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Brendan O’Leary on 40 years of Amnesty International campaigning

ra  mnesty International turned 40 this

i ' year. The organisation, especially in
w % comparison with most international-
s BT non-governmental organisations

.w.mmﬁmv:m:ma in the 1960s, has been a

great success. It has significantly grown in
strength, resources and global reach and im-
pact despite key changes to its original mis-
sion and mandate, and despite some big
errors of judgement by some of its past lead-
ers and some of its member-state branches.

The metaphor of “water on a stone” is not
quite right as a description of its history.
Water always beats stone in the end. “Words
in the wind”, “reasoning with bullies”, “per-
suading the unspeakable” or “conversations
with tyrants” may be more accurate if less
poetic descriptions of Amnesty’s work,
because it has often lost its struggles and
seems likely to continue to do so.

Despite the self-intoxication of some pre-
sent-day liberals, there can be no guarantee
that the improvements Amnesty has pro-
moted and helped to bring about are sus-
tainable. If Rudolf Rummel's calculations in
Death by Government (1994) are correct, the
20th century saw
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a Stone: and abused by gov-
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wﬁm:m_.m:m The Penguin Amnesty Interna-
tional was the idea of
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lawyer, Peter Benen-
son, whose parents
were Russian and English and who also has
Jewish roots. His brainchild, naive as it
seemed, and still seems, was to organise let-
ter-writing campaigns to free non-violent
prisoners of conscience through moral pres-
sure and to target regimes irrespective of
their ideological orientation. He started it in
1961, on the 100th anniversary of the {reeing
of the serfs in Russia and slaves in the Unit-
ed States.

Today Amnesty has more than | million
members. It has more than 4,000 local
groups; supporters in more than 160 states
and territories; a budget approaching £20
million; and a core staff of about 360.

Normally praise for civil society is uttered
by someone who is working on or has just
won a government grant. But this slur does
not apply to Amnesty and its staff. It takes
and seeks no monies {rom any government.
Its membership is now larger than the pop-
ulation of some of the combined mini-states
of the United Nations, and its campaigning
skills often exceed those of public-relations
and advertising giants.

Amnesty’s mission has gone from rather
clear objectives — campaigning for the
release of non-violent prisoners of con-
science; for humane prison regimes; against
torture, the death penalty, internment or
detention without trial — to the more
demanding and less tractable objectives
embedded in the promotion of all interna-
tional and regional human-rights codes. One
example with which I am familiar is
Amnesty’s detailed proposals to the North-
ern Ireland Human Rights Commission, a
body obliged under the Good Friday Agree-
ment to make suggestions on how the Euro-
pean Convention might sensibly be supple-
mented for local circumstances. And
Amnesty has long since departed from an
exclusive focus on governments: it remon-
strates with paramilitaries, and badgers
major corporations to sign up to the Univer-
sal Declaration on Human Rights.

Amnesty is, of course, kept in permanent
business by the abusers of human rights, be
they governmental, corporate or paramili-
tary. While reading this history, I found
myself engrossed in a parallel recent book,
John Conroy’s Unspeakable Acts, Ordinary
People: The Dynamics of Torture: An Exam-
ination of the Practice of Torture in Three
Democracies (2000). Its focus on relatively
North-
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ern Ireland, Palestine and Chicago should
disabuse anyone of the notion that democra-
cies are guarantors against torture. Conroy’s
harrowing tales of authorised or condoned
torture, the rationalisations of the torturers
and the seeming indifference of bystanders
explain why Amnesty or its functional equiv-
alent will always have a mission.

To have Amnesty’s biography written by a
man called Power might seem very apt. But,
by contrast with Conroy’s work, Like Water
on a Stone is something of a disappoint-
ment, and not just because Jonathan Power,
like any good journalist, is a shameless bor-
rower of the ideas and stories of others.

The disappointment is caused by simple
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considerations: given the gravity of its role
in recent history and the dogged hard work
of its activists, Amnesty deserves a less vain,
less self-obsessed, less opinionated and less
self-congratulatory chronicle. It certainly
does not need a biographer with the follow-
ing exultant conclusion (in a chapter titled
“The world is a better place”): “Unlike in
previous ages, neither economic, religious
nor ideological forces point us or push us in
the direction of war.” Such comments
required a steadying editorial hand.

Power does not seem to have done his
research with a free run in Amnesty’s
archives, for good reason (protecting client
records); and he seems to have written the
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book by sewing together the 1,500-word
essays that appear to be his forte.

He begins with a prologue, “The wheel
turns in Nigeria”, that is longer than his
later capsule history of Amnesty’s 40 years.
In it, Power accompanies Amnesty’s secre-
tary-general to Nigeria on a mission to
advance the organisation’s cause. We learn
that the author is a friend of Nigeria's cur-
rent president, General Obasanjo, a former
Amnesty prisoner of conscience, and we are
given the transcript of an interview he had
with his old friend. Power justifies this pro-
logue on the grounds that it demonstrates
how far Amnesty has come from its begin-
nings. But instead of then examining these
beginnings and the story of Amnesty’s

m.no.ﬁ? we are U_::mma ::o. cw:m:,.\mw of . ‘A news-
illings in Guatemala, atrocities against chil-
dren in Emperor Bokassa’s self-styled Central paper —_O__
Alfrican Empire and the Pinochet case. Then, suggests
after the capsule history, we are dropped into
two fresh stories, “Britain’s dirty war” in n—_Nn O.=_< a
Northern Ireland and Amnesty's “Black ==—==.=< of
mark: the Baader-Meinhof gang”. A quick Scots know
segue into “Amnesty’s success stories™ is fol-
lowed by two chapters on its limited impact when St
in HO.W:S m:_a Emg United m::nmm. . Andrews Day
_ike most contemporary media profession-
als, Power believes he can capture his audi- falls or E—E
ence’s attention only with shocking stories, Andrew —
“hooks™ that he must send out before he can rather than
deal, almost apologetically, with the book’s -
ostensible purpose: the history of an organi- Ninian or
.mmmmo:.._d:m mQ_m mwﬁmm:ﬁm:mw_% because ::. Columba —is
infantilises the readership and pays insuffi- -
cient attention to patience as a factor in the the =N.==.=ﬂ_
successes of Amnesty — an organisation that saint’
surely merits a management history for cir-
culation among comparable NGOs. There is BRIAN MORTON
also insufficient focus on Amnesty's part in a .
wider human-rights movement, without
which it could not have had the same »
impact. In brief, the book fails to account for It
Amnesty’s successes in its internal manage- '
ment and in its external impact.
To give Power his due, he is no uncritical
whitewasher of his subject. Amnesty’s
founder nearly fatally compromised its inde- ‘Part of the
pendence and impartiality by becoming
something close to an agent of the British mn—.m—_ﬂm—-mmm
Foreign Office. Its German branch was of -—Nﬂ&-—.
allowed to show undue concern for members for the
of the Baader-Meinhof gang, despite - .
Amnesty rules that require strategy for each .—Q—.ﬁ_u—_mﬂ.. IS
state to be considered by non-citizens of that ~ that call girls
state (to ensure greater detachment). And its Q.—.—ﬂ-— —_—.ﬂmm
tactics may, Power suggests, have encour- - -
aged some Latin American dictatorships to like —Nn_mm.
make their citizens “disappear”, precisely to while ladies
avoid having communications with Amnesty
and its sister organisations about prisoners mﬂ—__— nﬂﬂ—-ﬂ@ﬂ
admitted to be in detention. giris would
Five big dangers will always haunt Am-
nesty International and kindred NGOs. One —-Ommm of
is the danger of local capture by those with ——n_——a
a separate agenda — the ultra-left may, for virgins)
example, seek to compensate for its failures .
to build parties by entryism. The second is dress ___AQ
an embrace by political and corporate estab- call u__.—m.
lishments that will render it less effective. PICO IYER

The third is that it will pursue universalist
prescriptions that go further than the core
base of agreed universal human rights,
when it may well be that regional, national,
ethnic and cultural conditions require more
subtle constitutional and institutional
designs. Fourth, it may suffer from “mission
creep” and try to address socioeconomic
rights, which would mean losing its neutral-
ity between liberalism and socialism. Last, it
may suffer from its own successes, leading it
to miss its goals and overestimate its impor-
tance. Happily this has not happened, yet.

Reviewers should declare their interests: [
am a credit-card but non-letter-writing mem-
ber of Amnesty. The secretary-general, Sene-
gal-born Pierre Sané, who features most
prominently and attractively in Like Water
on a Stone, was one of my first students —
a fact that gives me much satisfaction but
for which I can take no credit.
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Brendan O’Leary is professor of political science,
London School of Economics, and currently visiting
professor at University of Pennsylvania, United States.




