
7Perspective
In Context

Iran Daily  Wednesday, March 15, 2023

and those things are difficult 
to achieve. And then finally, 
they call for the creation of a 
welfare state where people 
are provided for, where it's 
made sure that people are 
able to get food and water 
and education and some 
access to health care. And 
so that's something for rich 
countries!
But if you're in Haiti, and the 
average individual share of 
the GDP is only a few hun-
dred dollars per person, 
that isn't going to be accom-
plished. This isn't a program 
that can be fully accom-
plished in the low income 
countries. So that's a that's 

a way in which it's idealistic: 
It sets high goals, and I've 
always been worried about 
the fact that it didn't really 
address what was to be done 
in poorer countries.
I'm not applying this to Iran, 
since Iran is not a poor coun-
try. But if you think about the 
low income countries in Afri-
ca, and still a few in Asia such 
as Cambodia, we're talking 
about something that goes 
way beyond the available 
resources. And of course, 
there are tradeoffs between 
liberty and equality, or be-
tween security and freedom. 
Then, if we're thinking about 
international human rights 

Refugees are going to be  
an extremely large problem in the future

Children gather near some of the thousands of tents and temporary shelters for Syrian refugee families at the Kawergosk camp, in the Kurdish region of Iraq.
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as promoted by the United 
Nations or by various region-
al organizations, that system 
is designed to give countries 
quite a lot of flexibility in 
dealing with trade-offs. And 
even there is far less room for 
tradeoffs if you're under the 
European Court of Human 
Rights, that is, if you've signed 
the European Convention. 
There you're under the sin-
gle court, but still, the judges 
in that court are drawn from 
some 50 countries in Europe, 
and they, too, are prepared to 
give some flexibility to coun-
tries that seem to be acting in 
good faith.
So I don't think that the sys-
tem, as we now have it, pro-
hibits trade-offs except in a 
few areas. It prohibits trade-
offs in regard to torture. It 
prohibits trade-offs in regard 
to political murder. Well, it 
prohibits trade-offs in regard 
to slavery. But in terms of oth-
er things, not so much.

With those in mind, do you 
think the human rights dis-
course can push back what 
we call authoritarianism?
I think it'll be with us for 
centuries. In my class the 
other day, in which I taught a 
course on international hu-
man rights at the University 
of Miami Law School, I said 
that historically most pop-
ular political philosophy is 
authoritarianism. That is the 
one that is most common in 
the history of most countries 
and is still very strong today. 
So the conflict between au-
thoritarians and people who 
want constraints on govern-
ment is one that is very much 
with us. And it's not going to 

go away. I mean, we have one 
of the two biggest countries 
in the world, China, which is 
very authoritarian. It has a 
strong central leader. It isn't 
very strong on due process. 
It penalizes political dissent. 
So I thought authoritarian-
ism is real and that's very 
much here around the world, 
and the attempt to sort of 
create an alternative, I think, 
is a work in progress. But I'm 
committed to it.

Some critics also point to the 
things that happened in the 
US in the 21st century as evi-
dence that even the greatest 
promoter of human rights 
fails to respect it as it should.
The United States is far from 
perfect. And in time of war, 
there can be great war fever. 
I experienced that after 911. 
The population was angry 
and there was a lot of fight 
that happened in the United 
States. There were people 
who believed in reacting with 
a very strong hand. So, cre-
ating a society that actually 
respects due process rights, 
that respects the right to dis-
sent, that's a real accomplish-
ment. It isn't something that is 
easy to achieve and not easy 
to maintain, in my opinion.
But in terms of many areas of 
liberty, I think the US is quite 
strong: In terms of personal 
liberty, liberty of belief, lib-
erty of communication, it's 
quite strong.

The reason I pointed to that 
was the amount of criticism 
which is made of Iran in 
those regards.
You know, I'm not here to 
sort of criticize Iran. I have 

great respect for the Iranian 
people. I've known a lot of 
Iranians who are very talent-
ed young people. And I hope 
that the country will evolve 
in a direction that is more re-
spectful of human rights. But 
that isn't going to be achieved 
from outside the country. 
That's going to be achieved 
from inside the country.

There is also the matter of 
emerging human issues 
which were not properly 
addressed in the Universal 
Declaration. Shouldn’t we 
think of making amend-
ments in regards to changes 
due to, say, internet or refu-
gee problem?
If you think about the for-
mation of the treaties that 
followed the Universal Decla-
ration, lots and lots of specific 
rights were added, particu-
larly in the area of minority 
group rights. So there are 
lots and lots of specific trea-
ties coming out of the United 
Nations and also coming out 
of the American system of 
human rights that deal with 
those issues. So you have trea-
ties that address the rights of 
children. You have ones that 
address the issues of women. 
You have treaties that address 
the problems of people with 
disabilities. So there have 
been quite a lot of additions 
and there is no reason, in my 
opinion, why we shouldn't 
have evolution in our lists of 
specific rights, because as 
times change, we have new 
problems.
The issues about the Inter-
net are certainly big and 
not ones that we foresaw 
when we first started talking 

about freedom of the press. 
So that's an area where we 
need to think, because these 
things aren't just some kind 
of panaceas that we can ap-
ply thoughtlessly. They re-
quire deliberation. We can 
we can deliberate, beginning 
with some of the underly-
ing values, and then we can 
look at the list that we've 
constructed and we can say, 
what do we no longer need? 
Maybe we don't need the 
right to bear arms, which we 
have in our Constitution. And 
maybe we need to deal with 
other issues, such as refu-
gees. There is international 
law pertaining to refugees, 
but it's weak. And I believe 
that that is going to be an ex-
tremely large problem in the 
future, especially if the worst 
of predictions of people con-
cerned with climate change 
come true, because then we 
will have many people who 
have to move, who have to 
leave their homes and move 
to higher ground. And if that 
happens in Bangladesh, or if 
we have really serious prob-
lems of drought in Africa, 
there will be many, many mil-
lions of people on the move 
that will present problems 
that are very, very hard.
But we're already, of course, 
seeing it in, say, Jordan, 
where Jordan has been good 
in terms of accepting of hun-
dreds and perhaps millions 
of Syrian refugees. They've 
built refugee camps in the 
desert and many people have 
come to the cities. But it's an 
incredible burden. And I real-
ly respect what they've done, 
what they've tried to do. But 
that's not easy. It's a huge in-

flow of refugees and it's a re-
ally big problem for a country.

And that last issue, global 
warming or climate change, 
threatens almost everyone!
Right! Nearby neighbor-
hoods in Miami are going to 
be under water. Even if we 
get one meter of sea level 
rise, there'll be Miami neigh-
borhoods that have serious 
flooding during high tides. So 
it isn't just in the Maldives.

One last political question: 
Sometimes it seems that the 
American state or media are 
not fair in their criticisms of 
human right issues across 
the globe when it happens 
to involve their allies. For 
example, a comparison be-
tween Iran and Saudi Arabia 
might be relevant here.
Well, certainly in the United 
States press, there's plenty 
of criticism of Saudi Arabia, 
plenty of criticism in regard to 
women not, allowing women 
to drive. They are making a 
little progress, I think. But the 
position of women in Saudi 
Arabia is very restricted. The 
other thing that we hear quite 
a lot about is that the Saudis 
did a lot to spread a very ex-
tremely conservative version 
of Islam. And that that has had 
caused some of the problems 
in the Middle East. It's not un-
noticed that most of the 911 
attackers were Saudis. And so 
it's not as though the Saudis 
aren’t criticized. I certainly 
hear much more criticism of 
Saudi Arabia than I do of Iran. 
The worries about Iran are 
much more related to mili-
tary possibilities, which you 
understand.


