitimacy. It introduces Uruguay as an actor, and a surprisingly vocal one at that, while 

discussing the ideas of some State Department officials. It argues that Carter had a moral belief 

in the value of a human rights policy, but he also had political incentives to institute one, for 

failure to do so would anger a Congress that was willing to force his administration’s hand. 

However, Foreign Service Officers had an institutional disincentive to alienate foreign 

governments and did not want to appear to be interventionist. These desires led the Carter 

administration to work through the human rights mechanisms of the OAS, which allowed the 

executive branch to pursue human rights while dodging charges of intervention by shifting the 

onus to the world, not just the United States.  

 The third chapter turns its attention to the US embassy in Uruguay to show other ways 

that the administration sought to build trust with Congress. This chapter explores how the 

embassy executed a policy to which Congress had given impetus. It follows the change of 

ambassadors from Ernest Siracusa to Lawrence Pezzullo. Whereas Siracusa was skeptical of 

Carter’s human rights policy, Pezzullo was a true believer. Siracusa, whom Congress had 
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attacked in 1976, tried to compel the State Department to change the policy established by 

Congress. Pezzullo, however, pushed the Uruguayan government to improve its human rights 

record and to engage in practices that would allow the US Congress to see that progress, such as 

allowing human rights groups to visit and promoting ties between Uruguayan diplomats and US 

legislators. Thus, by cutting off aid, Congress inserted itself into the center of US policy toward 

Uruguay: aid would return to Uruguay only if the junta convinced members of Congress that it 

had cleaned up its act. Therefore, US diplomats in Uruguay—and the State Department—had to 

actively update Congress on the progress of the junta’s human rights record, a step one would 

expect a diplomat to resent. 

The final chapter ties together the themes of each chapter. It argues that the tension 

between the executive and legislative branches forced the Carter administration to craft a policy 

that negotiated between the fears and desires of both branches. Each had its own idea of how a 

human rights policy should operate: the executive branch wanted maximal flexibility, but many 

members of Congress thought they should lead the policy because the executive branch had 

proven itself unfit to execute a policy without oversight and thought they should step in.  The 

Carter administration’s human rights policy, therefore, was the product of sustained negotiations 

with Congress. The Administration publicly embraced the Koch amendment and pressed the 

Uruguayan junta to improve its human rights record. Congress crafted new legislation, some of it 

attacking IFIs, and thereby undermining international law, which forced the administration to 

regroup and respond. Thus, the Carter administration’s negotiations with Congress about human 

rights policy was ongoing, for its effort to respond to Congress’s concerns from previous years 

came into conflict with newer concerns that matured in 1977. This thesis also makes a subsidiary 

point that even as this inter-institutional negotiation molded the Carter administration’s human 
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rights policy, two other variables—the policymakers who crafted that policy and their differing 

ideas about what countries that policy should target—etched that policy’s finer 

details. Collectively, these three factors—institutions, individuals, and ideas—shaped US human 

rights policy in 1977. 

 What began as an investigation of one aspect of the bilateral relationship between the 

United States and Uruguay evolved into a much broader study of how the executive branch, the 

Congress, and NGOs worked—sometimes competitively and sometimes collaboratively—to 

persuade the Uruguayan government to improve its human rights record. The result was a 

composite policy formed from the fusion of congressional and executive concern. This policy 

bridged the divide between the two institutions in some ways, but both branches continued to tug 

on it, and the negotiation continued.  
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Chapter One  

Congress and Human Rights: Why Congress 

Constrained a Sympathetic Executive    

Introduction  

 As the Carter administration set about creating its human rights policy, no issue loomed 

larger than relations with Congress. Although grassroots activism and NGOs had pushed human 

rights into the public discourse and eventually into the minds of members of Congress, it was the 

legislature that enshrined human rights concerns in US law. Members of Congress had a variety 

of motives for doing so, but foremost among them was a desire to rein in an executive branch 

many had believed to be immoral and dishonest. The Carter administration, beyond its genuine 

interest in protecting human rights, had a cynical motive for advancing them: unless the 

administration instituted a human rights policy, Congress would continue to intervene in foreign 

policy, which the executive branch wished to claim as its own rightful sphere. However, this 

raises an important question: why would a Democratic Congress continue to pass human rights 

legislation that limited the flexibility of a Democratic president who also espoused his own 

desire to create such a policy? Carter promised to give Congress what it wanted, so why didn’t it 

just leave him alone? 

 To understand why not, one must look at the nature of congressional human rights 

advocacy in 1977. Congress was no monolith. It was a collection of 535 independent legislators, 

each with their own personalities, relationships, and beliefs about human rights. By 1977, 

virtually no member of Congress publicly repudiated a foreign policy that considered human 

rights, although individual pieces of legislation often drew criticism. Despite their diversity, 

human rights advocates in Congress tended to fall into two factions: conservative and liberal. 
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Whereas conservatives saw human rights as a moral bludgeon to use against communist regimes, 

liberals saw human rights as a moral and strategic foundation to build an even-handed foreign 

policy that did not excuse right-wing abuses in the name of anticommunism. The Carter 

administration’s skirmishes with Congress were not between the entirety of the US Congress and 

the executive over the value of human rights in foreign policy. Instead, the battle lines were 

drawn between the two factions, which raised targeted concerns about certain aspects of foreign 

policy, and since neither held a clear and consistent majority, the Carter administration remained 

vulnerable to congressional criticism and legislative efforts from both the right and the left.12 

 However, certain themes transcended this factional divide. First, regardless of their 

partisan stance, members of Congress generally avoided high-minded intellectual debates about 

human rights. Instead, they tied human rights to Americans’ belief in individual liberty. Some 

members, mostly liberals, also appealed to international law, but these internationalist arguments 

lacked the power of their Americanist counterparts. This emphasis on appeals to American 

nationalism is a product of the fact that members of Congress represented Americans and 

appealing to American ideals was a language most voters could understand. This conflicted with 

the executive bureaucracy, which had to make its policies appear legitimate to foreign 

governments, and thus it emphasized international law to a greater degree than did Congress. 

Second, many human rights advocates in Congress looked to recent American history to 

legitimize their leadership on human rights legislation. The framers envisioned Congress as an 

adversarial institution to the executive branch, and on the subject of human rights, that is exactly 

what they became. Congress implemented some of its earliest pieces of human rights legislation, 

                                                 
12 See for example Umberto Tulli, “‘Whose Rights are Human Rights?’ The Ambiguous Emergence of Human Rights and the Demise of 

Kissingerism,” Cold War History 12, No. 4 (2012): 573-593; Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 103-177; Sarah Snyder, “‘A Call for US 
Leadership’: Congressional Activism on Human Rights,” Diplomatic History 37, No. 2 (2013): 372-397. 
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such as the Jackson-Vanik Amendment, as a direct repudiation of the Nixon administration’s 

foreign policy.13 When the Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford administrations resisted these efforts 

by Congress to force them to consider human rights, they emboldened Congress to go further. 

When Carter took office, human rights advocates in Congress felt comfortable passing human 

rights legislation to force the executive’s hand, so that is exactly what they did. In 1977, more 

human rights amendments failed than passed, but those that failed still extracted guarantees from 

the Carter administration to fulfill part of those amendments’ intent. 

Third, Congress’s power of the purse and accountability to American taxpayers gave it an 

incentive to cut foreign aid, which the executive branch resented. The bureaucrats of the 

executive branch had an idea of what they needed to do their job, which involved managing a 

myriad of complicated issues around the world with as much precision as possible. However, 

politicians in Congress had a vested interest in cutting spending that lacked a clear and 

immediate benefit for American taxpayers. Thus, members of Congress already had a bias 

toward cutting foreign assistance, and this bias mixed with many members’ desire to minimize 

US complicity in human rights abuse around the world.  

This chapter argues that interinstitutional conflict persisted into Carter’s presidency in 

part because Congress’s Constitutional powers guaranteed that any legislative human rights 

policy would be confrontational, while political divisions within Congress and a history of 

executive disregard for human rights compounded this conflict. It discusses human rights 

legislation Congress passed in 1977 thematically rather than chronologically. It focuses on the 

debates surrounding human rights amendments, teasing out what they reveal about how members 

of Congress thought about human rights. Although the minutiae of the legislation is not crucial, 

                                                 
13 The Jackson-Vanik amendment tied Most Favored Nation (MFN) status to communist countries’ recognition of their people’s right to emigrate 
in response to the Nixon and Ford administrations’ attempts to offer the USSR MFN status. 
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some background knowledge is necessary.  

The chapter contains three sections. Section one lays the groundwork by briefly 

summarizing the global and legislative histories of human rights, lending particular attention to 

the human rights amendments of 1977. Building on this background, section two explains the 

intellectual divide about the meaning of human rights, and it argues that members of Congress 

defined human rights in terms of American identity and that the presence of multiple human 

rights factions exacerbated tension with the executive. Section three argues that Congress used 

ideas of American tradition and recent history to legitimize its authority and obligation to impose 

human rights on both the executive branch and international financial institutions (IFIs). In doing 

so, Congress deployed inherently confrontational powers and a philosophy that contradicted how 

the executive branch legitimized its human rights policy.  

 It is important to note a possible shortcoming of this chapter. I assume that Congress 

members’ public statements reflected widespread ideas in Congress and that members generally 

believe the things they say. While it is possible that members may make purely political 

arguments that do not reflect their own inner beliefs, those statements still reflect the arguments 

those members believe will convince others. For example, if Senator Ted Kennedy (D-MA) 

argued that human rights promotion benefitted US security, it would be reasonable to assume 

that he believed that the security issue was important to his constituents and to other senators, 

even if it did not figure highly in his personal calculus. This suggests that members’ statements 

represented common views in Congress, for members would not make an argument based on 

values no one held. Just as it is naïve to believe politicians believe every word they say, it would 

be overly cynical to claim they believe none of it.  
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Section 1: The Rise of Human Rights 

 Beginning in the late-1960s, interest in human rights began a steady climb in 

international consciousness as a result of a global unease resulting from civil unrest and 

economic reorganization.14 The language of human rights that took shape in the 1970s had 

sprung up in different forms across the Soviet Union and Western Europe. On both sides of the 

Iron Curtain, this language built upon domestic traditions: internationalist communism in the 

USSR and the Enlightenment tradition of Western Europe.15 The same was true in the United 

States: human rights rhetoric was quickly translated into an American vernacular.16 Despite 

American human rights rhetoric’s roots in 1960s Civil Rights protests, young activists did not 

lead the human rights movement. Instead, professional organizations, expatriates from abusive 

regimes, and nongovernment organizations (NGOs) lobbied Congress to do something about 

foreign abuses.17 

 By 1977, these groups had successfully raised awareness of human rights in the US 

Congress and spurred the passage of several major pieces of human rights legislation. Although 

this legislation helped cement human rights’ place in the executive bureaucracy, it did not do 

                                                 
14 Jeremi Suri, “The Rise and Fall of an International Counterculture, 1960-1975,” American Historical Review 114, No. 1 (February 2009): 45-

68. See also Niall Ferguson, “Crisis, What Crisis? The 1970s and the Shock of the Global,” Shock of the Global: the 1970s in Perspective, ed 
Niall Ferguson, Charles Maier, Erez Manela, and Daniel Sargent, (Harvard University Press, 2011): 11-12; Julia Lovell, Maoism: a Global 

History, (Alfred A. Knopf, 2019): 266-306. Ferguson disagrees with Suri’s idea of a “global revolution,” for the student movements in Berkeley 

were separate from those in China. Lovell demonstrates, however, the ties between Maoism and social movements, particularly the black power 
movement, in the United States. Thus, the connection between these international movements is complicated, but their simultaneity is striking, 

and at least in the European, Soviet, and American theatres, these youth movements fed into human rights movements. 
15 Suri, “The Rise and Fall of International Counterculture,” 54-57; Mark Philip Bradley, “The Origins of the 1970s Global Human Rights 
Imagination,” in The ‘Long 1970s’: Human Rights, East-West Détente and Transnational Relations, ed. Poul Villaume, Rasmus Mariager, and 

Helle Porsdam, (Routledge, 2016): 29-30; Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 106-113; Jeremi Suri, “Détente and Human Rights: American and 

West European Perspectives on International Change,” Cold War History 8, No. 4 (2008): 535-541; Samuel Moyn, The Last Utopia, 129-133. 
Moyn does not link human rights to a local British perspective, but he links AI to the rise of nonpolitical human rights. See also Tom Buchanan, 

“’The Truth will Set You Free’: The Making of Amnesty International,” Journal of Contemporary History 37, No. 4 (October. 2002): 579-580. 
16 Bradley, “The Origins of the 1970s Global Human Rights Imagination,” 17, 28-31. 
17 Sarah Snyder, From Selma to Moscow: How Human Rights Activists Transformed U.S. Foreign Policy, (Columbia University Press, 2018): 1, 

3-4, 10-11, 60-86; James Green, We Cannot Remain Silent: Opposition to the Brazilian Military Dictatorship in the United States, (Duke, 2010): 

5-6, 63-5, 66-72, 144-156, 240-242, 253-254; Moyn, The Last Utopia, 129-133; Kathryn Sikkink, “Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, 
and Sovereignty in Latin America,” 414, 418-421, 422, 424-425; Lars Schoultz, Human Rights and United States Policy toward Latin America, 

(Princeton University Press, 1981): 48, 74-75, 84; Snyder, “‘Ending our Support for the Dictators’,” 3-13; Bradley, “The Origins of the 1970s 

Global Human Rights Imagination,” 25-26; Michael Cotey Morgan, The Final Act: the Helsinki Accords and the Transformation of the Cold 
War, (Princeton University Press, 2018): 5-6. 
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much to define it. From 1972-1977, Congress tied human rights to US trade policy with the 

USSR, enacted country-specific cuts in military assistance to various abusive regimes, linked 

human rights to economic aid, and expanded the human rights bureaucracy within the State 

Department to cement human rights as “a regular part” of foreign policy formulation.18 These 

laws specified that the executive branch would respect “internationally recognized” human 

rights, including torture and prolonged detention without charge, but they muddied the water by 

specifying that the executive branch should also consider unspecified “denial[s] of the right to 

life, liberty, and the security of person.”19 The laws also included plenty of vague exceptions: 

regimes that abused human rights could receive military aid only in “extraordinary 

circumstances,” and they could receive economic aid only when it benefited the “basic needs” of 

the recipient country’s people.20 Thus although Congress’s definition of human rights seemed 

clear upon first glance, upon closer inspection it was full of exceptions and vague phrases. The 

95th Congress stepped into this legal landscape. 

 In 1977, the congressional debate about human rights centered on seven human rights 

amendments to three bills: the Badillo-Harkin amendment to H.R. 5262; three amendments to 

cut indirect aid to six communist countries and Uganda, as well as the Wilson Amendment to 

H.R. 7797; and two amendments to cut aid to Argentina, one to H.R. 7797 and the other to 6884. 

This paper largely ignores the Argentina aid cuts because the debate surrounding them was 

                                                 
18 U.S. Congress, House, Subcommittee on International Organizations and Movements, Human Rights in the World Community: A Call for U.S. 

Leadership, 93rd Congress, 2nd Session, 1974, 3; Trade Act of 1974, PL 93-618, US Statutes at Large 88 (1975): 2056, 2064; International 
Development and Food Assistance Act of 1975, PL 94-161, US Statutes at Large 89 (1975): 860-861; An Act to Provide for Increased 

Participation by the United States in the Inter-American Development Bank, to Provide for the Entry of Nonregional Members and the Bahamas 

and Guyana in the Inter-American Development Bank, to Provide for the Participation of the United States in the African Development Fund, 
and for Other Purposes, PL 94-302, US Statutes at Large 90 (1976): 591; Foreign Assistance and Related Programs Appropriations Act of 1977, 

PL 94-441, US Statutes at Large 90 (1976): 1473. These laws were all on the books in 1977. Other laws had been passed, but these were the most 

recent ones. See also Keys, “Congress, Kissinger, and the Origins of Human Rights Diplomacy,” 835-847. Keys gives a very good legislative 
history that has helped me greatly. I found all the laws mentioned in this thesis on govinfo.gov. 
19 PL 94-161, 860; PL 94-302, 592; International Security Assistance and Arms Export Control Act of 1976, PL 94-329, US Statutes at Large 90 

(1976): 748, 750.  
20 PL 94-329, 749. See also PL 94-161, 860; PL 94-302, 592. 
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almost identical to that around the Wilson amendment, and the latter was more revealing. The 

specifics of these amendments are not the primary focus of the paper, but one must have an idea 

of what each amendment did in order to analyze the debates about them.  

On April 6, 1977, the House Committee on Banking, Finance, and Urban Affairs 

proposed House Resolution (H.R.) 5262, which allocated funds for six IFIs and repealed the 

Harkin Amendment of 1976. The ’76 Harkin amendment had required US representatives in the 

Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and African Development Fund (ADF) to vote against 

loans to human rights violators, unless such aid directly benefited the basic needs of the 

country’s citizens.21 The committee draft of H.R. 5262 softened ’76 Harkin’s requirements, 

granting the executive more wiggle room around the mandatory ‘no’ vote while also expanding 

the amendment to cover four additional IFIs. The Badillo-Harkin amendment reverted to the ’76 

Harkin language as well as the committee language’s broader scope. Despite the Senate initially 

rejecting Badillo-Harkin, the final bill out of the conference committee was essentially the 

Badillo-Harkin.22 

 The debate over H.R. 7797, or Foreign Assistance and Related Programs Act of 1978, 

involved two important sets of amendments. The first three amendments imposed country-

specific cuts to “indirect” aid, which referred to aid disbursed by IFIs. If an IFI accepted money 

from the United States, this amendment stipulated that it could not send money to six communist 

countries (Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia, Angola, Mozambique, and Cuba) and Uganda. (Although 

Ugandan dictator Idi Amin was not communist, proponents of the amendment focused on his ties 

                                                 
21 PL 94-302, 590-595.  
22 Congressional Record 123, pt. 9 (April 6, 1977): 10774; An Act To Provide for Increased Participation by the United States in the 

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the International Development Association, the International Finance Corporation, the 
Asian Development Bank and the Asian Development Fund, and for Other Purposes, PL 95-118, US Statutes at Large 91 (1977): 1069-1071. 

Instead of a ‘no’ vote, the final bill required US representatives to “oppose” loans, which allowed US representatives to choose abstention. This 

bill also included a popular amendment requiring the Secretary of State to work with other countries to clarify what rights were internationally 
recognized.  
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to the USSR and China).23 However, each of the IFIs mentioned in the bill had a charter that 

prohibited such conditions. After a showdown between the House and Senate, the House 

withdrew the amendments in exchange for a promise from Carter that US representatives would 

vote ‘no’ on all IFI loans to the countries the House had singled out and that Treasury Secretary 

Michael Blumenthal would determine how to best carry out the spirit of the amendments in the 

future.24  

 The other amendment to 7797, the Wilson amendment, restored military assistance to 

Somoza’s Nicaragua. The White House supported C.W. Wilson (D-TX), for it desired flexibility 

and resented when Congress dictated to whom it could and could not send aid. This desire led the 

Carter administration to promise not to send aid to Managua unless the Somoza regime improved 

its human rights record.25 The House debated this amendment aggressively before passing it in 

late June (225-180), and though Senator Ted Kennedy voiced his opposition, he relented once 

other liberals vouched for Carter’s sincerity.26 

                                                 
23 See Record 123, pt. 15 (June 14, 1977): 18943; Record 123, pt. 16 (June 22, 1977): 20284-20290; Record 123, pt. 17 (June 23, 1977): 20567-
20570, 20603-20604; Record 123, pt. 25 (October 31, 1977): 35872-35873; “Articles of Agreement of the International Development Association 

Approved for Submission to Governments by the Executive Directors of the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development on January 
26 January 1960,” UN Treaty Series Vol. 439, 1962, No. 6333, 267-268. See for example “Articles of Agreement of the International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development,” UN Treaty Series Vol. 2, 1945, No. 20(b): 158; “Articles of Agreement of the International Finance 

Corporation. Opened for Signature at Washington, on 25 May 1955,” UN Treaty Series Vol. 264, 1957, No. 3791, 128; “Agreement Establishing 
the Inter-American Development Bank. Done at Washington, on 8 April 1959,”UN Treaty Series 389, 1961, No. 5593, 119; “Final Act of the 

Conference of Finance Ministers on the Establishment of an African Development Bank. Done at Khartoum, on 4 August 1963,” UN Treaty 

Series Vol. 510, 1964, No. 7408, 88; “Agreement Establishing the Asian Development Bank. Done at Manila, on 4 December 1965,” in “Final 
Act of the Conference of Plenipotentiaries on the Asian Development Bank. Done at Manila, on 4 December 1965,” UN Treaty Series Vol. 571, 

1966, No. 8303, 22; David Maxfield, “House Batters Carter Foreign Aid Program,” CQ Weekly 35, June 25 1977, No. 26, 1281-1283, 1305. See 

also Nancy Mitchell, Jimmy Carter in Africa: Race and the Cold War, (Stanford University Press, 2016) for a broader discussion of the racial 
dimensions of African policy.  
24 Record 123, pt. 24 (September 26, 1977): 30983-30987; David Maxfield, “Carter, Congress Agree to HR Compromise,” CQ Weekly 35, 

October 22, 1977, No. 43, 2255, 2257; No author listed, “Congress Adjourns Without an Energy Bill,” CQ Weekly 35, December 17, 1977, No. 
51, 2594; Record 123, pt. 26 (October 18, 1977): 34092-34107, 34110-34111; Senate, “Foreign Assistance—Conference Report,” Record 123, pt. 

26 (October 19, 1977): 34405-34413. See also Kristina Daugirdas, “Congress Underestimated: The Case of the World Bank,” American Journal 

of International Law 107, No. 3 (2013), 517-562. Daugirdas provides a longer history of congressional efforts to introduce voting guidelines into 
US participation in the World Bank. 
25 Record 123, pt. 16 (June 22, 1977): 20588-20590; Record 123, pt. 22 (August 5, 1977): 27448-27449; Author’s Interview with Charles Flynn, 

December 21, 2020. I lack evidence that the administration’s official line was that it desired flexibility, but that argument was common in 
Congress and typical of the Carter administration. Also, I cannot find the exact date of the Carter administration’s promise, but Flynn recounts 

Koch feeling “double crossed” by the administration, which implies that the promise came after Koch’s stated desire to cut aid to Nicaragua. See 

Memo from Tuchman to Brzezinski, January 24, 1977, “Human Rights,” Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980: Human Rights and 
Humanitarian Affairs, Vol. 2, 9, 14. This volume of Foreign Relations of the United States will hereby be referred to as FRUS HR. 
26 Record 123, pt. 16 (June 22, 1977): 20595; Record 123, pt. 22 (August 5, 1977): 27446-27449. Congress also cut US funds to Argentina, but 

that debate fell along similar lines as the debate over Nicaragua. See also Record 123, pt. 13 (May 23, 1977): 15885-15909; Record 123, pt. 16 
(June 15, 1977): 19264-19298. 
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 By 1977, Congress had passed legislation that further institutionalized human rights in 

US foreign policy, but it left the executive branch room to interpret what exactly human rights 

meant. The laws passed in 1977 did nothing to define human rights.27 Congress agreed that 

human rights needed to be defined, but they did not agree how. Given this fact and a cursory 

understanding of the 1977 amendments, it becomes important to explore popular conceptions of 

human rights in Congress and why the legislation it passed required some vagueness. 

Section 2: Congress’s Definition of Human Rights 

 Members of Congress disagreed over what human rights were and, more importantly, 

what countries the United States should target. They explained their fight for human rights as a 

fight for liberty, and they disagreed whether America’s fight for liberty entailed a fight against 

just communist abuses or all abuses. Conservatives leaned more toward the anticommunist 

definition than liberals, who drew a blurrier line between communist and anticommunist human 

rights abuses, and these two factions remained evenly split and had some overlap; it was not a 

strictly partisan divide. The presence of this liberal-conservative divide caused many of the 

conflicts of 1977, for with Congress split over what regimes a US human rights policy should 

prioritize, and without well-defined and permanent factions, the executive branch faced 

opposition from both the left and the right.  

Human Rights as Anticommunism 

 Conservative human rights advocates in Congress weaponized human rights against 

communist regimes, repackaging old-school anti-communism. Historians Umberto Tulli and 

Barbara Keys argue that this mode of thinking was largely born of right-wing disillusionment 

with détente.28 They associate two events with this right-wing critique: the 1974 Jackson-Vanik 

                                                 
27 PL 95-118, 1070. 
28 Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 4, 10, 103-128; Tulli, “‘Whose Rights are Human Rights?’,” 573-593. 
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Amendment and the 1976 Republican primaries. Jackson-Vanik was the first major piece of 

human rights legislation to pass Congress, and it undermined the Ford and Nixon 

administrations’ attempt to reduce tariffs on the USSR by linking it to the Soviets’ willingness to 

recognize Jews’ right to emigrate.29 In the 1976 primaries, GOP candidate Ronald Reagan 

criticized détente’s softness on communists by drawing attention to human rights abuses in the 

Soviet Union, leading the Ford campaign to stop saying the word “détente.”30 These 

conservatives criticized communist governments’ human rights abuses, but remained silent in the 

face of rightist authoritarian abuses in Greece, Iran, and Latin America.31 Conservatives used 

human rights to augment their moral critique of communism, but human rights rhetoric remained 

a junior partner to anticommunism, and conservatives abandoned it when they discussed right-

wing regimes. 

The new, widely accepted language of human rights buttressed conservatives’ moral 

argument against communism, but it had little impact on their view of US interests and 

geopolitical strategy. For example, when Senator Jesse Helms (R-NC) criticized the abuses of Idi 

Amin, he emphasized Amin’s ties to communist countries in strictly moral language, arguing 

that “eventually… we become a part of what we aid.” 32 He made no claim that supporting the 

dictator would harm US strategic interests. Senator Bob Dole (R-KS) did link human rights to 

US interests when he argued that the United States should protect the human rights of POWs in 

Vietnam, but those POWs were Americans.33 Of course the United States had a vested interest in 

protecting its citizens, but conservatives did not believe, or at least did not argue, that protecting 

                                                 
29 Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 105, 114-123; Tulli, “‘Whose Rights are Human Rights?’,” 584-589. 
30 Hanhimaki, The Flawed Architect: Henry Kissinger and American Foreign Policy (Oxford University Press, 2004): 428; Keys, Reclaiming 
American Virtue, 214-215, 222- 224; Mitchell, Jimmy Carter in Africa, 25-27.  
31 Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 124.  
32 Record 123, pt. 15 (June 14, 1977): 18943. 
33 Record 123, pt. 15 (June 14, 1977): 18992.  
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foreign citizens was strategically useful. Thus, conservatives used human rights as a moral 

language, but they reverted to anticommunism to make strategic claims.  

To see this difference in rhetoric, contrast their treatment of communist and 

noncommunist regimes. In debates over H.R. 7797, Senators Strom Thurmond (R-SC) and Bob 

Dole struck a more moralistic tone, calling Indochinese communist governments “repressive and 

inhumanitarian; they are totalitarian and stand for the basic denial of human rights and 

freedoms.”34 However, when Representative Charles Wilson (D-TX) proposed an amendment to 

restore US aid to Nicaragua, he argued against “singl[ing] out one country,” but “if we are going 

to single out one country, we should not single out one of our best friends in this hemisphere” 

who had been under siege from “Castro-ite guerillas” ever since Somoza had helped the United 

States stage the Bay of Pigs operation.35 When Representative Bill Young (R-FL) sponsored an 

amendment to cut off indirect aid to Indochinese communists and Uganda, he received support 

from Wilson and Helms, but they later opposed cutting aid to the military regime in Argentina.36 

They used human rights rhetoric to disparage communists but national security rhetoric to 

support anticommunists. 

This seeming hypocrisy was part of a larger calculus, which held that communist 

governments were, quite simply, worse than any right-wing regime. Anticommunists, whether 

blinded by their own biases or by willful ignorance, often either ignored or denied human rights 

abuses committed by anticommunist regimes.37 However, two important ideas lurked beneath the 

surface of denials: right-wing abuses were less severe than communist ones, and rightist 

                                                 
34 Record 123, pt. 22 (August 5, 1977): 27423. See Record 123, pt. 22 (August 5, 1977): 27423-27426 for Dole’s statement. 
35 Record 123, pt. 17 (June 23, 1977): 20579-20580. Instead, he believed Congress should allow the Carter administration to allocate funds for 

Nicaragua, which the administration had conditioned on human rights improvements. 
36 Record 123, pt. 16 (June 22, 1977): 20290; Record 123, pt. 17 (June 23, 1977): 20570, 20595, 20604; Record 123, pt. 22 (August 5, 1977): 
27429, 27434, 27438. Ted Kennedy, who sought to cut aid to Nicaragua in the Senate, ultimately withdrew his amendment in a show of good 

faith for the administration, though he promised to keep an eye on Nicaragua. Also, Thurmond was absent for much of the voting, but I have no 

doubt how he would have voted. 
37 Record 123, pt. 17 (June 23, 1977): 20579-20580, 20586, 20595; Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 104, 124. 
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overreach was a response to leftist terror. Jesse Helms expressed the first belief when he 

implored the Carter administration to add “a needed perspective to the human rights discussion” 

by comparing the abuse in the southern cone to that in Cuba, because he believed Carter to be 

soft on Cuba.38 While debating the Wilson amendment, Representative Eldon Rudd (R-AZ) 

exemplified the second point, arguing that Latin American military governments were 

“responding properly” in the way “we would we would expect… from our own Government if 

murderous revolutionaries attempted to overthrow the legitimate authorities by force, terror, or 

bloodshed.”39 Representative George Hansen (R-ID) combined these two points: 

The United States… is asked to deny economic and security assistance to countries like 

Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay on the grounds that they are authoritarian. Yet in 

those countries, the authoritarianism was a survival response against aggression in the form 

of subversion, terrorism, and attempted civil war instigated by the Marxist-Leninists with 

Cuban backing… The United States is asked to cut off security assistance, forbid arms sales 

and end economic arrangements in these countries where the individual has more freedoms 

than exist in any Communist regime.40 

For Hansen, and many like him, right-wing abuses were a red herring: to end right-wing 

violence, one must stop leftist terrorism. Communism was the root cause of human rights abuses, 

right and left. Conservatives asked what would replace Somoza should he fall. “Communism,” 

answered Representative Eligio de la Garza (D-TX), “It will not be democracy.”41 

Barbara Keys suggests that these anticommunists cared more about freedom of speech, 

religion, and movement than habeas corpus and freedom from torture.42 However, at least in 

1977, conservatives’ plea was more visceral. They believed communism was an existential threat 

and an evil system, and human rights gave them a new way to talk about the evils of the Soviet 

Union. Conservatives did not believe it was in America’s interest to fight for human rights; they 

                                                 
38 Record 123, pt. 9 (April 5, 1977): 460-461. 
39 Record 123, pt. 17 (June 23, 1977): 20586. 
40 George Hansen, “Extension of Remarks: Sol Linowitz—a Study in Conflicts of Interest,” Record 123, pt. 23 (September 12, 1977): 295. 
41 Record 123, pt. 17 (June 23, 1977): 20595. 
42 Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 13, 105. 
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believed it was in America’s best interest to fight against communists, who, by definition, 

violated human rights.  

Human Rights as Moral Equivalency 

 Liberals in Congress adopted human rights language after their conservative colleagues, 

and they tacked it onto their anxieties about US foreign policy. Whereas conservatives watched 

in horror as Henry Kissinger, both as National Security Advisor and Secretary of State, tried to 

increase trade with the USSR, liberals raged at his toleration of abuses by US allies in Greece, 

Chile, Brazil, and Pakistan.43 Liberals attempted to compel the Nixon Administration to 

reevaluate its policies toward Greece and Brazil, but it was not until 1973 that the House 

Subcommittee on International Organizations and Movements (or Fraser Committee after its 

chairman, Don Fraser) began investigating various regimes for human rights abuses rather than 

merely decrying their fall from democracy.44 Excluding the Jackson-Vanik amendment, most 

major human rights amendments before 1977 came from congressional liberals. Whereas 

conservatives used human rights language to increase the attack against traditional enemies of 

the United States, liberals wanted the United States to reduce ties with some allies in the name of 

human rights, which meant they had more work to do. For example, conservatives wanted to 

make sure that Vietnam and Cuba did not receive US assistance, and liberals generally agreed. 

However, liberals also believed that Nicaragua and Argentina should not receive US aid, an idea 

at which conservatives balked. Unlike conservatives, liberals saw upholding human rights as 

both a moral and strategic imperative, and although liberals hung onto traditional 

anticommunism, they believed the best way to fight the Cold War was to free the United States 

                                                 
43 See Keys, Reclaiming American Virtue, 75-177; Green, We Cannot Remain Silent; Snyder, From Selma to Moscow; Gary Bass, The Blood 
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of what Carter called an “inordinate fear of communism.”45  

 Unlike conservatives, liberals drew no moral line between communist and anticommunist 

abuses. This moral equality had been explicit since the 1973 Fraser Committee report, which 

argued that “the Department of State should respond to human rights practices of nations in an 

objective manner without regard to” the regime’s friendliness to the United States.46 Not 

surprisingly, the subcommittee’s two most conservative members, H.R. Gross (R-IA) and Ed 

Derwinski (R-IL), disavowed all or parts of the report.47 This mentality persisted into 1977, for 

after conservative John Murphy (D-NY) gave 10 examples of the Somoza family’s friendliness 

with the United States, Ronald Dellums (D-CA), said, “I do not care if [Somoza] is a friend of 

the United States or if he is a friend of the Soviet Union, he is still a murderer.”48  

 Liberals had no problem subordinating human rights to security interests. Human rights 

legislation routinely made exceptions for other interests. For example, the Humphrey-Cranston 

Amendment (1975) linked countries’ human rights records to military assistance but made an 

exemption for vaguely defined “extraordinary circumstances.”49 Even the Fraser Committee 

report argued that the State Department “should treat human rights… as a regular part of U.S. 

foreign policy,” not the preeminent part.50 In 1977, while arguing that the United States should 

cut aid to Argentina and Nicaragua, liberals made certain to prove that these cuts would have no 

material impact on US security, demonstrating either a political understanding or a moral belief 

                                                 
45 Jimmy Carter, “University of Notre Dame: Address at Commencement Exercises at the University, May 22, 1977,” in Public Papers of the 
President: Jimmy Carter, 1977, Book 1: January20-June 24 (GPO, 1977): 956. 
46 Subcommittee on International Organizations and Movements, Human Rights in the World Community, 3. 
47 Subcommittee on International Organizations and Movements, Human Rights in the World Community, vii, 3, 10-11. I am basing my assertion 
that they were the most conservative members of the subcommittee on their 1973 report cards from the American Conservative Union, which 

gave Derwinski a 100 and Gross a 78 out of 100. Larry Winn was the only other person who was close, with a 71. The rest of the committee was 

55 and lower. This is hardly a perfect methodology, but it is a decent approximation. See http://acuratings.conservative.org/acu-federal-
legislative-ratings/?year1=1977&chamber=11&state1=0&sortable=1. 
48 Record 123, pt. 17 (June 23, 1977): 20588. 
49 PL 94-329, 749. 
50 Subcommittee on International Organizations and Movements, Human Rights in the World Community, 3. 
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that human rights concerns could not supersede security interests.51  

 Liberals in Congress did not see human rights and national security as completely at 

odds. Many argued that associating with abusive right-wing regimes produced anti-American 

backlash that hurt the United States. For example, they argued that US support for Ian Smith’s 

white government in Rhodesia alienated black African states, which would threaten US status on 

the continent. Thus, they worked with the Carter administration to repeal the Byrd Amendment, 

which had allowed the United States to defy UN sanctions on Rhodesia, and to pressure 

Rhodesia to move toward majority rule.52 Ed Koch and Don Fraser made similar arguments 

about Nicaragua, arguing that US support for the repressive Somoza regime would delegitimize 

Nicaragua’s liberals and embolden communists.53  

 Koch’s and Fraser’s comments on the Somoza regime speak to the continued salience of 

anticommunism on the left as well.54 For liberals as well as conservatives, emboldening 

communists was synonymous with emboldening the enemies of the United States. Left-wing 

anticommunism was also at work in the Jackson-Vanik Amendment, the quintessential 

conservative human rights amendment. Fraser supported this idea in the mid-60s, which was 

before Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson (D-WA), the bill’s conservative sponsor, and Koch 

spearheaded a 1971 effort to allow in more Soviet Jews in case the USSR allowed them to 

leave.55 

 Liberals did not distinguish between communist and anticommunist human rights abuses 

                                                 
51 Record 123, pt. 16 (June 22, 1977): 20242; Record 123, pt. 17 (June 23, 1977): 20580; Record 123, pt. 22 (August 5, 1977): 27447; Record 
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in the way conservatives did. Ed Koch is a prime example of the approach many liberals took 

toward human rights abuses on the right and the left. Koch’s aide, Charles Flynn, described the 

Representative as a “classic Cold Warrior,” and Koch agreed, referring to himself as a “Scoop 

Jackson kind of Democrat.” When asked if he thought Stalin or Hitler was worse, his answer was 

simple: Stalin killed more people.56 However, Koch also sponsored the 1976 amendment cutting 

US aid to Uruguay and championed the 1977 effort to cut off security assistance to Nicaragua, a 

move that any conservative worth her salt would oppose.57 On March 21, 1977, Koch 

summarized his position as someone who condemned communist and anticommunist regimes 

alike, but “while we must continue to condemn the gross infringements on human rights 

perpetrated by… [both communist and anticommunist] governments against their own people, 

reality requires that we maintain diplomatic relations with those countries.”58 In this regard, 

Koch was emblematic of many liberals in Congress: if forced to decide between advancing 

human rights and national security, he would choose national security, but according to Flynn, 

“his point was let’s not decide; let’s do both.”59 

 Liberals’ lack of a distinction between communist and anticommunist abuses speaks to 

the way that by 1977, human rights considerations had not only begun to recast liberals’ 

perceptions of the Cold War, but also to compel some legislators to move beyond its confines. 

Umberto Tulli argues that for liberals, “human rights became a new universal language which 

was intended to transcend the division of the world into two blocs.”60 However, liberals had 

hardly transcended the Cold War. A better framework might be closer to what John Fousek 
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proposes. He argues that the Cold War consensus was an alloy of American nationalism and 

anticommunism, a fusion of the ideas that the United States was the moral leader of the world 

and that communism was a moral and existential threat that needed to be stopped.61 For liberals 

in the 1970s, human rights began to compete with anticommunism as the impetus for American 

                                                 
61 John Fousek, To lead the Free World: American Nationalism and the Cultural Roots of the Cold War (UNC Press, 2000): 1-15. 

Table 1.1: Votes of Various Members of Congress on Different Human Rights 
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Laos, Cambodia, 
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indirect aid 
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Badillo-

Harkin/ 
Humphrey-

Abourezk 

 

 

 

 

House 

Fraser (L) Yes Yes/Yes N/A No No No 

Koch (L) Yes Yes/ 

Absent 

N/A Yes No Yes 

Harkin (L) Yes Yes/Yes N/A Yes No Yes 

Young 

(FL) (C) 

No No/No N/A Yes Yes Absent 

Wilson 

(TX) (C) 

No No/No Voiced 

Support 

No Yes No 

 

 

 

 

 

Senate 

Helms (C) N/A Voiced 

Opposition 

N/A (Voice) Yes No Yes 

Dole (C) N/A N/A 

(Voice) 

N/A (Voice) Yes No Yes 

Thurmond 

(C) 

N/A Absent Absent Absent Absent Yes 

Kennedy 

(L) 

Yes 

(receded) 

Voiced 
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(Voice) 

Implied 

Opposition 

(Voice) 

No No No 

Humphrey 

(L) 

N/A Voiced 
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Voiced 

Opposition 

(Voice) 

No No No 

Abourezk 

(L) 

N/A Absent Absent Absent Absent Yes 

 

 

N/A 

House Pass Pass Pass Pass Pass Pass 

Senate Reject Pass Reject Reject Reject Reject 

WH 

Position 

No No No No No No 
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deal) 

Reject (WH 

deal) 
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Table by author. See Record, pt. 13 (May 23, 1977): 15904-15905; Record, pt. 16 (June 23, 1977): 20283-20284, 20284-
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Carter White House promise to uphold the spirit of the amendments: to not send aid to Nicaragua and vote against any IFI 

loans to the six communist countries and Uganda. 

 



31 

 

involvement in the world. For liberals, a human rights policy created a bulwark against leftist 

radicalization in the periphery, a bludgeon against the USSR, and a guiding light for US foreign 

policy. For these liberals, America’s mission was to fight for human rights, which entailed 

fighting communists without excusing anticommunists. Liberals wanted to move beyond the 

Cold War, but they wanted to win it too.62 

 Thus, liberals and conservatives in Congress were divided, not by arcane arguments over 

which rights were most important, but along the more identitarian line of what the United States 

stood for and against.63 Both liberals and conservatives agreed that the United States should 

support human rights. Nevertheless, liberals did not distinguish between human rights abuses 

based on the ideology of the abuser in the way that conservatives did. Both liberals and 

conservatives mixed human rights and anticommunism, but whereas conservatives treated 

human rights concerns as subordinate to anticommunist ones, liberals fused the two ideas into a 

new Cold War ideology that saw the struggle against communism as just one aspect of a greater 

battle for human rights.  

The Divide’s Effect on the Carter Administration 

 Neither liberals nor conservatives made up a clear majority in Congress. Instead, each 

faction was roughly equal in size, and certain segments of the liberal faction tended to work with 

their more conservative peers. The divide was fluid, for liberals and conservatives shared many 

of the same concerns: both believed communists were a threat to the US security, both believed 

communism was morally evil, and both believed that right-wing regimes could commit human 

rights abuses. The primary difference between a liberal and a conservative in terms of human 
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rights was the latter’s willingness to justify right-wing abuses in the name of anticommunism. 

Unsurprisingly, some members of Congress were willing to overlook some right-wing abuse, but 

not all, and thus members of Congress rarely fell completely into one category or the other. The 

even split and overlap between these two factions meant that either faction could put up a solid 

fight when it wanted. As a result, the Carter administration was always vulnerable to legislative 

initiatives from the left and the right, and since the two factions were divided on an issue for 

which the executive branch traditionally enjoyed significant leeway—where US aid ought to 

flow—these legislative battles were not rare. 

There existed a large segment of liberals in Congress who were hesitant to work with the 

Carter administration. Jo Marie Griesgraber distinguished between liberal human rights 

advocates in Congress along lines of “Fraserites,” who wanted to work with Carter, and 

“Harkinites,” who wanted to constrain the administration. She argues that as 1977 went on, 

Harkinites gained more influence, as measured by the human rights legislation that constrained 

the administration. 64 However, this spike in legislation at the end of the year resulted from 

debates that began in the spring. Still, this division was real, but it was not just about impatience. 

The division between the Fraserites and the Harkinites was a product of personal and 

intellectual differences. A closer look at the voting record of the latter—including Senator Tom 

Harkin (D-IA) and Ed Koch—reveals that they voted with former —including Fraser, Kennedy, 

and Humphrey—on which countries to cut aid to, but they voted against them on cutting indirect 

aid to mostly communist countries. This divide is a product of a variety of factors. Some were 

personal. Take, for example, Senator Hubert Humphrey (D-MN), an establishment Democrat and 

former vice president. He understood the Carter administration’s desire for flexibility and 

                                                 
64 See Griesgraber, “Implementation by the Carter administration of Human Rights Legislation Affecting Latin America,” 55-58. 



33 

 

worked with it on a variety of human rights issues. There was also an intellectual divide 

concerning international law, with Fraserites giving it more weight than did Harkinites. 

 As a result of these divides in Congress, human rights legislation needed to follow one of 

two paths to pass through Congress. The first path was vagueness. In the same way that the idea 

of human rights spread around the world because many cultures could see their values reflected 

in it, human rights legislation succeeded in Congress because individual members saw his or her 

own personal values reflected in them. As a result, the human rights legislation that passed 

Congress often had to be broad enough that it foggily reflected the ideas of a majority of 

Congress. Badillo-Harkin, which required the US representatives in IFIs to vote ‘no’ on loans to 

human rights abusers, was a good example of this. It placed Senator Strom Thurmond (D-SC) in 

the same camp as Ed Koch and Tom Harkin, who opposed Don Fraser and Hubert Humphrey. 

Still, it passed through the House by voice vote and sailed to the White House with only minor 

modifications.65 The bill’s popularity was a product of its simplicity and vagueness, which 

explains why the definition of human rights that emerged from legislation tended to be broad.  

 The second set of amendments that garnered a majority in Congress were country-

specific and tended to pass along narrow partisan lines. Since the issue that divided conservatives 

and liberals the most was which countries should lose bilateral aid, and since liberals were 

typically the ones cutting bilateral aid because communist countries tended not to receive aid in 

the first place, the Carter administration typically found itself allied with conservatives who did 

not want liberals cutting aid to US allies. This partisan divide was seen in the debates over aid 

cuts to Nicaragua and Argentina. In the case of Nicaragua, liberals faced not only conservative 

supporters of an anticommunist regime but also an effective pro-Somoza lobby in Congress. The 
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Argentine junta lacked such a lobby, so legislation to cut aid to that regime passed through 

Congress with a mostly-liberal majority. In both circumstances, the executive branch allied with 

conservatives in an effort to avoid mandatory aid cutoffs, not because, as conservatives often 

argued, these countries deserved to receive more aid.66 

Both types of bills—vague bipartisan ones and country-specific partisan ones—

exacerbated tension with the executive branch, but they did so in different ways. The Carter 

administration wanted flexibility to decide which countries would receive aid and how its 

representatives would vote on IFI loan decisions. Legislation limited that flexibility. The Badillo-

Harkin amendment drove a wedge between those who trusted the Carter administration to follow 

through on its human rights promise and those who did not. The partisan amendments sometimes 

pushed the administration closer to conservatives and at other times toward the Fraserites, who 

resented the threat some amendments posed to international law.67  

Since Congress remained divided as to which countries should receive US aid, the Carter 

administration faced criticism from the right and the left.68 Carter’s broad statements about 

human rights often garnered widespread acclaim, but his administration’s decisions of whether 

or not to approve a specific sale to Argentina or negotiate with Rhodesia’s Patriotic Front 

inevitably angered some members of Congress. In that way the Carter administration’s problem 

with Congress was utterly mundane: whereas Congress could suffice with passing legislation 

saying the Carter should not send aid to human rights abusers, the Carter administration had to 

decide which countries were human rights abusers. Often, no matter what decision the White 
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House made, it left one faction disappointed. 

Section 3: Why Congress Enforced Human Rights 

 To legitimize their legislation on human rights, members of Congress referred to 

international law, but they cared far more about proving that promoting human rights was part of 

what it meant to be American. Members of Congress derived their right and obligation to create 

human rights legislation from their duties set forth in the constitution. They also referred to 

recent history and the dangers of silence and benefits of speaking up. Congress’s budgetary and 

oversight powers, as well as its institutional biases, meant that once the legislature started 

advancing human rights legislation, conflict with the executive became all but inevitable. 

Why the United States had To Act: The Innocuous Reasons 

To legitimize American human rights action, many members of Congress appealed to 

international law, but despite seeking international legitimacy, they also passed laws that 

specifically repudiated international law. In truth, Congress, as a political body, cared more 

about justifying its human rights policy to its American audience.  

Many members of Congress argued that US human rights policy was consistent with, and 

obligated by, international agreements. The 1973 Fraser Committee Report noted that “respect 

for human rights in other countries is a rightful concern of Americans not because of any 

assumed mission on our part… rather, it is that… international standards have been established 

by the U.N. Charter and other treaties which obligate governments to uphold most of the same 

rights which are basic in our own system.”69 Human rights legislation from 1973-1977 

emphasized “internationally recognized human rights.”70 Ed Koch argued that the Helsinki 
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Accords imposed “an international obligation” to observe human rights on the USSR, and thus 

the Carter administration had a right to hold the Soviets accountable.71 Bill Young said that “if 

the Declaration of Human Rights is being violated in Nicaragua… there should be no funds 

given to” that regime.72  

Many human rights advocates in Congress did not want their human rights policy to only 

be a strictly US endeavor, for part of the appeal of human rights was that they were universal and 

objective, and as such, achieving international buy-in was important. Members of Congress 

believed human rights groups, such as Amnesty International, to be objective conveyors of 

human rights information, which is why Congress required that State Department country reports 

include information on how well countries cooperated with Amnesty.73 In 1977, Fraser 

reinforced this point by arguing that “refusal by a government to grant an international 

organization permission to make a field visit should establish a prima facie case in favor of 

terminating security assistance."74 Herman Badillo (D-NY) wanted to guarantee that the United 

States did not stand for human rights alone, so he proposed an uncontroversial amendment 

requiring the Carter administration to “initiate a wide consultation [with other nations] designed 

to develop a viable standard for the meeting of basic human needs and the protection of human 

rights and a mechanism for acting together” to achieve them.75  

Nevertheless, many of the amendments of 1977 actually undermined international law in 

the name of human rights. Of the seven major human rights amendments of 1977, four of them 
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constrained IFIs’ ability to disburse US donations.76 IFI charters prohibited political concerns 

entering into decision-making and guaranteed that “only economic considerations shall be 

relevant to their decisions.”77 The Carter administration argued that Badillo-Harkin violated this 

clause, but the amendment’s supporters pointed out that other laws on the books did the same for 

nuclear proliferation.78 No such precedent existed for the three amendments cutting indirect aid, 

and the president of the World Bank swore not to “accept the funds, so conditioned.”79 

Representative Charles Whalen (R-OH) warned that the amendments “would precipitate the 

breakdown of U.S. relations with the multilateral institutions and threaten the[ir] very 

existence.”80 Koch simply responded, “Let the banks change their charters to reflect a concern 

with human rights.”81 Thus, many in Congress appealed to international law when it legitimized 

their human rights initiatives, but the bout with the IFIs demonstrates that many had no problem 

bending international law when it did not. They wanted to create an international system that 

supported human rights, but they did not feel confined by the bounds of the system as it stood in 

1977. 
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The more important reason members of Congress argued that the United States should 

enforce human rights was that they were a central part of the American tradition. Both the 1973 

Fraser Committee Report and the 1976 Humphrey-Cranston Amendment linked the US 

obligation to uphold human rights not only to international law, but also to the US Constitution.82 

In 1977, Senator Clifford Case (R-NJ) argued that human rights policy “is an outgrowth of our 

basic American story, which put a very high priority on the rights of the individual, and this, I 

think, is the thing that makes this country distinctive.”83 Senator Dennis DeConcini (D-AZ) 

harkened back to the American Revolution, for he believed that America’s “commitment to 

individual liberties and to a decent respect for what the 18th century called the 'Rights of Man'… 

distinguishes us as Americans. It is our political birthright and joins us together as one national 

community, regardless of other differences.”84 By 1977, many in Congress believed human 

rights were fundamentally American. 

The Americanness of human rights created a sense of obligation to spread them: the 

Almighty called the proverbial city on a hill to spread its light. Human rights advocates in 

Congress, such as Hubert Humphrey, believed the rights were the moral bedrock of American 

domestic policy, and “our foreign policy should be a reflection of our domestic policy.”85 In 

April 1977 testimony before Congress, Jeremy Shestack, president of the International League of 

Human Rights, presented four reasons the United States should pursue a human rights policy. 

Three centered on winning the ideological Cold War and promoting world peace. The fourth 

“and most important” reason was that “the case for a human rights oriented policy rests on the 
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simple proposition that our Nation cannot be true to itself without moral purpose. Our country 

was founded on a commitment to individual rights, a commitment sometimes sorely tested, but 

immediately reaffirmed throughout our history.”86  

Even critics accepted the premise that human rights were essential American values. 

Representatives Don Bonker (D-WA) and Clement Zablocki (D-WI) argued against Badillo-

Harkin and aid cuts to Argentina, respectively. Each gave variations of the same argument. 

Zablocki acknowledged that “human value is the foundation on which this country, our country, 

was founded. It is the rock bed of everything this country stands for. It is the essence of our 

constitution.” However, he also believed in “a point at which an extreme and excessively rigid 

commitment to human rights is counterproductive,” so he urged “a balanced approach” to human 

rights.87 Even when members disagreed with individual policies, they upheld the Americanness 

of human rights. 

To understand the relationship between the internationalist and Americanist ideas about 

human rights, it may be useful to contrast Ed Koch and Don Fraser. For Koch, human rights 

were not an intellectual issue but a simple moral one. According to Joe Eldridge, the cofounder 

of the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) whose office worked with Koch to cut aid 

to Uruguay, the New York representative was “rambunctious and not methodical. [He] wanted to 

get things done.”88 Koch did not need some high-falutin treaty or agreement to tell him torture 

was wrong and that American tax dollars should not go to a regime that tortured and arbitrarily 

imprisoned people. It was common sense, and if international law disagreed with him, then 
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international law needed to change.89 Fraser, on the other hand, believed international law was an 

important source of legitimacy for human rights. Eldridge said that Fraser had a “very 

methodical, very meticulous… calculated, thoughtful, but nevertheless convincing approach” to 

human rights, like an academic who stumbled into the House.90 He voted for aid cutoffs to 

Argentina and Nicaragua, but he also warned against “impos[ing] U.S. values in raising the 

issues of human rights,” so he advocated a moderate human rights policy that “work[ed] with 

international standards” and prioritized the most widely-accepted human rights, such as freedom 

from torture. 91 He did not want to pass laws that might politicize and undermine the kind of 

diplomacy he believed to be so important. Koch’s common sense appealed to more members of 

Congress, particularly in the House, than did Fraser’s intellectualism. To the extent that Fraser’s 

approach gained significant traction in Congress, it was due to aggressive executive lobbying, for 

even with the Carter administration at his back, Fraser’s approach appealed to few in the House 

and a slim Senate majority. 92 

 Members of Congress did not want America’s human rights policy to seem 

interventionist, so they appealed to international law. However, whereas noninterventionism 

might warm Representatives’ hearts, rhetoric that appealed to American identity helped them 

pass bills and get reelected. When asked whether the United States should fund IFIs that sent 

money to Vietnam, the obvious patriotic answer was ‘Hell no!’ Fraser and State Department 

officials might explain the importance of these IFIs and their charters, but it was Vietnam, a 

source of national embarrassment and burial ground for thousands of American boys. Congress 
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was not a political science department at a university where arcane arguments won the day. It 

was an American political body that responded to American nationalist rhetoric. For many in 

Congress, supporting human rights was what made America American. Although this explains 

why Congress believed the United States should have a human rights policy, it does not explain 

why the legislature appointed itself to create it. 

Genuine Concern 

 The simplest reason that members of Congress acted, rather than deferring to the 

President, was that if they believed human rights to be important, and if they had the power to do 

something about it, then they had no reason to wait for the executive branch to act.  

 Members of Congress routinely reaffirmed that they did believe that human rights should 

factor into US foreign policy. By 1977, members of Congress on both sides of the aisle had 

supported human rights legislation. As a result, in 1977, Representative Henry Reuss (D-WI) 

believed “we should give thanks that the debate… is not going to be about whether we should 

have regard for human rights in our foreign policy, but about the exact language in the particular 

amendment [Badillo-Harkin]. And that, believe me, is a step forward.”93 The major human rights 

debates of 1977 were between human rights advocates, not between advocates and skeptics. 

While it would be folly to insist that every member of Congress was utterly convinced of the 

propriety of including human rights in US foreign policy, I found just two members willing to 

broadly criticize human rights advocacy.94 Any critics of human rights that did exist largely kept 

their mouths shut.  
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 Congress could force the Carter administration’s hand on human rights legislation, so it 

did, but it also compromised with the administration on all seven proposed human rights 

amendments in 1977. Although members withdrew four of these seven amendments, they did so 

only after extracting promises from Carter to respect the amendments’ spirit, and Congress 

vowed to make sure he lived up to this promise.95 Put simply, many in Congress did not believe 

that the United States should allow IFIs, which received US funding, to send money to regimes 

that abused human rights. They had the power to force the executive to vote against such loans, 

so they exercised that power.  

 Congress’s motives were not purely humanitarian. To claim otherwise ignores an 

important fact: in the 1970s, Congress consistently refused to use non-coercive means to advance 

the cause of human rights. In October 1977, Carter signed the UN Covenants on Social and 

Economic Rights and on Political and Civil Rights, but the Senate did not ratify them. 

Meanwhile, the Genocide Convention sat dormant in Congress since 1948 and the Convention 

on Racial Discrimination since 1966, despite the Fraser Committee Report having recommended 

the Senate ratify them in 1973, and William Proxmire giving daily speeches about the need to 

ratify the Genocide Convention.96 When the Carter administration attempted to create a Human 

Rights Foundation in 1978 to independently fund and study human rights issues, Scoop Jackson 

helped undermine it, fearing it would fall under liberal control.97 Members of Congress were 
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concerned about more than just human rights: they also wanted to constrain the executive. 

The Power of the Past  

 The 95th US Congress (1977-1979) justified many of its actions as constraining the 

president and executing its oversight responsibilities. But why would human rights advocates in 

Congress push human rights amendments to pressure Carter, who sympathized with their cause? 

In truth, the conflict between Congress and Carter was hardly about Carter. Any strained 

relations Carter might have had with Congress were dwarfed by the shadow of Kissinger and the 

specter of executive abuse that preceded Carter. Over the first half of the decade, Congress 

enacted a series of laws motivated by a desire to both shift the direction of US foreign policy and 

to pry back power from the executive branch. Congress established itself as the leader of human 

rights advocacy because the executive refused to lead. When Carter took office in 1977, 

Congress had grown accustomed to congressional leadership on human rights and wary of 

executive resistance. Human rights advocates typically trusted Carter’s personal commitment to 

human rights, but recent history made them wary of the threat of executive overreach and 

reluctant to cede ground on human rights issues. 

 It may be tempting to blame the tension between the branches on politicians’ resentment 

of Jimmy Carter, but this argument does not hold water. Such an assessment would not be 

outlandish, for Carter rose to prominence attacking and defeating D.C. Democrats, and even after 

he assumed office, many in Washington still did not know what he believed, for he was 

something of a political chimera: a racially-progressive, fiscally-conservative southerner who 

leaned toward a liberal idea of human rights.98 He also got into various spats with Congress over 
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attacks on the congressional pork barrel, his shifting position on tax rebates, and his decision to 

flood Congress with too many big ticket items in 1977.99 However, focusing on these issues 

ignores two facts. First, Congress passed many of the items on Carter’s ambitious legislative 

agenda: ratifying the Panama Canal Treaties (1978), creating the Department of Education 

(1979), and passing the National Energy Act (1980). Second, members of Congress rarely 

complained that Carter behaved in a high-handed manner.100 Instead, they looked back in time. 

 The events of the 1960s and early-1970s taught members of Congress the effects of their 

silence on human rights. The Vietnam War undermined faith in the morality of US foreign policy 

while the Watergate break-in shattered trust in the executive branch. In the late-1960s, amidst 

images of atrocities in Vietnam, Americans learned of abuses by the Brazilian government and a 

coup in Greece, two American allies.101 At the turn of the decade, Americans read about the 

gruesome conflict in East Pakistan, in which America remained (ostensibly) neutral.102 As the 

1970s began, human rights abuses piled up: increasingly influential NGOs reported abuses 

around the world; Soviets punished dissidents and refused to allow Jews to emigrate; Uruguay, 

Chile, Argentina all descended into military dictatorship; reports of abuse in South Korea and 

Iran, important US allies, came as well; and it became clear that the Nixon and Ford 

administrations were doing little to stop the abuses.103 The 1976 Church Committee Report 
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detailed US agencies attempting to assassinate foreign leaders and spying on American 

citizens… an executive branch out of control.104  

 As these abuses became evident, Congress began to pass legislation intended to limit 

American complicity in them. Against many of his advisors’ better judgement, Kissinger refused 

to comply with congressional human rights mandates, believing compliance would embolden 

advocates. He was wrong: Congress responded to this obstinacy by creating increasingly strict 

reporting requirements.105 His fondness for dictators deepened Congress’s interest in human 

rights legislation, and his obstinacy fueled its leadership on the issue.  

 By January 1977, Congress was the undisputed leader on human rights issues, and it had 

not yet decided whether to trust Carter to create an effective human rights policy. The debate 

over Badillo-Harkin demonstrated the dividing lines in this conflict most clearly, for it went 

further than any other amendment that year in asserting Congressional authority. Whereas many 

of the human rights amendments of 1977 barred the executive branch from sending aid to one 

country or another, Badillo-Harkin controlled the decision-making process in all IFI votes. 

Humphrey, understood the perspective of a president and often sided with the Carter 

administration on human rights issues. He believed Congress had led on human rights issues 

only because of “the absence of strong positive leadership on the part of the executive,” implying 

that had the executive branch been more active, Congress would not have had to step in.106 He 

called Badillo-Harkin “counterproductive,” because an automatic ‘no’ vote on IFI loans to 
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human rights violators "leaves us with no influence whatever. Everybody knows what we will 

do,” and as a result “it eliminates the possibility of effective U.S. participation in negotiations 

over loans projects.”107 Humphrey and Democrats like him believed the executive needed a 

degree of flexibility to effectively carry out foreign policy, so long as the executive acted in good 

faith. Don Bonker summed up the spirit of Badillo-Harkin’s opposition when he asked, “If Carter 

cannot be trusted to address human rights, who can?”108 

 Carter, however, was not the issue for Badillo-Harkin supporters. Representative Mary 

Rose Oakar (D-OH) believed that “members of Congress must show our leadership in human 

rights… [L]et us not follow the President blindly.”109 Badillo agreed and saw his amendment as 

an opportunity to hold Carter accountable, for opposing his amendment would “be a signal to all 

the countries of the world that all of the words of President Carter have no meaning,” and 

Congress would “not [be] putting any teeth into the mandate that Congress wants to give in 

promoting international human rights."110 These Harkinites feared that the executive branch 

would usurp congressional leadership on human rights.111 Badillo trusted Carter, not the 

executive branch. But why? 

 Badillo-Harkin supporters believed the State Department bureaucracy was deeply 

entrenched, and even though Carter was good-hearted, the bureaucracy, what many today might 

call the ‘deep state,’ had changed little since Nixon. Representative Toby Moffett (D-CT) 

recognized Carter’s commitment to human rights, but he also called attention to “people in the 

State… [and] the Treasury Department[s] that will tell the President… that it is time to 
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compromise our basic principles.”112 Representative Peter Kostmayer (D-PA) criticized 

Secretary State Cyrus Vance, “suggest[ing] that his long distinguished Washington experience 

has done us all a disservice.”113 In testimony before the Senate Subcommittee on Foreign 

Relations, Patrick Breslin, of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, criticized what he 

saw as a toxic culture in the State Department, which continued to marginalize human rights 

concerns.114 He also criticized quiet diplomacy, which took place behind closed doors and 

beyond Congress’s gaze. For Breslin, the question was not whether quiet diplomacy should be 

allowed, but “whether the administration could be trusted to employ it.” Under Kissinger, the 

State Department had used quiet diplomacy to undermine human rights initiatives, which led 

Breslin to conclude that “there were indications that… it [the administration] could not [be 

trusted].”115 Breslin and Jeremy Shestack, the president of the International League of Human 

Rights who also testified, praised Carter’s early policy and rhetoric about human rights, but they 

still argued that the history of executive resistance required that Congress increase its 

oversight.116 

The Vietnam War, particularly the misleading statements many executive officials made 

to Congress during the war, cast a shadow over Congress’s estimation of Carter administration 

officials. Senator Mark Hatfield (R-OR), who cosponsored Badillo-Harkin in the Senate, 

declared, “No less than in the Vietnam era, we are today discussing a textbook case of yet 

another President—no matter how publicly well-intentioned—seeking maximum discretion to 

selectively apply foreign policy guidelines… [Badillo-Harkin], on the other hand, seeks to place 
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the Congress firmly on record as opposing the growth of torture and suppression worldwide 

through the application of consistent and reasonable standards.”117 Not even Pat Derian, Carter’s 

well-respected if controversial Human Rights Coordinator, was spared. In an April 5 testimony 

before the House Subcommittee on Foreign Operations, Derian asked Chairman Clarence Long 

(D-MD) to have faith in State’s “ability to offer [its] recommendations” on which countries 

should receive foreign assistance. Long shot back, “It will be a long time before I have great 

confidence in the State Department... I have no doubt that you mean that [human rights are a 

growing concern at State] sincerely,” he added, “But, I began my congressional career on the 

Armed Services Committee, listening to the testimony on the Vietnam War. I was enormously 

impressed with the sincerity of the people that came before us.”118 Derian, who had been in the 

State Department for less than two months, was saddled with the weight of State’s dishonesty 

from a time when she was still fighting for civil rights in Mississippi.  

In the same way that recent years showed Congress the cost of silence, it also 

demonstrated the benefits of making itself heard. Recent action produced a sense of momentum: 

Congress had already taken the lead on human rights, and it should hold onto that mantle. For 

Badillo, and others in his camp, Congress had proven itself a worthy steward of human rights 

policy by passing strong human rights legislation, such the ’76 Harkin amendment. He believed 

that efforts to loosen the language in that amendment “would be regarded by the world at large 

as a step backward.”119 There was no need to surrender that authority to an executive branch with 

a history of abuse just because it promised to do better.120  
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Whereas proponents of Badillo-Harkin argued that Congress should take the lead on 

human rights because the executive had proved itself unfit, its critics vocally attached themselves 

to the Carter administration. The Carter administration actually drafted the part that Badillo-

Harkin sought to amend which Reuss called “Carter language.”121 Nevertheless, Badillo-Harkin 

passed the House. The White House, learning from its failure to effectively lobby in the House, 

worked with Senator Humphrey to mount an aggressive offensive against Badillo-Harkin in the 

Senate. Humphrey argued for executive flexibility by asserting that Badillo-Harkin would be 

counter-productive because it diminished the administration’s ability to make deals that 

advanced human rights.122 The Senate approved the Carter language, but the House proved 

obstinate, so the final bill was nearly identical to Badillo-Harkin. Nevertheless, the willingness of 

some to frame the committee language’s attachment to Carter as a good thing demonstrates that 

they trusted in Carter’s ability to overcome the legacy of Nixon. 

However, Humphrey still guarded congressional power. When Pat Derian testified that 

the Human Rights Office was understaffed, Humphrey, whose 1976 amendment had created that 

office, mistook this as State’s ham fisted attempt to marginalize it. He told Derian, who was 

sitting alongside Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher, that her office existed to monitor 

the State Department. “We wrote very carefully the law on this human rights issue so as to not 

always put the President in the focal point,” he said, “Your Office reports not only to the 

Secretary and to the President, but to the Congress.”123 Throughout 1977, Humphrey worked 

with Carter and ceded some ground on human rights issues, but he minced no words: it was 

Congress’s ground to cede.  
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In 1977, the friction between the two ends of Pennsylvania Avenue over human rights 

was a product of history. Despite many advocates’ personal faith in Carter on human rights 

issues, dealing with the previous two administrations had conditioned many members of 

Congress to distrust the executive branch. This tension produced legislation that cemented 

congressional leadership on human rights issues before 1977. Having staked its claim, Congress 

was loath to relinquish it and eager to expand it. Though some in conference were willing to trust 

Carter as a man, Congress as a whole remained hesitant to show the executive branch deference 

and eager to flex its own muscle. Members used the threat of legislation to compel executive 

action even when they did not pass the legislation. Thus, the history of executive abuse and the 

resulting congressional leadership on human rights produced tension with a White House that—

despite seeking to respect human rights—resented congressional intrusions on its flexibility. 

Inexorable Institutions 

 At all steps in the journey of human rights, the Americanness of human rights stood at the 

center: members of Congress repeatedly defined human rights in terms of American identity and 

part of American tradition, while recent American history taught Congress certain lessons and 

normalized certain behaviors. American institutions also shaped the politics of human rights in 

the United States. Congress’s powers were designed as a check on executive power, and they 

filled that role in the debate over human rights. Congress had two primary powers that guided its 

human rights initiatives: the power of the purse and the power of oversight.124 Congress’s 

institutional powers did not push it toward human rights activism, but once Congress became 

active, conflict with the executive branch became nearly inevitable. 

 The debate about H.R. 7797, which cut all indirect (IFI) aid to six communist countries 
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and Uganda, is the best example of how institutions guided the legislative process, for it shows 

how Congress used the powers at its disposal in ways those powers were not originally intended. 

In June 1977, three representatives introduced amendments cutting all “direct and indirect” aid to 

seven countries.125 If passed, these amendments would have prohibited eight IFIs from sending 

money to the countries that Congress specified, and although this action was constitutional, it 

violated those IFIs’ charters.126  

 For proponents of these amendments, fiscal conservatism was an important motivator. In 

1977, the Carter administration requested a $478 million (~42%) increase in US contributions to 

IFIs. This price tag worried many in the House, who contrasted it with Carter’s calls to balance 

the budget.127 These fiscal conservatives got to work cutting the aid package. For example, Bill 

Young (R-FL), who proposed the amendment to cut indirect aid to Indochina and Uganda, also 

proposed two separate amendments aimed at cutting US contributions to IFIs for reasons 

unrelated to human rights.128 However, this was about more than a principled desire to cut 

government spending. 

The real problem was that this spending did not directly benefit American voters. 

Members of Congress had no problem dipping into the pork barrel for funds that benefited their 

home districts, as was seen in many members’ outrage over Carter’s move to cut several water 

projects in the American West.129 However, foreign aid, particularly through IFIs, had no 

                                                 
125 Record 123, pt. 16 (June 22, 1977): 20284; Record 123, pt. 17 (June 23, 1977): 20567, 20603. 
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obvious benefit for tax payers. Bob Dole, who championed indirect aid cuts in the Senate put it 

best: “Congress can maintain better control over U.S. contributions to international lending 

institutions. As duly designated trustees of taxpayers’ dollars, we should do no less.”130 Bill 

Young echoed that sentiment, asserting that “if we do not want American tax dollars going to 

Uganda… [or Indochina] directly, then I would think we also would not want them going… 

indirectly.”131 The responsibility of congressional stewardship was not limited to human rights 

issues, for members of Congress also sought to divest from IFIs that lent to industries that 

competed with US companies.132  

Since appropriating funds is one of Congress’s foremost powers, members also resented 

the lack of control they had over how IFIs allocated funds. In March 1977, Senator William 

Proxmire (D-WI) inserted a Center for International Policy study into the Record, which 

declared, “69 percent of U.S. and multilateral foreign aid now reaching the Third World does so 

without the benefit of any prior congressional review.”133 Proxmire lamented the fact that “we 

are losing control of the foreign aid provided by our country.”134 A series of articles by 

journalists William Goodfellow and James Morrell also made their rounds through the 

Congressional Record. These articles pointed out that IFIs, which distributed most US foreign 

aid, continued to send money to counties to whom the United States had cut off military 

assistance, such as Uruguay and Chile. They argued that this problem was systemic because the 

banks’ emphasis on creditworthiness meant they preferred “governments willing to implement 
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131 Record 123, pt. 16 (June 22, 1977): 20284. 
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tough austerity programs, to hold down labor unrest and to throw their countries wide open to 

foreign investment.” These practices were more common in authoritarian states insulated from 

public opinion than in democracies.135 Thus, the United States funded the institutions that sent 

money to abusive regimes ineligible for bilateral US assistance. These articles supported the idea 

that Congress should extend its oversight responsibilities over IFIs, not just the executive branch. 

Members of Congress resented that IFIs were not subject to their human rights legislation 

in the way the executive branch was, and they attempted to use indirect aid cuts to bring the IFIs 

into their purview. William Broomfield (R-MI) saw the reason to send “financial aid to 

developing countries,” but he opposed sending “aid to socialist and Marxist countries which have 

continued to violate virtually all humanitarian laws.”136 Tom Harkin lamented that although he 

did not like it, he would have to support the cut to Indochinese countries and Uganda “until such 

time as we get an overall human rights” policy “that covers” IFIs as well as direct foreign aid 

transfers.”137 These members of Congress did not necessarily oppose IFIs, but many resented the 

fact that IFIs acted independently of Congress despite receiving congressionally disbursed funds. 

This became an especially large problem once Congress developed an interest in human rights, 

which IFIs prevented members from considering in their loan decisions because human rights 

were seen as political. Lacking any obvious route to make their voices heard in these IFIs, they 

treated the IFIs in the same way they treated the executive branch: if IFIs wanted American 

money, they needed to play by American rules.138  
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These amendments ultimately failed in the Senate, but only after the Carter 

administration brokered a compromise with the House. Despite sailing through the House on a 

voice vote, the Senate blocked the indirect aid cut to Vietnam (47-29).139 The cause of the 

Senate’s closer alignment to the White House is unclear, for there is no evidence that the 

senators’ longer terms relative to representatives’ affected their votes on human rights 

amendments.140 It was most likely a product of a robust lobbying effort by the White House, 

Vice President Walter Mondale’s respect in the Senate, and Carter’s strained relationship with 

Speaker Tip O’Neill (D-MA).141 

These debates over indirect aid to communist countries and Uganda demonstrate several 

important themes about how the debate over human rights played out in Congress in 1977. First, 

Congress’s desire to safeguard taxpayer money meant that it already had a predisposition against 

foreign aid; the institutional bias of the Congress complemented the moral goals of human rights 

advocates.142 This bias is part of the reason that Congress focused on aid cuts rather than 

increasing spending in ways that would promote human rights: aid cuts were easier to justify 
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than aid increases. 

Second, this debate demonstrates how Congress’s power of the purse created an 

inherently tense relationship with those groups that relied on congressional funds. One such 

group was the executive branch, but as Kristina Daugirdas points out, most IFIs relied on regular 

appropriations in the same way the executive did.143 Given this similarity, members of Congress 

tried to treat IFIs the same way they did the executive branch, but whereas the framers intended 

tension between the legislature and executive, IFIs’ charters expressly forbade such interference. 

The fact that Congress deployed its power of the purse to constrain IFIs—which were outside 

America’s political system—demonstrates that Congress’s toolkit was limited.  

Conclusion 

 In 1977, the United States had both a president and a Congress sympathetic to including 

human rights considerations in US foreign policy. Still, the branches clashed. These clashes 

arose from disagreements between factions within Congress; institutional differences between 

the executive and legislative branches; and historical events that bred congressional hostility 

toward the executive. These differences also speak to a fundamental truth about how Congress 

saw human rights. American identity, history, and institutions mixed Congress’s desire to 

promote human rights with its desire to assert itself against the executive branch.  

 The battle over human rights was in part a battle over American identity. Members of 

Congress, liberal and conservative, argued that human rights were an inextricable part of 

America’s tradition of individual liberty. For conservatives, the United States needed to continue 

its fight against communism, the gravest form of human rights abuse and the root cause of many 

lesser abuses. For liberals, the United States needed to reorient its struggle against communism 
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to a broader struggle against tyranny, in all its forms. These two visions overlapped, but they 

remained deeply divided. Members of both sides appealed to international agreements—such as 

the Helsinki Final Act and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights—to justify their attacks 

against human rights abusers, but when human rights and international law conflicted, they chose 

human rights. For Congress, human rights were American ideals first and international standards 

second. However, the administration saw international law as an important legitimizing force for 

its human rights policy, and this difference in priorities created tension. 

 The factional divides in Congress prevented the executive branch from forming a 

consistent coalition on human rights issues, and without consistent loyalty from either side, the 

administration experienced attacks from the left and the right. Since the idea of human rights was 

fluid, each member of Congress had his or her own definition. To pass, legislation had to be 

either vague enough to gain broad support or specific enough to mobilize a specific faction. 

Vague amendments often produced debates about whether Carter’s administration should be 

trusted to faithfully execute a human rights policy, while country-specific legislation enflamed 

the liberal-conservative divide. The Carter administration had some allies, such as Fraser and 

Humphrey, who tried to give it flexibility and who seemed to agree with the administration’s 

emphasis on international law, but even they did not always support the administration.  

 Congress’s human rights policy was intended to produce tension. During the Nixon years, 

Congress grew eager to constrain the overzealous and seemingly amoral executive and found its 

cause in an explicitly moral human rights ideology. In instituting this policy, the Congress also 

set a precedent for its leadership. Thus, when Carter came into office, he faced a resurgent 

legislature eager to guarantee that his administration upheld its commitment to promote human 

rights. Many in Congress trusted Carter as a man, but not the executive as an institution. They 
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had been too badly spurned. 

 The American political system is tectonic: it is slow and, when working properly, rife 

with friction. The only tools Congress had at its disposal to register its concern for human rights 

put it in conflict with the executive branch, which can be seen in Congress’s attempt to restrict 

IFIs’ flexibility to distribute US funds, and when it failed there, it reined in executive flexibility 

vis-à-vis IFIs instead.  

 The threat of congressional action was a constant force that guided the administration’s 

human rights policy, but the State Department also had a fundamental philosophical 

disagreement with Congress. Whereas Congress based its arguments on American history and 

tradition, the State Department sought to garner multilateral support for its human rights policy 

in order to dampen accusations that the United States was being interventionist.  
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Chapter Two 

Carter, Uruguay, Human Rights, and the OAS 

Introduction 

The question before the Carter administration was straightforward: was using US power 

to impose moral precepts on other countries intervention? The American left had just spent much 

of the late 60s and early 70s attacking the US war in Vietnam as unjust intervention. Further, the 

Carter administration wanted to push human rights especially aggressively in Latin America, a 

region where the United States had a long history of intervention and where one of Carter’s first 

priorities was negotiating the Panama Canal treaty as a sign that his administration would treat 

Latin Americans with respect. So how could the Carter administration square its (at least 

rhetorical) anti-interventionism with its human rights policy in a region particularly sensitive to 

US intervention?  

 The Carter administration squared this circle by making its human rights policy as 

multilateral as possible. Officials at State and the National Security Council (NSC), who 

increasingly believed in the importance of human rights in US foreign policy, saw this strategy 

as a promising way to induce human rights improvements that would be both morally right and 

politically popular, particularly among members of Congress. Such a policy also allowed the 

Carter administration to deny charges of interventionism by pursuing international cooperation 

and consensus as well as by framing its policy in terms of international law. It also gave the 

administration, and particularly the State Department, more credibility with foreign 

governments, for the appearance of interventionism risked alienating the governments that State 

had to work with on a daily basis.  

 Multilateral diplomacy was particularly important in the Western hemisphere. The United 
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States had unparalleled influence in the Americas, but this influence produced Latin American 

resentment. The Carter administration sought to strengthen the role of human rights monitoring 

in the Organization of American States (OAS), which entailed strengthening that organization’s 

human rights arm, the Inter-American Human Rights Commission (IAHRC). In doing so, the 

United States found both allies and adversaries, with the most vocal adversary being Uruguay, 

whose human rights abuses the IAHRC had decided to investigate in late 1976. The Carter 

administration—in an effort to reconcile the political, moral, and institutional pressures to both 

respect sovereignty and advance human rights—sought to produce a noninterventionist human 

rights policy by strengthening multilateral institutions and by appealing to international law. 

 This chapter moves through 1977 chronologically. It begins by looking at the reasons the 

Carter administration decided to pursue a multilateral human rights policy, arguing that this 

policy fulfilled three important desires: to advance human rights, to maintain flexibility in 

crafting its policy, and to avoid appearing interventionist. It then discusses two illustrative 

examples of the Carter administration’s multilateral policy which demonstrate how diplomats on 

the ground instituted a human rights policy conceptualized in Washington. First, it looks at how 

the administration used the OAS to advance human rights. Although the Carter administration’s 

mere presence made human rights a hot topic at the OAS, US delegates to the OAS also 

delivered speeches that situated the administration’s stance on human rights within international 

law and cooperated with other countries to pass resolutions that demonstrated hemispheric 

solidarity on the importance of human rights. Second, this chapter analyzes how the Carter 

administration worked to strengthen the IAHRC. It demonstrates the effectiveness of State’s 

cautious approach to human rights as Uruguay worked to undermine the IAHRC—and human 

rights policies more broadly—as interventionist.  
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The Carter Administration’s Human Rights Policy 

The Carter administration believed a “preference, wherever possible and appropriate, for 

multilateral and cooperative international and regional efforts” would promote human rights, 

satisfy Congress, and avoid the appearance of interventionism—for if respect for human rights 

was mandatory under international law, then the United States was not pushing a national agenda 

on the rest of the world.144 

One major reason the Carter administration pursued a human rights policy was that 

Carter believed it was a good thing. Carter was a man of deep faith. He, like many members of 

Congress, did not see human rights as some grand intellectual puzzle but as a relatively simple 

moral pursuit. He, like many congressional liberals, saw human rights as an extension of the 

American pursuit of liberty, and as a child of Georgia, he filtered them through the lens of the 

Civil Rights Movement, even hiring Pat Derian, a civil rights advocate from Mississippi, to head 

the Human Rights Office and Andrew Young, a prominent civil rights leader, to be the US 

ambassador to the UN. Carter’s religious conviction and personal experience combined with his 

ideas of US national interest to create his idea of what human rights were and why the United 

States should advance them. Carter believed that the United States was, as he asserted, “at its 

strongest and most effective when morality and a commitment to freedom and democracy have 

been most clearly emphasized in our foreign policy.” He knew there would be both benefits and 

costs. “A human rights effort would also help strengthen our influence among some of the 

developing countries,” he wrote. However, “I knew from my experience in the South that this 

policy would not be painless, nor could it be based on a blind adherence to consistency.”145 For 
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Carter, a foreign policy that promoted human rights was strategically prudent and morally right 

but also complicated. 

The administration also believed that implementing a human rights policy was necessary 

to win over a skeptical and assertive Congress. Just four days after Carter’s inauguration, Jessica 

Tuchman, of the National Security Council, wrote a memo on how the Carter administration 

should pursue human rights. She opened it by referring to human rights within the context of 

“the pattern of congressional-Executive relationships.” Throughout the memo, Tuchman 

proposed measures that would earn the good will of members of Congress.146 This desire to 

appeal to Congress was hardly born of altruism. The Carter administration did not just want to 

create a human rights policy; it wanted to control its human rights policy with minimal 

congressional interference. A February 4th memo from the State Department’s Policy Planning 

staff recommended the “establishment with Congress of [State] Department’s credibility on 

human rights policy to permit Executive Branch to regain initiative in this field and have more 

flexibility” in determining how to vote in IFIs (international financial institutions) as well as 

where to distribute foreign aid.147 This desire for flexibility drove the administration to oppose 

the Harkin-Badillo amendment, which forced the Carter administration to vote ‘no’ on IFI loans 

to abusive regimes, but not all in the administration were not of one mind. Some raised fears that 

opposition “might undermine much of our credibility in our espousal of Human Rights,” and 

they argued that Carter could support Badillo-Harkin and maintain “adequate flexibility to 
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protect our national interests and further our foreign policy goals.”148  

The Carter administration also cared a great deal about avoiding the appearance of 

interventionism. Anxiety over foreign intervention has deep roots in US history, but such worries 

died to a simmer in the early Cold War before roaring back to a boil once again in the sweltering 

heat of Vietnam. Though this attitude flourished on the American left more than on the right, ‘the 

Vietnam syndrome’ plagued administrations from Nixon to the end of the Cold War and 

beyond.149 A cursory glance at the Carter administration’s foreign policy demonstrates its 

aversion to military intervention. When revolutionaries overthrew US allies in Iran and 

Nicaragua, the Carter administration recognized both groups.150 The Carter administration helped 

broker peaceful resolutions to conflicts in the Middle East and in Rhodesia. Although the 

administration began sending covert aid to the Mujahideen in Afghanistan in 1979 and drafting 

plans to restore aid to the Salvadoran military in 1980, these sums were paltry compared to those 

of the Reagan administration, and Carter never sent American troops into war.151  

However, intervention can take subtle forms, and the State Department wished to avoid 

the appearance of intervention, particularly in Latin America. Many Foreign Service officers, 

whose job was to speak to foreign leaders and advance US interests, were leery of imposing a 

human rights policy that could alienate foreign officials and reduce their access to them. NSC 

officials, under National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, raised these concerns on a 
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regular basis.152 Diplomats often argued that US aid–humanitarian as well as military—gave 

them a foot in the door to pressure foreign leaders.153 It is no coincidence that despite cutting off 

aid to Uruguay and reducing it to Argentina, the Carter administration never declared either 

government a “consistent and gross violators of human rights,” for doing so would trigger 

provisions in the Harkin amendment of 1975 and Humphrey-Cranston amendment of 1976, 

which would require the United States cut off all military and economic aid.154  

Multilateral policy offered a solution to this fear of interventionism: it was less likely to 

be seen as interventionist, and US officials therefore saw it as an effective way to secure human 

rights improvements. Assistant Secretary of State for International Organization Affairs Samuel 

Lewis vouched for these organizations’ effectiveness in January 1977, saying that they deserved 

“special treatment” because of the important human rights work they were doing.155 A 

presidential review memorandum that studied the administration’s human rights policy argued 

that “because of the clearly defined human rights responsibilities of multilateral organizations, 

examination of the human rights practices of all countries can be properly pursued and, since the 

responsibility for initiatives in multilateral bodies is shared, individual country situations can be 

considered in a manner less likely to bring the U.S. into direct confrontation with the country 

concerned.” It continued that “increased use of multilateral institutions will improve their 

                                                 
152 Memo from Lake to Derian and Vance, March 25, 1977, “US Foreign Policy on Human Rights: General Approach and Specific Action 

Program,” in Memo from Lake to Christopher, March 25, 1977, “Attached Action Memorandum on Human Rights,” FRUS HR, 80; Memo from 

Schneider to Derian, May 23, 1977, “PRM Meeting,” FRUS HR, 145; Memo from Derian to Vance, June 1, 1977, “Status Report on U.S. Policy 
on Human Rights: Actions being Taken,” in Note from Christopher to Vance, June 6, 1977, FRUS HR, 153; Paper Prepared in the National 

Security Council, undated, “The NSC and Human Rights Policy,” in Memo from Bloomfield to Molander, July 3, 1977, “Briefing Paper on 

Human Rights and the NSC,” FRUS HR, 628. 
153 January 26, 1977, Montevideo 341, NARA-AAD, pt. 2 pg. 3; March 4, 1977, Montevideo 900, NARA-AAD, 1-2; March 2, 1977, Montevideo 

836, NARA-AAD, 1, 3; LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard, 44; Paper Prepared in the State Department, June 8, 1977, “Outline—PRM 28 Outline,” 

FRUS HR, 159, 162; Robert C. Hill, “Remarks of Honorable Robert C. Hill,” Record 123, inserted by Larry Winn, pt. 23 (September 19, 1977): 
29912-29913; Lawrence Pezzullo, “Interview with Lawrence Pezzullo,” interview by Arthur R. Day, The Association for Diplomatic Studies and 

Training Foreign Affairs Oral history Project, February 24, 1989, 7.  
154 PL 94-302, Sec. 101; PL 34-329, Sec. 301a. 
155 Memo from Lewis to Wilson, January 17, 1977, “Guidelines on U.S. Foreign Policy for Human Rights,” FRUS HR, 5. 



64 

 

capacity to deal effectively with human rights problems.”156 

The Carter administration also believed a multilateral policy would mollify Congress and 

therefore maximize the executive’s flexibility on human rights. Tuchman specifically 

recommended Carter strengthen international human rights machinery by bolstering the UN 

Human Rights Commission and signing a series of UN human rights treaties: the Convention on 

Genocide (1949); the Covenant on Political and Civil Rights (1966); and the Covenant on 

Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (1966).157 Pat Derian agreed that doing so would earn the 

administration good will in Congress, and the administration followed the advice in late 1977.158 

Similar policies applied to the OAS as well, as the United States worked to support the IAHRC 

and signed the American Convention on Human Rights on June 1, 1977.159 When Samuel Lewis 

asked for multilateral institutions to receive “special treatment,” he noted that their “activity is 

usually well-publicized and is well known to those in Congress who are interested.”160 Lewis 

was correct: the ‘Fraser Committee,’ which set much of the agenda for US human rights policy, 

was the House Subcommittee on International Organizations, which oversaw the UN and OAS. 

Working through these organizations circumvented charges of US intervention by 

allowing the United States to act as part of a coalition. Director of Policy Planning Anthony Lake 

argued that “dealing through multilateral channels” improved America’s reputation by “reducing 

the image of the US as the moralistic mother-in-law of the world and enlisting the force/leverage 
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of international opinion behind the cause.”161 Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher 

went a step further, pointing out that although “it is not our purpose to intervene in the internal 

affairs of other countries… [,] no member of the United Nations can claim that violation of 

internationally protected human rights is solely its own affair.”162 US ambassador to the OAS, 

Gale McGee, argued that “there is a built-in distrust [in the OAS]… of the big guy beating others 

into doing something,” but “if we can broaden that base, it is going to be a lot easier and a lot 

less expensive and will result in a larger measure of success in the long run.”163 Thus, by 

increasing the number of countries who signaled their support for human rights, the appearance 

of US interventionism decreased because the United States was not acting alone. 

The OAS was one of the multilateral organizations with which the Carter administration 

sought to work. One of the administration’s most important goals was to strengthen the IAHRC, 

the OAS’s human rights arm, which put it in direct opposition to the junta in Uruguay. When 

Vance announced the decision to cut military aid to Uruguay, he signaled agreement with 

Congress that this small Latin American country would be an example of the United States’ 

commitment to human rights.  

The OAS and Multilateral Diplomacy 

 The OAS developed gradually over the course of the 20th century. In the 1890s, it was 

little more than a rubber stamp on US hegemony. Its 1948 charter enshrined the sanctity of both 

human rights and nonintervention, but with no oversight or enforcement mechanisms. By 1967, 

Latin American countries had begun occasionally acting as a bloc in the OAS against US 
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initiatives. A 1967 amendment to the OAS charter created the General Assembly (OASGA), 

which meets once a year and is the supreme organ of the OAS, and the IAHRC, which oversees 

human rights in the hemisphere and investigates countries accused of abuses.164 The Carter 

administration hoped that by working through the OAS, the United States would legitimize 

human rights as a fundamental aspect of inter-American cooperation by securing hemispheric 

buy-in. Through the explicit means of speeches and resolutions as well as through a more subtle 

influence on the general conversation, the Carter administration largely succeeded in gaining this 

buy-in. 

 The Carter administration’s first experience with the OAS came in early February 1977. 

When the Inter-American Council for Education, Science, and Culture (CIECC) met in 

Montevideo, the agenda focused on “administrative and operational problems,” but since this 

was many states’ first opportunity to hear from the newly-anointed Carter administration, human 

rights hung in the air.165 The US delegates had not planned to make human rights an important 

issue until Daniel Darracq, the Uruguayan Minister of Education, raised the issue at the inaugural 

ceremony on February 3. Darracq swore that “the stage of armed conflict [in Uruguay]” had 

ended, “and in spite of the permanent intrusions of subversion, I declare now, in the name of the 

government of Uruguay that we will apply our efforts to the complete (integral) protection of 

human rights.” This was the first time Uruguay had publicly affirmed its intent to improve its 

human rights record, and it did so before an international assembly.166 

 The US delegates jumped on this opportunity, and they used this international forum to 

                                                 
164 Buenos Aires Protocol of 1967, Articles 52-57, 78-79, 91, https://www.oas.org/dil/treaties_B-31_Protocol_of_Buenos_Aires.htm; 
Organization of American States, 1948 OAS Charter, CH 1-2, http://www.oas.org/en/sla/dil/inter_american_treaties_A-41_charter_OAS.asp; 

Organization of American States, American Convention on Human Rights, San Jose, Costa Rica, November 22, 1979, Articles 2-25, 

https://www.cidh.oas.org/basicos/english/basic3.american%20convention.htm. 
165 January 27, 1977, Montevideo 349, NARA-AAD, 1-2; February 4, 1977, Montevideo 487, NARA-AAD, 2-3; February 12, 1977, Montevideo 

597, NARA-AAD, 2. 
166 February 4, 1977, Montevideo 485, NARA-AAD, 1-2. The speech was originally given in Spanish, but the telegram’s author translated it before 
sending it to State. The parentheses are in the original. See also, February 11, 1977, State 31316, NARA-AAD, 2. 

https://www.oas.org/dil/treaties_B-31_Protocol_of_Buenos_Aires.htm
http://www.oas.org/en/sla/dil/inter_american_treaties_A-41_charter_OAS.asp
https://www.cidh.oas.org/basicos/english/basic3.american%20convention.htm


67 

 

push the issue. Using the OAS Secretary General, Alejandro Orfila, as an intermediary, the 

United States assured Uruguay of its own seriousness about human rights and sought to 

guarantee that the Uruguayan promise was sincere.167 Over the next three days, the US embassy 

in Montevideo received reports from Orfila and an Uruguayan liaison that Darracq’s promise 

was sincere and that the Uruguayan military was hoping to improve its human rights record, but 

the US Ambassador to Uruguay, Ernest Siracusa, received this news with skepticism, for 

Uruguay had been making similar promises in private for months without following through.168  

Robert White, the head of the US delegation at the CIECC meeting, delivered closing 

remarks on February 11, dedicating his entire speech to human rights. Citing Darracq’s speech, 

the American Declaration of Human Rights, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the 

constitutions of each represented nation, White argued that without protections for human rights, 

“education cannot flourish, science cannot prosper, and culture cannot enrich the lives of our 

citizens.”169 By citing treaties as well as the words and laws of other governments, White 

delivered a clear message: upholding human rights was not some North American passion 

project but a goal to which each country in the hemisphere had agreed, including Uruguay. By 

making his statement before an international forum, Darracq had committed his country to 

improving human rights in a highly public way, and White was quick to hold him accountable. 

 The United States continued to advocate for human rights issues in June, at the VII 

OASGA. The General Assembly met on the small island nation of Grenada from June 14-22, and 

Secretary Vance delivered the United States’ opening remarks. Vance, like White, made human 

rights the central issue of his speech and framed them as hemispheric principles, not North 
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American ones, since member states had committed to upholding human rights both in “the 

constitutional documents of all our nations” and in the OAS and UN charters. Vance assured the 

Assembly that “there is no ambiguity about these obligations,” and said that extralegal 

suppression of terrorism “perverts the legal system that… assures the survival of our traditions” 

and costs governments “their strongest weapon, their moral authority.”170 He reminded those 

gathered that President Carter had recently signed the American Convention on Human Rights, 

and he announced the United States’ desire to strengthen the IAHRC. He asked that the member 

states help “guide this sensitive issue [of human rights] into the multilateral framework we 

ourselves have set up.”171  

 The US delegation did more at the OASGA than just declare the US commitment to 

protecting human rights in the hemisphere, it also worked with Latin American countries to pass 

human rights resolutions. The United States found enthusiastic allies in Venezuela, Mexico, and 

Costa Rica. Together, they passed three human rights resolutions: a Mexico-Venezuela proposal 

calling all member states to “preserve and fully maintain human rights,” a Venezuelan resolution 

calling on Chile to abide by recommendations the IAHRC had made in its 1977 report on that 

country, and a US resolution with six cosponsors strengthening the IAHRC.172 These resolutions 

allowed the United States to act as part of a human rights bloc rather than as a lone wolf, and in 

an organization as sensitive to US intervention as the OAS, this was important.173 The US 

delegation spent most of its efforts trying to pass its own resolution, so I will focus on that. 

 The United States’ priority at the OASGA was to strengthen the IAHRC. In testimony 
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before the Fraser Committee, Gale McGee, the US ambassador to the OAS, claimed, “It is fair to 

say that the pervading judgement of many of the other participating governments [in the OAS] 

was… human rights was an election year gimmick,” so “if the [OAS] General Assembly served 

no other purpose, it was to establish… that this issue was for real.”174 In a briefing memo to 

Vance before the assembly, Pat Derian only mentioned the US delegation undertaking one 

activity: “strengthen[ing] the Inter-American Human Rights Commission” such as by 

“obtain[ing] budgetary increases” and “increasing the number of visits” the Commission 

conducted.175 

 The US delegation fulfilled this mission in the resolutions it rejected and supported. It 

quickly dismissed as “terrible and nearly impossible to fix” a Colombian resolution that implied 

the IAHRC was incapable of handling human rights issues.176 Instead, it offered a resolution 

privately drafted by Tom Farer, an American member of the IAHRC. The US resolution 

strengthened the IAHRC by calling on member states to cooperate with its investigations, 

increase its budget, and cease violating human rights. It also tasked the IAHRC with setting up 

visits to every member state and studying the causes of terrorism.177 This resolution was a good 

start, but before passing, several Latin governments took issue with its terrorism provision. 

 Terrorism was a major issue at the OASGA. There was significant debate over whether 

terrorism was a form of human rights abuse and whether the IAHRC should be involved in anti-

terror work. On one side stood the military governments of the southern cone, which faced the 

greatest threat from terrorism. Argentina proposed a resolution that encapsulated that region’s 
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position: it mandated that the IAHRC “initiate a substantive dialogue with the member states on 

human rights violations committed by individuals or terrorist groups.”178 By placing 

antiterrorism within the purview of the IAHRC, Argentina hoped to define terrorism as a human 

rights abuse and thus legitimize the argument that terrorist actions necessitated an extreme 

government response.179 If its resolution passed, no longer could the IAHRC simply summarize 

government abuse. It would need to couple it with descriptions of terrorist activities. Further, the 

resolution also required the IAHRC to speak to governments about terrorist abuses, but not to 

terrorist organizations about government abuses—because terrorist organizations had no seat at 

the IAHRC. Thus, the Argentine government would have the ability to rebut accusations of 

abuse and the right to itemize terrorist abuses, a privilege not afforded to the terrorists.  

 While it is unlikely that the US delegation ever considered supporting the Argentine 

resolution, it never offered an excoriating response as it had to the Colombian resolution 

criticizing the IAHRC. The United States was willing to dabble in placing terrorism under the 

human rights umbrella. The US resolution supporting the IAHRC placed terrorism within the 

IAHRC’s purview, but whereas the Argentine resolution created a moral equivalency by 

requiring the IAHRC study terrorist abuses, the US resolution merely required it to study 

terrorism’s causes.180 The US delegation also backed a Dominican resolution condemning 

terrorism as a “violation of human rights” because it believed that the resolution did no harm and 
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might secure Chilean support.181  

 The US delegation initially brushed off Venezuelan and Colombian concerns about the 

danger of linking human rights and terrorism, but it became more attentive after Costa Rica and 

Mexico joined the Venezuelans.182 These countries’ delegations contended that although the 

OAS should condemn both human rights abuse and terrorism, defining terrorism as a human 

rights abuse would be inaccurate, harmful, and philosophically untenable. It was inaccurate 

because human rights protected individuals from the state, not from terrorists. It would be 

harmful because it would legitimize governmental human rights abuse in the name of 

antiterrorism. It would be untenable because the IAHRC, as a representative of the OAS intended 

to police other states, had no authority to render verdicts on non-state actors.183 In response, the 

US delegation removed any mention of terrorism from its IAHRC resolution, and the 

Dominicans removed any mention of human rights from their anti-terrorism resolution.184 

Venezuela, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Colombia ultimately voted for the US and Dominican 

resolutions, which later passed through the General Assembly. The US resolution even gained 

co-sponsorship from a quarter of the OAS: Costa Rica, Venezuela, the Dominican Republic, 

Jamaica, Barbados, and Trinidad and Tobago.185 The Argentine amendment, on the other hand, 

failed.186 

 The Carter administration considered the OASGA a success. McGee wrote, “The results 
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may not have been dramatic…[but] every foreign minister here went away with the conviction 

that the US cares deeply about its relations with this hemisphere and that progress on human 

rights i[s] the fundamental basis for inter-American cooperation.”187 The US resolution also bore 

out the strengths of a multilateral approach, for Latin American regimes played an active role in 

crafting and even co-sponsoring it, thereby reducing the extent to which it appeared to be a US 

initiative.188 In the aftermath of the OASGA, six countries signed the American Convention on 

Human Rights, bringing the total signatories from 10 to 16, which further solidified the 

legitimacy of human rights policy in the western hemisphere.189 

 The US delegates to the OASGA benefitted from both active measures and passive 

influence. First, they delivered speeches arguing that other countries had committed themselves 

to human rights by ratifying their constitutions and various international treaties. Second, they 

worked with other countries to produce human rights resolutions that garnered broad support, 

thereby putting a majority of the hemisphere on the record in favor of human rights amendments. 

They also acted in more subtle ways. Had Carter not won the 1976 presidential election, human 

rights likely would not have been a major issue at either the CIECC or OASGA. However, the 

US presence at both, as well as the Carter administration’s outspoken support of human rights, 

pressured Uruguay to announce its commitment to human rights unprompted. It also emboldened 

other human rights advocates, such as Venezuela and tiny Costa Rica, to act more aggressively. 

The Carter administration also gained politically in the US Congress, for after the OASGA, 

McGee triumphantly regaled his exploits at the OASGA before an approving Fraser 
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Committee.190 

The IAHRC and Multilateral Legitimacy 

 The Carter administration also worked with other member states to strengthen the OAS 

human rights machinery. The best example of this in 1977 was the IAHRC’s investigation of 

Uruguay. The Carter administration made securing an IAHRC visit a primary goal of its policy 

in Uruguay, and it put significant weight behind the Commission when Uruguay tried to 

undermine it in late1977 and early 1978.191  

 The IAHRC is a particularly effective human rights organization. Initially, it lacked an 

enforcement mechanism, but when Fidel Castro toppled the Batista regime in Cuba in 1959, the 

United States convinced the rest of the OAS to create one.192 By May 1960, the IAHRC had 

grown to resemble the form it took in 1977: it was a body with members elected by the OASGA 

and the power to draft human rights reports on specific countries that included recommendations 

on how to improve.193 These country reports weaponized publicity: the Commission would 

compile information on abuses into country reports before releasing them to the OASGA and the 

public in an effort to shame abusive regimes into compliance with the American Declaration.194 

Since the Commission was part of the OAS, its reports were especially effective in shaming the 

abusers. According to Joe Eldridge, founder of the Washington Office on Latin America, IAHRC 

reports “had the impact of 50 reports from NGOs, because it’s their peers that are condemning 
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these kinds of atrocities.”195 Such exposure could embarrass states into cooperation, and in 

theory, it could lead to political isolation and US foreign aid reductions, but not until Carter 

became president did such measures become a salient threat.196 

 The IAHRC decided to investigate Uruguay in October 1976, and it reached out to the 

Uruguayan government to request an invitation to conduct its inquiry. The Commission had the 

power to formally request a visit, but it preferred to privately request an invitation, which 

allowed the government under investigation to save face.197 Uruguay quietly sent Ambassadors 

Alvaro Alvarez and Mateo Marquez Seré to the OAS headquarters in Washington in late January 

1977 to discuss the invitation. At the meeting, the IAHRC gave Uruguay until March 31 to 

decide whether it would extend an invitation.198 When US diplomats learned of the visit, 

Ambassador Siracusa asked Uruguayan Foreign Minister Alejandro Rovira how it went, softly 

prodding him to invite the IAHRC to Montevideo. Rovira instead expressed disappointment 

because he believed the IAHRC, like the United States, was motivated by misinformation, which 

was the typical Uruguayan line.199 Over the next few months, souring relations with the United 

States over the US aid cutoff in late February and the State Department’s human rights report on 

Uruguay dimmed any chance the United States may have had to compel Uruguay to extend an 

invitation to the IAHRC, and on March 24, Uruguay officially refused.200  

The US embassy in Montevideo made securing an IAHRC visit to Uruguay its foremost 
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goal for the remainder of the year.201 For the United States, supporting the IAHRC was the best 

way to multilateralize its policy, allowing the United States to engage in quiet diplomacy while 

the Commission did the public shaming. Despite the Koch amendment cutting off aid to 

Uruguay, US diplomats still had a sense of decorum that forbade them from publicly 

condemning noncommunist foreign regimes in too harsh terms. The IAHRC was blunter.202 In 

1977, US foreign-policy makers at every level of government asked the Uruguayans to accept a 

visit: both US ambassadors to Uruguay, the Assistant Secretary of State for Latin America, the 

Deputy Secretary of State, the Secretary of State, and the President of the United States all held 

meetings with Uruguayan officials urging them to allow an IAHRC visit. 

Uruguay resented the idea of IAHRC interference, and when the IAHRC publicly 

announced that it would publish its report with or without a visit, Uruguay strongly and publicly 

objected, particularly at the VII OASGA in June. At the General Assembly, the governments of 

the southern cone collectively argued that while some abuses had occurred in their countries, 

they had not been widespread or systemic and were in all cases precipitated by Marxist 

violence.203 The Uruguayan delegates attacked the IAHRC particularly aggressively. 

Capitalizing on the OAS’s reverence of national sovereignty, the Uruguayans charged that the 

IAHRC was a biased and politicized body seeking to interfere in their country’s domestic 

politics.204 On June 18, Uruguayan Director of Foreign Policy Issues Alvaro Alvarez launched 

into a two-hour diatribe against the IAHRC, which US delegates described as an objection to 
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the clearest and most immediate objective for the embassy. 
202 Author’s Zoom Interview with Tom Farer, December 16, 2020. The IAHRC was more conservative in its language than many NGOs, such as 
Amnesty International, but it was not as hesitant to publically name abuses as the United States. 
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“intervention in [the] affairs of sovereign states by US and IAHRC, which are trying to set 

themselves up as both judge and jury in condemning Uruguay” through both the Koch 

amendment and the Commission’s human rights report. Alvarez threw a series of flimsy 

procedural attacks at the IAHRC, such as criticizing the IAHRC for not formally asking to visit 

Uruguay, omitting the fact that the Commission informally requested an invitation as was 

customary. The Uruguayans also criticized the United States for using human rights as a cynical 

tool to score political points at home.205  

Uruguay’s aggressive posture did little to endear it to US representatives. McGee 

described Uruguay as the “demagogic spokesman” of the military governments of the southern 

cone and Central America. He tired of Uruguay’s intransigence and penchant for rambling 

attacks on the IAHRC, writing that “of all the southern cone countries, Uruguay was the worst. 

Inept, insensitive and with little or no understanding of the subtleties of the issues, they talked 

interminably and said nothing.”206 Uruguay’s behavior also left a bad taste in Venezuelan 

ambassador Jose Maria Machin’s mouth: in a conversation with Vance, he claimed that Uruguay 

was trying to destroy the IAHRC.207 Although Machin’s language may have been hyperbolic, it 

speaks to the aggressive tone that Uruguay deployed at the 1977 OASGA attacking the IAHRC. 

While the United States sought to strengthen the IAHRC, Uruguay sought to isolate its 

dispute with the IAHRC from its bilateral relationship with the United States. Even as the 

Uruguayan government rejected a visit from the IAHRC, it, on at least five separate occasions, 

encouraged US officials and members of Congress to visit Uruguay to see the reality there for 

themselves. Most notably, President Aparicio Mendez told President Carter that his government 

                                                 
205 June 19, 1977, Grenada 53, NARA-AAD, sec.1 pg. 1 2-3. See also, Uruguayan Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, Los Derechos Humanos en 

Uruguay, 10. 
206 June 23, 1977, Grenada 81, NARA-AAD, sec. 2 pg. 2. 
207 June 19, 1977, Grenada 49, NARA-AAD, pt. 2 pg. 4. 
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would accept a visit from any group sent by the United States.208 This was the impasse in US-

Uruguayan relations from June to December: US representatives would urge Uruguay to invite 

the IAHRC, and Uruguayan officials would invite the North Americans to send their own group 

instead. Some Uruguayan officials might have believed the official line—that their country was 

the victim of an international communist conspiracy, which included the IAHRC 

investigation.209 In any case, a US visit was in the junta’s best interest, for American diplomats 

were reluctant to aggressively criticize friendly foreign states, for doing so seemed arrogant and 

imprudent. The IAHRC, though not as aggressive as Amnesty International, did not have such 

qualms.210 

In light of Uruguay’s efforts to undermine the IAHRC, the junta’s December 1977 offer 

to host the 1978 OASGA in Montevideo led US diplomats to fear the worst. US Ambassador to 

Uruguay, Lawrence Pezzullo, wrote that “in making this offer the [Uruguayan government 

wishes]… to convey the impression that its hardline resistance to pressures for human rights 

improvements is supported by a majority of Latin governments,” and this “offer is an obvious 

ploy to… [drive] a wedge between [the] OAS and IAHRC.”211 The Carter administration 

therefore sought to block the proposal unless Uruguay accepted an IAHRC visit. The State 

Department communicated this through the OAS, not through the US embassy, for the Carter 

administration maintained that Uruguay’s attacks on the IAHRC were an attack on the inter-

                                                 
208 Memo of Conversation, September 9, 1977, “President Carter/President Mendez Bilateral,” Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-
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American system, not on the United States.212  

To be designated the host country, Uruguay needed to secure a 2/3 majority in the OAS 

Permanent Council, which amounted to 17 ‘yeas’ in a body of 25. Whether the Americans would 

be able to rally enough support to block the Uruguayans was far from certain. An early 

assessment at State argued that “if Uruguay has done its work… it will be difficult to mobilize a 

blocking third.”213 State quickly identified ten potential allies, but the embassies in three of those 

countries cabled Washington to say that they believed their host governments would be hesitant 

to side with the United States, citing fears of breaking Latin American solidarity, fear of 

intervention, and sympathy toward internal security measures.214 Confident in its power in this 

situation, the Uruguayan ambassador to the OAS, Carlos Alberto Roca, announced on December 

23 that there was little chance that Uruguay would strike a deal with the IAHRC, and therefore 

the United States should send the bilateral visit Carter and Mendez had discussed.215 Uruguay—

in concert with Brazil, Chile, Argentina, and Paraguay—capitalized on the OAS’s fear of 

interventionism, arguing that the OAS had no business rendering a verdict on the internal politics 

of a member state or determining which countries should host the OASGA based on political 

conditions.216 

However, the United States was hardly powerless. It threatened, if the Assembly was held 

in Montevideo, to send only a small, low-level delegation. This proved sufficient to bring the 

Uruguayans to the negotiating table. Two weeks after Roca’s refusal to negotiate with the 

IAHRC, he was given instructions by the Uruguayan government to signal Uruguay’s openness 
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to receiving an OAS commission to negotiate the steps toward an IAHRC visit. McGee believed 

this was good enough, and the United States should drop its attempt to block Uruguay’s desire to 

host the next General Assembly, especially since it was unlikely that it would be able to line up 

the necessary nine votes.217 However, Pezzullo and Robert White, the former US ambassador to 

the OAS, warned against softening the US position because they believed Uruguay’s opening to 

the IAHRC to be a stunt: Roca, who worked closely with several other Uruguayan hardliners, 

would refuse an IAHRC visit once the Permanent Council had agreed to hold the OASGA in 

Uruguay.218 State concurred with White and Pezzullo, saying that “our overriding interest is that 

the integrity of the IAHRC be defended. This is not a bilateral issue, however. It arises because 

Uruguay is in conflict with the Inter-American system” because it “rejects the authority of one 

integral element of that system”: the IAHRC.219 To buy time to either build a coalition or allow 

Uruguay to reach an agreement with the IAHRC, the United States managed to delay the vote 

until January 31, 1978.220 

Despite Uruguay’s initial success at playing on Latin American fears of US 

interventionism, the United States not only got the 9 votes it needed to block Uruguay’s 

proposal, it got 13, a majority.221 In his response, Roca framed the vote as “an intervention into 

the domestic jurisdiction of my country.”222  

Roca, however, was—unbeknownst to him—on his way out. When Pezzullo met 

privately with Brigadier Jorge Borad on February 23, 1978, the Brigadier conveyed to the 

ambassador that the junta wanted to continue negotiations with the IAHRC to maintain good 
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relations with the United States, not out of respect for the inter-American system.223 At the 

beginning of February, they assumed control of the military under General Gregario Alvarez, 

and they began pushing out hardliners like Roca who had staked their reputation on vociferous 

attacks on the IAHRC.224 

The United States and the IAHRC had a symbiotic relationship: the IAHRC gave the 

Carter administration an effective and legitimate means of pursuing its human rights policy while 

the United States used its power and influence to extend the IAHRC’s reach. By the time the 

1978 OASGA—which was held in Washington, DC—rolled around, the new Uruguayan 

leadership had largely purged the hardliners in the foreign ministry. Although the Uruguayan 

government ran out of time to invite the IAHRC, the Commission still published its report, and 

State commented that the General Assembly was “notable chiefly for a consolidation on support 

for human rights within the organization.”225 By supporting the IAHRC, the State Department 

did not need to make a moral case for upholding human rights, though it did on occasion. The 

State Department needed only to extoll the virtues of international law, for the IAHRC was an 

organ of the OAS. Debates over human rights involved accusations and demarches; debates over 

international law were much more arcane and academic.  

Conclusion 

 The Carter White House believed that a multilateral human rights policy would help 

satisfy the demands placed upon it by Congress and the State Department for it would give the 

administration the backing of international law and deflect charges of intervention. This was 

particularly true in the western hemisphere, where the United States had both unmatched 
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influence and a bad reputation of intervention. The administration believed that by supporting the 

IAHRC, it would be able to both secure progress on human rights and establish hemispheric 

consensus that concern about human rights was integral to the OAS. In making its appeal in a 

multilateral forum, the State Department provided space for countries such as Venezuela to voice 

their support alongside the United States, which helped the United States scrub human rights of 

the stench of US hegemony. 

Taking its case to the OAS also provided a forum for countries to challenge the role of 

human rights in the OAS. The most notable critics were, unsurprisingly, some of the most 

egregious human rights abusers in the hemisphere: the military governments of the southern 

cone. The most vocal was Uruguay which, despite its size, presented a surprisingly effective 

opposition to the United States, highlighting the Carter administration’s human rights policy’s 

greatest weakness: its inherent interventionism. Uruguay’s appeal resonated because it made its 

case in an organization sensitive to US intervention. The State Department based its rebuttal on 

the authority of the inter-American system. Despite throwing its full weight behind the IAHRC, 

the Carter administration avoided making the Commission seem like a tool of Yankee 

imperialism, and succeeded in strengthening its legitimacy.  

However, the average American paid little attention to the workings of the OAS, and the 

US defeat of Uruguay was a David and Goliath story in which Goliath won. Nevertheless, the 

Carter administration’s victories, as predictable as they might seem in retrospect, strengthened 

human rights in hemispheric foreign policy and bolstered the IAHRC, which went on to write 

important reports on Nicaragua and Argentina.  

This episode reveals how the State Department translated the moral convictions and 

political imperatives of the White House into policy. While Congress and President Carter could 
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justify a human rights policy to the American people by extolling American values, the State 

Department needed to deal with foreign countries unmoved by the Declaration of Independence 

or the Founding Fathers. A policy based on American values looked interventionist; a policy 

based on morality reeked of paternalism. An appeal to international law and institutions, on the 

other hand, could appeal to documents and ideas that other governments accepted as legitimate.   
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Chapter Three 

US-Uruguay Bilateral Relations, 1977 

Introduction 

 The story of human rights in US diplomacy is not a story of just the president, Congress, 

top brass at State, and OAS ambassadors, all of whom spend most of their time in Washington. 

US diplomats outside the United States were charged with implementing Washington’s human 

rights policy in the countries in which they served. US bureaucrats in Washington and foreign 

service officers in Montevideo had different calculi. In Montevideo, diplomats saw congressional 

aid cuts to Uruguay as making their jobs harder, and they wanted aid restrictions lifted. In 

Washington, these aid cuts were a cheap way to signal the seriousness of the US commitment to 

human rights. With Jimmy Carter in the White House, the US embassy in Uruguay dealt with a 

unified Washington that saw human rights as the single most important issue in US-Uruguayan 

relations. If it wanted more flexibility, it would need to convince both Congress and State that 

Uruguay’s human rights record had improved, that it had misjudged Uruguay, or that aid cuts 

were counterproductive. But Uruguay was not important enough for most Washington types to 

consider or care if the policy was misguided. Since Congress and the Carter administration 

agreed that US policy toward Uruguay should prioritize human rights, the US embassy in 

Montevideo needed to develop a policy that did two things: it needed to communicate to the 

Uruguayan government that Washington was not going to change its policy until it had improved 

the country’s human rights record, and that it needed to be transparent to convince Congress and 

the White House that the junta had made progress. 

 This chapter will make this point by analyzing the events that led to the Koch 

amendment, which cut US aid to Uruguay. After discussing the development of US policy, it will 
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compare how Ernest Siracusa and Lawrence Pezzullo—the US ambassadors to Uruguay in 

1977—responded to the policies created in Washington. Siracusa, who was appointed by 

Secretary of State Kissinger, responded to the military aid cutoff by urging the State Department 

to reevaluate its policy toward Uruguay and to send official visitors to evaluate the human rights 

situation for themselves. Siracusa’s trust of Uruguayan officials and his antipathy toward liberals 

in Congress meant that his promotion of human rights in Uruguay was lackluster at best. 

Pezzullo, who replaced Siracusa in July 1977, went to Uruguay with the desire to mollify human 

rights advocates in and out of Congress, so rather than chastising State for a supposedly ill-

informed policy, he encouraged the Uruguayan government to make improvements in human 

rights, to work more closely with members of the US Congress, and to allow human rights 

groups to visit the country. Siracusa’s policy was a relic of an old administration; Pezzullo’s was 

much more in tune with what one might expect given the political environment of 1977.  

Section 1: Background 

 

The Uruguayan Junta and the Koch Amendment 

 Despite Uruguay’s strong democratic tradition, by 1977, it was one of the most repressive 

regimes in Latin America. This repression led human rights NGOs to take notice, and the US 

Congress was not far behind. By the end of 1976, Congress set the stage for the Carter 

administration’s policy toward Uruguay by cutting all military aid to the country, rendering 

Uruguay an important symbol of Congress’s commitment to human rights.  

Before the 1973 coup, Uruguay had one of the strongest democratic traditions in Latin 

America, rivaled only by Costa Rica.226 However, this tradition had begun to erode in the 1950s 
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and 60s, when economic hardships mixed with Marxist ideology to produce the Robin-Hood-like 

Tupamaros, who robbed banks and distributed the money to the poor, while also stealing and 

leaking documents showing governmental corruption. Gradually, the Tupamaros transitioned 

toward kidnappings and murders, which prompted the Uruguayan Congress to grant the military 

increasing power, changing the military’s role from a mostly ceremonial force to a political 

one.227  

Uruguay’s slow slide away from democracy became a free fall when the military 

dissolved the Uruguayan Congress in 1973, beginning roughly a decade of military rule. The 

ensuing “civil-military government” was a product of Uruguay’s democratic past, despite its 

unprecedented repression. The military kept a weak presidency, which appointed the Council of 

State, a democratic fig leaf for the military government.228 After suspending habeas corpus and 

torturing thousands of Uruguayans, the military managed to dismantle the Tupamaros within a 

year, but it soon turned its sights toward the Communist Party.229 The junta did not disappear 

people by the thousands, as in Argentina, or assassinate rivals, as in Chile. Instead, it relied on a 

level of political repression unparalleled in Latin America.230 The junta graded its citizens A, B, 

or C according to their security risk, abridging the rights of those in group B and imprisoning 

many in group C.231 In 1976, Amnesty International estimated that 2% of Uruguayans had been 

interrogated since 1971, and .2% were then in prison.232 By 1983, the junta had taken almost 

8,700 political prisoners (~.31% of the population), the highest imprisonment rate in Latin 
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America, which pushed 300,000-400,000 people (~10%) into exile.233  

In 1976, Amnesty International lasered in on Uruguay, working with other human rights 

NGOs and lawmakers around the world to raise awareness of the political repression there as 

part of its Campaign for the Abolition of Torture from February-April 1976.234 Amnesty’s 

nonpartisan approach to human rights advocacy led many members of Congress, including 

Representative Ed Koch, to see it as the gold standard for human rights groups, especially since 

they looked at information from State with some skepticism.235 Moved by this report, an aide to 

Koch, Charles Flynn, brought the problem of Uruguayan repression to his boss’s attention. Flynn 

told me that Koch, despite his general ignorance of Latin American issues, supported taking 

action against Uruguay because “it was a clear cut case” of a repressive government that targeted 

even Christian Democrats and “didn’t stink of any communist subversion.” Koch’s conviction 

strengthened after he met Wilson Ferreira Aldudante, a prominent Uruguayan politician in exile, 

and his son, Juan Raul Ferreira.236 These factors, combined with Koch’s belief that Uruguay was 

“of no real strategic importance” led him to propose an amendment banning congressional funds 

from being “used to provide military assistance, international military education and training, or 

foreign military credit sales to the Government of Uruguay.”237 Passed in September 1976, it 

reduced the Ford administration’s proposed $3,000,000 military aid budget to Uruguay (see 

Table 1) to $0. Thus, by the time Carter took office in January 1977, the Congress had forbidden 

the executive from sending military aid to Uruguay. 
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Uruguay was suddenly in the spotlight. Koch’s aide, Charles Flynn, had zeroed in on the 

small country because he wanted to find an easy human rights case to build momentum for 

further amendments. “It wasn't viewed from the conservative Republican side as vital national 

interest,” he said. “So it was sort of a small off the radar project, but would have ultimately [had] 

quite an impact.”238 Koch described Uruguay as “a natural illustrat[ion] to make the point with 

other Latin American countries that we were no longer going to sit back and support repression,” 

and “a symbol of the United States’ intolerance for” repression.239 An Amnesty International 

report had led Congress to place itself at the center of US-Uruguay policy: Uruguay had become 

a symbol of the US Congress’s battle for human rights. Policymakers at State had to reckon with 

that reality. 
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Table 3.1: Military Aid Requests and Actual Allocations (in Thousands of US Dollars) 

 Under Ford Under Carter 

Military 

Aid 

FY 1977: Ford’s 

Proposal 

FY 1977: Congress’s 

Allocation 

FY 1978: 

Carter’s Proposal 

FY 1978: 

Congress’s 

Allocation 

MAP 50 34 0 0 

FMS 2,500 0 0 0 

Excess 

Defense 

Articles 

0 0 0 0 

Training 500 0 0 0 

Total 3050 34 0 0 
Chart by author. See U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Appropriations, Subcommittee on Foreign Assistance and Related 

Programs, Foreign Assistance and Related Programs Assistance for FY 1977, 94th Congress, 2nd Session, 1976, 1169; U.S. 

Congress, Senate, Committee on Appropriations, Subcommittee on Foreign Assistance and Related Programs, Foreign 

Assistance and Related Programs Assistance for FY 1978, 95th Congress, 1st Session, 1977, 1361 U.S. Congress, Senate, 

Committee on Appropriations, Subcommittee on Foreign Operations, Foreign Assistance and Related Programs Assistance 

for FY 1979, 95th Congress, 2nd Session, 1978, 1532. Also See Schoultz, Human Rights and United States Policy toward 

Latin America, 265. He provides a similar table that shows all of Latin America, but is limited to “requested” and does not 

differentiate between types of aid. He also makes a minor math error in Uruguay 1976, calculating aid at 17,120 rather than 

17,320. 
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US Military Aid to Uruguay: September 1976-March 1977 

In an effort to assert executive control over human rights policy, the Carter administration 

sought not only to satisfy Congress by instituting the multilateral policy discussed in the last 

chapter, but also by signaling its support for Congress’s aggressive cuts to Uruguay. In so doing, 

the Carter administration, like Congress, rendered Uruguay a symbol, but the administration used 

it as both a symbol of its commitment to human rights and of its willingness to work with 

Congress. 

Carter’s State Department and National Security Council proposed a variety of initiatives 

to earn congressional trust. Jessica Tuchman, in her January 24 recommendations on how to 

build a human rights policy that would mollify Congress, argued the Carter administration’s 

military assistance “requests will be taken as the single most important signal of this 

Administration’s policies on human rights.” Accordingly, she recommended that the 

administration show “its clear intent to support the spirit of” congressional human rights 

mandates, such as the Koch Amendment, which banned military aid to Uruguay.240 Ten days 

after Tuchman’s memo, the State Department announced that Secretary of State Cyrus Vance 

would decrease the military aid requests for Argentina, Ethiopia, and Uruguay on human rights 

grounds (See Table 3.1). However, because the Koch Amendment had already cut off Foreign 

Military Sales (FMS) to Uruguay, some State officials argued that this was a weak signal.241 
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Others, such as National Security Advisor Brzezinski, argued that singling out Uruguay and 

Argentina set a bad precedent and would prove ineffective.242 Both sides recognized that the cuts 

were largely symbolic.  

 Brzezinski lost this battle. Vance announced his decision on February 24, 1977 before the 

Senate Subcommittee on Foreign Operations. Vance’s declaration was the first time any US 

administration proposed cutting aid to foreign governments on human rights grounds, and he was 

careful to position these cuts as indicative of a broader policy. Vance explained that the 

administration was “working to fulfill both the letter and spirit of current legislation relating 

human rights concerns to foreign assistance.” He elaborated that “in each case, we must balance 

a political concern for human rights against economic or security goals.”243 Vance laid out the 

principles of the new foreign policy: responsiveness to congressional concerns and a desire to 

promote human rights, tempered by country-by-country analysis. He did not explain in depth 

why he singled out Uruguay, Ethiopia, and Argentina. Likewise, the New York Times explained 

the cuts as indicative of the new administration’s human rights policy while barely mentioning 

the abuse in Uruguay that justified them.244 New York Times journalist Bernard Gwertzman 

described the importance of the occasion: “This was the first time in memory that any 

administration publicly announced a reduction in foreign aid because of human-rights 
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considerations. The amount of aid involved was relatively small, but the administration clearly 

wants the symbolic importance of the action not to go unnoticed.”245 

In Uruguay, these policies—the Koch Amendment and Vance’s support of it—became an 

issue in two separate situations. The Carter administration refused to approve the sale of Smith 

and Wesson small arms to the Uruguayan police, a decision the lame-duck Ford administration 

had punted and the Carter administration carried to fruition.246 More striking was the Carter 

administration’s denial two days into its tenure of an Argentine transfer of US-made F-86 fighter 

jets to Uruguay, citing “political” concerns that Congress would see the transfer as an effort to 

circumvent the Koch amendment.247  

By denying the Smith and Wesson export license and the Argentine F-86 transfer, as well 

as by announcing its support of the Koch amendment, the Carter administration made clear that it 

was serious about its human rights commitment. Many in the Uruguayan government believed 

their country was being unfairly singled out. They argued that the Carter administration’s new 

policy violated Uruguay’s sovereignty and was based on inaccurate information about the human 

rights situation in Uruguay.248 Citing this belief, they rejected all US aid on February 28, 1977.249 

Argentina, Brazil and other Latin American regimes followed suit in the following weeks.250 

Thus by the end of February 1977, the United States could no longer rely on the threat of 
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military, or even economic, aid cutoffs to induce human rights progress in Uruguay.  

Uruguay, a small Latin American country with marginal ties to the United States, might 

seem an unlikely symbol of the Carter administration’s human rights policy. But it was precisely 

its insignificance that thrust it into the spotlight. Put crudely, Uruguay did not matter to US 

policymakers. In his January 26, 1977 overview of the political situation as well as US priorities 

in Uruguay, Ambassador Siracusa argued that “the United States has no vital strategic or 

economic interests in Uruguay,” and that Uruguay’s main “value [is] as a friendly hemispheric 

neighbor and as a collaborator on the world scene.”251 In March, State informed Siracusa that 

“the strain in U.S.-Uruguayan relations over the issue of human rights and its linkage to security 

assistance” was the “overriding issue” the embassy should address.252 Other interests that could 

have competed with human rights interests in Uruguay were virtually nonexistent. The Joint 

Chiefs noted in early August 1977 that “Uruguay, from a military sense, is of limited 

importance.”253 Uruguay was such a minor trading partner that the Carter administration was 

considering placing tariffs on it for non-competitive practices.254 As a prosperous country, 

Uruguay also qualified for neither humanitarian nor developmental aid, and the Carter 

administration denied almost every IFI loan to Uruguay.255 Human rights sat atop the US 

government’s list of priorities in the country. 

 By rendering Uruguay little more than a symbol of US human rights policy, the Carter 
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administration tasked the US embassy in Montevideo with advancing the US human rights 

policy with virtually no leverage. The embassy could not incentivize improvement by 

threatening to cut off aid or by promising piecemeal aid, as its Argentine counterpart did, and it 

could not convince State or Congress to change US policy because Uruguay was too 

unimportant. Uruguay’s human rights abuses needed to significantly improve before the Carter 

administration or Congress would consider restoring aid. 

Section 2: Ambassador Ernest Siracusa 

 The US ambassador to Uruguay, Ernest Siracusa, had a complicated relationship with US 

human rights policy. He doubted the objectivity of human rights organizations—especially 

Amnesty International—and thus the reliability of their assessment of human rights in Uruguay, 

and he resented that Congress had relied on NGO reporting rather than that of the embassy in 

passing the Koch amendment. However, he did not think that human rights considerations were 

irrelevant to foreign policy. Although Siracusa encouraged the Uruguayan government to 

improve its human rights record and cooperate with NGOs, his doubts about the US human 

rights policy in Uruguay led him to waste time and energy petitioning State to change its course. 

 Siracusa believed that human rights in Uruguay, though far from ideal, had improved 

markedly since the dictatorship’s early years. While he described the Uruguayan government as 

a “civil-military government which is rapidly becoming more military and less civil,” he 

believed allegations of torture to be exaggerated.256 He recognized that in the battle against the 

Tupamaros, Uruguayan police and military had used torture, but he believed it had been mostly 

psychological, not physical, and that it had been declining for at least two years. Specifically, he 

took issue with Amnesty International’s 1977 report, which described Uruguay as a repressive 
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state with 6,000 political prisoners, asserting that Amnesty’s image of Uruguay “does not hold 

true for any objective observer.”257  

 Siracusa constantly reiterated his view that the Uruguayan junta, though abusive, was 

acting in self-defense. In January, he approvingly referenced a New York Times op-ed column by 

Georgetown University professor, and prominent conservative, Ernest Lefever.258 Lefever’s 

article focused on the problems with using human rights as a guide in foreign policy, arguing that 

while human rights abuses in Chile were not justified, they were a response to “a massive effort 

by Havana and Moscow to transform it into a totalitarian state.”259 Siracusa was not as 

conservative as Lefever, but he did plead with State to remember that Uruguay had been 

“forcibly separated” from its democratic tradition, and the military took charge with “the support 

and/or reluctant acquiescence of probably the majority of Uruguayans.”260 In 1989, Siracusa 

summarized his position on Uruguay: “The message [to the junta] was invariably the same: 

respect human rights and return Uruguay to democracy as soon as possible so as to not sully the 

good [done] by [the military’s] timely intervention.” However, he was critical of Amnesty, 

arguing that his embassy was “very well and objectively informed, certainly better… than were 

many motivated organizations that made outrageous and unjustified accusations against 

Uruguay.”261 

To Siracusa’s dismay, the reports of these “motivated organizations” held more sway in 

Congress than did the reports emanating from his embassy. While lobbying for the Koch 
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Amendment in 1976, proponents routinely lobbed insults at Siracusa. In testimony before the 

Fraser Committee in mid-1976, Wilson Ferreira, an Uruguayan ex-patriate, called Siracusa’s 

embassy “a public relations agent of the Uruguayan government,” and others who testified 

argued that the only way the embassy could deny torture was if its “intelligence and information 

services… are simply not functioning.”262 Koch inserted an article into the Congressional 

Record that added that Siracusa seemed to have forgotten “which country he actually 

represents.”263 Years later, Siracusa accused Koch of merely “riding the tide of human rights 

activities for his own political purposes.”264 In response to Congress cutting off aid, the 

ambassador dug in his heels against pressure from Washington. 

 Six days after Carter’s inauguration, Siracusa requested that the State Department 

conduct a “thorough and penetrating review” of human rights in Uruguay and of US policy 

toward the country.265 He stated that he “believes in a US policy based on… human rights; but” 

he also “believes that the US has the obligation to base actions pursuant to this policy on the 

truth.”266 He recommended the review focus on two questions: “What really is the measure and 

scope of the human rights problem”? and “What is the best way to deal with it”?267  

 Siracusa’s request was an attempt to convince State to come around to his position on 

these questions. He understood that State was constrained by Congress, but he thought it a shame 

that “a small country must bear the adverse weight of” human rights decisions.268 On the first 

question, he bemoaned the fact that State had not consulted his embassy before making its 

decision on the F-86 transfers from Argentina, believing that this indicated that the Department 
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had “apparently accepted as valid the picture of Uruguay as portrayed by its critics as did the 

Congress” as opposed to his embassy’s “careful on-the-spot” reporting based on the “training 

and experience of its officers.”269 To Siracusa, State was either ignorant of the facts or too afraid 

of Congress to consider them.270 He called for a review at least five more times before the end of 

his tenure.271 In regard to the second question, Siracusa explained that he “almost emphatically” 

did not believe “that punitive acts (Koch…) and negative policy attitudes (pistol and F-86 cases) 

represent the best way to deal with the problem.” He asserted that “they have almost the opposite 

effect” by reducing his “ability to have a real, constructive and positive [in]fluence for improving 

the human rights situation.”272 No review happened. 

 Siracusa turned to asking for high-level US visits to disabuse Washington of its 

misguided beliefs about Uruguay. In March 1977, the State Department’s assistant secretary of 

inter-American affairs, Terrance Todman, suggested that Pat Derian visit Argentina, believing 

that seeing the situation on the ground would temper what he—like Siracusa—believed to be her 

overzealous pursuit of human rights in Uruguay. Derian, seeing it for the challenge it was, 

accepted.273 She was not scheduled to stop in Uruguay during a whirlwind tour of Latin America, 

but she later recalled that Siracusa “would call me up in the middle of the night… He called 

everybody to tell me that I absolutely had to come to Uruguay.”274 Derian carved out six hours in 

Montevideo, during which Siracusa arranged for her to meet with the Uruguayan foreign 
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minister, Alejandro Rovira. Siracusa was pleased that she had been able “to gain, if only briefly, 

some visual appreciation of the city of Montevideo and its people.”275 Todman’s and Siracusa’s 

gambles did not work as intended: Derian departed Argentina even more passionate about the 

human rights situation and later called the Uruguayan military an overly-emotional, “nutty 

bunch” who were “just bad.”276  

 Siracusa also encouraged Todman to visit, stressing that Uruguay’s openness to a high-

level visit from the State Department signaled its desire to improve relations with the United 

States. When State contemplated conditioning Todman’s visit on Uruguay allowing the IAHRC 

into the country, Siracusa pushed back, saying the assistant secretary’s visit could prepare the 

way for the IAHRC, but it should not be conditioned on Uruguay agreeing to a visit.277 He 

argued that Todman’s visit should be seen “purely as a friendly effort to ascertain facts and 

discuss possible bases for mending relations.”278 He later added that “granted their faults on 

human rights, [Uruguay] still feels it is aggrieved… While we may not agree, objectively we 

should have some understanding of their point of view.”279 Siracusa thus saw visits from 

Washington as not only a way to promote Uruguayan understanding of the Washington 

perspective, but also as a way to get State officials in Washington out of their marble offices and 

onto the ground. He believed that State was as ignorant of Uruguay as the junta was of 

Washington. 

  Siracusa urged the Uruguayan government to improve its human rights record and to be 

more transparent about it by releasing information on specific prisoners. For example, on 

February 1st, Siracusa met with the Uruguayan ambassador to the United States, Jose Perez 
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Caldas, to complain that the Uruguayan Council of State—a puppet legislative body—had failed 

to fulfill its promise to pass laws strengthening due process and other legal protections. He also 

followed up on State requests for information on Jaime Perez, the former chair of the Uruguayan 

Communist Party who the Uruguayan junta had imprisoned, but Perez Caldas provided no 

information.280 In meetings with President Mendez and Foreign Minister Alejandro Rovira, he 

argued that Uruguay should improve its human rights record rather than attack human rights 

groups. Unless the Uruguayan government became more transparent, he asserted, the US 

Congress and human rights groups would continue to rely on the same biased sources that 

informed Amnesty International.281 

 However, Siracusa trusted the Uruguayan government and was hesitant to speak too 

aggressively about its human rights record. He rarely raised specific allegations of torture with 

Uruguayan officials. On one occasion, he raised the case of a prisoner who had a heart attack and 

whose family had not been allowed to see him. He said this event illustrated “monumental 

insensitivity if not deliberate cruelty,” but he quickly gave the Uruguayans an easy out by saying 

the family might have been turned away due to “bureaucratic rigidities.” He told the Uruguayans 

that he found “it hard to believe the highest authorities in Uruguay whom I knew would issue” 

orders to stop a family from visiting a sick relative in the hospital. He reprimanded them for 

hooding prisoners, but he added that he considered this a minor abuse. For him, the real problem 

was its imprudence: Uruguay’s critics would seize on this example to disparage the junta.282 He 

failed to mention nine other methods of physical torture the IAHRC detailed a year later, 
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including beatings, electrocutions, and sexual violence.283 

 Siracusa’s non-confrontational strategy toward Uruguayan human rights abuses was a 

relic of the Kissinger State Department and was not only out of style in 1977, it was ineffective. 

He did tell Uruguayan officials about US concern for human rights, but he was far more 

aggressive about correcting false ideas he believed to be popular at State than he was about 

ending the very real abuse perpetrated by the Uruguayan junta. His criticism of State was a waste 

of time, for State’s decisions vis-à-vis Uruguay were driven primarily by a desire to earn good 

will with Congress and to implement the new president’s policies. Congress cut off military 

assistance, and Congress would have to be convinced to restore it. From May—when Siracusa 

went back to Washington—to June, the chargé, James Haahr, was more aggressive than Siracusa 

in his insistence that the junta observe human rights, but Lawrence Pezzullo, who arrived in July, 

still had to start from scratch.  

Section 3: Ambassador Lawrence Pezzullo 

 Lawrence Pezzullo was much less willing than his predecessor to give the Uruguayan 

military officials the benefit of the doubt and much more likely to hold their feet to the fire. 

Pezzullo, who shared the Carter administration’s beliefs about human rights and understood the 

importance of Congress in forming US-Uruguay policy, devised a much more effective strategy 

for inducing change. He undertook two initiatives: first, he promoted high-level visits that 

reassured the Uruguayan government that the Carter administration was of one mind in its belief 

that Uruguay needed to improve its human rights record, and second, he showed Uruguayan 

officials that they needed to convince Congress, not just the embassy, that their human rights 

record was improving. 
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 Pezzullo was a career foreign service officer who had most recently been deputy assistant 

secretary of state for congressional affairs.284 After presenting his credentials, he admitted, “I 

don’t know anything about Uruguay yet.”285 However, one fact was immediately clear to him: 

neither did the embassy. Figuring out the truth and causes of the junta’s human rights abuses 

became one of his embassy’s earliest priorities. “When I got there, there was a lot of mythology 

as to what had happened in Uruguay, in the State Department’s own recollection,” remembered 

Pezzullo, “I said, ‘I want to know the history. Let’s look back at what happened, and turn it over 

stone by stone.’”286 He was not quite so diplomatic in a later interview with historian Kathryn 

Sikkink, saying, “We had an embassy in Uruguay that was an apologist for the Uruguayan 

government… You had no factual evidence at the embassy. How many in prison? In what 

conditions? Who does it?” “They were complete boobs,” he added. Pezzullo criticized Siracusa 

for not “spending time to run an embassy,” and he said State had appointed him because it was 

“unhappy with [the embassy’s] performance.” 287  

 Given his dissatisfaction with how the embassy had been run and his belief that he had 

been chosen because he cared about human rights, it is not surprising that Pezzullo quickly took 

a more aggressive stance. In two meetings held during his first three days after presenting his 

credentials to the Uruguayan government, Pezzullo aggressively pushed back against claims 

from President Mendez and the Commanders in Chief (CINCs) that reports of widespread abuse 

were products of a Marxist conspiracy.288 The CINCs were the de facto leaders of the Uruguayan 
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government, while the president and Council of State were little more than democratic fig leaves 

to give the CINCs legitimacy. Pezzullo told them that continuing to blame “dark forces” for the 

country’s tarnished image would get them nowhere. They needed to take action such as allowing 

an IAHRC visit and responding to inquiries into the status of various prisoners.289 Pezzullo 

sought to convince the Uruguayan government it needed to stop “wallowing in self-pity” and 

come to terms with its record on human rights because “our relationship is hostage to actions 

you've taken.”290  

 However, Pezzullo was still a foreign service officer who resented overly-restrictive and 

punitive decisions from Washington. For example, he pushed back when State indicated that it 

might follow the strictures of Congress and deny an Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) 

loan to Uruguay, despite the fact that the loan would not come under consideration in the IDB for 

several months.291  In 1989, he decried the “zealots on human rights… that, you know, wanted 

blood. They were not willing to respond incrementally.” He recognized that Uruguay had serious 

problems it was often loath to fix, but he also said that “once they began reacting positively, I 

needed some give on our side... [However,] the ideologues[’ response] was, ‘Now wait a minute. 

It’s not finished.”292 Despite chafing at Washington’s yoke, Pezzullo nevertheless compelled the 

Uruguayan government to improve its human rights performance. 

High-Level Visits and a Government United 

Pezzullo needed to show the Uruguayan government that he spoke for the whole Carter 

administration, not just some radical fringe. Even before presenting his credentials, Pezzullo 

diagnosed an important issue his embassy would face in Uruguay, which was the Uruguayan 
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government’s “propensity to misread comments made by” US officials, which made it all the 

more important that he and other officials all “speak with one voice.”293 To do this, he 

encouraged members of the executive branch to personally inform Uruguayan officials that the 

administration believed human rights to be the major barrier to a positive relationship, for many 

voices could communicate the message more clearly than his alone.  

The first high-level visit was from Assistant Secretary Todman. Unlike Siracusa who had 

recommended that Todman visit as a way to promote mutual understanding, Pezzullo focused on 

its potential to present a united State Department. He warned Todman that his dinner with the 

Uruguayan Commanders in Chief would be crucial because “they feel comfortable in the role of 

the betrayed and misunderstood and… persist in the belief that we do not speak with one voice 

as a government.”294 He recommended that Todman commend the CINCs for their success in 

dealing with the Tupamaros but insist that “only through their efforts to improve their 

international image… can we move to improve our bilateral relationship.”295 The remedies he 

suggested fell into two categories: improving Uruguay’s human rights record (decreasing 

censorship and allowing prisoners to choose exile over imprisonment) and making improvements 

visible (developing a system to respond to inquiries into prisoners’ status, publishing all names 

of prisoners, and allowing an impartial body to investigate).296 The embassy also arranged for 

Todman to meet with Uruguayans of all stripes: civilians, members of the military, members of 

government, critics of the regime, and supporters of the regime.297  

Todman arrived in Montevideo on August 17, and despite his well-known skepticism 
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about prioritizing human rights, he followed Pezzullo’s recommendations.298 In his meeting with 

the CINCs, Todman stood by the reports of human rights abuses, and he emphasized those 

reports’ adverse effects on Uruguay’s bilateral relationship with the United States.299 He 

encouraged Uruguayan officials to promote political liberalization, end torture, and release 

information on their human rights practices.300 Nevertheless, he also took pains to distance 

himself from human rights zealots, saying, “We understand very well that some of this 

information [on human rights] is very partial,” and “there is no publicity about the gradual and 

steady progress [on human rights] that is going on in the country.”301 

Todman’s moderation on human rights may have undermined his message, but his 

presence alone pleased many critics of the junta. Juan Raul Ferreira (the son of a prominent 

political exile) recounts that to the junta’s critics, “Todman was received as a hero.”302 Pezzullo 

agreed that Todman’s visit had a positive impact because it “sensitized many in [the Uruguayan 

government], in the media and among [the] general public to the need to come to grips with” 

Uruguay’s negative human rights image.303 However, some groups clung to the assistant 

secretary’s more moderate statements. El Pais, a pro-government newspaper, believed Todman’s 

tone reflected “a new diplomatic realism” that was “quite different from the presumptuous 

aggressiveness which some people expected based on the thrust President Carter has set for his 

policies.”304  

The next opportunity to clarify the administration’s policy came on September 9, at the 

Panama Canal Treaty signing in Washington, when President Carter met with Uruguayan 
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President Mendez to discuss the problems plaguing US-Uruguayan relations. After identifying 

human rights as the central issue between the United States and Uruguay, Carter admitted that 

though some information was likely exaggerated, congressional and public concern over human 

rights precluded close relations. He asked Mendez what Uruguay could do to improve its image. 

Mendez—who Carter characterized as “highly evasive, more so than any other Latin head of 

state”—promised to accept a visit from any individual or group sent by the US government to 

investigate human rights and to establish a commission to quickly respond to inquiries into 

prisoners.305 These two promises—the information commission and the human rights visit—

became two of the central issues in US-Uruguayan relations. Until that point, the junta had been 

dodgy on the issue of disseminating information; Carter managed to nail Mendez to a concrete 

goal. Further, while the junta had encouraged US diplomats to visit Uruguay, Mendez’s promise 

was much broader and could include, for example, visits from the International League of 

Human Rights (ILHR) and American Bar Association.306 Nevertheless, misconceptions about US 

policy persisted.  

 Mendez returned to Uruguay overly optimistic about the implications of his meeting with 

Carter. When he briefed the CINCs on September 12 and the Council of State on the 13th, he 

mischaracterized Carter as someone who only wanted to see improvement in human rights 
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because various human rights groups were holding US policy hostage, not because he saw a 

problem.307 In a September 14 press conference, Mendez exaggerated Carter’s eagerness to 

improve relations with Uruguay, saying the American president “wanted nothing more but the 

official confirmation [that NGOs exaggerated the extent of Uruguay’s human rights abuse]… to 

establish a better understanding at the highest political levels of his country.”308 Pezzullo 

welcomed this optimism, but cautioned that Mendez needed to fulfil his promises, particularly 

regarding the establishment of an information commission to release information on political 

prisoners.309 The State Department also reminded Mendez of his promises to Carter and clarified 

that “allegations of human rights violations now make it most difficult to sustain past 

relationships.”310  

 In December, Lieutenant General Dennis McAuliffe, the newly appointed head of US 

Southern Command, visited Uruguay as part of his introductory tour through Latin America. 

This was a crucial opportunity to show the Uruguayan government that the US military was fully 

behind the Carter administration’s hard line on human rights. During a luncheon with Uruguay’s 

military leaders on December 12, McAuliffe’s toast affirmed the US military’s commitment to 

human rights: “The members of the armed forces of the U.S. also share totally the sentiments of 

our people and our Congress on this important subject [of human rights]… The degree to which 

our country support[s] this cause will affect the future of our mutual and beneficial traditional 

military relations [with Uruguay].”311 None of the CINCs raised a glass. Instead, they rose with 

the rest of the military officials present and, “as if by signal,” left the room. They also boycotted 
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that evening’s dinner. Foreign Minister Alejandro Rovira, one of two Uruguayans who remained, 

lectured McAuliffe and insisted that there were “no human rights violators in Uruguay.” 

McAuliffe told him to prove it.312 

Pezzullo believed the visit had been a success and predicted its long-term impact: “First, 

the McAuliffe visit dispelled the myth of a division within our own ranks. Second, it should 

make clear to every serious-minded person in the GOU [Government of Uruguay] that the 

extremists in their ranks, who have the temerity to even attack the Pentagon, can lead this 

country only to further isolation. And, third, because of its self-propagated press attack on Gen. 

McAuliffe, the GOU ironically has broadcast to its own people what it refuses to allow the press 

to print.”313 

Part of the reason for the media frenzy that Pezzullo mentioned was that McAuliffe’s 

visit took place while a group of human rights lawyers from the United States and Europe were 

visiting Uruguay. These lawyers, who had no affiliation to the United States or the IAHRC, 

hoped to inquire into the status of a handful of political prisoners.314 Among them was US 

lawyer, Robert Goldman, who had become infamous among the Uruguayan military after 

drafting the IAHRC report on Uruguay earlier that year. Embassy officials initially chafed at the 

lawyers’ sense of entitlement, but by the end of their visit, Pezzullo praised their pragmatism.315 

Still, Goldman’s presence in Uruguay alongside McAuliffe’s prompted some local journalists to 

allege a US conspiracy, and the Uruguayan embassy in the United States put out a press release 

calling Goldman a lying “mercenary lawyer” who follow “the tactics of Hitler’s propaganda 
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Minister José Goebbels” (See Appendix).316  

Pezzullo used these high-level visits to communicate to Uruguayans that the Carter 

administration spoke with one voice and that its concern with human rights was more than a 

passing phase. The US civilian and military leaders who met with the Uruguayans all repeated 

the same message: if Uruguayans wanted a better relationship with the United States, Uruguay 

would have to improve its human rights record. 

Including the US Congress 

Whereas the United States’ primary grievance with Uruguay was its human rights record, 

the junta’s principal complaint with the United States was the US Congress’s passage of the 

Koch Amendment. Uruguayans argued that allegations of human rights abuse were part of an 

international conspiracy cooked up by Marxists and peddled by Amnesty International. The 

official Uruguayan line held the US Congress responsible for the deterioration of bilateral 

relations.317 However, as the aptly-named Army CINC Julio Cesar Vadora told Todman, the 

Uruguayans understood that the US Congress had to cater to special interests, but they did not 

understand why State went along.318 Congress loomed large in the minds of policymakers in the 

Carter administration, as seen in comments made by Pezzullo and other diplomats emphasizing 

that they were reflecting the will of the US Congress and the American people.319 Pezzullo 

worked to improve the information the embassy provided to the US Congress, and he sought to 

promote Uruguayan understanding of, and personal ties with, the US Congress. 
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Pezzullo, unlike Siracusa, enjoyed a positive relationship with people in human rights 

circles in Washington, especially in Congress. He described his work as State’s deputy secretary 

for congressional affairs as “a learning experience… that a lot of Foreign Service officers don’t 

go through.”320 He recounted his time at the Congressional Liaison Office by arguing that at first, 

foreign service officers “don’t really see the Hill as their natural habitat. But once you make 

them understand” how Congress works, “you do reach a point… where you satisfy their needs, 

and… further your own purposes.” He added that “the Foreign Service… should be exposed to 

the Congress. Because without that, our country… doesn’t work.”321 In that job, he got to know 

Representative Don Fraser personally, and in early February 1977, he encouraged Deputy 

Secretary Warren Christopher to meet with Fraser, as well as Senators Ted Kennedy and Alan 

Cranston (D-CA), and listen to their human rights ideas.322 When he was tapped to become 

ambassador to Uruguay, he also met with Charles Flynn and Juan Raul Ferreira, both of whom 

came away with a sense that Pezzullo would work to further human rights in Uruguay, a contrast 

with how they saw Siracusa.323  

Pezzullo accelerated efforts begun before his arrival to get better access to information 

from the Uruguayan government, primarily so the embassy could respond promptly to 

congressional requests for information on Uruguayan prisoners. In January 1977, Uruguayan 

Ambassador Jose Perez Caldas had proposed creating an “action committee” to respond quickly 

to questions from members of Congress.324 By June, the Uruguayans had agreed that as long as 

the request came from the US government and not an NGO, the embassy could send a name to 
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an official in the Foreign Ministry and expect back information on that person’s status.325 

Pezzullo sought to expand this informal system as soon as he was at post, but it was not until 

Carter’s September meeting with Mendez that the idea gained steam.326 By the end of 1977, the 

informal information commission began shaping into the “Central Office for Information,” 

which officially opened in March 1978 and received inquiries from any international body with 

questions about prisoners.327 

The information commission was just one part of the embassy’s push to guarantee the 

freer flow of information out of Uruguay. Another example was its effort to pave the way for 

human rights groups to gain access to the country. State not only wanted an IAHRC visit, it also 

pushed Uruguay to open up to the International Committee Red Cross, and when Mendez 

promised to allow the United States to send a group to observe the human rights situation in 

Uruguay, the State Department planned on sending a group sponsored by the International 

League on Human Rights.328 Reaching out to these NGOs was crucial in any attempt to persuade 

Congress that the human rights situation was improving, for these were the groups that supplied 

Congress with information that supported their legislation.329 Human rights advocates in 

Congress held these groups in such high regard that when they mandated that the State 

Department submit annual human rights reports, they required that the reports include both “the 

relevant findings of appropriate international organizations” and “the extent of cooperation by 
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such government in permitting an unimpeded investigation by any such organizations.330  

 Pezzullo also tried to deepen Uruguay’s understanding of the US Congress. When Janean 

Mann and Virginia Schlundt of the House International Relations Committee staff visited the US 

embassy in Montevideo on September 9, 1977, Pezzullo arranged a meeting with members of the 

Uruguayan military. He hoped the staffers would show the military how popular opinion 

influenced US policy so the Uruguayan government “would be better able to deal with the 

Congress in presenting Uruguay’s position on human rights.”331 Mann and Schlundt told the 

Uruguayan military how the war in Vietnam had soured many Americans on using tax dollars to 

support repressive regimes. They insisted that the US Congress based its decisions on reliable 

sources and any deficit in Congress’s understanding of the situation in Uruguay was not due not 

to Congress’s lack of trying but to Uruguayan opacity.332 

 In the coming weeks, a series of opportunities came for person-to-person exchanges with 

members of Capitol Hill. Pezzullo encouraged the Uruguayan military to allow Perez Caldas, the 

Uruguayan ambassador to the United States, to accept an invitation to a September 27 

conference on Capitol Hill about US human rights policy in Latin America, and despite the 

junta’s ’s initial desire to reject the invitation, Pezzullo claimed to have convinced it to consider 

it more closely.333 The Uruguayan government ultimately refused, citing its concerns about the 

other attendees as well as the US Congress’s bias against Uruguay. However, Perez Caldas did 

invite the members of Congress who attended the conference to visit Uruguay, a courtesy that the 

Argentine and Chilean ambassadors did not extend.334 Pezzullo also encouraged Uruguayan 
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Foreign Minister Rovira to visit members of Congress in Washington, and in early October, he 

and other Uruguayan officials met in Washington with Representatives Gus Yatron (D-PA), 

Dante Fascell (D-FL), and Benjamin Gilman (R-NY).335 After the meetings the Uruguayan 

officials said they better understood Congress’s importance and promised to appeal directly to 

the Hill. Pezzullo noted that Rovira realized “that the G[overnment] O[f] U[ruguay] could 

improve its image by bringing its case to the attention of the American public and congressional 

leaders.”336 

 Uruguay was not alone in its failure to appreciate the importance of Congress. As 

political scientist Lars Schoultz points out, many Latin American states had grown accustomed 

during previous administrations to an executive monopoly on foreign policy, and they therefore 

spent little effort lobbying Congress. When NGOs like Amnesty International influenced 

members of Congress, Latin American governments were ill-equipped to respond and failed to 

understand the shifting political landscape in the United States.337 Further, it is not surprising that 

a hierarchical military body in a different country had a hard time understanding the deliberative 

US Congress. After all, the junta had dissolved the Uruguayan Congress. Crucially, the 

Uruguayan military, which was accustomed to dealing with the State Department, did not seem 

to understand that dealing with Congress meant more than just working with members of that 

body but also working with the groups that supplied those members with information. Both 

Siracusa and Pezzullo understood this fact, but Pezzullo was much more dedicated in 

encouraging Uruguay to take that step. 
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Conclusion 

 The shift in US policy toward Uruguay in 1977 was the result of political, ideational, and 

personal shifts in Washington. Politically, there was a shift from Ford to Carter at the same time 

that Congress was asserting itself against what many saw as a history of executive overreach. 

This meant that the Carter administration needed to cooperate with Congress to prove it was 

acting in good faith. Ideationally, this resurgent Congress and Carter agreed that human rights 

should be an important part of US foreign policy, which is why Congress passed—and the Carter 

administration tacitly endorsed—the Koch amendment, which cut all military aid to Uruguay. On 

the personal level, Lawrence Pezzullo replaced Ernest Siracusa as US ambassador to Uruguay, 

and his personal feelings about human rights and relationship with Congress allowed him to craft 

an effective human rights policy in Uruguay that kept Congress better informed on the junta’s 

progress. These political, ideational, and personal forces worked together to produce a policy that 

drove two points home to the Uruguayan government. First, the United States would maintain 

aid cuts until Uruguay’s human rights record improved. Second, improving its record was not 

enough, for in order to regain US friendship, the Uruguayan government would need to convince 

the US Congress in addition to the Carter administration that it had improved, which would 

require greater transparency. 

Both Siracusa and Pezzullo knew this to be necessary, but only Pezzullo acted on that 

knowledge. Siracusa believed human rights concerns should influence US policy toward 

Uruguay, and until Uruguay restored its democracy, the two countries would not be close. 

However, he believed that the account of Uruguayan abuse presented to Congress and believed 

by State was exaggerated, so he discouraged State from taking punitive actions that singled out 

Uruguay. As a result, he wasted time lobbying State to change a policy designed by Congress 
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while also failing to communicate to Uruguay how it might appeal to Congress to change US 

policy toward Uruguay. Pezzullo shared some of Siracusa’s skepticism of the human rights 

“zealots” in the Human Rights Office, but he generally agreed with their commitment to human 

rights and faithfully carried out an earnest human rights policy that informed Uruguay that US 

pressure would not subside until Uruguay improved its record and offered greater 

transparency.338  

An official from a previous administration reacting sluggishly to enact the policy of a 

new president was hardly strange. Whereas Siracusa squandered the few opportunities to 

promote ties between Uruguay and Washington by fruitlessly encouraging back-pedaling at 

State, Pezzullo capitalized on his opportunities by helping Uruguay understand Washington, not 

vice versa. Pezzullo did not tell State it misunderstood the truth in Uruguay because he believed 

that State already had a firm grasp on reality and because, in any case, the crucial job was to 

convince Congress. 

In 1978, the fruits of Pezzullo’s labors were evident: State noted improvement in 

Uruguay’s human rights record, with a decrease in allegations of torture, lighter restrictions on 

political parties, and a reduction in retaliations against critical media outlets.339 The Uruguayan 

government also began opening up. In addition to overtures toward the US Congress, Uruguay 

also adopted a more liberal attitude toward human rights groups, negotiating with the 

International Committee of the Red Cross about a visit and accepting visits from the American 

Bar Association (ABA) and the National Academy of Science. The Uruguayan government even 

published the ABA’s findings.340 Further, the junta established the Central Office on 

                                                 
338 Lawrence Pezzullo, interview by Arthur R. Day, 46. 
339 US State Department, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices (78): 213-216; US State Department, Country Report on Human Rights 

Practices (79): 334-340. The reduction in prisoners was from an estimated 2,500 in 1977 and 2,000 confirmed in 1978. However, Amnesty 
340 US State Department, Country Report on Human Rights Practices, (79): 342. 
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Information, an important move toward increasing transparency with the rest of the world, 

though Amnesty International dismissed it as little more than a propaganda arm of the 

Uruguayan government.341 Uruguay began a slow crawl toward improvement, and in a way that 

the US Congress would be able to see.  

This study of US policy toward Uruguay reveals how US diplomats can induce change on 

human rights even without the threat of aid cuts. Pezzullo’s primary tool was interpersonal 

connections. He orchestrated meetings between Uruguayans and US officials and advised his 

countrymen on what to say, and invariably the message was the same: the United States cared 

about human rights, and Uruguay needed to improve its human rights performance and broadcast 

its improvement if it wanted to improve relations. Who delivered this message mattered as much 

as the message’s content, for President Carter’s words carried more weight than Ambassador 

Pezzullo’s. However, it is worth noting that although Pezzullo could no longer threaten to cut aid 

to Uruguay, he continued to make an implicit long-term promise: once Uruguay improved its 

record, the United States would resume normal relations. In fact, over his next two years in 

Uruguay, as he saw improvements, he asked State to loosen its restrictions on Uruguayan aid and 

grew frustrated when State refused.342 

Finally, the embassy’s policy toward Uruguay demonstrates how Congress can impact 

US foreign policy. The Koch amendment instituted an aid cutoff, and Congress moved on, rarely 

mentioning Uruguay in 1977 unless as an item in a long list of abusive regimes. Despite this lack 

of congressional interest, the US embassy promoted Uruguayan ties to members of Congress and 

the importance of lobbying Congress. It pushed Uruguay to be more transparent with the human 

                                                 
341 Amnesty International Report 1979 (Amnesty International, 1979): 78; US State Department, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices 

(78): 341-342. 
342 Lawrence Pezzullo, interview by Arthur R. Day, 46. See also Sikkink, Mixed Signals, 121-147. 
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rights groups that informed Congress. Members of Congress thrust Uruguay onto the floor of 

Congress before promptly forgetting about it. As a result, the embassy in Montevideo had to 

make Congress care again, and to do so, it needed to show progress. Thus, by passing the Koch 

amendment, Congress made itself an actor in US-Uruguayan relations, which meant that US 

policy needed to encourage transparency in addition to human rights improvement, for a 

traditional quiet policy alone would not convince Congress to change course.  
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Conclusion 

The Carter administration never definitively answered the question, “What are human 

rights?” It did not end government abuse or torture, and democracy did not return to the southern 

cone until the Reagan years. But the Carter administration’s human rights policy was no failure. 

The Carter administration deserves some credit for the increased activity of the IAHRC and the 

gradual improvement of Uruguay’s human rights record until the return to democracy in 1983. 

Assessing the impact in Uruguay of Jimmy Carter’s endorsement of human rights is difficult, for 

the State Department acted in concert with the US Congress, IAHRC, Amnesty International, 

and others in pressuring the junta to improve. However, it is undeniable that a US president who 

advanced human rights initiatives in good faith emboldened the human rights movement around 

the world. 

By looking at US-Uruguayan relations in 1977, one can see the ways that the Carter 

administration’s human rights policy emerged from an ongoing negotiation between the 

executive anxieties about interventionism and Congressional desires for an active human rights 

policy. This negotiation between the two branches of government produced the broad strokes of 

US policy, but many of the specifics were a product of differing ideas about what countries a US 

human rights policy should target and the individual skill of US policymakers. These three 

factors—institutions, ideas, and people—intertwined, for while a policymakers’ perspective is 

shaped by institutional incentives and the intellectual currents in which they live, an individual 

policymaker’s skill and alliances determine whether they can institute their policy. In the case of 

Lawrence Pezzullo, it was not just a matter of skill but also his personal connections with human 

rights advocates in Washington that helped him understand Congress’s important role in the 

formulation of US policy toward Uruguay.  
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These personal and intellectual factors sat atop the political reality that if Jimmy Carter 

did not do something about human rights, the US Congress would. Carter cared about human 

rights, and so did many in his administration, but a pressing issue for the Carter administration in 

formulating its human rights policy was wrenching back control over human rights from 

Congress. When the Carter administration considered an action that would subordinate human 

rights concerns to security or economic ones, it always considered how members of Congress 

would react. This tension stood at the heart of the Carter administration’s human rights policy in 

the OAS and Uruguay.  

The strain between the legislative and executive branches came less from personal 

antipathies than from factional divides within Congress, congressional anxieties about executive 

overreach, and differences in how each branch legitimized US human rights policy. Congress 

was divided into two ideological factions with roughly equal power: conservative and liberal. 

These factions drew their battle lines over the issue of whether human rights should be used as a 

bludgeon against the USSR or applied evenly to all countries. The presence of these factions in 

Congress meant that the Carter administration was always vulnerable to attacks from both of its 

flanks. For example, on the issue of aid cuts to Argentina and Nicaragua, the administration 

found its allies among conservatives, but when the opportunity arose to slash IFI funding to 

communist countries, conservatives abandoned the White House. 

Congress and the executive bureaucracy also had different views on why a US human 

rights policy would be legitimate. Members of Congress needed to be sure their human rights 

arguments resonated with Americans. Thus, the discourse about human rights in Congress often 

centered on issues of American symbols and tradition. As a result, the conservative-liberal divide 

that arose in Congress was not an academic debate about human rights; it was a debate about 
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American identity and what it meant to be free. There were some exceptions, such as 

Representative Donald Fraser’s appeals to international law, but the Americanist identitarian 

elements of the debate dominated congressional discourse on human rights. 

The executive branch, unlike Congress, worked closely with foreign governments, which 

meant that internationalist appeals had a much stronger influence. Carter’s rhetorical appeals to 

American tradition and identity on the campaign trail had to be translated into policy when he 

became president. The technocrats at State crafted this policy, not politicians, so the executive 

policy placed a premium on international law, which appealed to foreign governments in a way 

that American nationalism could not. This policy satisfied politicians who wanted the executive 

branch to consider human rights in foreign policy decisions and bureaucrats who wanted to avoid 

the appearance of intervention. Much of the fuss in Congress over US contributions to IFIs came 

from the fact that many members used international law as window dressing, whereas the 

executive branch used it as one of its primary legitimizing principals for its human rights policy. 

The Carter administration had enough allies in the Senate to stop most of the legislation 

circumventing its autonomy in IFIs, but the House still made its voice heard and extracted 

promises from the administration. This point is crucial, for in seeking to navigate the desires of 

the US Congress and the executive bureaucracy, the Carter administration based its policy on a 

set of values about which Congress cared little, which forced it into new battles with Congress. 

Beyond the disagreements between the branches over the meaning of human rights and 

the role of the executive in forming human rights policy, this friction was also an intrinsic part of 

an American political system rife with checks and balances. Once Congress became interested in 

human rights, it set itself on a collision course with the White House. Congress used its power of 

the purse in decisions about disbursing aid and its legislative power to curtail US representatives 
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to IFIs.  

This conflict between the branches was intentional. Memories of what many liberals 

believed to be Nixon’s and Ford’s arrogant disregard for Congress persisted into 1977 when 

Carter assumed office, and it was incumbent on the new administration to show that it had left 

the days of Kissinger in the past. In this regard, the administration compromised with Congress 

on every major piece of human rights legislation in 1977: it pushed back the aid cut to Argentina 

by a year, it softened the Badillo-Harkin language, it promised Congress not to send aid to 

Nicaragua, and it agree to vote against loans to specific countries.  

The administration raised its concerns about human rights at the OAS because it knew 

that Congress wanted a human rights policy that was both effective and visible. Likewise, the 

Carter administration’s policy toward Uruguay was a direct consequence of congressional 

legislation. The White House reaffirmed Congress’s policy expressed in the Koch amendment in 

hope of earning credibility with the legislature. Pezzullo created a policy that emphasized 

person-to-person contacts and transparency so the US Congress could see any progress the junta 

made in improving its human rights record. To do so, he needed to cooperate with NGOs and the 

IAHRC, on whom Congress relied for information. Thus although the Koch amendment only 

told State to cut aid to Uruguay, it resulted in a cascading policy that compelled Pezzullo to 

support NGOs and encourage Uruguayans to be more transparent with Congress. The Carter 

administration took steps beyond congressional demands in an effort to satisfy Congress’s desire 

for a human rights policy. Carter’s decision to work with Congress changed that body from 

hostile to cautious. 

However, Congress did not become dormant as the administration might have hoped. The 

Carter administration’s policy still diverged from Congress’s in one crucial way: it valued 
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international law in a way that Congress did not. Thus in 1977, congressional tension with the 

executive over human rights shifted to a new arena. While it continued to pass amendments to 

cut bilateral aid to Argentina and Nicaragua, by far the more pressing issue was the extent to 

which IFIs should be required to consider human rights. From the perspective of the Carter 

administration, Congress’s proposals threatened the international financial system, whereas 

many in Congress believed that the IFIs’ disbursement of American dollars to abusive regimes 

represented a threat to Congress’s authority and a violation of the American spirit. Thus, the 

Carter administration had to continue negotiating with Congress, for it had to calibrate its policy 

to respond to the shifting demands of Congress. 

Jimmy Carter’s human rights policy consisted of more than merely cutting off aid to 

governments that failed to respect human rights. High-level visits, multilateral diplomacy, and 

support for NGOs can create real, if moderate, change, as was seen in Uruguay. This is important 

because when historians study Carter’s human rights policy, they often judge his policy on the 

extent to which he cut off aid and voted against loans. These actions were controversial and 

widely publicized. They were also quantifiable: foreign aid is calculated in dollars, so it is 

tempting to use it as an objective measure of the Carter administration’s commitment to human 

rights. Likewise, when historians study the institutionalization of human rights concerns, they 

focus on the Human Rights Office, which gained influence under the Carter administration and 

remained important under Reagan. However, focusing on aid cuts and the Human Rights Office 

obscures much of the administration’s policy. In Uruguay, the administration’s policy consisted 

of ongoing discussions and visits that not only encouraged the junta to improve its human rights 

record but also insisted on the need for transparency. It strengthened human rights organizations, 

especially in the OAS, and it urged the junta to establish direct ties to Congress. The presence of 
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congressional scrutiny—rather than any specific congressional mandate—compelled the 

administration to craft this policy. Human rights groups allowed the Carter administration to put 

public pressure on abusive regimes without seeming interventionist. Amnesty International and 

the IAHRC would do the shaming. The Carter administration just opened the door.  
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Uruguayan Press Release 

 After Robert Goldman, an American human rights lawyer who drafted the 1977 IAHRC 

report for Uruguay, travelled to Montevideo in 1977, the Uruguayan embassy in the United 

States issued the following press release attacking his credibility, along with that of the other 

men who accompanied him. 

EMBAJADA DEL URUGUAY 

WASHINGTON, D. C, 

PRESS RELEASE 

________________ 

Accusations made by a commission of legal experts that recently visited the Republic of 

Uruguay before the Committee on Human Rights of the United Nations. 

1) Necessary Preface 

Before entering to consider some of the statements made at Press Conferences by the 

members of the so-called "Commission of Legal Experts'' that recently visited Uruguay in a 

private way,—namely, Drs. Goldman, Martinez and Weill—it would seem necessary to be aware 

of their characteristics, particularly of some of them in order to be in a position that would enable 

us to evaluate the truth, or even better, the mendacity, of their statements. 

Dr. Goldman is, no doubt, very much in favor of following the tactics of Hitler's 

Propaganda Minister José Goebbels, who used to assert, as a [definite aphorism], that a lie told a 

thousand times was better than the best of all truths. 

But, for a better understanding of the situation, let us first analyze Dr. Goldman's ethical 

structure, since in substance he appears to be the leader of the campaign now taking, place in 

Europe against human rights in Uruguay. [pg. 2] 

From the point of view of the emotional sensitivity of each witness, the procedural law of 

all countries in the world rejects the testimony given by any person having animosity or 

resentment against the object of his statement. Therefore, and in this connection, Dr. Goldman 

would be censurable since he shows a marked animosity, or an undisguised resentment, against 

Uruguay. This conclusion is based on the following: 

- In June of 1977, during the VIII OAS General Assembly meetings held in Grenada, the 

Uruguayan Delegation could definitely prove that the Inter-American Commission on 

Human Rights of the Organization of American States had paid Dr. Goldman U$S4,000 

[sic] for his services to write a report on the human rights in Uruguay. The Inter-America 

Commission on Human Rights has its own Legal Department and in hiring an outsider 

ignored its statutory provision; This was all disclosed by the Uruguayan Delegation as a 

maneuver against the country. 

- Dr. Goldman appearing as a mercenary lawyer, reported on Uruguay, on facts and on 
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realities unknown to him, thus completing a false report and showing an unfavorable 

attitude toward the country. 

- In short, it was proven that Dr. Robert Goldman was a mercenary lawyer, hired to the 

specific effect of producing a report against Uruguay and in these circumstances [pg. 3] 

once the point was disclosed, there is no doubt that his emotional attitude to our country 

was no longer the best. 

- His profile has been completed by new elements that, together with the false rhetorics 

shown in the above mentioned report, contribute to shape the personality of somebody 

who makes facts up against truth and conceals it. 

This preface was necessary to introduce the leader of the new attacks against Uruguay: an 

enemy of the country and a contumacious liar. 

2) Intervention of the Ministry of Justice 

The Uruguayan· authorities received the members of the "Commission of Legal Experts" 

(Goldman being among them) when they visited the country in a private way, for they keep 

Uruguay's doors opened to all and have nothing to hide. The authorities were willing to 

cooperate in clarifying matters that the Commission might consider necessary. 

On the occasion of their meeting with the Minister of Justice, they submitted a petition to 

free a large number of subversive leaders along with a request of information on other persons 

listed in seven pages. The Minister then explained to them that as provided by the Constitution, 

those detained on subversive [pg. 4] charges fell under the jurisdiction of military justice and, 

therefore, not under his. 

Dr. Martinez, a Spanish lawyer, then said that they were aware of it and that the purpose 

of their meeting with the Minister was discuss matters as "colleagues". On that basis, the meeting 

went on for about two hours. Dr. Weill then handed out the list of person[s] whose freedom they 

were requesting. 

The Minister once more told them that he could do nothing the effect, but referred them 

to the President of the Supreme Milita[ry] Court and to the President of the Council of State 

(under which the Commission on Human Rights functions). The Minister told them that these 

two persons would be able to give them official information on the matter 

The legal experts left after an exchange of ideas about different subjects connected with 

Uruguay's domestic laws. 

Two days later, upon their leaving the country, a note from them and addressed to the 

Minister, was delivered at the Ministry. In it they expressed their hope that, “as agreed”, the 

information requested would be sent to the addresses in Paris shown in the letter, “no later than 

the end of January”. 

As is the case with subsequent events, this was totally false, since the Minister could not 

"agree" on supplying any information about persons prosecuted by military justice, a fact that 

was known by Goldman and those accompanying him. Much less cou[ld] he set up a deadline for 
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supplying it. [pg. 5] 

These two lies, although bewildering at the beginning, turned out to be quite clear to 

explain the essence of Dr. Goldman's maneuver. 

Since the Minister of Justice was unable to fulfill his alleged commitment (that he could 

never make) and once the deadline was over, Dr. Goldman and the others felt "morally" free to 

report in public and in press conferences, the "atrocities" perpetrated in Uruguay, which 

supposedly the Minister dared not make known by the public. 

The essence of the maneuver was then disclosed: the possibility of making new and 

increasingly ridiculous statements, thus accumulating lies, all of which is worth bearing in mind. 

3) The President of the Supreme Military Court 

Once the valves were open, on the basis that the Ministry of Justice had not supplied the 

information "on time", the lawyers of the visiting commission started a violent attack against the 

military justice, particularly agair1st the President of the Supreme Military Court, Dr. Frederico 

Silva [Ledesma].  

As a matter of fact, this was confirmed by the cables which quote their statements at press 

conferences, showing the absurdity of the ridiculous: they maintain that the President of the 

Supreme Military Court had admitted “tortures”. And, further elaborating on this subject, they 

maintain that Dr. Silva Ledesma told them that the lack of publicity is due to his fear of a clash 

with the [pg. 6] Armed Forces. Also, he is reported as having made comments on the killings of 

victims by the Chilean and Argentine military. 

This lie is so ridiculous and obvious that there is no need for an extremely sharp mind to 

see it as clearly as it shines. Obviously, Dr. Silva Ledesma would not have admitted to him --

particularly bearing in mind Dr. Goldman's antecedents—that the military justice admitted 

tortures. 

The statement by which Dr. Silva Ledesma has admitted that during Dr. Schurmann's 

trial, racist factors were influential (in other words, that Dr. Silva Ledesma would have acted as a 

known "antisemite"), is even more ridiculous and absurd, even bewildering due to its scope. 

A psyched-up mind, more than that of a liar, is necessary for bringing antisemitic 

implications into this picture, since it is obvious that neither our Government nor our people have 

in any way deserved such qualification ever. 

First, Dr. Schurmann Pachecho is not Jewish but gentile; his last name of Belgian descent 

may have confused Goldman when he made the imputation. 

Alas, concerning the alleged antisemitism of the military authorities, it is important to 

point out that the members of the Jewish community have expressed, on several occasions, their 

satisfaction with the guarantees offered by the country, with no [pg. 7] signs of racial reaction by 

any authority. This is shown particularly in the publication that the Jewish community in 

Uruguay puts out monthly, called “Mensaje". They seem happy to point out, as a characteristic 
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of the Uruguayan people and government, that they have never adopted antisemitic practices. 

Furthermore, Dr. Goldman's assertion contradicts the report submitted by the Department 

of State to the Congress, Paragraph 3.a. in that the Government respects the constitutional 

guarantees relating the freedom of religion. 

4) The President of the Council of Government 

Although the point referring to this subject is of minor importance, we consider it better 

to reply to it for otherwise Dr. Goldman would succeed in confusing those who may not be that 

attentive to his distortions. 

According to him, Dr. Hamlet Reyes, President of the Council of State, gave him the 

"unbelievable reply" that the Uruguayan citizens who commit crimes abroad are only subject to 

that country's justice. What is unbelievable is Dr. Goldman’s (supposedly an expert in public 

international law) statement, who maintains that any Uruguayan citizen, no matter what country 

he is in, should have “diplomatic protection”, as quoted from Goldman’s own assertions. There 

is no need to be a “legal expert”, as Dr. Goldman calls himself, to realize that such an assertion 

would [pg. 8] either be legally erroneous or show an imperialistic vocation, if we did not know 

that it had been made with a malicious motivation. 

 Finally, the following conclusions can be draw from all of the above: 

a) The new campaign to discredit Uruguay started in Europe is aimed at opening a second 

front against our country, based on totally false assertions. 

b) They come from a group, whose executive agent is Dr. Goldman, a well-known enemy of 

Uruguay, and who holds the resentment of those who are caught in illegitimate 

maneuvers. 

c) It is the result of a campaign being obviously handled by liars. 

d) Lies, although ingeniously schemed a~ the beginning, in the end are notorious due to the 

absurdity of their making. 

 

March 3, 1978. 

 


