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The Growing Movement for Human Rights in the United States 

 

[Impact Statement] 

 

Human rights are universal ethical standards, approved by member states of the United Nations, 
which impose specific obligations on all governments toward their people.  These standards set 
forth the right of all human beings to personal dignity, to decent and equal treatment, and to 
basic living standards.  The foundational statement of the human rights movement is the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), written by an international team led by 
Eleanor Roosevelt in the wake of World War II.  Since that time, a number of additional treaties 
and conventions have been adopted which give more specific dimension to the rights and 
obligations outlined in the UDHR, including international law governing the rights of women, 
laws against racial discrimination and torture, and laws granting economic, social and cultural 
rights, among others.   
 
Most Americans think of human rights violations as emanating from repressive or undemocratic 
governments overseas.  But no less than for other countries, examining the United States through 
the lens of human rights illuminates inequalities in our society and offers both a vision and a 
method for how these might change.   
 

Why Human Rights? 

 

The US Human Rights Fund is a collaborative of individual and foundation donors1 established 
in 2005.  Its mission is to provide strategic, field-building support to a nascent but rapidly 
growing human rights movement in the United States and to link those groups to the social 
justice movement more generally.  With two dockets every year, USHRF grants focus on human 
rights education and training across issue areas, regional and national networks, messaging and 
communications, and strategic thinking and advocacy. 
 
USHRF is leading social justice funders in supporting the burgeoning issue of human rights in 
the United States.  When the Fund sent out its first Request for Letters of Inquiry in the fall of 
2005, it expected a few dozen responses.  Instead, it received nearly three hundred and fifty, 
many from organizations that asserted human rights principles as basic to their work.  Three 
essential ideas are the foundation of this U.S. work: 
 

• Human Rights Are Universal, and Apply to the United States 

 

Human rights encompasses multiple concepts.  In addition to a system of international laws and 
tribunals, human rights also refers to a felt belief in one’s dignity and inherent worth, a 
framework for articulating concerns, and a specific set of advocacy strategies.    Some hallmarks 
of a human rights approach include: 
 

� the notion that certain rights are universal and inhere in the fact of being human; 

                                                 
1Anonymous, The Atlantic Philanthropies,  Ford Foundation, Mertz Gilmore Foundation, The Libra Foundation, 
Otto Bremer Foundation, The Overbrook Foundation, Shaler Adams Foundation, Starry Night Fund of the Tides 
Foundation. 
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� the recognition of and reliance upon global norms governing human rights and the 
obligations of governments to secure them; 

� a sense that civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights are interlinked; 
� an emphasis on the participation of those most affected in articulating problems and 

organizing for change 
� an engagement in global networks and/or advocacy in international decision making 

bodies, such as the United Nations and the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights. 

 

• Human Rights are More Expansive than Civil Rights and Civil Liberties 

 
Human rights includes familiar notions of civil rights – the right to liberty, equality, and freedom 
from discrimination and torture – that are already enshrined in our Constitution.  However, a 
human rights approach also embraces the notion of economic, social and cultural rights that are 
largely unrecognized in the U.S. legal system.   Economic, social and cultural rights provide for 
the basic standards of well being of individuals (i.e., the right to medical treatment and an 
adequate standard of living), the right to participate in communities, and the preservation of 
one’s cultural heritage.   These rights have generally been regarded in the U.S. as unenforceable 
because they are not mentioned in our Constitution.  Yet numerous international treaties – 
including several signed and ratified by the United States – speak of economic and social rights 
as basic necessities that should be afforded to all. 
 
In another example, the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial 
Discrimination (CERD) also is more protective of the rights of racial and ethnic minorities than 
U.S. law.  Domestic interpretations of our Constitution require proof that discrimination on the 
basis of race was intentional.  Under CERD, however, proof of the discriminatory impact of a 
policy or action is sufficient to require a remedy. 
 

• Human Rights Approach Encourages Multi-Issue Cross-Constituency Activism and 

Advocacy 
 
Many social justice activists suggest that their impact is undermined by the “silo” effect that 
divides their struggles by identity, geography, issue area and ideology.  The human rights 
approach restores to U.S. social justice work “a sense of the underlying commonality of simply 
being human that is often lost to all of its divisions ….2   
 

Why Human Rights Now? 

 

Clearly, there has been a shift in U.S. social justice work.  No longer are human rights and 
international law viewed as exclusively foreign concepts that have little applicability to practices 
and policies within the United States.  Rather, social justice activists and many others believe 
that certain developments signify a more common and increasingly powerful use of human rights 
to positively affect political, cultural and legal change within the United States.  These 
developments include: 
 
                                                 
2 Close to Home: Case Studies of Human Rights Work in the United States, the Ford Foundation 2004, p. 8 
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• In the past four years, the Supreme Court of the United States has cited international law 
and practice in decisions upholding affirmative action, and abolishing criminal sodomy 
and juvenile death penalty laws.  The number of petitions filed by U.S. advocates to the 
Inter American Commission on Human Rights, a regional human rights tribunal, has 
tripled since 2001.  

• The United States has been scrutinized for its treatment of prisoners at Abu Ghraib and 
Guantánamo, and the record would indicate that the U.S. failed to offer the prisoners 
under their control the much-vaunted protections that had often been at the core of U.S. 
exceptionalism. 

• The American Civil Liberties Union and the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights, two 
of the oldest and largest rights organizations in the United States, have recently 
established human rights programs and trainings. The Leadership Conference refers to 
itself as a civil rights and human rights organization, because human rights better 
encompasses the range of interests of its members. 

• In 2004, a national network on domestic human rights was launched by U.S. advocates 
working on a range of domestic issues.   The US Human Rights Network now boasts 
nearly 200 member organizations. 

 

Human Rights as a Strategy   

 

The human rights framework offers a powerful strategy to broaden the struggle for fair treatment 
and social justice in the United States.    In 2006, the US Human Rights Fund commissioned a 
survey of civil rights and social justice advocates representing a range of issue areas and levels of 
interest in human rights. Advocates in the survey of some forty groups offered several different 
reasons for embracing a human rights approach: 
 

• human rights’ emphasis on personal dignity inspires those directly affected  to 

agitate for change:  While the legal community is moving more slowly toward 
incorporating human rights values, organizers and advocates find in human rights an 
affirmation of human dignity and equality that speaks eloquently to those furthest from 
the decision-making process:  people of color, immigrants, low wage workers, poor 
people, domestically abused women, Native Americans, former prisoners, and residents 
of environmentally contaminated communities.  “The traditional violation model isn’t 
very helpful to us,” said a grassroots organizer, “it keeps us as victims rather than agents 
of change.”  Constituent leaders emphasized that the use of human rights was both 
powerful and distinct from other models because it placed individuals at the center of 
advocacy strategies.   

 

• human rights encompasses multiple issues relevant to people and communities more 

readily than a single-identity focus.  Many advocates said that human rights were a 
boon to cross-issue thinking and organizing in this way.  One immigrant rights group said 
that “we made the shift to human rights because …. our folks weren’t living and working 
simply as immigrants – they also want good education for their kids, a decent place to 
live and a better border policy.”   
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• human rights uses an integrated advocacy approach that combines litigation, policy 

advocacy, organizing and documentation.  Many advocates said this comprehensive 
approach is increasingly important in an era where stand-alone litigation strategies are 
less likely to succeed.  One powerful example is the 2005 campaign to end the juvenile 
death penalty: in addition to litigation, the campaign included academic research on 
adolescent brain development, legislative advocacy to highlight the trend in state 
legislatures abolishing juvenile executions, and international human rights advocacy, that 
showed that the U.S. was the sole democracy in the world that still permitted the 
execution of juveniles. 

 

• human rights norms provide concrete alternative policies around which groups can  

organize.  Many human rights documents specify affirmative standards of treatment, as 
opposed to anti-discrimination laws that merely specify what the government may not do.   
As such, they can help to shape affirmative policy solutions.   “Human rights allow us to 
articulate a demand for what we really want, as opposed to only talking about what we 
don’t want,” said one immigration activist.   

 

• international human rights treaties fill gaps in U.S. law and policy.  Those working 
on issues with particularly poor recourse in the U.S. constitutional or statutory law, such 
as environmental justice or Native American rights, describe their discovery of human 
rights as a revelation.  One environmental activist noted that U.S. environmental 
regulations speak only to how much pollution an industry may emit, whereas human 
rights standards speak to an affirmative right of people to live in a safe and healthy 
environment. 

 

• international human rights tribunals are more hospitable venues for social justice 
claims.   As U.S. courts become more conservative and reluctant to enforce rights, more 
advocates are supplementing their advocacy with litigation in international venues such 
as the Inter-American Court for Human Rights.   Even though the US government has a 
poor record of enforcing decisions by these tribunals, media coverage and activism 
generated by these hearings helps to educate the public about human rights violations 
occurring in the U.S. and generate pressure on U.S. officials for reform. 

 

How Human Rights Has Been Effective in the U.S. 
Although victories are as yet relatively small in scale, human rights framing and strategies are 
already helping advocates to achieve change on the ground.  A handful of examples include: 
 

• Environmental Justice:  Human Rights Strategy Achieves Justice for a “Cancer 

Alley” Community.  Residents of Norco, Louisiana – a so-called “Cancer Alley” town 
on a stretch of the Mississippi River heavily populated by petrochemical plants – had for 
years suffered high rates of disease and breathing disorders.  Litigation had failed in 1997 
when Shell persuaded a jury that the facilities posed no health threat, and residents were 
simply trying to gouge a wealthy corporation.  In concert with a number of environmental 
and citizens’ groups, the Norco activists sought training in human rights, eventually 
invoking the protection of the UDHR and the International Convention Against All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD).  They testified before the UN Commission on 
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Human Rights in Geneva, which resulted in a visit by a “special rapporteur” sent to 
investigate charges of environmental racism.  They joined forces with residents of Shell 
Oil refinery towns in Nigeria and the Phillipines who were suffering similar problems. 
This grassroots effort, framed and informed by human rights principles and strategies, 
produced very negative publicity for Shell, and ultimately persuaded the corporation to 
purchase the contaminated homes in Norco and to relocate all those residents who desired 
to move. 

 

• Worker’s Rights:  Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW), a group comprised of 
immigrant farm laborers in Florida, was organized in the 1990s “to build our strength as a 
community.” CIW decided to use a human rights framework “to fight for, among other 
things: a fair wage for the work we do, more respect on the part of our bosses and the 
industries where we work, better and cheaper housing, stronger laws and stronger 
enforcement against those who would violate workers’ rights, the right to organize on our 
jobs without fear of retaliation, and an end to indentured servitude and slavery in the 
fields.”  Recognizing that the agricultural industry increasingly catered to large buyers in 
the fast food industry, CIW organized a boycott of Taco Bell and its corporate parent, 
major purchasers of tomatoes picked by CIW members.  As a result of pressure by CIW 
and its partners (including college students it mobilized across the country), the 
corporation agreed to increase the price paid for farm produce, to ensure that growers 
passed on these increases to field workers, and that growers complied with fair labor 
standards. 

 

• Criminal Justice: International Advocacy and Pressure Halts Racial Profiling in a 

Texas Border Community  In 2006, more than 140 social justice organizations joined 
together in a “shadow reporting” effort, targeting  U.S. compliance with the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the Convention Against Torture 
(CAT).  The U.N. system requires regular reports on compliance, and in this instance, the 
shadow reporting coalition created its own report on issues in the U.S. that fall short of 
international standards.  In addition to providing training on international law for many 
U.S. activists new to human rights, the shadow reporting process forced the U.S. to pay 
attention to the fact that its performance was being monitored and the results could be 
embarrassing.  In one instance, for example, at the 2006 ICCPR hearings, advocates’ 
presentations persuaded the UN Human Rights Committee to highlight in its final report 
several incidents of ethnic profiling and harassment of immigrants by a local sheriff in El 
Paso, Texas.  Texas social justice advocates used this criticism by the United Nations to 
drum up considerable press coverage in the local Spanish-language media.   That 
negative exposure led the sheriff to discontinue the offensive policing within a matter of 
days.  

 

• Women’s Rights:   San Francisco Models Ordinance Based on International Anti-

Discrimination Law.  In April 1998, San Francisco became the first city in this country 
to adopt an ordinance implementing the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) locally. It also established a Task Force to 
work with the Commission and City departments to identify discrimination against 
women and girls, and to implement human rights principles.  CEDAW specifically 
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mandates ending discrimination against women and girls in political and public life, 
status of nationality, education, employment, health care, financial endeavors, sports, 
cultural life, marriage and family relations. It recognizes the role of culture and tradition 
and aims for substantive gender equity.  Other cities are beginning to follow suit, in the 
belief that local Human Rights Commissions are a logical point for international human 
rights principles to play a role.  

 

• Police Torture:  For nearly 20 years, from 1972-1991, over 100 African Americans in 
police custody were systematically tortured by Chicago Police Commander Jon Burge 
and detectives under his command.  This torture, which included electrical shocks to 
suspects’ genitalia, use of cattle prods, suffocation and beatings with rubber hoses, was 
intentionally inflicted to extract confessions, but was never properly investigated and 
documented until 1991.   Neither Burge nor any other officers have never been indicted 
or brought to trial.  In 2005, the Midwest Coalition for Human Rights brought these cases 
to the attention of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) in a 
hearing that generated substantial local, national, and international publicity.   Coalition 
lawyers also presented evidence in the Burge cases to the United Nations Committee 
Against Torture, during its 2006 review of the U.S.’s compliance with the international 
Convention Against Torture.   During the hearing, members of the U.N. committee raised 
the Chicago Police torture cases and requested that the US Government take steps to hold 
the officers who had committed the torture accountable.  In response, the US Government 
informed the Committee that a State Court Judge had appointed special prosecutors to 
investigate these cases.  The Committee subsequently cited the Chicago Police Torture 
cases in its Conclusions and Recommendations.  While Burge and his officers have yet to 
face a trial, it is clear that international advocacy is lending effective pressure on 
government officials to hold those responsible for torture accountable.         

 
 

 A Growing Number of Funders  

 
Sensing increasing momentum around human rights, a growing number of foundation donors are 
supporting this work within U.S. borders.  The Atlantic Philanthropies, a long-time international 
donor, now provides funds for human rights advocacy at home, while the Jeht Foundation is 
providing support to domestic advocates that carry out international justice work on abuses and 
human rights violations committed in the United States.  National foundations are also providing 
increased support for domestic human rights organizing and advocacy.  The Overbrook 
Foundation and the Mertz Gilmore Foundation have each created programs dedicated to funding 
grantees who use international human rights framing and methods to advance their domestic 
social justice work.  These donors join pioneering funders such as the Ford Foundation, which 
began supporting efforts to educate Americans about human rights over a decade ago. 
 
Many of these funders have also provided support for domestic human rights work by 
participating in the US Human Rights Fund.  This collaborative fund was launched in response to 
the growing interest in human rights work amongst domestic social justice advocates, and seeks 
to provide strategic, field building support to the domestic human rights movement. 
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The Grantmaking Strategy of the US Human Rights Fund 

While human rights is already having renewed effect within domestic social justice work, 
building a more complete human rights culture in the U.S. is a long term process that must be 
accompanied by strategic growth and strong investment.  The US Human Rights Fund views its 
as role as to helping to enable that growth, both by supporting U.S. human rights work and by 
helping to increase overall available resources. 
 
The work of the Fund is informed by several key challenges and opportunities in the field, 
including:   

• The demand for support regularly exceeds the Fund’s existing resources, forcing very 
difficult triage decisions with every docket.  For instance in its first year of grantmaking, 
USHRF received $52.7 million in requests and made $1.7 million in grants.   

 

• There is a significant human rights “knowledge gap.”  The number and capacity of expert 
peer groups that are able to assist other domestic social justice organizations learn about, 
design, and carry out human rights advocacy and organizing is still quite limited, and 
they are simply unable to meet the large number of requests for training and partnership 
support that they receive. 

 

• There is an increasing belief that even if short term challenges exist, human rights has the 
capacity to affect policy, legal and cultural change in the United States, and that this is an 
opportunity for both the Fund and the overall social justice funding community to support 
a new and powerful framework in the struggle for true justice and fairness in the United 
States. 

 
Understanding these challenges and opportunities has led the Fund to adopt a four-pronged 
grantmaking strategy that builds off the growing momentum of domestic human rights work, 
while also addressing the crucial gaps within the field and funding for it. 
 
By supporting regional and national networks, the Fund helps to promote linkages and 
partnerships between organizations across a variety of issue areas and organizational sectors, as 
well resource sharing, peer-to-peer learning, and strategizing.  The Fund’s support for human 

rights training and education is intended to increase overall knowledge of human rights norms 
and strategies, and to deepen the expertise amongst U.S. social justice organizations to carry out 
related organizing and advocacy work.  Communications strategies and messaging work 
focuses on how domestic social justice advocates can create more effective messages around 
human rights values and norms for U.S. audiences, and how they can deliver those messages in 
close concert.   
 
Finally, as the field becomes better capacitated in each of these three areas and develops deeper 
partnerships with peer organizations, the Fund will make more substantial investments in 
strategic thought and advocacy work.  This work meaningfully references universal human 
rights norms and involves the participation of communities suffering human rights abuses, two 
hallmarks of a human rights approach.    
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The Fund believes that this grantmaking strategy responds to the most key needs of the field, and 
helps to provide advocates with the necessary capacities and resources to learn more about and 
carry out effective human rights work in this country.   However, in order to be truly effective, 
the Fund must closely coordinate with its donor partners in providing support to the U.S. human 
rights movement, both within and outside the Fund.  We encourage donors to support human 
rights as a complement to the strategic funding they are already doing.  Donors can support the 
movement by joining the USHRF collaborative, or by providing support directly to groups in 
their fields for human rights-inflected advocacy.  


