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In the past decade, the world has seen a surge in the publication of books on human rights, genocide, and war crimes.  Sadly, the appearance of these books corresponds to the surge in war crimes, genocide and human rights violations that has continued into this century.  These books rightly claim our attention, proffering insights, policy recommendations, and, in some bold cases, long-term solutions from a variety of perspectives and intellectual disciplines.  Law, philosophy, history, psychology, sociology, political science and religion all have their say when confronting the question of how to divert the world from a course of continuing terror, dehumanization and brutality.  The wisest of our pundits and policy makers, however, understand that none of these disciplines stands alone.  The best books on the subject make an integrated defense of humanity’s cause.


Two recent and significant interdisciplinary works, Jonathan Glover’s Humanity: A Moral History of the Twentieth Century and Geoffrey Robertson’s Crimes against Humanity: The Struggle for Global Justice, attempt to right wrongs of an enormous stature and both draw on insights from history, law, politics and philosophy to do so.


Glover, director of the Centre of Medical Law and Ethics at King’s College, London, spent ten years composing his attempt to infuse ethics into a history of “large-scale cruelty and killing.”
  He characterizes his work as “not a narrative history, but . . . an attempt at analysis.”
  In the process, Humanity challenges the conventional notion that the 20th century is worse than previous eras.  Glover suggests “there are grounds for thinking” that the 20th century provided “a psychological climate more humane than at any previous time,” except that technological developments allowed “the decisions of a few people” to cause “horror and death for hundreds of thousands, even millions, of other people.” 


As to the numbers, Robertson agrees.  A British Barrister (Queen’s Counsel), who has argued a number of important human-rights cases throughout the world, he cites the 20th century as “a century in which 160 million human lives were wasted by war and genocide and torture.”
  Appropriately appalled, he writes with an advocacy and passion not always so obvious in the more contemplative Glover, finding his hope in the ever-increasing importance of international law.


Both books, lengthy and comprehensive, include strong historical contexts.  They are likewise interesting, if not compelling, and deserve careful study.  While addressing similar subjects, the aims of the books are different.  Robertson, the advocate, wants readers to rise up in support of the international communitarian effort to enforce human rights.  He views such international effort as having at last penetrated sacrosanct notions of sovereignty that often protected the worst human rights abusers in the past.  Glover, on the other hand, wants us to rethink deeply and thoroughly our most basic approach to the human rights question on the level of the individual, replacing “the thin, mechanical psychology of the Enlightenment with something more complex, something closer to reality.”
  All the while, he reaffirms “the Enlightenment hope of a world that is more peaceful and more humane.” 
  As such, Glover offers case studies glossed with psychological and metaphysical commentary, including the Holocaust, the Gulag, Hiroshima (which he doesn’t doubt was a human rights violation), the Khmer Rouge, My Lai and Mao. 


Glover’s psychological emphasis calls for a profound awakening of the individual moral imagination along lines that may not have been tried before.  “There are common psychological patterns” in all cases of widespread brutality.  He notes, “the human responses are overwhelmed, weakened, narrowed or eliminated in ways which recur.”
  For example, geographical distance and cultural differences lend themselves to dehumanization, so “when Nixon and others planned the bombing of Cambodia, they sent death and suffering to people they hardly felt were real.” 


While Glover approaches these cases on a psychological level, Robertson approaches most of the same cases on a macro-level, looking for national and international, primarily legal-political, responses.  He favors international treaties and charters, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and its progeny, for instance.  He insists they be enforceable and enforced, as through the International Criminal Court (ICC).  

Not only in focus, but in tone and style, the two men are quite different.  Robertson is biting, often cynical.  Glover is much gentler, at times almost apologetic.  For example, on the topic of a role for religion in the battle for human rights, Robertson identifies the Vatican as a “homophobic … religious enclave, wrongly elevated to statehood by an unthinking international community”
  He accuses the Catholic Church of having included in the ICC’s Rome Statute “the most ridiculous clause in any international treaty ever devised” (a gender definition clause).
  Glover, on the other hand, suggests that “those of us who do not believe in a religious moral law should still be troubled by its fading.” 
  More than Robertson, Glover humbly accepts the contradictions in human rights work.  He recognizes, for example, that an appeal to authority, including religious authority, may perpetuate prejudice, and yet “often the values which led people to take risks to help [Jewish refugees in World War II] came from religious commitment.”


Robertson, at times, ruthlessly ridicules the response of the major power brokers in the human rights arena, from the United States to the United Nations.  Although he gives the United States considerable historical credit for establishing the human rights tradition, he consistently opposes current U.S. policy.  He cites, for example, the nation’s failure to appear before an International Court of Justice case in 1998 as providing “another example of America’s blatant contempt for the international legal system.”
  He doesn’t seem to care who he offends, as long as he makes his point.  Consequently, when we share Robertson’s judgments, we delight in his sharpness (e.g., the UN’s “pathetic” efforts to oppose Argentina’s “dirty war”
), but where not, the barrister becomes a boor.  Glover, on the other hand, seems a kind man with whom we can disagree without disliking him.


Ultimately, regardless his tone, Robertson is the less abstract and the more pragmatic of the two men.  His discussions on the laws of war are long on common sense.
  He recommends concrete, albeit ambitious, goals for the international community in protecting human rights.  He lays out ways to achieve them: full implementation of the International Criminal Court, an acceptance of universal jurisdiction, occasional “bombing for humanity,” and a rejection by and large of the UN bureaucratic machinery.  “The radical possibility occurs,” he notes, “that human rights might have a healthier future if it parted company with the United Nations, if that body were replaced or marginalized by a democratic ‘coalition of the willing’: an organization comprising only countries which are prepared to guarantee fundamental freedoms through representative government, independent national courts and by pledging to support an independent international justice system.”


Glover’s conclusions, on the other hand, are the more profound, almost in spite of himself.  He calls for development of a “humanized version of ethics” to replace the traditional moral law which he sees as “just a stage in the evolution of morality.”
  On the one hand, it seems hard to take this idea seriously. He doesn’t explain, for example, just how this is to be done.  He is, however, quite clearly so serious and articulate that, in reading his work, one cannot help but assess the existing basis for universal human values.  At the least, one cannot help but to recommit to the moral law in a way that compensates for the deficiencies that Glover finds in it.  While one may not accept his solution, it is clear he is on the side of the “good guys.”  His insights lead the reader beyond the writer’s own implications – perhaps one of the greatest compliments one might pay him.


In the end, Crimes Against Humanity and Humanity are similar but profoundly different works.  The one asserts war crimes and human rights violations find their remedies on a socio-political scale and in international law; the other promotes highly individualized and philosophical solutions grounded in human psychology.  Neither approach can stand alone, however.  It is perhaps only through establishing a legal infrastructure to deter violations that we can buy the time to reform the heart of darkness at their center.
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