
 

 

RESPONSES BY THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT TO INTERNATIONAL 

HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES 

 

A Thesis 

Presented to the Facility of the  

College of Graduate Studies of 

Angelo State University 

 

 

 

In Fulfillment of the 

Requirements for the Degree 

MASTER OF SECURITY STUDIES 
 
 
 
 
 

by 
 

ABIGAIL DESHA ADAMS 

December 2014 

Security Studies 

 



 

 

RESPONSES BY THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT TO INTERNATIONAL 

HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES 

by 

ABIGAIL DESHA ADAMS 

 

 

APPROVED: 

 

Dr. Bruce Bechtol 
 
 

Dr. Anthony Celso 
 
 

Dr. William Taylor 
 
 

Dr. Terry Dalrymple 
 

 
 

16 September 2014 
 
 
APPROVED: 
 
 
Dr. Susan Keith 
Dean of the College of Graduate Studies 
  



 
 

ABSTRACT 

The questions of why and how the US responds to international human rights abuses 

are complex and multifaceted.  Policy decisions regarding Nigeria, North Korea, and Syria 

all condemn abuses and demand that those responsible stop their actions. However, enforcing 

those demands is another matter.  The three case studies show that specific human rights 

policies cannot exist outside of other political and diplomatic considerations. Terrorism, 

nuclear concerns, and regional stability all affect US interests and overshadow human rights 

questions.  Moreover, respect for human rights cannot be forced on a government from the 

outside, and US sanctions do little when governments are not interested the well-being of 

their citizens.  Promoting stability and democracy worldwide is the best way to promote 

human rights.  Additionally, aiding refugees and giving aid wherever possible is the best way 

to realistically fulfill the international responsibly to protect and advance universal human 

rights.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The US policy documents and hearings were found through a mix of online resources. 

The Homeland Security Digital Library, sponsored by the Department of Homeland Security, 

contains a mix of policy and strategy documents, legislation, directives, reports, data and 

research results, and relevant testimony.1 Although not specifically targeted toward human 

rights and foreign affairs, the collection contains hundreds of relevant documents to study 

and analyze US actions.  The State Department, Library of Congress, and humanrights.gov 

also provided laws, background information, and hearings.  The “National Security Strategy” 

and the “Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review” were used to establish the broad 

US policy goals and how human rights relates to security. Together, these provide 

comprehensive coverage on the US government’s official stance and actions in response to 

international human rights abuses since 2002. The United Nations’ “Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights” is the primary base for US work on human rights, and was thus used to 

provide definitions.      

Two other major nongovernment resource for information of North Korea, Syria, and 

Nigeria were Amnesty International2 and Human Rights Watch.3  Both international 

organizations provide detailed reports on human rights abuses and are recognized as 

legitimate, accurate sources of information.  Amnesty International’s annual reports track the 

more long term changes and developments in given countries and areas.  Human Rights 

Watch conducts detailed interviews and publishes regular reports on specific occurrences of 

1 "Homeland Security Digital Library (HSDL)." Homeland Security Digital Library (HSDL).  
https://www.hsdl.org/ (accessed September 8, 2014). 

2 "Amnesty International :Working to Protect Human Rights."  
http://www.amnesty.org/ (accessed September 8, 2014). 

3 "Human Rights Watch: Defending Human Rights Worldwide. http://www.hrw.org/ (accessed September 8,  
2014). 
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abuses.  Both proved tremendously useful for putting together information on human rights 

issues within the case study states in the last several years. This information paired with the 

US government documents allows for analysis of patterns and trends in human rights issues 

and US responses.   

Each of the three case study states merit additional study into their recent history and 

politics to help clarify and frame the discussion of rights abuses and US actions.  Bruce 

Bechtol’s The Last Days of Kim Jong Il: The North Korean Threat in a Changing Era 

discusses the goals and functions of the North Korean government in recent years, and 

precisely how the country presents both a regional and international threat.  This source helps 

to explain US actions and policies toward North Korea that have more to do with politics and 

security than human rights abuses. It will also give additional insight into the world of North 

Korea and why the Kim dynasty engages in such heinous abuses of the Korean people. 

Similarly, Nikolaos van Dam’s The Struggle for Power in Syria: Politics and Society 

under Asad and the Ba'th Party serves much the same purpose for studying Syria. It 

discusses the county’s modern history, political struggles, and the motivations of current 

government. For Nigeria, a major source of information on recent history and the current 

political and cultural state of the country is John Campbell’s Nigeria: Dancing on the Brink.    

Thus, this study draws from a mix of documents on US policy, human rights, and information 

specific to the history and governments of North Korea, Syria, and Nigeria.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The political development and policies of the United States have always involved 

human rights in some form.  From the Bill of Rights in the US Constitution to current 

practices of spending billions to promote democracy and human rights, US laws have often 

addressed the concept throughout history. According to the United Nations’ “Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights”, “recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and 

inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice 

and peace in the world.”4  Thus, human rights are recognized as an issue of global 

importance, and flagrant abuses cannot be ignored.  As a member of the United Nations, and 

in keeping with US foreign policy, the United States has an obligation to address major 

international human rights abuses.5 However, dealing with these issues is tremendously 

complex, both internally and on the global stage.   

The United States does not have unlimited resources, and therefore must consider 

how best to expend resources when confronting international human rights abuses.  US 

national security, defense, economic interests, and political concerns all play a role in the 

decision making on rights issues.  In cases where a state’s government is complicit in, or 

even the source of the abuses of its own citizens, the question arises of whether state 

sovereignty or human rights is more important.  To what extent can the US demand a change 

in the behavior of another state, and what is the best way to enforce those demands?  The 

involvement of the UN and other countries also play a part in determining how to deal with a 

rogue state on human rights.  In most cases, the US cannot act unilaterally without drawing 

4 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948. 
5 Leading Through Civilian Power: The First Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review, United States 
 Department of State, (Washington, DC: GPO, 2010) 
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major international criticism.  Thus, addressing human rights abuses becomes a complex 

political and economic balancing act, and there is no straightforward answer. 

The question then becomes why and how does the United States directly address 

major human rights abuses by other states against their own citizens?  A comparative case 

study of North Korea, Syria, and Nigeria provides insights into US policy and action on 

international human rights abuses within the last several years.  Due to the extensive policy 

changes that occurred after September 11, 2001, the study is limited to 2002 through the 

present.  Each of the three countries presents a different challenge, and concerns such as US 

relations, UN reaction, security threats, and economic considerations all play a role. Although 

the US has openly condemned the human rights abuses and issues in each of the three states, 

there is considerable variation in the approaches.  However, without direct military action, as 

the US is current taking in Syria, forcing change in another sovereign country is nearly 

impossible.  The governments of both North Korea and Syria have shown a willingness to 

take economic damage due to US sanctions rather than change their policies on human rights, 

nuclear weapons, or foreign policy.  This has presented a considerable challenge in 

determining how to support aid for human rights while trying to use resources effectively and 

achieve political and security goals. 

 The countries used for the case studies were selected primarily because incidents in 

all three have commanded considerable international attention in recent years.  The civil war 

in Syria and particularly the chemical attacks by the government were in the news and drew 

interest even from people who do not closely follow world affairs.  Similarly, Boko Haram’s 

actions, particularly the kidnapping of 276 school girls earlier this year, also gained attention 

and outrage from the international community and American public.  North Korea’s atrocious 
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human rights record is well known, but Kim Jong Il’s death and the ascension of Kim Jong 

Un also put more attention on the country in recent years. Thus, all three are well known to 

the general public for recent human rights abuses. Moreover, the three states provide a fairly 

wide geographic and cultural spread.  None of the three countries have particularly similar 

backgrounds, and each has a different relationship with the US.  This provides a broader 

study so that the conclusions are not necessarily limited to US action in a single region or 

toward a particular government type.    
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CHAPTER I: US HUMAN RIGHTS LEGISLATION AND IDEALS 

 The United Nations’ “Universal Declaration of Human Rights” of 1948 is the guide 

for defining human rights for US policy making.  Article One of the declaration states that 

“all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.”6 Thus, all of humanity is 

equal in that regard, without reference for geography or politics.  Furthermore, article two 

states that “everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, 

without distinction of any kind.”7  Again, this reinforces the idea that all people are equal.  

Theoretically, the United States upholds this universal idea and these notions when 

addressing human rights in policy.  Reality cannot and does not match up, but these 

definitions present a clear picture of the ideal.   Although there are many human rights 

outlined in the document, the primary ones are life, liberty, and security of person.8  When 

these are habitually violated, it is generally acceptable to intervene under international law.    

 The concept of human rights springs from the objective or protecting and preserving 

human dignity and the sanctity of life for all people.9 Human life is inherently and 

undeniably valuable, and human rights abuses occur when that value is denied or ignored. 

Clearly some abuses are more monstrous that others; murder evokes a much stronger 

response than lacking access to an education.  However, any level of human rights abuse 

leads to harm and decreased quality of life, both for the individual and society as a whole.  

While the specific concept of human rights is a more modern construct, the idea of human 

worth and dignity has always existed, and is found in every major religion and moral code.10  

6 UDHR, Article 1. 
7 UDHR, Article 2. 
8 UDHR, Article 3. 
9 Benedek, W. 2006. Understanding Human Rights. Manual on Human Rights Education. European Training 

and Recourse Center for Human Rights and Democracy. , p. 21. 
10 Benedick, p. 29. 
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Human rights are separate and distinct from animal or earth rights, as well as the rights of 

citizens.11 For example, all people have the right to a representative government, and a 

United States citizen has the right to vote in the US presidential election.  A citizen of 

Germany does not have the right to vote for the US president, and a US citizen cannot vote in 

German elections.  These are not violations of human rights, but rather delineations of the 

rights of citizens. Thus, all people are entitled to the same universal human rights, but not 

everyone shares the same rights as citizens.  Human rights remain rights even when they are 

ignored or violated, and cannot be taken away.  Furthermore, ensuring the security of 

individual rights will in turn allow security for the state.12  Thus, human rights and national 

security are closely intertwined both in concept and practice. 

French Lawyer Karel Vasak was inspired by the French Revolutionary ideals and 

established the idea of three generations of human rights: liberty, equality, and fraternity.13  

This generational model has become standard for many subsequent human rights documents.  

The first generation of rights deals primarily with civil and political rights. These are 

currently enforced in most democratic countries.  The second generation, equality, addresses 

social, economic, and cultural rights.  These cannot be legally implemented or protected in a 

state until the first generations rights are thoroughly established, thus being regarded as a 

second generation.  The third group addresses collective rights, and is more international in 

scope.  As with moving from the first to second generation, the second generation rights must 

be in place before the third can be implemented.  The progression from second to third 

generation is perhaps more natural, but the world is simply not there at present.  Looking at 

11Benedick, p. 33. 
12Benedick, p. 28. 
13 Vasak, Karel, and Philip Alston. "The International Dimensions of Human Rights." Human  

Rights Quarterly 5, no. 4 (1983): 534-39. Accessed November 1, 2014. JSTOR. 
7 

 

                                                 



 
 

the development of legal human rights documents, one can see a gradual evolution as more 

and more rights become the legal standard. The US and most of its allies have the first 

generation rights reasonably well established and are more focused on the second.   

However, the citizens of Nigeria, North Korea, and Syria are lacking even the most 

fundamental rights.  Their rights to life, liberty, and security of person are regularly violated 

by their own governments and security forces.  These violations cannot be tolerated and the 

international community has a responsibility to call out corruption and abuses.  However, 

addressing human rights violations in another state brings up questions of both resources and 

state sovereignty.  Can the US afford to spend limited resources on the internal problems of 

another state when it faces its own internal struggles?  Moreover, how much action or 

intervention is warranted?  Perhaps the most common response to human rights abuses is 

simple condemnation. Nearly every policy and law regarding specific violations begins by 

condemning the perpetrators and demanding cessation of their actions.  This method can be 

used to shame governments into either changing their actions or addressing internal issues as 

the case warrants.  However, a stronger response must take into account sovereignty and state 

rights. 

 People have rights, and states are made up of people.  Therefore, states have rights as 

well.  The people within a state, rather than the government itself, are the sovereign entity.14 

In a similar vein, all states are equally sovereign.15  No one state is more "sovereign" than 

another in the way no person is fundamentally superior to another.  One person might be 

more accomplished and one state may have a stronger economy, but their fundamental worth 

14 Roth, B.R. 1999. Governmental Illegitimacy in International Law. Oxford University Press., p. 2. 
15 UN Declaration on Principles of International Law  concerning Friendly Relations and Cooperation among 

 States in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations, 24 October 1970., p. 3. 
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remains unchanged and equal to one another.  "Territorial integrity and political 

independence are inviolable," meaning that one state cannot impose on another without 

violating the rights of that state and the rights of the people living in that state.16  That makes 

war a human rights crime.  The security of the state itself should be sacred, much like an 

individual life. Thus, with regard to states' rights, invading a sovereign state without 

internationally recognized justification would be similar to murder of an individual. 

Therefore, the US cannot use force against another state except in extreme circumstances. 

Drawing the line for military action is always controversial and must be made on a case by 

case basis. However, more generalized policies on human rights are still necessary for 

making decisions and choosing the best course of action. 

The Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review of 2010 makes many 

references to human rights and their place in US policy.  It also speaks of the United States’ 

ideal plans and goals for international action and foreign relations.  It states that “America 

cannot meet the threats of this century alone, but the world cannot meet them without 

America.”17 Thus, the US plans to be very active and involved in world affairs and address 

various international and transnational issues. It goes further in detailing the four 

fundamental interests of advancing US policy abroad. First, the government wishes to 

promote the security of the United States, its citizens, allies, and partners. The second and 

related goal is the promotion of prosperity both at home and abroad. Third, the QDDR 

advocates supporting the spread of universal values, which are broadly defined as democracy 

and human rights. Finally, the fourth interest is to create and shape a “just and sustainable 

16 UN Declaration, p. 10. 
17 Leading Through Civilian Power: The First Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review, United States  

Department of State, (Washington, DC: GPO, 2010)., p. 9. 
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international order that promotes peace, security, and opportunity through cooperation.”18 

 Repeatedly, the QDDR lists democracy and human rights as both universal values and 

“America’s deepest values” and core interests.19 It goes into further detail to describe the 

importance of addressing human rights issues with all countries, defending human rights, and 

specifically helping those in vulnerable or fragile situations.20  It further states that US 

diplomats are to be guided in all they do by the values of democracy and human rights.21  

One of the planned ways to promote this is the creation of an Under Secretary for Civilian 

Security, Democracy, and Human Rights.22  There is also to be a particular focus on women 

and girls as they tend to be marginalized and often face the worse abuses.23  Democracy, 

promotion of human rights, gender equality, and transparent governance all converge to 

improve both quality of life and economic growth.24 Thus, the US promotes such values for 

itself and the rest of the world.  Moreover, USAID was created “as the world’s first donor 

agency to establish democracy, human rights, and governance as core development 

objectives.”25  The money and workers involved with USAID seek to promote human rights 

and universal values for the betterment of the international community, and by extension the 

United States.  The government also hopes to use civilians to foster international human 

rights by working with non-profits and creating more civilian jobs in organizations like 

USAID26 Finally, all this will be done according to “international human rights laws and 

18 Ibid. 
19 QDDR,p. xii. 
20 QDDR, p. 10. 
21 QDDR, p. 26. 
22 QDDR, p. 42. 
23 QDDR, p. 57. 
24 QDDR, p. 89. 
25 QDDR, p. 90. 
26 QDDR, p. 146. 
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standards” meaning the United Nations’ Universal Declaration.27 

 The National Security Strategy of the United States of 2010 also speaks about human 

rights and the US’ goals in balancing human concerns and its own national security.  It argues 

that democratic states that respect and encourage the rights of their citizens are stronger and 

more stable countries, all also make better allies and partners.28  Thus, it is to the United 

States’ advantage to promote international human rights for both economic and political 

reasons. When the US can bolster its own security and economic potential while also 

supporting improved conditions and respect for human rights, it makes sense to do so.  The 

NSS focuses in particular on Afghanistan and Pakistan.29 Thus, the US recognizes that 

promoting univeral human rights equally throughout the world is an unattainable goal at this 

point.  Although supportive of universal rights, the US must be selective in using limited 

resources to maximize returns.  To that end, promoting democracy and human rights 

worldwide is among the goals listed for shaping the twenty-first century.30 While ambitious, 

it indicates that human rights are on the government’s radar and a concern that influnces 

current and future policy.  A related goal is to help improve the function of the UN Human 

Rights Council, thus showing the desire to work with the global community to address 

human rights abuses.31 

 Therefore, promoting and protecting human rights is an established part of US foreign 

policy. Although implementing this in practice can be complicated, it is an important priority 

at least on paper.  The three case studies of human rights abuses and US reponses in Nigera, 

North Korea, and Syria over the last twelve years will delve into some of those 

27 QDDR, p. 154. 
28 National Security Strategy. Washington: White House, 2010. p. 5. 
29 NSS, p. 20. 
30 NSS, p. 37. 
31 NSS, p. 39. 
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complications.  Limited money and resources are always a concern with any undertaking.  

Security concerns also arise, particularly with North Korea and Syria.  There is some 

controvery over whether the human rights issues are used only to bolster arguments against 

their nuclear programs or press for regime change. Economic concerns and questions are 

particularly relevant to Nigeria, and political questions of course involve all three states.  In 

each of these cases, the US has made efforts to improve conditions for the citizens and 

address corruption and abuse within the government.  However, these efforts seem to have 

only little difference for Syrians and North Koreans, and the programs in Nigeria have met 

with limited success as well.  Answering the question of “why” the US has gotten involved 

quickly grows complex as well.  It becomes readily apparent that protecting human rights is 

not a stand-alone goal with any of these states.  The US must always concern itself with its 

own secuirty and growth, and even pursuing the noble sounding goals of spreading 

democracy and human rights must promote US interests.   
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CHAPTER II: NIGERIA 

 Nigeria is the most populous country in Africa, with a population of over 170 

million.32 It is the largest oil producer on the continent and has Africa’s second largest 

economy.33  Nigeria was under British colonial rule from 1900 to 1960, and the British 

highlighted and exacerbated the religious, cultural, and economic divides between different 

regions of the country. 34  Nigeria gained independence in 1960, but their development has 

been marred with violence and corruption ever since.  A civil war known as the Biafran War 

lasted from 1967 to 1970 and resulted in the deaths of over one million people.35 The conflict 

was driven primarily by ethnic and political tensions, many of which remain today. A military 

coup in 1975 resulted in full military rule until 1979.  Elections were held that year, and 

Nigeria had a nominally representative government until 1983 when the military again took 

over due to corruption and ineffectiveness in the government.36 

Nigeria successfully transitioned from military to civilian rule in 1999, but elections 

and government functions have been tainted with corruption and violence.37 Nonetheless, the 

country has potential to improve on those fronts and become a strong regional leader, both 

economically and politically.  The Nigerian government has been active in African politics in 

recent years, helping to mediate disputes and send troops to aid in UN peacekeeping 

missions.  It is also a major recipient of US foreign aid.  The population is religiously divided 

with the northern half of the country being overwhelmingly Muslim, and the south 

32 Ploch, Lauren. Nigeria: Elections and Issues for Congress. Washington: Congressional Research Service, 
2012., p. 1. 

33 Ibid. 
34 "A Country Study: Nigeria." Nigeria : Country Studies. March 2011. Accessed November 6, 2014.  

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/ngtoc.html. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
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predominantly Christian.  This, along with other ethnic and political tensions has led to 

considerable violence and security issues in Nigeria. The large Islamic terrorist group Boko 

Haram is also increasingly active and a major source of both national and international 

concern.  Moreover, corruption is rampant at all government levels and throughout the 

security forces of Nigeria.  Despite growing efforts from the federal government and the 

general population, fighting corruption is tremendously difficult when the police and judicial 

institutions cannot be trusted. The religious divide, ethnic tensions, terrorist presence, and 

recent transition to democracy all contribute to the considerable challenges Nigeria faces.  

There is hope for their people and future, but the Nigerians must overcome major obstacles to 

improve their human rights issues and decrease the rampant corruption the country. 

Politically, the country is a federal republic composed of 36 states plus the Federal 

Capital Territory.38  General Olusegun Obasanjo was elected president in 1999 and remained 

in office two terms.  He was succeeded by President Yar’Adua, who held office from 2007 to 

his death in 2010. Vice President Goodluck Johnathan assumed the presidency and was then 

formally elected in 2011 in an election generally considered fair and credible.39 There were 

still instances of violence and fraud during the election process, indicating that the 

democracy is not yet wholly stable. The country’s security forces were and remain a threat to 

the people as the government authorities have not kept effective control of them, and they 

regularly engage in violence, false arrests, and torture at the local level.40 

 In recent years, most of the human rights violations in Nigeria occurred at the hands 

of the local police and courts and Boko Haram.  Human rights groups have been active in 

38 Nigeria 2013 Human Rights Report. Washington: US Department of State, 2013. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
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Nigeria for many years, fighting against the corruption, terrorists, and societal divides.  In 

1990, Olisa Agbakobe and some fellow lawyers formed the Civil Liberties Organization to 

address the problems.41  Amnesty International and the Nigeria Council for National 

Awareness, among other local groups, were also active in trying to promote justice and 

humanity. 42  Their effectiveness was limited, but the people of Nigeria have been seeking to 

improve their country for many years now.   

The activists are limited by the extreme corruption in the local governments, security 

forces, and the police in particular.  It is difficult if not impossible for citizens to get justice 

for common crimes, particularly if the police were involved in the injustice in the first place. 

Police torture, abuse of power, disobeying court orders meant to stem corruption, outright 

lying, and extrajudicial killing are all tragically commonplace.43 Ethnic, political, and 

religious tensions all lead to violence and killings as well, particularly before and after 

elections.44 The people are unable to rely on the police when these confrontations occur, and 

police often take sides when they are involved.  The judicial system is also corrupt, slow, and 

has the same issues as the police for the most part.45 Even those in the courts and security 

forces who wish to improve the situation and pursue real justice are hampered by a lack of 

resources and a total lack of trust from the population.  Moreover, women’s rights and 

violence against women are ignored, and children and routinely arrested or killed by police.46  

Any homosexual activity is illegal even when between consenting adults, and gays face 

41 "A Country Study: Nigeria." 
42 Guttschuss, Eric. "Everyone's in on the Game": Corruption and Human Rights Abuses by the Nigeria Police 

Force. New York: Human Rights Watch, 2010. 
43 Amnesty International Report 2012: The State of the World's Human Rights. London: Amnesty International  

Publications, 2012. p. 257. 
44 Amnesty, p. 258. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Amnesty, p. 259. 
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threats and discrimination.47 Any freedom of expression is rather curtailed by the corrupt 

police and courts.48  

A Human Rights Watch report in 2002 detailed the rising problem with vigilantism in 

the years following the return to civilian rule.49 The government had made many promises to 

address violent crime, and to expand the funding and size of the local police forces. 

However, violent crime remained high and the police were often corrupt and contributed to 

the violence rather than reducing it.  Widespread distrust of the police also caused harm as 

people were reluctant to go to local authorities when crimes occurred.50  Thus, even when the 

police legitimately tried to help, the corrupt elements coupled with the public’s 

understandable distrust prevented police from being effective at all.  This led to an increase 

in vigilante groups which quickly grew in power.  In some areas, the state governments 

endorsed these groups and then used them for political violence.51  A sanctioned vigilante 

group frustrated with injustice can easily be turned against the political opponents of the 

officials who endorse their actions. These vigilante groups were responsible for many 

instances of torture, murder, and imprisonment outside the law.   

One of the largest of these groups was the Bakassi Boys who operated across multiple 

states in the southeast region of the country.52  Their version of justice was particularly 

brutal, and they regularly engaged in state sanctioned torture and executions.  Few protested 

their actions despite the violence and arbitrary nature of their attacks and arrests.  Many 

supported their actions due to a supposed drop in the crime rate in the areas in which they 

47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Tertsakian, Carina. The Bakassi Boys : The Legitimization of Murder and Torture. New York: Human Rights 

Watch, 2002. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
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operated.  Since those they attacked were labeled criminals, few protested their methods or 

the “criminal’s” right to a fair trial.  This is likely due to a widespread belief that only 

violence can stem the rampant violent crime, and the idea that the police cannot be trusted, so 

why not rely on vigilantes?  The report ends with this telling statement: “In the words of a 

man who was detained and tortured by the Bakassi Boys in Onitsha, “the peace we have now 

is the peace of a graveyard.”’ 

Another major social difficulty in addition to the religious and ethnic conflicts is the 

divide between indigenes and settlers.53  This is a result of government policy in place even 

before independence allowing different rights and privileges for the original inhabitants and 

so-called owners of a given area.  This distinction is usually made along ethnic or perhaps 

culture lines, which means that non-indigenes and their descendants can never gain indigene 

status and its associated privileges.  Even individuals whose families have lived in a given 

area for generations remain excluded from opportunities and especially politics.54  Being 

labeled an indigene is contingent on proving it, again making it impossible for a “settler” to 

ever improve their legal status.55 Although controversial throughout the country, this is a 

particular problem in the middle region where the Muslim north meets the Christian south. 

Although the federal government has spoken about addressing and ending this practice, it has 

not happened. By keeping the non-indigenes out of politics and power, they are effectively 

silenced and unable to help direct the future of their country.56 

Political violence was also commonplace in Nigeria after the end of military power.  

Due to the corruption, politics is one of a few limited methods to attain greater wealth and 

53 “They Do Not Own This Place”: Government Discrimination Against “Non-Indigenes” in Nigeria. New  
York: Human Rights Watch, 2006. p. 5. 

54 They, p. 6. 
55 Ibid. 
56 They, p. 12. 
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societal standing.57  This leads politics to become considerably more cut throat and 

considered a zero-sum game.  Desire for political power can quickly turn desperate and 

violent, and many are willing to openly engage in violence and threats to maintain their 

power.  Rampant poverty creates a situation in which politicians can easily hire thugs and 

small militias to support their power base. When multiple politicians in a region engage in 

this behavior, it leads to outright violence between rivals.  Often, these political divides run 

along ethnic or religious lines and the indigenes versus settlers issue, which leads to higher 

tensions and increased likelihood of violence and illegal and inhumane tactics.58  

In November of 2002, protests surrounding the Miss World pageant erupted into 

religious violence.59  In the city Kaduna, Christian and Muslim groups fought for three days, 

resulting in 250 deaths.  However, the local police and military considerably exacerbated the 

situation.  The military units were there expressly to prevent such violence, but the security 

forces instead killed and injured many during the fighting.60 They also arrested many people, 

but not those who instigated and organized the violence.  This demonstration proved that the 

average citizen was quite right not to trust the country’s security forces and demonstrates the 

appeal of the previously mentioned vigilante groups.  Even more frustrating, the federal 

government did little to address the failings of their security forces or to prevent future 

violence of the same kind.  Even more tragically, many of the dead and wounded were 

unaffiliated civilians not participating in the riots.61  

Another problem group was the O’odua People’s Congress (OPC) based in the 

57 "Testing Democracy: Political Violence in Nigeria." In Nigeria. 9th ed. Vol. 15. Washington: Human Rights 
Watch, 2003. 

58 Ibid. 
59 "The Miss World Riots: Continued Impunity for Killings in Kaduna." In Nigeria. 13th ed. Vol. 15. 

Washington: Human Rights Watch, 2003. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid.  
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southwestern part of the country and sought to promote the interest of the Yoruba ethnic 

group.62 Initially founded to address the mistreatment and marginalization of the Yoruba, it 

grew violent and combative as it gained power and influence. The OPC got involved in the 

vigilantism and also engaged in considerable ethnic violence.  Hundreds of civilians were 

targeted due to their ethnicity of political affiliations.  However, in another demonstration of 

their ineffectiveness, police responded with equal violence toward anyone even suspected of 

being an OPC member. Such violence only increased the OPC membership and Yoruba 

victimization, which in turn increased police violence in a vicious cycle. The OPC took to 

openly attacking police by the early 2000s, thus further continuing the cycle of violence.63 

Another source of violence and contention is the major religious divide in Nigeria.  In 

the northern half of the country, twelve states adopted Shari’a law between 2000 and 2004.64  

This is concerning to the non-Muslim population and to many Muslims who feel that it is 

being applied with unnecessary harshness.  Punishments under Shari’a law include 

execution, amputation, and flogging.  All three have been repeatedly issued by Shari’a courts, 

and all three are major human rights concerns.65 Moreover, in light of the nation-wide 

struggle for political power, the implantation of Shari’a law has been twisted to serve the 

goals of politicians seeking to increase or cement their own power.66 Religion and politics 

often do not mix well, and this is no exception.  Research by Human Rights Watch indicates 

that many politicians introduced Shari’a in order to gain votes and popularity rather than 

religious conviction.  Thus, it has been easily twisted to continue serving a political purpose 

62 "The O’Odua People's Congress: Fighting Violence with Violence." In Nigeria. 4th ed. Vol. 15. Washington: 
Human Rights Watch, 2003. 

63 Ibid. 
64 "Political Shari'a"?: Human Rights and Islamic Law in Northern Nigeria. New York: Human Rights Watch,  

2004, p. 1. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Sharia, p. 4. 
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and human rights abuses are ignored if they help keep politicians in power. To that end, many 

Muslims believe Shari’a is not being properly implemented. 

Political violence continued to be a problem, and became particularly insidious at 

election times.67  Elections in 2003 and 2004 at both state and federal levels were surrounded 

by violence that went mostly unaddressed.  Naturally, this calls the validity of the elections 

into question. Police violence remained a terrible problem into the 2000s as well, and was 

exacerbated by the tensions around elections.  Police and security forces regularly engaged in 

brutal torture and often murder.68  Victims and witnesses describe torture and beatings as 

regular and even expected occurrences.  The acts committed were known and involved senior 

officers. Interrogation rooms and cells are often equipped with instruments to aid in torture.69 

Forms of torture by the Nigerian police included tying limbs behind the body, suspension 

from the ceiling by the hands or legs, severe beatings with bars or wire, placing heavy blocks 

on people’s arms or back while they were suspended, use of tear gas on detainees, rape and 

sexual violence, electric shocks, shooting, stoning, threats, and denial of water or food.70  

Moreover, the crass statement “rest in pieces” is widely known to be a euphemism for 

those killed under police torture.71 Many arrests are arbitrary and the result of personal 

grudges rather than any evidence of criminal activity.  There are many reported cases of 

people being arrested and then falsely charged after refusing to bribe officers.72 Often those 

arrested are not told of their alleged crime, but tortured until they agree to sign a 

67 Nigeria’s 2003 Elections: The Unacknowledged Violence. New York: Human Rights Watch, 2004. 
68 Maldar, Sonya. "Rest in Pieces": Police Torture and Deaths in Custody in Nigeria. New York: Human Rights 

Watch, 2005., p. 1. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Maldar, p. 2. 
72 Maldar, p. 11. 
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confession.73 No one is immune to this treatment, and women, children, and the elderly have 

all been subject to police brutality throughout the country.  Young men are most common 

victims though. Those seeking redress for being falsely accused or attempting to gain justice 

for friends and relatives killed or maimed by police are rarely successful.74 Instead, they 

often face additional harassment and intimidation directly from the police.  

All of this obviously contributes to the idea that the police cannot be trusted or relied 

upon to achieve any real justice from criminal activity.  Even for those officers who wish to 

do their jobs, the police forces are grossly underfunded throughout Nigeria.75 The federal 

government had made considerable effort to address the funding issues, but corruption has 

led to mismanagement or outright theft of government funds.76 This also leads to insufficient 

training and poor pay for officers, which does not compel people to join out of a desire to 

protect and serve.77  Those on the higher end of the pay scale often gain their positions 

through corruption, which makes repairing the police force a huge challenge. This corruption 

goes up to the highest levels. The Inspector General of police resigned in 2005 after being 

accused of stealing the equivalent of $98 million in federal funds.78 Moreover, according to 

Amnesty International, over fifty percent of those imprisoned have never been formally 

convicted.79 Some have been waiting in prison for a decade for their trials.  

Corruption in the federal government is also a major problem for Nigeria.  The 

country has considerable wealth in natural resources, particularly oil.  However, little of that 

73 Maldar, p. 2. 
74 Maldar, p. 3. 
75 Maldar, p. 11. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Maldar, p. 12. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ploch 2012., p. 12. 

21 
 

                                                 



 
 

wealth has helped the average citizen as billions of dollars have been wasted and stolen.80 As 

human rights goes, this money should have been allotted primarily to schools, health care, 

and public services. As a result, many children die of preventable diseases, maternal deaths 

are the second highest in the world, and literacy is very low.81 A secondary result is that 

people are more vulnerable to violence, corruption, and religious or ethnic indoctrination. 

Few people at a local level are in a place to challenge the corruption.  For example, according 

to a 2006 report, “one local government chairman in Rivers shot three of his constituents 

following an argument about a broken electrical transformer.” 82  He remained in office. 

The 2007 elections brought unprecedented political violence to a country already full 

of it.83 Elections in April were rigged and violent, leading to terrible consequences. A gang 

war broke out in Port Harcourt in the state of Rivers, and many died in the collateral damage. 

Civilians on their way to and from work were attacked, murdered, and raped with impunity 

for weeks beginning in July of that year.  The violence spread widely, encompassing the 

political thugs and militias already in place, the corrupt and violent security forces, 

vigilantes, and gangs. Much of the fighting was to determine who would gain the approval of 

those in office.84  

At the end of November in 2008, more religious violence broke out and was made 

worse by the security forces tasked with ending it.85  More than 700 people died in two days 

of fighting between Christians and Muslims, and at least 130 of those deaths were arbitrary 

80 Lackey, Chris. Chop Fine: The Human Rights Impact of Local Government Corruption and Mismanagement 
in Rivers State, Nigeria. New York: Human Rights Watch, 2007. 

81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Politics as War: The Human Rights Impact and Causes of Post-Election Violence in Rivers State, Nigeria.  

New York: Human Rights Watch, 2008. p. 1. 
84 Politics, p. 2. 
85 Arbitrary Killings by Security Forces: Submission to the Investigative Bodies on the November 28-29, 2008  

Violence in Jos, Plateau State, Nigeria. New York: Human Rights Watch, 2009. 
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killings by the police and military.86 Most of those killing were Muslim men of the Hausa-

Fulani ethnic group. A shoot-on-site order was issued by Plateau State Governor Jonah Jang 

on November 29, resulting in the widespread killings. 

Finally, the terrorist organization Boko Haram is responsible for countless human 

rights abuses in Nigeria. Their full name is Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati Wal-Jihad, and 

the shorthand Boko Haram roughly translates to “Western Education is Forbidden.”87 They 

are a radical Sunni Islamic sect that arose during the early 2000s.88 Their motivations are not 

completely clear, but the group became considerably more radical and violent after a 2009 

government crackdown.89 It is believed that most of the members are frustrated with 

Nigeria’s rampant corruption, government ineffectiveness, and particularly with the 

economic imbalance and tension between the Muslim north and Christian South.  Thus, they 

share many frustrations with the average citizen, but are not turning that anger toward any 

positive resolution. Boko Haram is also thought to be linked with al Qaeda, but there is little 

hard proof either way.90 This has led to controversy over how the US should respond, with 

concern that unpopular action would lead to an increase in anti-US sentiment or encourage a 

connection between terrorists if it does not exist already. Also concerning, the Nigerian 

government has not been effective in addressing or reducing the threat posed by the terrorist 

group.91 

Similar to the vigilante groups and religious/ethnic violence, Boko Haram is hurting 

86 Ibid. 
87 Nigeria 2013 Human Rights Report. Washington: US Department of State, 2013. p. 1. 
88 Ploch 2012, p. 10. 
89 Mantzikos, Ioannis, ed. Boko Haram Anatomy of a Crisis. Bristol, UK: E-International Relations,  

2013., p 7.  
90 Mantzikos, p. 13. 
91 Mantzikos, p. 55. 
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the Nigerian people, and the police and military response is mostly making the problem 

worse. Boko Haram grew more active in the late 2000s, and they increased their violent 

attacks considerably around 2010. The Nigerian government escalated accordingly. In April, 

President Johnathan attempted to open a formal dialogue with Boko Haram, but the terrorists 

rejected it. In May the president declared a state of emergency in Borno, Yobe, and Adamawa 

states due to actions by Boko Haram.92   

Boko Haram engaged in killings, bombings, kidnapping, rape, human trafficking, and 

property destruction.  The police responded with killings, torture, imprisonment, rape, and 

property destruction.93  Boko Haram has specifically targeted security forces, schools, 

mosques, and churches.  From 2009 – 2012, they killed at least 1,500 people throughout 

north and central Nigeria.94 Killings by security forces raised the death toll to nearly 3,000.95 

Since then, their influence and violence has only spread.  Their supposed goal is to end the 

corruption and abuses of the government and achieve religious purity.96 They regularly force 

conversions to their particular brand of Islam and assassinate Muslims who speak out against 

them.97 The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights said in 2012 that their 

crimes could be considered crimes against humanity due to their religious and ethnic attacks.  

Accordingly, they could be prosecuted by authorities outside of Nigeria.98 In May of 2009, 

Nigeria’s Joint Task Force made of both military and police launched an offensive against 

Boko Haram. The between the two involved both air and land attacks and displaced 

92 Nigeria 2013, p 1. 
93 Nigeria 2013, p. 2. 
94 Williams, Daniel, and Eric Guttschuss. Spiraling Violence: Boko Haram Attacks and Security Force Abuses in 

Nigeria. New York: Human Rights Watch, 2012., p 1. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid. 
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thousands.99 

US POLICY ON NIGERIA 

 US policy specifically regarding human rights abuses in Nigeria has been less of a 

concern compared to policies toward Syria and North Korea.  In large measure, this is due to 

the Nigerian government making strides toward improving its internal situation and 

acknowledging the problems it faces. This stands in stark contrast to Syria and North Korea. 

However, the US has still made many policies related to Nigerian human rights issues, 

particularly since Boko Haram has become more active in recent years.  In part, Boko 

Haram’s actions such as the abduction of hundreds of school girls earlier this year have 

drawn considerable international attention.100  This in turn drew US citizens to call for a 

government response. 

A January 2004 Act stated the following:  

None of the funds appropriated under the headings ‘‘International Military Education 
and Training’’ and ‘‘Foreign Military Financing Program’’ may be made available for 
assistance for Nigeria until the President certifies to the Committees on 
Appropriations that the Nigerian Minister of Defense, the Chief of the Army Staff, 
and the Minister of State for Defense/Army are suspending from the Armed Forces 
those members, of whatever rank, against whom there is credible evidence of gross 
violations of human rights in Benue State in October 2001, and the Government of 
Nigeria and the Nigerian Armed Forces are taking effective measures to bring such 
individuals to justice: Provided, That the President may waive such prohibition if he 
determines that doing so is in the national security interest of the United States: 
Provided further, That prior to exercising such waiver authority, the President shall 
submit a report to the Committees on Appropriations describing the involvement of 
the Nigerian Armed Forces in the incident in Benue State, the measures that are being 
taken to bring such individuals to justice, and whether any Nigerian Armed Forces 
units involved with the incident in Benue State are receiving United States 
assistance.101 

99 Ploch 2012, p. 12. 
100 "Missing Nigerian Girls - News & Top Stories, Boko Haram Kidnapping - NBC News." NBC News.  

November 1, 2014. Accessed November 6, 2014. http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/missing-nigeria-
schoolgirls. 
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Thus, the US demanded accountability and respect for human rights within the Nigerian 

government in order to receive financial assistance from the United States. However, the 

same law recognized Nigeria’s contributions to stabilizing western Africa, resolving 

conflicts, and providing relief to Liberia.102 The odd mix of applauding and condemning 

Nigeria’s actions has been a part of US policy for the last ten years.  As shown below, the US 

has given considerable funding to Nigeria in variety of support areas.  This has evidentially 

occurred in some measure without regard for the government corruption.  However, it could 

also be hoped that the additional funding will help to combat the corruption if the money is 

well used and its investors are kept accountable.  

103 
It should be noted that the policies of giving aid contingent with reform coupled with 

Related Agencies for the Fiscal Year Ending September 30, 2004, and for Other Purposes. 
Washington: US Government Printing Office, 2004. p.191. 

102 Appropriations, p. 206. 
103 Nigeria: Current Issues. Washington: Congressional Research Service, 2007. p. 24.  
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Nigeria’s efforts to improve are working to some degree.  In 2005, Nigerian President 

Obasanjo worked with parliament to pass a motion that ceased payment to foreign creditors 

and accepted a foreign aid package.104  The government paid off $12.4 billion in debt with its 

oil profits and freed up $750 million for internal programs to combat poverty and promote 

growth.105  

 US relations with Nigeria improved during the 2000s under Obasanjo, although some 

elements such as the Shari’a law in the north remained contentious.106 Obasanjo declared that 

he expected Shari’a to lose popularity and die out if ignored. 107 The human rights record was 

another point of contention, but was not emphasized in favor of focusing on fair elections and 

financial reforms.  It is likely that the Bush administration wished to keep up the newly 

positive relations and hoped that the large scale reforms would ultimately lead to improved 

human rights.  That attitude mirrors the United States’ broader stance on improving human 

rights worldwide by promoting liberal democracy. However, the US condemned the 2007 

election and the violence that surrounded it.108 The Bush administration called the election 

“deeply flawed” and refused to visit for Obasanjo’s farewell or President Yar’Adua’s 

inauguration.109 Regardless, the State Department expressed a need to remain engaged with 

Nigeria and continue to encourage reform and fair democracy. 

 Accordingly, the 2011 elections were closely watched. The US State Department 

considered them a vast improvement over all the previous elections since 1999. 110  The 

104 Current Issues, p. 14. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Current Issues, p. 20. 
107 Current Issues, p. 15. 
108 Current Issues, p. 20. 
109 Ibid. 
110 Ploch, Lauren. Nigeria: Elections and Issues for Congress. Washington: Congressional Research Service,  

2012. p 1. 
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Obama administration has continued the policy of support Nigeria’s reform efforts and 

economic growth while still expressing concern over human rights and corruption issues.111 

Congress has maintained a close watch on the $600 million foreign assistance program in 

Nigeria to ensure that the money goes to improving the state as intended. 

 In recent years, some have expressed concern for religious freedom in Nigeria and 

suggested that it be classified as a “Country of Particular Concern” by the Secretary of State 

due to the pervasive religious violence.112 As of late 2010, the Nigerian government was 

making its first real effort to accurately identify and then prosecute those who committed 

religious violence. This again is a case in which the US acknowledges the issues with rights 

and freedoms in Nigeria, but offers support for Nigeria to address its own issues rather than 

taking specific external action.   

113 
 Due to its increasing violence, Boko Haram and Nigeria’s responses to it drew more 

US attention in the late 2000s. Some in Congress asked to officially label Boko Haram as a 

111 Ploch Elections, p. 2. 
112 Ploch Elections, p. 13. 
113 Ploch Elections, p. 24. 
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Foreign Terrorist Organization.114 However, others expressed concern that the Nigerian 

government and security forces would see that designation as an endorsement of their own 

violent and not entirely legal response.  Another political difficulty with Boko Haram is 

concern over appearing to take sides in the Christian/Muslim conflicts that continue in 

Nigeria. In June of 2012, President Johnathan appointed a northerner as National Security 

Advisor and Minister of Defense in an effort to help unite the government and people against 

Boko Haram without exacerbating the religious and ethnic tensions.115 Once again, Nigeria 

has admitted abuses and missteps in dealing with Boko Haram, although little concrete action 

has been taken to fix it. 

Boko Haram is an al Qaeda ally and attacks both Christians and Muslims in 

Nigeria.116 They threaten to inflame the already violent religious tensions and undo the 

progress Nigeria has make in recent years. Moreover, war in Nigeria would have serious 

economic, political, and humanitarian consequences for all of Western Africa.117 As of 2012, 

Boko Haram had spread into Chad, Cameroon, and Niger, thus officially becoming a regional 

and international threat.118 According to a 2012 report by the US House, the United States 

must increase assistance to Nigeria to combat Boko Haram and increase US counterterrorism 

and regional intelligence in Nigeria and its neighbors.119 

 A May 2014 House Resolution addressed the kidnapping of 276 female students.120 

In response, the US gave a seven point statement. First, the US supports the people and 

114 Ploch Elections, p. 12. 
115 Ibid. 
116 Williams and Guttschuss, p. 5. 
117 Ibid. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Ibid. 
120 H. RES. 573: Condemning the Abduction of Female Students by Armed Militants from the Terrorist Group  

Known as Boko Haram in Northeastern Provinces of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. Washington: US 
Government Printing Office, 2014. 
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families of Nigiera.  Second, the US condemns the actions and intentions behind Boko 

Haram and their kidnapping. Third, the US encourages Nigeria to be more effective and 

proactive in protecting their citizens.  Fourth, the US discusses how we are supporting the 

efforts to fight international terrorism by calling out Boko Haram and condemning their 

actions.  Fifth, the US offered assistance in searching for the girls, which was the first 

practical step listed in the resolution.  Sixth, it recognized that people should have access to 

education regardless of gender, in stark contrast to Boko Haram’s beliefs.  Finally, the House 

encouraged the State Department and USAID to continue promoting and supporting human 

rights and education especially for women and girls. 

 USAID has made an effort to support Nigeria in encouraging the quality and 

availability of education in the country. Roughly a third of the children in Nigeria do not 

attend school.121  Even those in school have a high dropout rate and the quality of education 

within the schools are often poor. The schools tend to be worse in the north than the south, 

which of course only exacerbates the regional and cultural difference further. USAID has 

sent $69 million in educational aid from 2012 to the present.122 The results include better 

training for teachers, better access to school age children, and improved educational 

structures. 

 Therefore, US policy toward Nigeria’s human rights issues has primarily consisted of 

giving support to the government.  Relations between the two countries are friendly, and the 

US wishes to remain on good terms as Nigeria has a considerable economy and is a major 

player in African politics.  A good relationship and even alliance would give the US a much 

stronger standing in Africa and ideally improve regional security. Despite the rampant 

121 USAID Nigeria Fact Sheet. Washington: US Agency for International Development, 2014. 
122 Amnesty, p. 256. 
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corruption, the people and federal government of Nigeria are making real efforts to improve 

the situation.  The money given by the US seems to be better used and allocated.  In response 

to the recent crises with Boko Haram, the US has essentially offered a blank check to support 

Nigeria in its fight against the terrorist organization.  The War on Terror also legitimizes any 

potential action the US could take against Boko Haram, but the government seems to prefer 

supporting Nigeria’s efforts rather than acting unilaterally at this point. 
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CHAPTER III: NORTH KOREA 

 The Korean War ending in 1953 divided the country into North and South, and the 

North has remained a totalitarian, communist state ruled by the Kim dynasty ever since.123 

The population is roughly 24.5 million, although it can be difficult to verify the accuracy of 

information coming out of North Korea.124 Kim Jong Un succeeded his father upon Kim 

Jong Il’s death in 2011.125 North Korea is notorious for human rights issues, stemming from 

poor management, corruption, and deeply repressive policies toward the citizens.  Moreover, 

their pursuit of nuclear weapons in recent years has further strained the already poor 

relationship with the US and its allies.  North Korea has also supported terrorist organizations 

and sold their nuclear technology to rogue states and terrorist organizations.  

 Given the conditions in North Korea, many understandably seek to flee the country.  

Leaving the country is illegal for North Korean citizens, thus pushing them to illegally cross 

the border into China or South Korea or escape via the ocean to South Korea or Japan.126  

Unfortunately for those that manage to cross the Chinese border, there is no guarantee of 

safety.  The Chinese government forcibly returns any North Korean they find, regardless of 

the circumstances or time passed since they crossed the border.127 The reasons people choose 

to flee are varied and always personal.  The tremendous devastation caused by food shortages 

in the 1990s was a deciding factor for many, but politics certainly play a role as well.128  

People out of favor with the government seeking a new life, or perhaps fearing reprisal for an 

123 The Last Days of Kim Jong-il: The North Korean Threat in a Changing Era. Washington: Potomac Books,  
2013., p 1. 

124 Amnesty, p. 204. 
125 Bechtol, p 1. 
126 "The Invisible Exodus: North Koreans in the People's Republic of China." In North Korea. 8th ed. Vol. 14. 

Washington: Human Rights Watch, 2002., p. 9.  
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action of their family members are also likely to illegally leave. For example, a man 

interviewed by Human Rights Watch explained that he fled the country in 1995 hoping to 

clear his name of a crime he had not committed.129  Others from the same report had been 

imprisoned due to the misfortune of being related to people the government considered 

serious criminals.130  Given the first interview, it is debatable whether those relatives were 

criminals at all.  However, family ties, fear of unfair punishment, or simply the need for food 

have driven many to risk the wrath of the North Korean government in order to get out.  

Some hear that conditions are better, or that food and medicine or more easily acquired in 

China, and opt to cross the border.131 

 Unfortunately for those who cross into China, the Chinese government is 

unsympathetic at best, and some living in the border region actively take advantage of the 

refugees. Many women end up in the sex trade, both deliberately and not.132 Some North 

Korean women choose to join the sex trade in China, even going with the intention of doing 

so, in order to support themselves or get money to send to their families in Korea.133  Other 

women are kidnapped shortly after crossing, or are tricked into crossing and then forced into 

sex slavery.134 Others are forced into marriages or compromising positions as there is no 

safety net and little help for them.135 Some North Korean women voluntarily marry Chinese 

men and create a new life for themselves in China.  However, in some cases when they have 

tried to register any children they had with their Chinese husbands with the Chinese 

129 Invisible, p. 11 
130 Invisible, p. 12. 
131 Invisible, p. 14. 
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government, China forcibly returned the women to North Korea.136 

 The Chinese officials often fully cooperate with the North Korean government for 

these forced returns.  It is not simply a case of telling North Korean refugees to leave, but a 

deliberate attempt to return them to an oppressive and retaliatory government.  Another 

Human Rights Watch interview told of a man who was misled and agreed to cooperate with a 

man he thought was a Chinese investigator.  After insulting Kim Jong Il, it was revealed that 

the man was in fact Korean, and the refugee was returned to Korea and imprisoned.137 The 

fact that North Koreans will repeatedly try to cross into China despite all this indicates the 

terrible quality of life people face in North Korea. 

 Within Korea, one of the most effective and insidious methods of control is to hold 

entire families responsible for the actions, or even perceived actions, of a single person.138 

This policy of collective responsibility keeps many from leaving due to fear of reprisals on 

their families, including extended family.  People can be held responsible and punished or 

poorly treated even on actions of long deceased relatives or perceived treasonous opinions.139  

Thus, people make a show of remaining loyal to the North Korean government or do not act 

on desires to leave or take action in order to protect their families. Conversely, families who 

gain favor with the government are much better off at least economically.  They are given 

more employment and education opportunities and tend to suffer less from food and other 

shortages.140  Therefore, people are forced into a show of loyalty and support for the 

government to keep their families for starving, perhaps for generations.  Those that choose to 

defy the government and escape into other countries are thus taking a tremendous risk and 

136 Invisible, p. 15. 
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likely feel they have little to lose.  Even those taken advantage of in China often prefer to 

remain there than to return to Korea.141 Those caught escaping or sent back by the Chinese 

government are forced into prison camps with terrible and inhumane conditions.  Many view 

dying as a better alternative to the prison camps.142   

 Although North Korea has never been known for its good treatment of citizens and 

management of resources, a famine beginning in the mid 1990s caused terrible widespread 

starvation and forced a mass exodus of people seeking food.143 The famine coupled with 

mismanagement of food and resources killed approximately 1,000,000 people, which was 

roughly five percent of the total population.144  Even years later, people continued to suffer 

the effects of damage to their health.  In order to end the famine, the North Korean 

government accepted some international food aid, allowed limited market sales and freedom 

of movement internally to allow people to distribute and gain access to food.145 However, 

these measures seem more likely an attempt to prevent a government collapse or prevent 

uprising rather than out of actual concern for the rights and suffering of the people. Although 

the United States has given food aid in the past, the US ceased giving due to concerns about 

distribution and mismanagement.146 

 By the mid 2000s, the North Korean government began returning to the negative 

policies that led to the shortages in the first place.147 The tacitly allowed freedom of 

movement and markets to buy and sell food were shut down and the state reclaimed its 

141 Invisible, p. 26. 
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monopoly on food and distribution.  Naturally, food is again going to the favored families, 

police, and military while those out of favor are left to starve again.148  The censorship and 

restrictions on speech, assembly, and press prevent people from discussing the problems and 

addressing possible solutions also remain in place. 

 North Korea denies basic human rights to most of its citizens and holds roughly 

200,000 political prisoners in horrible conditions.149 No political opposition is allowed 

toward the Kim dynasty, and independent civil society is also not allowed.150  The 

government maintains a policy of killing or imprisoning three generations of a person’s 

family if they act against the government in any way.  Citizens are also encouraged to watch 

each other and report any potentially treasonous act to the government.  This keeps most 

from daring to speak out, escape, or do anything to improve their situations. The justice 

system is corrupt and effective, regularly using torture and a dearth of fair trials.  Executions 

are regular, as are arbitrary arrests. Many imprisoned without trials, false trials, or forced 

confessions.151  People who grow inconvenient or appear a threat are often killed 

“unofficially.”  Thirty government officials who had been involved in talks with South Korea 

were killed in staged traffic accidents in 2011.152 Censorship is used heavily, and the people 

do not enjoy any religious freedom, or freedom of speech and information.  Freedom of 

expression not allowed, media is heavily censored when allowed at all.153  Trade unions or 

labor activists are entirely disallowed.154 Citizens end up in jobs based on family connections 

148 Ibid. 
149 Amnesty, p. 204. 
150 North Korea Workers' Rights at the Kaesong Industrial Complex. New York: Human Rights Watch, 2006. p.
 1. 
151 Amnesty, p. 205. 
152 Ibid. 
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154 Workers’ Rights, p. 1. 
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or the government’s economic plan.  Individual preferences, skills, and education do not play 

a role in job selection.155 

US POLICY ON NORTH KOREA 

 The United States’ response to human rights abuses in North Korea has primarily 

been a combination of sanctions, food aid, and condemnation of the North Korean 

government.  The legislation regarding human rights has often been intertwined with 

legislation concerning North Korea’s nuclear program.  Some have criticized that the human 

rights concerns seem to be thrown in to bolster the United States’ position on the nuclear 

issues rather than a real problem to be addressed in its own right.  However, the North 

Korean nuclear program presents a clear threat to US national security, which provides more 

leverage internationally and legally to demand changes and impose sanctions.  Although the 

US can demand that North Korea stop killing its people, little can be done to enforce it 

without violating international statutes and overreaching the US financially and perhaps 

militarily.  There is more justification in acting against a nuclear threat to the US and its 

regional allies Japan and South Korea. Despite many hearings and executive orders and laws 

in the last twelve years, little has changed with North Korean human rights issues, and little 

has changed with US policy toward them.  

 The North Korean Human Rights Act of 2004 is the most significant piece of US 

legislation regarding Korean human rights. A November hearing in 2003 leading up to the 

Act describes the horrific conditions of the 200,000 people imprisoned in North Korea’s 

kwan-li-so camps.156  The stated long term goal and policy to that end is to “help the North 

155 Ibid. 
156 The Hidden Gulag: Putting Human Rights On The North Korea Policy Agenda, S. Hrg. 108-404, November  

4, 2003, Washington: US Government Printing Office, 2004. p. 1. 
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Korean people liberate themselves… to achieve democracy, and to unite peacefully with their 

fellow Koreans in the South.”157 The US Committee on Human Rights in North Korea 

commissioned a report entitled “The Hidden Gulags: Exposing North Korea’s Prison Camps” 

and its findings were detailed here along with statements and evidence by other regional 

experts.158 The hearing also detailed North Korea’s reliance on criminal activity and drug and 

arms trafficking to keep the leaders living well at the expense of their own people and 

victims of their criminal enterprises worldwide.159  One recommendation is to increase 

satellite coverage of North Korea in order to gain more and stronger pictorial evidence of the 

many prison camps and deplorable conditions which the North Korean government 

adamantly denies.160  It also suggests joining with South Korea and Japan to request that 

China grant asylum to the North Korean refugees rather than forcing them back to be 

imprisoned and tortured.161  Another recommendation is sending radios into North Korea to 

facilitate communication and greater knowledge of the outside world.162 Increasing the 

presence and availability of other media, by whatever means, is also encouraged by Mark 

Palmer.  In addressing the issue of sovereignty, indicting Kim Jong Il as a criminal under 

international law is also discussed.   Drugs, weapons, starvation of two million people, and 

the assassination of South Korean cabinet ministers, coupled with the damning information 

laid out during the hearing could serve to convict the dictator under international law.163  

 The North Korean Human Rights Act of 2004 presented and codified the United 

157 Hidden Gulag, p. 11. 
158 Hidden Gulag, p. 1. 
159 Hidden Gulag, p. 2 
160 Hidden Gulag, p. 5. 
161 Ibid. 
162 Hidden Gulag, p. 12. 
163 Hidden Gulag, p. 14. 
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States’ plan to successfully address the rampant human rights abuses in North Korea.164  It 

begins by condemning Kim Jong Il and the North Korean government as a dictatorship that 

habitually commits serious human rights abuses including censorship, denying freedom to its 

citizens, systematic indoctrination, division of population and provision based on perceived 

loyalty, denial of fair trials, draconian capital punishments, huge prison camps with inmates 

used as slave labor and experimented on, forced abortion and killing babies. No live births 

are allowed in the prison camps, and there are many horrific descriptions of forced abortion 

and infanticide. Widespread starvation and malnutrition despite international food aid is 

another concern, along with the imprisonment and torture of those who try to flee into other 

countries. Finally, the North Koreans have also abducted a number of South Korean and 

Japanese citizens in a flagrant violation of international law.   

The purposes of the Act are to promote respect and protection for human rights in 

North Korea, provide solutions and assistance for refugees in China and elsewhere, promote 

increased monitoring, access, and transparency for assistance, promote the spread of 

information, and to promote peaceful reunification with South Korea under a fairly elected 

democratic government.165  The Act establishes $2,000,000 is to be given toward North 

Korean humanitarian assistance each year from 2005 through 2008.  Humanitarian assistance 

is defined as food, medicine, clothing, and shelter for the citizens of North Korea.  The 

assistance will be given through private non-profit organizations rather than a direct 

government program. Additionally, the Act takes into account the recommendation from the 

previous year’s hearing and establishes a plan to increase radio transmissions into North 

164 Public Law 108–333: An Act to Promote Human Rights and Freedom in the Democratic People's Republic  
of Korea, and for Other Purposes. Washington: US Government Printing Office, 2004. 

165 Ibid. 
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Korea. There is also a provision declaring the need for reports on the use and effectiveness of 

the above. A special envoy is established in the State Department to engage with North 

Korean officials to promote respect, transparency, and work with the assistance-providing 

NGOs and UN.  The envoy and other authorities will also monitor the assistance to actually 

make sure it gets applied appropriately. Finally, the government allotted $20,000,000 per year 

2005-2008 for the assistance, provision, and protection of North Korean refugees. Thus, the 

2004 Act was a major step in that it directly addressed the human rights concerns in North 

Korea, took the suggestions of the regional experts, and outlined concrete steps and specific 

amount of money to help fix the problem.  However, the effectiveness and implementation of 

the Act left many disappointed in the coming years. 

 In 2005, Congress published a fact sheet detailing US assistance to North Korea from 

1995-2005.  In those years, two million tons of food and $675 million in food assistance was 

sent from the US, mostly through the World Food Program.166 China and South Korea have 

also sent food during those years to help with the famine.  However, the North Korean 

government discriminated in who the food and supplies went to, particularly after the worst 

of the food crisis was over.  This left many people still starving. In 2004, North Korea began 

restricting humanitarian activities and outside assistance entirely, thus making the situation 

even more dire for the common citizen and those not in government favor. 

 

166 Manyin, Mark E. U.S. Assistance to North Korea Fact Sheet. Washington, D.C.: Congressional Information 
Service, Library of Congress, 2006., p 2. 
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167 
$400 million was also given in energy assistance during 1995-2004 as part of the now 

defunded KEDO program.168 

 A 2006 hearing provided an update of the 2004 Act two years into its implementation. 

As of this April that year, little could be said about meeting the goals of the Act. Despite the 

allotted $20,000,000, no North Korean refugees had been resettled in the United States.169 

Moreover, North Korea had increased its activities in kidnapping South Korean and Japanese 

nationals, showing its usual attitude of disregard and contempt for its neighbors.170  However, 

167 Manyin, p. 3. 
168 Manyin, p. 4. 
169 North Korea: Human Rights Update and International Abduction Issues: Joint Hearing Before the  

Subcommittee on Asia and the Pacific and the Subcommittee on Africa, Global Human Rights and 
International Operations of the Committee on International Relations. Washington: US Government 
Printing Office, 2006. p. 2. 
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it should also be noted that in order to help the North Korea refugees, they must first escape 

North Korea.  As previously discussed, this is a dangerous and difficult undertaking.  

Secondly, many North Korean refugees in China are obviously reluctant to identify 

themselves as they do not wish to be forced back to Korea or taken advantage of in some 

other aspect.  Refugees in South Korea or even Japan likely do not have much desire or need 

to relocate to the United States. Third, due to the lack of free information sharing in North 

Korea, it is likely that few refugees knew they have the support of the United States, and thus 

were unable to take advantage of the resources offered.  One could argue that the burden of 

searching and education falls on the US and South Korea, but the first two points indicate the 

difficulty therein.  Thus, the 2004 Act was not proving as effective as the government would 

have hoped. 

 The 2004 Act expired in 2008, and so an amendment was created in June of that 

year.171  Most of the policies and financial allotments from the 2004 Act were extended 

through 2012.  However, it was noted that conditions had in fact gotten worse since 2004.  In 

light of this, the part time envoy established in the original Act was turned into a full time 

position.  The envoy and the non-profits helping with food assistance and refugees were also 

instructed to work more closely with the South Korean government to facilitate change and 

provide the best possible service for the North Korean people and refugees. 

  Similarly, since the 2004 Act called for progress reports and an evaluation of the 

effectiveness of its tenets, Congress commissioned a report released in January of 2008.172  

The report primarily focused on issues with refugees, but evaluated the effectiveness of other 

171 "Executive Order 13466 of June 26, 2008: Continuing Certain Restrictions With Respect to North Korea and 
North Korean Nationals." In Federal Register: Presidential Documents. 125th ed. Vol. 73. 
Washington, 2008. 

172 Avery, Emma. Congress and U.S. Policy on North Korean Human Rights and Refugees Recent Legislation 
and Implementation. Washington: Congressional Research Service, 2008., p. 1. 
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areas of the 2004 Act as well.  At that point, an estimated 30,000 – 300,000 North Korean 

refugees lived in China.173  As noted earlier, getting accurate numbers of Koreans in China is 

difficult.  The Chinese government continued to deport refugees, and those that managed to 

stay were often taken advantage of and treated poorly.  Both China and South Korea 

expressed concern that a large outflow of refugees could destabilize or even potentially 

collapse the North Korean government.174  The consequences could be rather negative for 

both border countries if that were to happen, which in part drives China’s policy of sending 

the refugees back.  Thus, there was no real difference from 2004 to 2008 in China’s actions 

and policies regarding North Koreans that crossed their border.  

 Another critique of the North Korean Human Rights Act of 2004 was that some 

considered the human rights abuses and refugee problems to be totally different issues that 

need to be addressed separately and in different ways.175  Another concern was North 

Korea’s nuclear program and the threat the country poses to international and US security. In 

past policies, the Clinton administration kept human rights and security concerns separate.176 

The Bush administration increased focus on rights, but not as much as nuclear concerns. 

Some criticized that human rights concerns were only pressed when WMDs were not in the 

spotlight.  The six-party agreement of February 2007 called for bilateral talks moving toward 

diplomatic relations in order to better address the nuclear threat at the expense of human 

rights.  Prior to that, the Bush administration had adopted the policy that it would not work 

toward improved relations unless and until North Korea improved its human rights record.   

Regarding the 2004 NKHRA, the report offered several criticisms.  First, no North 

173 Avery, p. 2. 
174 Ibid. 
175 Ibid. 
176 Ibid. 
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Korean refugees were settled in the US with the allotted fund until 2006, and envoy Jay 

Lefkowitz was not appointed until ten months after act signed.177  Thus, despite the language 

and claims made in the 2004 Act and the information leading up it, it did not appear that 

North Korean human rights were a particular priority.  Three hearings occurred between the 

implementation of the NKHRA in 2004 and its renewal in 2008.178 In each case, Congress 

expressed frustration with the speed and limited implantation of the provisions.  Some 

suggested that NKHRA was motivated more by desire for regime change in North Korea than 

human rights issues.179 Another concern was whether or not the part time envoy position 

could accommodate the needs of the job.  This was addressed in the amendment when the 

hours allotted were expanded to full time.  In 2005, a witness testified that the Americans 

stationed at the embassy in China had actively discouraged North Koreans seeking asylum, 

obviously in direct opposition to the intentions and goals of the NKHRA.180  

Additionally, there was some criticism of the Act itself.  The concern was that the 

message of asylum in the US would prompt North Korean refugees to interfere with US 

missions overseas, or to storm US embassies and facilities.181 Working closely with South 

Korea would be necessary for communication and the vetting process of the Northern 

refugees.  However, that was already established in the original Act.  Another difficulty was 

that China in particular did not like the idea of the US working and processing refugees 

within Chinese borders.182 The security and vetting process to determine whether North 

Korean refugees qualified for US government assistance also proved more difficult in 

177 Avery, p. 17. 
178 Avery, p. 18. 
179 Avery, p. 23. 
180 Avery, p. 18. 
181 Ibid. 
182 Avery, p. 20. 
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practice than on paper. 

 Funding for the NKHRA was also criticized and discussed.  Despite the financial 

allotments, the State Department did not explicitly use the available funds.  Instead, they 

argued that the resources came through other programs such as the Population, Refugees, and 

Migreation Bureau and the National Endowment of Democracy.183  Government officials and 

NGO workers answered these questions by saying that the nature of the mission required 

greater discretion, and that more localized NGOs are not always capable of accepting huge 

government grants at one time.184 Thus, people working in China or South Korea are not 

always willing or able to accept funds that are explicitly coming the United States’ North 

Korean human rights act.  They fear it will draw too much negative attention and thus render 

their services unsafe and useless to the refugees.  

 One success of the NKHRA was the radio broadcasts.185 By 2008, the Broadcasting 

Board of Governers were using $2.9 million to stream Voice of America and Radio Free Asia 

in North Korea ten hours daily.186  North Korean refugees and defectors indicated that these 

broadcasts were being received by the people. 

 Once again, the NKHRA brought up questions of whether the US or any other state 

has the right to demand internal changes within another state.  However, a common argument 

states that everyone has some responsibility to protect universal human rights, and the 

international community has a right and responsibility to intervene when a state is blatantly 

violating the rights of its citizens.187 Regardless, doing so remains difficult under 

international law. There is also some debate as to how to best approach the issue and the 

183 Avery, p. 18. 
184 Avery, p. 19. 
185 Ibid. 
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North Korean government.  Some support openly pointing out the human rights violations in 

an attempt to shame North Korea into stopping, and even to compel South Korea and China 

to take additional action.188 Others argue that acting more discretely is ideal as it allows 

North Korea or even China to alter their policies and practices without it appearing that they 

were compelled to change by an outside force.189   

Executive Orders 13466 in 2008 and 13551 in 2010 were expanded in April 2011 in 

Executive Order 13570.190 It reiterated and expanded restrictions on North Korea, stating that 

no good, services, or technology can be imported directly or indirectly to the United States. 

Thus, the US issued orders through the 2000s maintaining economic sanctions on North 

Korea due primarily to their nuclear ambitions and human rights record. The Obama 

administration expressed a willingness to work with North Korea on human rights and 

denuclearization.191  However, North Korea’s second nuclear test in 2009 coupled with a 

declaration that it would not return to the six party talks ended any possibility of openness. 

The US supported the Security Council in Resolution 1874 which laid out international 

sanctions.192 House Resolution 65 issued in February 2013 condemned North Korea for 

violating the aforementioned Security Council resolution and executing another nuclear 

test.193  It also condemned the gross human rights violations including the reasonably well 

documented system of gulags and the starvation deaths of more than 2,000,000 people.  The 

US also expressed solidarity with the North Korean people, although that does little to 

188 Avery, p. 30. 
189 Avery, p. 31. 
190 "Executive Order 13570—Prohibiting Certain Transactions With Respect to North Korea." In Federal  

Register: Presidential Documents. 76th ed. Vol. 76. Washington: White House, 2011. 
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improve their situation.194 

 A March 2013 Congressional hearing on North Korea focused primary on nuclear 

concerns, but also addressed human rights and how the US should best deal with the 

problem.195 Denuclearization and human rights improvements are both a part of the US’s 

continuing human rights policy.  On the human rights front, there seems to be little forward 

motion in either North Korea or the United States’ policies.  Rather, there have been repeated 

declarations and hearings over the past several years discussing the terrible situation in North 

Korea and how the US condemns it.  

House Resolution 1771 in March of 2013 improved the enforcement of sanctions 

against the North Korean government.196 This was primarily in response to the nuclear tests, 

but also addressed the human rights issues. In addition to that, the resolution also pointed out 

North Korea’s sponsorship of terrorists, assassinations, and weapons trafficking.  Human 

rights abuses are defined as “genocide, slavery, kidnapping, peonage, murder, torture, and 

aggravated sexual abuse, as those terms are described and made punishable under part I of 

title 18, United States Code, when carried out by the Government of North Korea, without 

regard to whether such conduct is within the criminal jurisdiction of the United States.”197 

Again, sanctions were discussed in regard to anyone who knowingly supports North Korea’s 

military or nuclear capabilities, keeping the government in power, and contributing to the 

194 House Resolution 65: Condemning the Government of North Korea. Washington: US Government Printing  
Office, 2013. 

195 U.S. Policy Toward North Korea: Hearing Before the Committee on Foreign Relations, United States  
Senate, One Hundred Thirteenth Congress, First Session, March 7, 2013. Washington: US 
Government Printing Office, 2013. p. 7. 

196 North Korea Sanctions Enforcement Act of 2014: H.R. 1771. Washington: US Government Printing Office,  
2013. p .1 
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human rights abuses.198  The resolution also supported divesting from companies that invest 

in North Korea.199  

Therefore, the United States has had limited success in addressing human rights 

abuses in North Korea.  The country’s rights record is well known, but the North Korean 

government’s willingness to allow its people to starve and suffer renders sanctions not 

particularly useful.  The North Korean Human Rights Act of 2004 was a major piece of 

legislation that sought to help the North Korean people without giving the government the 

opportunity to coopt the funds for private gain.  However, some have criticized the NKHRA 

for being overly political and poorly implemented.  Others have complained that despite the 

terrible suffering the North Korean people face, human rights concerns have taken a back 

seat to US security concerns.   

Regardless, the hostile relationship between the two countries guarantees that any 

legislation on North Korea must take the political situation into account.  Unlike Nigeria, the 

US cannot try to support a government working to improve itself.  Rather, the best outcome 

for the North Korean people would be the ultimate dissolution of the communist state.  The 

US also has an obligation to protect its own citizens and allies, which makes it necessary to 

address the nuclear concerns.  Human rights issues are always going to be bound up with 

security and political concerns when dealing with North Korea.  North Korea’s unwillingness 

to cooperate or concede anything makes it extremely difficult for the US to have any effect 

on the rights situation without military intervention.  Due to North Korea’s nuclear 

capabilities, total disregard for its own people, and erratic unpredictability, a military 

approach would be ill advised.  This leaves the US with few options.  

198 Sanctions Enforcement, p. 17. 
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CHAPTER IV: SYRIA 

 Syria gained independence from France in 1946 and four major factors have driven 

its history and direction ever since.200  First, the primarily Arab population of Syria wishes to 

achieve some measure of unity with their fellow Arabs in the Middle East.  Secondly, the 

population has sought prosperity in both economic and social circles. Third, most Syrians 

maintain a deep aversion to the existence of Israel and its Western allies.  Finally, the 

military has played a major role in politics since independence.201  According to its 

constitution, the government is split into legislative, executive, and judicial sections, but the 

legislative branch holds the bulk of the power in practice.202 This makes the country 

authoritarian rather than democratic. The country has been under martial law in 1963. The 

current ruling party is the Baath Party. The country is divided into thirteen provinces.  Syria 

has partially occupied Lebanon since 1976. The population of the country is 20.8 million 

with literacy rates around 84 percent.203  

Hafiz al Assad held power from 1970 to his death in 2000. His rule was marked by 

political and social disdain for the Sunni majority, which led to the growth of the Sunni 

fundamentalist group the Muslim Brotherhood.204 By 1980, the Muslim Brotherhood began a 

series of violent attacks on government targets and refused negotiations.  However, in 1982, 

Hafiz al Assad crushed the growing rebellion with extraordinary violence and clearly 

cemented his own power.205 His son Bashar Assad has been president since 2007, elected in 

200 "A Country Study: Syria." Syria : Country Studies. January 1, 1988. Accessed November 6, 2014.  
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/sytoc.html. 
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rigged elections.206 The people hoped he would not continue his father’s legacy of 

discrimination against the Sunni majority and extreme violence to maintain power, but 

change never came. A civil war began in 2012 in response to the political lack of freedom. 

The opposition force has mostly come together in the National Coalition for Syrian 

Revolutionary and Opposition Forces.207 The government has long been notorious for its 

human rights abuses, and those have only increased since the start of the civil war.  

 A 2007 report by Human Rights Watch showed that the Syrian government 

deliberately targeted human rights groups, curtailing their freedom to engage in activism.208 

The government has refused to allow human rights groups to register and be recognized 

under the law, thus limiting their ability to function.  Moreover, those active in human rights 

groups are often subject to legal harassment and regular close inspection from the 

government.209  The Baath government considers any human rights activity to be political in 

nature, and thus justifies the scrutiny and tight control it maintains over activists and human 

rights groups.210 This began in 1980 when the government retaliated against the Syrian 

Lawyer’s Union plan to organize a one day strike to call attention to human rights issues by 

dissolving the union and arresting several members.211  Hafez al-Assad cracked down on 

human rights groups criticizing his election and administration in the early 1990s, and mostly 

ended any internal rights movements.212  Activists began to mobilize again in 2000 when 

Bashar al-Assad succeeded his father, but he too retaliated and punished activists beginning 

206 Syria 2013 Human Rights Report. Washington: US Department of State, 2013. p. 1. 
207 Ibid. 
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in 2001.213 The goals of these activists were to end martial law, allow the formation of 

political parties, free political prisoners, gain freedom of speech and assembly, and improve 

rights and conditions for Kurdish living in Syria.214 The government has long maintained that 

these human rights groups are a threat to Syria’s stability and that activists are either 

deliberately or unwittingly acting as enemies of the state.215 Either way, activists must be 

punished and rights groups suppressed for the good of the country.  

 Bashar al-Assad’s crackdown came as a bitter disappointment to many who had 

hoped conditions would change under his rule. In his inaugural speech, he spoke of 

transparency and democracy, and indicated a willingness to accept criticism and suggestion 

in order to implement reform.216 These words encouraged more to pursue activism and 

reform and convinced the groups already in place to function much more openly.  However, 

the increased openness and freedom was quite short lived and it quickly became clear that the 

younger Assad had no intention of pursuing reform. Despite the rhetoric linking human rights 

to foreign threats, Assad has repressed activists and critics with little regard for events in 

international politics.217 The 2003 US invasion of Iraq appeared to have little influence on 

internal events in Syria, although Assad actively supported jihadist groups in Iraq in fighting 

against US forces.  This ultimately resulted in al-Qaeda networks within Syria and 

contributed to the current problems with ISIS.218 Throughout Assad’s rule, human rights 

groups and any other activists for political reform have been repressed.219 Freedom of 

213 No Room, p. 9. 
214 No Room, p. 12. 
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expression is mostly nonexistent, which forces human rights groups underground and puts 

them at constant threat for arrest and retaliation from the government.220 These threats are all 

too real, and people regularly disappear or are arrested and tortured.  Often the government 

needs only to suspect an affiliation with an activist group to detain people.221  

Paradoxically, in July of 2004 Assad approved the Convention against Torture and 

Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.222 Obviously, his government 

did not bother to follow it though. Another major concern has been the repression of the 

ethnic Kurds. Kurds account for around ten percent of the Syrian population, but are 

considered a threat to the unity of the predominantly Arab population.223 Many Kurds were 

stripped of Syrian citizenship in the 1960s, and even those who are considered citizens face 

legal and civil difficulties in everyday life.224 Kurdish activists are particularly scrutinized 

and ill-treated. 

 December 2010 saw a series of uprisings occur throughout the Arab world, but little 

happened in Syria at first.  Some made efforts to protest in February 2011, but security forces 

always broke up protests before they amounted to anything.225 However, in March, Syria’s 

security services arrested and tortured fifteen children in the city of Daraa and fired on those 

that protested the action.226 In response, the protests rapidly grew in numbers and spread 

geographically.  The Syrian security forces continued to respond with trademark brutality, 
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but that only fueled the protests rather than discouraging them.227 The government blamed 

gangs and “foreign elements” for the murders and attacks by its own forces and promised 

reforms as the anger and protests continued to spread.228 The reforms never came, and the 

security forces continued their growing battle with the people of Syria.  

 By April, the protests and fighting had spread across the entire country.  Security 

forces responded by killing, arresting, and torturing indiscriminately, including children.229 

In one instance, a crowd of protestors managed to capture some members of the security 

force in Daraa. The men said they had orders to shoot regardless of who was protesting or 

whether it was peaceful, and that their superiors would kill them if they did not.230 The 

situation continued to deteriorate across Syria, and the security forces even attacked funeral 

goers.231  Further, those wounded by security forces were routinely denied medical care, and 

protesters were attacked or arrested for trying to help the wounded.232 Those arrested were 

routinely tortured regardless of age and often forced to admit to random crimes.233 The 

security forces also laid siege to Daraa, cutting electricity and food supplies to the city.  

Anyone who tried to get food or supplies in was killed or arrested.234  The Syrian 

government also attempted to prevent information of its actions from spreading by arresting 

or killing journalists or anyone who tried to spread information.  This did not work 

particularly well and protests and anger spread.235 

 The violence continued and turned into outright civil war. Much of the opposition 
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coalesced into the Free Syrian Army, although the anti-government forces are certainly not 

wholly unified in their cause or goals.236 Both sides have used brutal tactics and committed 

countless human rights abuses.  By the end of 2012, over 50,000 Syrians had been killed, as 

many as 2.5 million citizens had been internally displaced, and over 500,000 had fled the 

country.237 
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238 
 As the war progressed the security forces remained under order to kill protesters, and 

the same arbitrary arrests and torture that sparked the protests continued as well.239 Members 

of the police and military who refused these order faced death and torture as well. One 

defector told Human Rights Watch that certain police officers were under orders to monitor 

238 Sharp, p. 3. 
239 Neistat and Solvang, p. 33. 
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their fellow officers and shot anyone who did not kill the protestors.240 Killing soldiers or 

officers who refused to kill civilians has been commonplace throughout the war.  Air Force 

Intelligence agents seem to be behind most of those killings.241 Defectors and soldiers who 

side with protestors are particularly poorly treated in prison. Others had their families 

kidnapped or threatened if they refused to kill protestors, thus compelling them against their 

will.242 

 As the war continued, the military and security forces regularly attacked 

neighborhoods, schools, and hospitals.243  The humanitarian toll has continued to mount, 

with the deal toll and number of refugees continuing to mount.  The Syrian government 

maintained and increased its policies of denying any medical help to protesters. Syrian doctor 

Sakher Hallak signed a petition stating the doctors should treat everyone including protestors, 

and he was arrested and tortured to death.244 Assad has also blocked humanitarian aid from 

huge civilian areas, with targeted focus on preventing any support to opposition areas.245 In 

August of 2013, the government used chemical attacks on civilians, prompting an 

international outcry.246  The UN Human Rights Council met to discuss the attacks and 

demand that Syria end the violence toward its own citizens.247  The regime did not change its 

approach. 

 A September 2013 report by the Syrian Network for Human Rights described nearly 

3,000 confirmed cases of people tortured to death by the government since the March 2011 

240 Neistat and Solvang, p. 62. 
241 Neistat and Solvang, p. 64. 
242 Neistat and Solvang, p. 69. 
243 2013 Human Rights Report, p. 1. 
244 Amnesty, p. 326. 
245 2013 Human Rights Report, p. 1. 
246 "Syria Chemical Attack: What We Know." BBC News. September 24, 2013. Accessed November 6, 2014.  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-23927399. 
247 2013 Human Rights Report, p. 3. 
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uprising.  Twenty-seven of those were children, and nearly everyone killed was either a 

protestor, activist, or journalist.248 Many of the children were targeted due to their family 

relations.249 Extreme sexual violence against women has also been a regular tactic by the 

Syria security forces.250 They also used air strikes against civilians.251 As with the initial 

outbreak of war in 2011, the government has made efforts to restrict information and access 

to news.  Only roughly twenty-two percent of the population has internet access.252 Schools 

and teachers are restricted in their academic curriculums and not allowed to express any 

dissenting ideals.253 Students are regularly interrogated about their parents and fellow 

students.254 Student demonstrations have received the same government treatment as those 

by adults.  Rather than ever admitting its actions, the government regularly blames the 

opposition forces or generic armed gangs for the civilian attacks.255 Violence against women 

is a real problem, although rape is now illegal as of 2011.256 Moreover, the Islamic State 

(ISIS) and al Qaeda affiliate al Nusra have also committed grievous human rights abuses 

against the Syrian people and particularly women and girls.257 As in Nigeria, the people face 

violence and discrimination from their own government and outside forces. 

US POLICY ON SYRIA 

 The Syrian Accountability Act of 2003 was issued by Congress with the intent to hold 

248 2013 Human Rights Report, p. 4. 
249 2013 Human Rights Report, p. 6. 
250 Ibid. 
251 Solvang, Ole, and Anna Neistat. Death From the Skies: Deliberate and Indiscriminate Air Strikes on  

Civilians. New York: Human Rights Watch, 2013. 
252 2013 Human Rights Report, p. 25. 
253 2013 Human Rights Report, p. 26. 
254 Motaparthy, Priyanka. Safe No More: Students and Schools Under Attack in Syria. New York: Human  

Rights Watch, 2013. p. 1. 
255 Amnesty, p. 325. 
256 Amnesty, p. 328. 
257 "Syria: Extremists Restricting Women's Rights.” Human Rights Watch. January 14, 2014. Accessed  

November 20, 2014. 
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Syria accountable for and hopefully end its support for terrorism, occupation of Lebanon, 

pursuit of WMDs, and tendency to cause security problems in the Middle East.258 Syria was 

already barred from receiving US aid under the Export Administration Act of 1979, and 

several bills passed since 1990 had called for Syria to pull out of Lebanon.259 It called for 

Syria to be removed from the UN Security Council and additional sanctions unless and until 

the Syrian government complied with demands to change its behavior. The sanctions required 

were to be selected from the following: ban on all exports to Syria minus medicine and food, 

ban all US business from operating or investing in Syria, ban Syria aircraft from entering US 

airspace, reduce diplomatic contact, restrict travel of Syrian diplomats in the US, and 

blocking any transactions in Syrian property.  This did little to deter Assad as he actively 

supported jihadist groups in Iraq against the US.  Executive Order 13338 issued in May 2004 

made the same demands of Syria as the 2003 Act, and increased sanctions in response to 

Syria ignoring US demands.260  

 Executive Order 13399 was issued in 2006 in response to the assassination of former 

Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri and twenty-two others.261 It repeated the same 

condemnations as had been made the early 2000s, and imposed additional sanctions in 

response. Executive Order 13460 issued in 2008 was again a basic repeat of everything since 

the 2003 law.262  Five years of US sanctions, threats, and condemnation did little to bring 

258 Syria Accountability and Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration Act of 2003. Washington: US Government  
Printing Office, 2003. 

259 Ibid. 
260 "Executive Order 13338 - Blocking Property of Certain Persons and Prohibiting the Export of Certain Goods  

to Syria." Federal Register: Presidential Documents. 93rd ed. Vol. 69. Washington: White House, 
2004. 

261 "Executive Order 13399 - Blocking Property of Additional Persons in Co." Federal Register: Presidential  
Documents. 82nd ed. Vol. 71. Washington: White House, 2006. 

262 "Executive Order 13460—Blocking Property of Additional Persons in Connection With the National  
Emergency With Respect to Syria." Federal Register: Presidential Documents. 32nd ed. Vol. 73. 
Washington: White House, 2008. 
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change in Syria.  This order had a particular focus on corruption and abuses in the 

government rather than Syria’s foreign relations or terrorist support. 

 The outbreak of rebellion and war in 2011 brought an increase in US interest and 

policy changes toward Syria. Executive Order 13572 of April 29, 2011 blocked property with 

respect to the ongoing human rights abuses in Syria.263  A similar order passed in May 2011 

blocking property of senior officials in the Syrian government.264 By June, some members of 

Congress called for additional pressure and sanctions on Syria in response to their actions.  

However, others feared that the protests could turn into a conflict with potential to destabilize 

the entire region and recommended a cautious approach.265 The Obama administration began 

to openly demand Assad’s resignation in August 2011.266 

 A December 2011 hearing before Congress addressed the conflict and rampant human 

rights abuses. Special note was made of the killings by security forces, arbitrary arrests, 

torture, rape, and the rampant unconscionable torture and murder of children.  One defector 

from the Syrian military described how he saw an officer deliberately shoot and kill a two-

year-old girl because the officer feared she would join the protestors when she got older.267 In 

response to these heinous abuses, the Assad regime was condemned and declared 

illegitimate.  Russia and China vetoed a UN Security Council resolution against Syria, which 

prevented the US from taking internationally approved action. However, it was stated that the 

263 "Executive Order 13572 - Blocking Property of Certain Persons With Respect to Human Rights Abuses in  
Syria." Federal Register: Presidential Documents. 85th ed. Vol. 76. Washington: White House, 2011. 

264 "Executive Order 13573 - Blocking Property of Senior Officials of the Government of Syria." Federal  
Register: Presidential Documents. 98th ed. Vol. 76. Washington: White House, 2011. 

265 Sharp, Jeremy M. Syria: Issues for the 112th Congress and Background on U.S. Sanctions. Washington:  
Congressional Research Service, 2011. p. 1. 

266 Confronting Damascus U.S. Policy Toward the Evolving Situation in Syria: Hearing Before the  
Subcommittee on the Middle East and South Asia of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of 
Representatives, One Hundred Twelfth Congress. Washington: US Government Printing Office, 2011. 

267 Ibid. 
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Syrian people have a right to fight against their corrupt and illegitimate government, and that 

the US would support them.268 

 Another Executive Order issued in May 2012 increased the sanctions on Syria yet 

again by prohibiting transactions with sanctions evaders and suspending their entry into the 

US.269 However, the Syria Human Rights Accountability Act of 2012 condemned Syria much 

more strongly and strengthened the sanctions additionally in direct response to the rampant 

and ongoing human rights abuses.270 

 House Resolution 51 passed in September 2013 declared the Syrian government 

guilty of war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide due to the gas attacks on 

civilians.271 The US came close to military intervention but instead came to an agreement 

with the UN. Resolution 51 declared that anyone involved should be investigated and 

prosecuted in an international war crimes tribunal for crimes and human rights abuses 

committed during the civil war. House Resolution 520 in March of this year called again for 

the UN Security Council to suspend Syria’s rights and privileges until the Assad regime ends 

civilian attacks and allows humanitarian and medical assistance to those in need. It also 

condemned the continued use of barrel bombs against civilians.272 It also called for Syria to 

allow its people to flee the conflict, and for the international community to allow and aid 

refugees.  It also promised US assistance for refugees and human rights protection, 

268 Ibid. 
269 "Executive Order 13608 - Prohibiting Certain Transactions With and Suspending Entry Into the United  

States of Foreign Sanctions Evaders With Respect to Iran and Syria." In Federal Register: Presidential 
Documents. 86th ed. Vol. 77. Washington: White House, 2012. 

270 Iran Threat Reduction and Syria Human Rights Act of 2012. Washington: US Government Printing Office,  
2012. 

271 H. CON. RES. 51 Expressing the Sense of Congress Regarding the Need for Investigation and Prosecution of  
War Crimes, Crimes Against Humanity, and Genocide. Washington: US Government Printing Office, 
2013. 

272 H. RES. 520 Calling for an End to Attacks on Syrian Civilians and Expanded Humanitarian  
Access.Washington: US Government Printing Office, 2014. 
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particularly for those vulnerable to trafficking and additional violence. Throughout this year, 

USAID has continued to allot money and resources to help the Syrian people and refugees.  

Most of it is current support for medical and basic needs.  

 

273  
The most recent development in Syria is the rise of Islamic terrorist group ISIS spread 

across Iraq and Syria. They are a Sunni group terrorist group hoping to take regional control, 

which holds potential appeal for the rebels fighting the Assad regime and the large Sunni 

population in Syria.274  On September 22, 2014, the US bombed ISIS targets in Syria as part 

of the War on Terror. 275  Although the State Department plans to work with the Prime 

Minister of Iraq to address the threat, the US has not engaged with the Syrian government 

and continues to condemn their actions, both in leading to this and their human rights abuses. 

273 Syria - Complex Emergency Fact Sheet #1. Washington: US Agency for International Development, 2014. p  
6. 

274 Barrett, Richard. The Islamic State. New York: Soufan Group, 2014. 
275 "Statement by the President on Airstrikes in Syria." U.S. Department of State. September 23, 2014. Accessed  

November 6, 2014.  
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However, the US actions against ISIS indirectly supports the Assad regime as ISIS is a threat 

to the Syrian government.  Another contender for power is al-Nusra, which also commits 

human rights abuses while vying against both the government and ISIS with backing from al-

Qaeda. The Syrian government is not at all reluctant to engage in extreme violence to keep 

power, which does not bode well for the people as this conflict grows alongside the civil war.  

Iran and Hezbollah have also given their support to Assad, which may further bolster the 

regime for now.276 

Conditions in Syria are deplorable, and appear to be getting worse by the day. The US 

has outright condemned the Assad regime as illegitimate and enforced increasingly tough 

sanctions.  These sanctions and demands have not deterred the Syrian government from its 

continued human rights violations against its own people.  The terrorist organization ISIS 

pushed the US to military action, but that appears to be in conjunction with the War on Terror 

rather than a specific intention to aid to the Syrian people.  As with North Korea, the US has 

put forth considerable effort and resources to aid and support refugees and those displaced by 

the civil war.  The collapse or overthrow of the Assad regime is the only outcome that the US 

supports. As with North Korea, predicting the future of the regime is difficult and many 

factors are in play.  The development with ISIS complicates the issue as the US is actively 

fighting ISIS and thereby indirectly supporting Assad.  Regardless, the people of Syria 

continue to suffer, and limited aid to refugees is the best the US is able to offer for now.  

  

276 "Report: Iran and Hezbollah Questioning Unwavering Support for Assad." The Jerusalem Post. September  
14, 2014. Accessed November 20, 2014. http://www.jpost.com/Middle-East/Report-Iran-and-
Hezbollah-questioning-unwavering-support-for-Assad-375300. 
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CONCLUSION 

Therefore, the questions of why and how the US responds to international human 

rights abuses are complex and inseparable from other political considerations with any given 

country.  US foreign policy documents such as the QDDR and the NSS proclaim the US 

plans to promote democracy and human rights worldwide from a position of leadership.  

Indeed, on paper the US strongly supports human rights and condemns those who violate 

said rights.  Policy documents and executive orders regarding Nigeria, North Korea, and 

Syria all strongly condemn corruption and abuses and demand that those responsible stop 

their actions. However, enforcing those demands is another matter.  Other major political 

concerns or practical difficulties push human rights concerns to a lower priority level in 

practice.  

In Nigeria, the US seems willing to overlook the rampant abuses by the security 

forces in order to foster better relations with Nigerian government.  That is not to say that the 

abuses are ignored, but that the US supports Nigeria in its efforts to improve and would 

rather help build up the government with the goal of improved conditions and stability for 

everyone at a later date. As Nigeria is a major player in African politics and also rich in 

natural resources, they make an ideal ally for the US.  Thus, it would be in the long term 

interest of the US to maintain good relations with Nigeria and not alienate a struggling 

government by imposing hard sanctions due to human rights abuses. The actions of Boko 

Haram is another consideration.  They are a considerable threat, and both the US and Nigeria 

would benefit from a partnership to address the terrorist issue.  In this case, the US condemns 

the violations, but the Nigerian government and people’s efforts to fight corruption are more 

worth supporting as that is the best way to end the abuses ultimately.  Joint efforts in fighting 
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Boko Haram also take priority with the US over internal Nigerian corruption. The corruption 

and a degree of reluctance to accept outside help make it somewhat difficult to work 

cooperatively with Nigeria on the terrorism issue.  Terrorism and corruption take priority 

over human rights because the overall situation cannot improve without addressing these 

issues.  Thus, human rights become a long term plan in US policy for Nigeria, although 

current assistance goes toward supporting education, meeting basic needs, and improving 

infrastructure.  

In North Korea, the human rights violations will likely never end until the Kim 

regime has collapsed and Korea can reunite under a democratic government.  Unlike Nigeria, 

there is minimal hope of improvement or reform, which leads to much different policies and 

approaches. US sanctions have done little to discourage North Korea, and the country’s tight 

control over its population makes it difficult to even know exactly what is going on 

internally. The US has made efforts to aid North Korean refugees and to get information into 

the country to encourage the people. Some fear that encouraging people to leave will result in 

a government collapse that could lead to violence and instability in China and South Korea.  

  North Korea’s nuclear program has generally commanded the most attention from 

the US. They pose a threat to US allies South Korea and Japan, which is a greater concern 

from a security standpoint.  Although the US government is legitimately concerned with the 

human rights abuses in North Korea, their weapons program and willingness to trade with 

terrorists and rogue states takes priority.  Some have criticized that the human rights issue is 

thrown into policy documents only to improve the United States’ position in condemning 

North Korea rather than out of true humanitarian concern.  Such motives are difficult to 

discern, but these issues will always remain linked when dealing with North Korea.   
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Since little can be done for North Koreans in their own country, the bulk of the 

assistance is geared toward refugees. This allows people to receive help without it being 

conditional on government cooperation.  Instead, China’s actions play a large role in US 

policy due to their standard practice of deporting North Korean refugees. Some food 

assistance has gone to North Korea directly, but distribution concerns make it difficult to tell 

whether it truly helped the people.  Long term, the US will continue to encourage and support 

refugees while supporting South Korea’s aims of reuniting the country. 

 The Syrian government under Bashar al-Assad has continuously committed atrocities 

against its own people, and will continue to do so until it is overthrown, overrun, or 

collapses. Like North Korea, sanctions have had virtually no affect, and relations between the 

US and current Syrian government will likely never be repaired. Also similarly, the US is 

readily sending aid to help the refugees of the civil war.  Syria’s proximity to Israel and Iraq 

already place it in a politically fraught zone geographically. The rise of ISIS and presence of 

al-Nusra makes future US action there even more uncertain.  National and regional politics 

certainly play a role in US decisions, and the War on Terror is the current focus rather than 

human rights abuses.  

 Aside from aiding the refugees and encouraging others to the do the same, there is 

little the US can truly do to improve human rights conditions in Syria at this time.  The active 

war prevents any possibility of improvement as in Nigeria, and ISIS appears to be making the 

situation much worse.  The US ideals for Syria at this time are an end to ISIS, an end to the 

civil war, a regime change that does not involve al-Nusra, and enough stability to begin to 

repair the damage.  Unless and until those occur, aiding refugees is the limit for official 

human rights intervention. Unfortunately, this does not look possible without complete 
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anarchy or the rise of another terrorist group, and the situation cannot improve until those 

goals are met. Policy and decision making is difficult due to the disregard for human rights 

shown by all the different groups struggling to keep or gain power. Accordingly, most US 

humanitarian support goes to refugees.  

 The three case studies show that specific human rights policies cannot exist outside of 

other political and diplomatic considerations. Terrorism, nuclear concerns, and regional 

stability all hugely affect US interests and goals in these three countries and overshadow 

human rights questions.  Moreover, respect for human rights cannot be forced on a 

government from the outside, and US sanctions do little when governments are not interested 

the well-being of their citizens.  Thus, encouraging and supporting stability and true 

democracy are the best ways to promote human rights. Although Nigeria has potential to 

improve on these ideals, democracy and stability are currently out of reach for both Syrian 

and North Korea.  Therefore, aiding refugees and giving internal aid wherever possible is the 

best way to realistically fulfill the international responsibly to protect and advance to the US 

ideals of universal human rights.  
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