Notes from the Field

A View of the United Nations Conference on Human Rights, Vienna, June 1993

From Among the Throng at the Non-Governmental Organization Forum

by Linda Gail Arrigo *

      Human rights activists are a rambunctious lot. They are driven by an intimate knowledge of human suffering, and they are not going to be silenced even if you invite them to a United Nations meeting and pay their air fare. To the contrary, with avid joy they will seize the opportunity to expose the wrongs of their governments to world scrutiny. 

      That could be said to be the lesson the United Nations was handed in the course of the admirable exercise of seeking to revise the United Nations Covenant on Human Rights with the participation of the very people governments habitually censure. Constituted as the Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Forum, at least 2,000 representatives of about 1,000 organizations met at the Vienna Centre on 10-12 June to prepare their recommendations for the United Nations Conference on Human Rights on 14-25 June 1993, in the Year of Indigenous Peoples. It was not an illogical exercise. The activists could serve as ardent advocates, pushing matters past delicacy, where diplomats might defer, toward an international standard of morality. And yet, as it probably appeared from the perspective of the Boltzmann Institute for Human Rights, the Vienna-based organizing institution acting on behalf of the donors who made it possible for the activists to participate in the forum (the European Community, Ford Foundation, and Agence de Cooperation Culturel Technique), it all got out of hand. 

      The instructions of the Joint Planning Committee, the official liaison with the United Nations, were that human rights violations of particular countries were not to be targeted; the NGO representatives were to discuss only the procedures by which the United Nations might receive reports and oversee human rights conditions. The meeting place had been prepared, however, with adequate security for the occasion: The stairwells from the lower floor, the NGO venue, to the upper floor, the U.N. venue, were locked or blocked, and there were metal detectors and bag searches at both entrances. 

      The NGO reps did not seem able to envision that distant, cool plan of an efficient, impartial international authority. The NGO sessions were litanies of tearful pleas concerning impoverished peasants, terrorized tribals, and embattled ethnic communities, and each of the audience had his own cause. The irony, especially in the case of indigenous peoples, was that only those members most acclimated to the outside world could effectively issue the appeal for protection of that fragile alternative to industrial society; and that appeal was dependent on the good will of concerned groups in the developed countries. The reps poured out their stories of barbarity one after another and plastered the walls of the wide hallways with large colored posters of mutilated bodies. By the third day it took a strong stomach to walk those hallways. Outside the halls participants and supporters demonstrated with indignant chants, banners, and dance till the approach to the Vienna Centre, next to the United Nations complex along the Danube River, was an obstacle course of exotic costumes and police cordons. 

      And when it might still have culminated on the third day with august statements and self-congratulations of governments that they had shown magnanimous concern, the NGOs threw over the Joint Planning Commission and demanded the constitution of a new one. At least a portion of them, led by the Latin Americans, stood on chairs and shouted down the invited speaker, Jimmy Carter. 

      Was the cause of human rights served by such militancy? Would it have been served by soothing platitudes? A few participants, caught up in the contradictions of the spectacle, wept silently -- the U.S. president who put human rights on the international agenda, but still a symbol of U.S. imperialism and support of repressive regimes, forcibly blocked from speaking by the defenders of human expression. One NGO rep from India later articulated the strategic position of the protest: "We've struggled for human rights all our lives, for decades. Now that the cold war is over, are we going to let the United States come here and coopt us and take over leadership of our struggle?" 

      No ready answers will be proffered here. The U.S. delegation did seem to seize the moment to act as the champion; openly taking on the most powerful villain that tried to turn back the advance toward international standards, China (see the above cartoon). It scheduled both open and confidential meetings with NGO contingents from each region of the world to report on progress. The NGO Forum continued to run sessions through 25 June, concurrent with the United Nations Conference on Human Rights, and at the forum intense networking among the NGOs flourished and the issues developed. Let's go back to the beginning. 

      There were several main themes of the conference. The central issues were: (1) self-determination, in other words, the cultural, economic, and political rights of nationalities, minorities, and indigenous peoples against the control of central national governments; (2) universality or cultural particularity of human rights definitions, with China, Burma, Iran, Syria, and a few others arguing for the relativity of human rights and their conditionality in relation to economic advance; (3) whether donors should tie economic aid and loans to human rights conditions, and no doubt related, whether the United Nations should appoint a high commissioner for human rights and develop mechanisms for ascertaining, such conditions. 

      The Vienna conference had been preceded by regional meetings in Tunis, San Jose (Costa Rica), Geneva, and Bangkok. At the Bangkok meeting in late March 1993, attended by both governmental delegations and NGOs, the "Bangkok Declaration" had been drafted. This was a statement that affirmed a Third World position of sovereign autonomy in the face of First World meddling, and a particular national definition and prioritization of human rights. But most Asian NGO activists saw this as a step backward from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights; for example, eight Chinese-speaking human rights organizations based in the United States, Europe, Australia; Hong Kong, and Taipei held a press conference on 18 June to rebuke this position and to urge China to ratify international covenants on human rights. 

      The conflict was explicit from day one of the NGO meeting, and it was a cyclone whirling around a man of peace, the Dalai Lama. The Austrian government had exercised its prerogative as the sponsoring government to invite the Dalai Lama and other recipients of the Nobel Peace Prize to address an opening ceremony of the United Nations Conference. But U.N. Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali quickly deferred to what was readily perceived to be pressure from China, disinviting the Dalai Lama, and the late afternoon sessions of the NGO meetings broke into a furor of incriminations that the U.N. Conference on Human Rights could not stand by its own principles. The Austrian government and the NGO Forum each voted for alternative invitations to the Dalai Lama. China again objected strenuously and made its usual dire threats about the impact on diplomacy and trade, even that it would withdraw from the U.N. conference. Liu Huaqiu, vice foreign minister in Beijing, was quoted in Terra Viva, the Independent Daily of the World Conference on Human Rights (no. 5 [6 June], p. 1) to have said "The Dalai Lama is not a religious figure. He is a political exile who wants to split China." The Dalai Lama finally spoke outside the Amnesty International tent set up in a park adjacent to the Vienna Centre. His mild but determined statement of persevering in the nonviolent request for justice, as if a philosophy of self-realization, did not mention China. Then the heavens opened and drenched the listeners to the bone. 

      China reportedly also led the move to exclude NGOs from observing the governmental drafting sessions. The Chinese further earned their repute among the NGOs by sending to the NGO Forum a dour-faced, gray-suited delegation of five, the Chinese Human Rights Study Society, which according to its brochure was founded in Beijing in January 1993. The society declined to appear at a session at which Chinese-speaking human rights organizations made self-introductions, or to sign statements of solidarity with activists from other countries. It handed out color booklets with happy Tibetans on the covers, as well as China's "white paper" on the Tian’anmen incident. In an episode recorded in Terra Viva (18 June, p. 9), when the Chinese Human Rights Study Society appeared to collect one of the rationed passes for the U.N. sessions, it was accused of not qualifying as a non-govemmental organization. 

        Then Mr. Li Baodong of the Chinese Human Rights Study Society tried to grab them [the passes]. . . . He had to be physically restrained. But more was at stake here than simply who would get a pass. Various Asian NGOs charge that the Chinese Human Rights Study Society (CHRSS) is not an NGO but a GONGO -- a government organised non-governmental organization, funded and directed by the Chinese government. The head of CHRSS is Mr. Li Yuan Chao, the general secretary of the Chinese Communist Youth League. 

      Though gleeful in its success in excluding Tibetan and Taiwan observers (even reporters) from the U.N. sessions, and many representatives of overseas dissidents from the NGO Forum, China suffered in the broad backlash against such unsophisticated exercises. Later in the conference China responded to its increasing isolation by dropping objections to the draft of general principles of human rights, while still holding to its reservations on the mechanisms for international enforcement. 

      Lacking China's clout as one of the five members of the U.N. Security. Council, India did not play such a visible role in the public jousting. However, the impression garnered from the NGO Forum was that the most serious, massive, and intractable human rights violations in Asia are to be found in the outlying regions of India and Bangladesh, where state terrorism and police-sanctioned communal violence have been unleashed against separatist guerrilla movements and the populations they champion. This and similar prolonged carnage across South Asia seem to be little known and little reported in the international media. According to a New Delhi newspaper report (The Pioneer, 27 March 1992), in the Punjab weighted bodies are pushed along with the current through irrigation canals and are only seen en masse and picked up as unidentified corpses when the water level drops hundreds of kilometers downstream. Families of Sikhs are happy when paramilitary forces take away their sons and husbands blindfolded, because their not being able to identify their abductors means they may be returned tortured but alive. Deaths in such circumstances number in the thousands in the last decade. Since India's partition in 1947 the tribal peoples in the Chittagong Hills at the southeastern margin of Bangladesh have been gradually surrounded by migrations of plains dwellers; religious and cultural tensions have broken into open suppression and rebellion, with the area sealed off under martial law for two decades. Similarly, tribals have barricaded themselves against dams and other invasive developments in India. An April 1993 Amnesty International report tells of murders by shooting and burning by the paramilitary Border Security Forces in Jammu and Kashmir, fifty-three in January alone, along with torture and rape of detainees; this is a pattern that has been escalating since early 1990. Still, the small discussion sessions of the NGO Forum dealing with Kashmir and Jammu seemed models of decorum under insufferable tension, and constructive engagement on explosive issues, with that peculiar South Asian patience for fluid articulation and Robert's Rules of Order. 

      Related to worldwide struggles for self determination -- no longer in the idiom of national liberation movements against colonial or neocolonial powers, but in the name of ethnic, cultural, and religious causes apparently reacting against the last decades of homogenizing nation-building and state centralization -- the Unrepresentated Nations and Peoples Organization was founded in February 1991, and now has a membership of forty groups. It maintains close contact with United Nations officials, and several of its officers were present at the NGO Forum. Among the founders, Estonia, Latvia, Georgia, and Armenia are U.N. members. Kurdistan, Kosova (Serbia), Karenni (Burma), East Timor (Indonesia), East Turkestan (China), and Taiwan (nominally China) are among the hopefuls. The disintegration of the Soviet bloc and the fall of communist orthodoxy elsewhere have made control less absolute and borders more permeable; previously unknown repressions are coming to light. For one case, Shoddtsoed Temtsiltu (Xi Hai-ming) was able to walk across the Chinese border one night nearly two years ago, and thus be present at the NGO Forum to describe conditions Inner Mongolia. Previously those who crossed the border were returned by Outer Mongolia to China and thence sentenced to eight years' imprisonment for the offense. 

      Two weeks of immersion in such concerns could be very depressing, but the energy of the activists seemed to have a life of its own, and here it could shine forth with a rare commonality of experience, despite the gap of language. The most unspeakably tormented bodies exhibited on the posters seemed finally to be suffused with a peace of hopefulness. When the foreign minister of Myanmar (Burma) appeared on 17 June to make his presentation in the general assembly hall, a hundred Asian NGO participants scrambled up to the galleries reserved for observers and stared down at him with the face of detained democratic movement leader and Nobel Peace Laureate, Aung San Suu Kyi, printed on masks. Whatever the outcome of official pronouncements of the United Nations Conference on Human Rights of June 1993, the activities at the NGO Forum promise a new scale of international solidarity. 

      *  Linda Gail Arrigo attended the NGO Forum as a member of the Taiwan Association for Human Rights. In 1990 she served in the Department of Foreign Affairs of Taiwan's Democratic Progressive Party. She is currently studying in the Department of Sociology at the State University of New York at Binghamton.  
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[This cartoon of the U.S. Uncle Sam lashing the Chinese dragon that is wreaking havoc on the Drafting Committee appeared on page 1of Terra Viva on 18 June 1993 under the headline "U.S. slams Chinese-led go-slow." At the Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Forum many NGOs, led by the Latin Americans, rebuffed former president Jimmy Carter as a symbol of U.S. imperialism. All the same, at the U.N. Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in June 1993 the United States posed as the champion of human rights. The United States took a strong role in countering Chinese-led moves to water down the 1948 Universal Declaration, exclude NGOs from observing the inter-government negotiations, and stall completion of a new draft with stronger U.N. oversight mechanisms. This cartoon is by Ninan and is reproduced here courtesy of Linda Gail Arrigo.]

