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“HUMAN RIGHTS IS SUDDENLY CHIC”
The Rise of The Movement, 1970-1976

News of Olga Talamante's kidnapping reached ker parents by welephone in mid-
November 1974. The call, dialed by a friend in Azul, Argentina, to the elder Tala-
mantes’ residence in: Salinas, California, was brief, the details agonizingly vague.
There had been a gathering, 2 classic Argentine asade, a daylong barbecue held as
a kind of despedida for Talamante as she prepared to return to the United States
and pursue graduate studies. Late in the evening, as Talamante and 2 group of
rierds started to leave, an unidentified car pulled up to the curb, and 2 man
identifying himself as 2 policeman demanded that they accompany him for ques-
tioning. When Talamante refused. the individuel forced them into the vehicle at
gunpoint. Olga Talamante’s whereabouts, the caller cuncluded, along with that of
a dozen others who had attended the asado, were unknown.'

For Don Lalo and Dofa Cuca, as Talamante’s parents, Eduardo and Refugio.
were known in the local Latine community, news of their daughter’s disappear-
ance came as a terrifying, debilitating shock. What could be dome? Immigrants
from Mexica, the Talamantes had raized Olga and her two brothers in an agricul-
tural labor camp in Gilroy, Califcrnia. For nesrly a decade the family had lived
in a single room with no furniture, stove, or refrigerator in an old warehouse
thet had been divided up among house laborers, From the long hours in the
fields to the irregular pay 1o discourage worker transience, it was a hard, grind-
ing existence rooted in exploitation emblematic of the immigrant experience in
rural California, Havirg endured for years the weekly indigmity of waiting in line
with other farm laborers for the patrones to dispense a meager allotment of cash.
the Talamanies felt the possibility of successfully lobbying on Olga's behalf, of
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harnessing enough palitical leverage in Washingten to influence the Argentine
government—if, indeed, she was held captive by the state—was an endeavor of
extraordinary magnitude.’ |

Yet Olga Talamante was no ordinary young woman, After spending roughly
the first decade of her life in Mexico, she had sccompanied her parents to the
United States in 1961. Unzble 1o speak English. Talamante was initially classified
as mentally retarded by primary school officials; and placed in a classroom with
younger students.” After only one year, however, she had mastered the language
sufficiently to move directly from fourth to sixtk grade. In high schocl, Tala-
mante’s stellar performance in the classroom and participation in extracurricular
activities set her apart from peers. She was elected president of her sophomore
class, acted as both secretary and vice president of the honor society, led the
iocal chapter of an international student exchange program, served as president
of a student-run advisory council on school reform, 2nd earred 2 letter in girls'
hockey. Receiving the "Outstanding Student of the Year” award at her high school
graduation, Telamante—whose parents had not completed elementary school—
set her sights on a college education, and with the assistance of several academic
scholarships she enrolled in the fall of 1969 at the University of California at
Santa Cruz, where she majored in Latin American Studies.*

Talamante graduated from UC—-5anta Cruz with henors in 1973, shortly after
obtaining U.S. citizenship. She spent the summer working in the garlic fields
of Gilroy until she had saved enough money to buy z plane ticket to Argentina,
where she taught English and volunteered at a community center in Azul that
offered basic social services such as legal aid and tutoring to the residents of a
pour neighborhood.? In early Novernber 1974, with political violence in Argen-
tina increasing, Talamante wrote her family that she had purchased a return
plane ticket and would be coming home on the twenty-fourth. Eduardo and
Refugio’s daughter, however, never arrived.

The Talamantes immediately began working to ascertain what had hap-
pened, frantically cuntacting elected representatives in California and Washing-
ton, DC, as well as Olga’s associates and friends in Gilroy and at UC-8anta Cruz.
Initially; it seemed a fruitless endeavor since the Department of State could
provide no information on Olga Talamante’s case. Officers in the Burean of
Inter-American Affairs (ARA) dutifully contacted the U.S. Embassy in Buenos
Aires, however, and by the end of the month it was confirmed that Talamante
had been arrested five days after President [sabel Perén had enacied “State of
Siege” provisions—in which suspected subversives couid be held indefinitely
and without charges—to crack down on lefi-wing political violence. The U.S,
Embassy further ascertzined that Talamante was being held in a government
prison in Azul for slieged possession of “subversive literature” and handguns,
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and that she would remain in detention until the case was adjudicated by the
Argentine justice system.’ Perhaps more important for her woerried parents, a
1.5, consular visit allowed Olga the chance to write her family. “What happened
is that 1 have heen zrrested along with some friends, under the charge of hav-
Ing arms and of being in opposition to the government,” Talamante wrote on

November 27. She continued:

I dom'’t know if you remember, Mama, of the times | wrote you telling
yau that here the young men and wormen that T know help people 2 lot,
especially the humble peopls, those in need. That is why I tell you there
ic confusion, becanse none of us attempted to do mare than this,
Mama, more than anything 2ls¢ what hurts me most is the pain [ may
have caused vou and am causing yvou and Papa now. [ would give any- ‘
thing to avoid this suffering, but the circumstances are not determined
by us. I krnow that you will b2 strong and thzt together we will have faith
in a rapid solution. You receive zll my love. I love you very much/’

No doubt overjoyed to learn that their danphter was alive, Qlga Talamante's par-
ents also received word that their daughter had been tortured by members of the
Argentine security services.

Recegnizing that Olga’s academic achievements and extracurriculer activ-
ism had cuitivated supporters in both the white and Latine communities, the
Talamantes redoubled their efforts to generate support for her refease. In early
December they formed the Olga Talamante Defense Committee (OTDC) and
began a grassroots campaign on her behalf, including vigils, letter-writing cam-
paigns, and picket lines.® In sudscquent months, the Talamantes' unflagging
dedication to securing Olga’s refeass transiormed the OTDC into a full-fledged
social movement. With support from Ed McCaughan and Peter Baird, editors at
the North American Congress on Latin America (NACLA), 2 left-wing, nonprofit
organizafion cedicated to social justice in hemispheric affairs, the committee
eventually cobbled together a broad coalition of support from a diverse range of
organizations, including the United Farm Warkers Unijon, the Nzticnal Council
of Churches, the United Auto Werkers. and the National Women's Political Cau-
cus.” Although Talamante remained in prison throughout 1975, by mid-March,
Norman Y. Mineta (D-CA)—House representetive for the Talamantes’ congres-
sional district—informed the State Department, “[t is rare that a day passes with-
outan inguiry from a friend, relative, or school acquaintance regarding her trials
progress.”’

The initial support garnered by the Olga Talamante Defense Committes
was indicative of the widespread respect in Gilroy and at UC-Santa Cruz for
Talamante's extraordinary success in overcoming linguistic, racial, and cultural
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barriers. The immense outpouring of sclidarity the OTDC eventually generated,
among both the thousands ¢f petition signers in the San Francisco Bay Area
and religious, church, and labor groups nationwide, reflected the rising support
for human rights in U.S. society and politics.'! Rooted in the struggle for civil
rights and the anti-Vietnam War movements and gaining strength thanks to
widespread disiflusionment with U.5. support for reprassive regimes, the effort to
mstitutionalize human rights in U.S. foreign policy and improve the protection
of huma=s rights overseas blossomed in the early 1970s. Put broadly, grassroors
organizers, human rights lobbyists in Washington, and sympathetic members of
Congress consciously embedied a countermovement to the maintenance of close
11.5. political, economic, and military ties to staunchly anticommunist, avthor-
itarian governments—a defining feature of U.S. Cold War policy, particularly
roward Latin America. Over the course of the 1970s, in sther words, the idealism
of the blosseming human rights movement vied for primacy with the realist
policy prescriptions that had undergirded U.S.-Latin American Cold War rela-
tions since the late 1940s.

As a result; as state-sanctioned viclence in Argentina increased, the Scuth
Amierican nation moved to the center of the struggle between idealism and real-
is: in ULS. foreign policy. Human rights advocates played a central role in rais-
ing awareness of state-sanctioned violence in Argentina, and. following the 1976
coup d’état, in pressuring policymakers to distance the U.S. from the Argentine
military junta. The successfal 1978 congressional cutoff of US. security transfers
to Argentina was a clear indication of the human rights movement's evelution;
by the end of the decade, human rights advocates enjoyed support from a broad
grassroots base, maintainad an influential lobby in Washington, and had estab- S
lished a reputation for effective mobilization on behalf of human rights issues.

L

Although human rights language was written intc the United Netions Charter in
[une 1945 and the international humanitarian law enshrined in the Geneva Con-
ventions gained near-universal acceptance four years later, over the course of the
subsequent quarter century human rights took a backseat in U.S. foreign policy
to the perceived exigencies of the Cold War, Divided intc ideolegically charged
voting blocs and unwilling to accept criticism, from its founding the UN Human
Rights Commission openly abdicated the power tc “take any action i regard to
any complaints concerning humsan rights” As the historian Geoffzey Robertson
writes, “The best that can be said for Cold War law was that superpowers felt
obliged 1o resort to such fictions, covering up as best they could the atrocities
commizted by their own zllies in order to accuse mare loudly the other side™?

By the late 1960s, however, increasing disaffection with tae rising costs of U.5.
militarv intervention in Southeast Asia among both nongovernmental antiwar
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advecates and their liberal allies in Congress stimulated 2 broad reevaluation
of U.S. foreign policy. Latin America was widely seen as 3 particularly egregious
illusiration of the illiberal nature of U.S. Cold War policymaking. Less than a
dscade earlier, Kennedy's Alliance for Progress had cultivated enormous hope
in the region for a flowering of representative demecracy, enhanced interné
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security, and dynzriic economic growth. Instead, hy the late 1960s most of the

region was ruled by U.5, _backed right-wing miitary regimes; as the former US.
amhzssador to Chile Ralph Dungan :nformed the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations
Subcommittee on Western Hemispheie Affairs in mid-1569, “The basic defect
in the stability counterinsurgency tactic as petc ¢ived by the U.S. military is that
sornebaw stability is an end in itself and that 17 matters little in whose hands oz
ander what conditicn stability exists—or what means i< used te obtain it™

Dungan’s assessment received a warm reception from the subcommutiee
chairman Frank Church (D-1D), whe, along with the Foreign Relations Com-
irtes chairman J. William Fulbright [D-AK), had emerged in the final years of
¥ the decade as one of the most ontspoken critics of the prominent role accorded

to the Pentagon in ULS. foreign policy. Indeed, for more than a decade, Church

had werked to place restrictions on U.S. military assistance programs. albett with

little success. “Against the combined opposition of the State Department, the

Pentagon, and most often the White House, it is not casy to accomplish,” the
t Idsho senator bluntly responded when Dungan snggested stopping assistance
programs to Latin American rilitaries. The Washington bureaucracy, Church
wearily concluded, “is like a hydraheaded monster.™!

Church’s effort 1o rein in the rele of miliary assistance in UI.S. forzign policy
was by no means the only crack in the Washington Cold War consensus, particu-
larly in regard 1o Latin America, During the Kennedy administration, Senator
Wayne Morse (D-OR), Church's predecessor on the Senite subcommittee, had
adarnantly resisted White House efforts to repeal the congressional prehibition
on military assistance to Latin America for internal security purposes, out of 2
conviction that“aid to nondemocratic Latin Arerican regimes 1o assist the main-
tenance of internzl security will be equivalent to the maintenance in power of
harsh and repressive regimes.”™ The following year, along with Fulbright, Morse
expressed “great alarm.” at the prospect of mantaining Alliance for Progress aid
to Argentina following the Argentine military coup against Arturo Frondizi.®
Although by no means representative of the legislative branch as a whole, such
resistance forced the Kennedy administration (o justify its approach to hemi-
spheric affairs—undercutting the lofty rhetoric of the Alliance for Progress. As
Secretary of Statz Dean Rusk sserted in a letter te Morse in September 1962, The
I atin, American military have in general been a force for good and have played
a leading and often decisive role in unseating dictators and helping to maintain
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Congressional resistance to the close maintenance of 11.8.-Latin American
military ties increased during the Jonnson administration. Along with Senator
Hubert Humphrey {(D-MN}, in 1964 Morse denounced the Mann Doctrine's
shift away from democracy as z core U.S. policy goal in Latin America.' More
concretely, fcllowing the 1966 Argentine coup, Senator Jacob K. Javiis (R-NY)
rattled White House cfficials by propesing an addition to the foreign aid bill
prehibiting Alliance for Progress aid te Latin American countries ruz by military
~egimes.® The “mischievous amendment,” in the we rds of the National Security
Council staff member Willizm G. Bowdler, threatened to put *the President per-
sonally and the U.5. government scross a barrel” Forsshadowing fizture debates
aver human rights initiatives in U.S. foreign policy, Bowdler continued: “One
thing is to tie aid to economic actions by the Latinos. .. which they understand
even if they don’t like it. Tieing {sic] aid ro internal political developmentsis quite
another matter. The President by omission or commission will be passing per-
sonel judgment on each coup”™ Althuugh the bill failed to pass muster, in 1967
Congress succeeded in placing a “ceiling” of $75 million on all arms grants or
credit-term sales to Latin America (plus an additional $12 million for training),
denied a Pentagon naval request for Latin Americz, and sxtended the revolving
fund used by the Department of Defense for arms sales for only one year,”!

The groundswell of opposition to the Vietnam War intensified congressio-
nal efforts to limit U.5. military assistance and training programs. By the time
Richard Nixon entered the Oval Office, such initiatives were receiving unprec-
edented scrutiny on Capitol Hill. “De you have no question im your mind that
something is wrong with our relations with most of Latin America except for
your favorits dictators?” Fulbright demanded of the assistant secretary af state
for inter-American affairs Charles A. Meyer during the 1969 Church subcom-
mittee hearings on U.S. military programs in Latin America. “Mr. Duvalier is the
only one who seems to be snthusiastic about you,’ Fulbright acidly concluded,
referring to recent newspaper photos of the Haitian dictator and presidential
envoy Nelson Rockefeller.” A fow minutes later, when ©. Warren Nutter, assistant
secretary of defense for international security affairs, described the amount of
U.S. military assistance fo Latin America as insignificant, Church responded by
citing a study cenducted for the subcomumittee by the University of New Mexico
professor Edwin L. Licuwen, asserting that [1.S. arms assistance supplemented
the amount Latin. American militaries spent on arms by “more than 50 percent,
and by more than 90 percent in some of the smaller countries."”

In his refusal to accept the shibboleths of U.S, Celd War foreigr policy, Church
‘hellenged the Nixon admiristration to redefine U.5.-Latin American relations.
Dismissing Rockefeller’s recommendation for the maintenance of U.S. mili-

tary assistance to the region in his 1968 Report on the Americas, Church instead
vamar ¥ ATL ot o bame a ;vew silitars micsinns end anr grant-in-aid and
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training programs, and sever the intimate connections we hzve sought o form
with the Latin military establishments” Noting that 1.5, arms had been utilized
bv both sides in the 1969 conflict between El Salvador and Honduras, Church
told his Senate colleagues, “This is a shabby business for us to mix in.™

With Church and Fulbright i the vanguard, during Nixon's first term in
offics the Congress took an increasingly active role in shaping US. forsign pol-
icy. Indeed, in the four-vear period between 19€8 and 1971, the Senate helc an
average of more than twenty roll call votes on defense bills each year—a dra-
matic increase from the previcus decade’s average of one vote every two years.™
Mareaver, successive congressional amendments placed increasingly stringent
limits on U.8 security assistance, p;.-rt[cmarly the grant- based Military Assistance
Frogram (MAP). In 1970, the Congress limited the number of military trainees
brought to the United States under MAP to the number of foreign students study-
ing in the United States during the previous fiscal year under the Hayes-Fulbright
Act.® Two years later, the Congress successfully terminated the presence of U.S.
military groups overseas unless specifically authorized by the Congress, and by
1974, MAP had declined to 58385 million from the $1.2 billion earmarked for the
program in 19677

Secking to muaintain LS. support for stable, anticommunist clisnts, in
response to congressional restrictions on grant-in-aid military assistance Nixon
significantly increased arms sales to 115, allies abroad. Recegnizing the rela-
tively limited congressional oversight of the international arms trade, and aim-
ing to cfiset a serious balance-of-pavments problem, the president waived the
Congress-imposed ceiling on arms transfers to Latin America and more than
doubled arms sales 1o the region in fiseal vear 1971 over the annuel average of
$30 million during the previous decade”* Yet zs evidence emerged of Nixona's
secret expansion of the Vietnam War into Cambodia in the spring of 1970, oppo-
sition to what Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. famously referred to as the “imperizl
presidency” hardered.” The result, as Representative Robert E. Drinan (D-MA)
declared in February 1971, was “a movemnent for a new Congress.” “People sent
me here to stop this war” Drinan asserted a few weeks after his election to the
Ninety-Second Congress. “The essence of the whole movernent for a new Con-
gress is to restore the dacency and the dignity of this House—to once again assert
its constitational power to declare war apd to finance a war™

During a visit to South Vietnam in mid-1969, Drinan had been horritied by
the extent of U.5.-sponsored violence and destruction. The experience, he told
his congressional peers, “caused me to change the whole course of my life” As
the first Roman Catholic priest elected as a voting member te the House of Rep-
resentatives, Drinan’s personal austerity—he resided in a simple dormitary in
Washington with a group of fellow Jesuits—and fiercely liberal brand of pelitics
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reportzdly gained him the repuration in his native Massachusetts as “Our Father
who art incongruous”™ Drinar’s tenacious dstermination to halt U.S. interven-
ton in Southeast Asia and to insert a heavy dose of morality into U5, foreign
policy as a whole, however, exemplified the increasingly widespread rejection
of the Cold War consensus or Capitol Hill, In April 1972, Dirinarn described
Nixon's decision to bomb the North Vietnamese cities of Hanoi and Haiphong
as “tactically disastrous and unspeakably immoral,” and in May 1973, Drinan
and four colleagues initiaizd impeachmens proceedings egainst Nixon for order-
ing the covert U.S. military operation in Cambodia ** Although Drinan's impeach-
ment effort failed, the Congress successfully passed the War Powers Resolution
six months later, recuiring congressional review of any attempt to deploy U.S.
military forces overseas and providing the legislative branch with the anthority to
enact a troop withdrawal after deployment.** Praised by liberal supporters for his
outspoken epposition to the Nixon administration, Drinan ruffled the feathers
of cold warriors across the aisle. As the conservative Republican freshman Tremt
Lott (R-MI) griped to a journabist in mid-1973, “If he’s a priest, I'm the Pope™

If liverals such as Drinan set their sizhts on haiting the U.S. military interven-
tion in Southeast Asia, their efforts nonetheless paved the way for rising suppert
of human rights advocacy. On Capitol Hill, the increasing significance of human
rights was clearly evident in the Foreign Assistance Act of 1973. In a nonbinding
“sense of Congress” declaration, legislaters asserted that “the President should
deny anv ecenomic or military assistance 10 the government of any foreign coun-
try which practices the internment or imprisonment of that country’s citizens
for political purposes.” Additionally, Congress requested that Nixon enpugs
the recently installed Chilean military junta to protact the human rights of its
citizens, and, more concretely, required that the foreign police training program
operated by the Agency for Internationzl Development's Otfice of Public Safety
(OPS) be shut down.*

More significantly, human rights advocacy took a major step at the begin-
ning of Angust 1973, when Reprasentative Donald M. Fraser (D-MN) utilized his
chairmanship of the House International Relations Subcommittes on Interna-
tional Organizaticns and Movements to initiate an unprecedented series of hear-
ings on the international protection of human rights.”* [n a four-month pericd,
Fraser held fifteen hearings with more than forty witnesses, including U8, gav-
ernment officials, Congress members, scholars, lawyers, and representatives from
nongovernmental erganizations.” The following March, Fraser published a land-
mark report on the hearings, Human Rights in the World Comimunity: A Call for
LS. Leadership. Including twenty-nine specific recommendations for integrating
human righzs into U.S. foreign polbicy, Fraser notably called for the creation of
a Department of State Bureau of Human Rights, as well zs the assignment of a

Arrhl\rn
mldu

la Memona



Y1 &

Archivo
) -thznianal de
- E
84 THE FATE CF FREEDOM ELSEWHERE mwj‘ 4 M aoria
la

Memoria
humaa rights officer to-each regiona] bureau in the State Department. Fraser also
lobbied for annual human rights country reperts, and emphasized the need to
link U.S. foreign aid to human rights conditions.™

Eventually conducting 750 hearings over five years on U.S. relations with
governments across the globe, and involving more than five hundred witnesses,
Fraser's subcommittee played a critical role in raising human rights awareness,
integrating human rights NGOs into the policymaking process, and institution-
alizing human rights in 11.5. foreign policy. From the outset, the Fraser subcom-
mittee hearings reflected a remarkable degree of coerdination with the close-knit
community of nongovernmental human rights advocates. Fraser aide John Salz-
berg-—the primary author of Human Rights in the Werld Community—joined
the congressman after serving as representative of the Intemationzl Commission
of Jurisss 2t the United Nations.™ Saizberg not only played a key role in situat-
ing Fraser's effort to make U.5. foreign policy consistent with the U.N. human
rights covenanis to which the United States was a signatory, but was also particu-
larly influential in establishing a close working relationship with human rights—
focused NGOs such as the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA), a bridge
organization linking Latin American solidarity groups, exiles, and human rights
organizations with official Washington in the effort to rais= awareness of human
rights conditions in Latin America and influsnce U.S. policy toward the region.*

Indeed, the Fraser subcommirtee hearings provided an unprecedented venus
for groups such as WOLA 15 advocate on benalf of human rights in Latin Amer-
ica. With direct access to John Salzberg, WOLA cofounder Rev. Joe Eldridgs and
his colleagues were able to recommend hearings as well as witnesses to give tes-
timony, thus making & mejor contribution in the effort 1o raise awareness of the
human rights situation in Latin American countries. Correspondingly, the hear-
ings stimulated WOLA and its peer organizations to become increasingly effec-
tive at collecting, analyzing, and distributing reliable human rights data, both as
a means i¢ generate wider participation ir: the human rights mevement and to
lobby members of Congress, while also encouraging the sreation of additional
regicn- and country-specific kuman rights organizations. “Congress became the
critical point that brought it all together,” recalled Roberia Cohen, who served
as executive director of the Interrational League for Human Rights (ILHR)
throughout the first half of the 1970s. The Fraser subcommirttee, sie continuad,
“brought together all the different groups that were interested.” thus facilitating
the establishment of new human rights organizations and increasing coordina-
tion among existing groups.™

Fraser’s Human Rights it the World Community was also instrumental in
setting the stage for an unprecedented wave of congressional human rights
lagislation. When the Nixon administration ignored a letter formally presented
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by Fraser and signed by more than one hundred members of Congress warning
that cengressional approval of the president’s foreign policy decisions would be
contingent on the promotion of human rights, in November 1974 Fraser suc-
cessfully introduced a “sense of Congress”™ amendment (section 502B) to the
Foreign Assistance Act. Petierned or the UN language in Human Rights i the
World Community, 5028 expiicitly linked human rights to U.S. security assis-
tance, asserting that “except in extraordinary circumrstances, the President shall
substantially reduce or terminate security assistance to any government which
engages in a consistent pattern of gross violations of internacionally recognized
kuman rights, including torture or cruel, ichuman, or degrading treatment or
punishment; prolonged detenzion without charges; or other flagrant denials of
the right to Life, liberty, and the security of the person.”* Although the non-
binding nature of 502D, along with vague terminology such as “gross violations,”
quickly proved problematic, Fraser’s amendment nanetheless provided a foun-
dation for subsequent efforts to institutionslize human rightws in U.S. foreign
policy, which gained momentum in late 1974 following the immense popular
outcry accompanving the Watergate scandal *
From the outset, congressional human rights initiatives were fiercely resisted by
the Nixon and Ford administrations. With his close adherence to Realpolitik, Sec-
retary of State Kissinger consistently downplayed human rights as a viable U.S.
foreign policy goal. creating deep enmnity between the White Heuse and Capi-
tol Hill. “Human Rights advocates in Congress accused the Administration of
moving un human rights oaly in response to pressure,” Kissinger recalled in his
memoirs. “We, in turn, believed that Congress was reflecting single-issue ideclogi-
cal and political agendas, pushed to a point that the administration considersd
inimical to broader United States strategic or geopolitical interests, or oblivious
to them.” Reflecting on the issue more than two decades later, Kissinger conceded
that “thers was a measure of merit in both views.”* In the mid-1970s, however, the
secretary of state’s near-iotal dismissal of human rights infuriated liberal members
of Congress and their supperters.“To describe the relationship between Congress
and the Executive Branch at that time as adversarial would be an understatement,”
cne human rights advocate recalled years later. “It was an out and out war.™®
Indzed, notwithstanding the rising chorus of human rights advocates in the
House and Senate, Kissinger repeatedly ignored internal proposals by the State
Department Policy Planning Staff on how to integrate hurnan rights more fully
inte foreign policy. More remarkably, despite a unanimous recommendation
fram the Department of Defense, the State Department Latin America Bureau,
and the Politico-Military Staff, in 1974 Kissinger reportedly refused to consider
cutting military grant aid (o Latin Ainerica. The secretary of state also sidestepped
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congressional requests the following yeer for human rights reports on individuaal
countries receiving U.S. military assistence, sending instead a general report con-
taining very Lttle country-specific detail. The response, recalled une cbserver,
was “sulfurons” with Senator Habert Humphrey (D-MN) describing the docu-
et as “about as bland as swallowing a bucket of sawdust.™

Sesking to maintzin executive branch primacy in the formulation of foreign
policy, Kissinger was particularly oppased to congressionzl legisiation binding
U.S. actions in the international arena to human rights considerations. The sec-
retary of state was ‘diametrically opposed to the viewpoimnt of Cangress,” Donald
raser told listeners in a 1976 speech, and congressional human rights legislation
“has not been faithfully execited by the Department of State, principally because
Secretary Kissinger does not accept the arguments for the legislation.” The ten-
sion between human rights advocates on Capitel Hill and the secretary of state

r r was especially evident on December 5, 1974, when a small group of congressmen
i. & led by Fraser held a tense meeting with Kissinger aver the role of human rights
23 in U.5, foreign policy. Having repeatedly pressed the Department of Statz on the

human rights isse in written correspondence in previous months, Fraser went
straight to th point.*® “Basically we feel it’s very cifficult to continug 1o support
forelgn assistance programs to governments which cppress their cwn people;”
the congressman bluntly told the secresary. “We feel that the United States should
he putting stronger emphasis on human rights issues in countnies around the
worlkd."**

In response, Kissinger expressed a willingness ta discuss human rights with
Congress. Nonetheless, the secretary emphasized that “there are a number of
N & problems.” Quiet diplomatic discussions, Kissinger asserted, rather than con-

gressional legislation, should comstitute the core of U.S. human rights pol-

icy. “The thing that T'm most allergic to is the obligatary statutes,” Kissinger
| declared. “I don't mind requirements for reports of periedic progress, but 1
feel very strongly that obligatory requirements aze counterproductive.” When
Alan Cranston (D-CA) pressed Kissinger to discuss foreign aid, which the Cali-
fornia senator described as frequently politically motivated, military focused,
and “seemling] to serve the people who are already powerful” the secre-
tary respondec coldly. “This has been a very interesting session,” he abruptly
informed the asscmbled members of Congress. “Could we perhaps arrange a
meeting again in late January? ™"

Tronically, Kissinger's refusal to mollify congressional concerns gver human
rights strengthened legislators’ resolve 1o enact binding legislation. Acco rding to
Rev. Eldridge, Donald Fraser belisved Kissinger's apposition played a key role in
the movement's success. “If Henry Kissinger had been a little less arrogant and
a little less haughty vis-a-vis the Congress,” Fraser asserted, “and a liitle more
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willing to descend 1o the level of Congress he could have handed off all this
legislation it wouldn't have been legislation.™!

Instead, by mid-decade, growing support for human rights in Congress forced
a rearguard action in the Staze Department o head off further legislative action.
In a classified memo summarizing @ human rights meeting on September 12,
1974, the deputy secretary of state Robert Ingersoll informed Kissinger that “the
general consensus, was thar, if the Department did not place itself ahead of the
curve on this issue, Congress would take the matter out of the Department’s
hands.™? Thus, despite Kissinger's antipathy toward the human rights initiative,
ihe State Department named human rights officers to sach of the five geographic
bureaus, began requesting U.S. exnbassies in countries affected by congressivnal
human rights legislation to prepare human rights reports, and, in 1973, estab-
lished an Office of Humanitarian Affairs in the Stat= Departrnent with the career
foreign service officer James M. Wilson at the helm.®

Notwithstanding the Ferd administration’s tentative steps toward integrat-
ing human rights into the machinery of UL.S. foreign policy, human rights advo-
cates continued to press the issue. An amendment by Fraser in November 1975
added teeth to 502B, replacing the “sense of Congress” language with a legally
binding stipulation denying U.S. security assistance to gross human rights viola-
tors. Although President Ford vetoed the foreign authorization bill in Mav 1976,
human rights cansiderations nonetheless gained prominence in @ watered-down
version signed by the president in July.®

More significantly, in September 1975 Representative Tom Harkin {D-1A)
successfully offered an amendment to the Internationa! Development and Food
Assistance section of the Poreign Assistance Act, stipulating that no U.S. aid be
provided “to the government of any country which engages in a consistent pat-
tern of gross violations of international recognized human rights,” unless it could
be shown that the aid would benefit the “poor and needy.”™ Particularly in Latin
America, the Harkin Amendment, as the legislation quickly became known,
inserted human rights considerations into nearly every forzign aid decisian. As
the Kissinger-appointed human rights coordinator James M. Wilsan Jr. lamented
to the secretary in an internal memo, “We will get no respite from the Harkin
Amendment,”®

Like the broader human rights movement, despite Kissinger's resistance, the
State Department could not ignore the Olga Talamante Defense Commitied’s
intensive lobbying effort. In Weshington, forced ontn the defensive by the wave
of human rights legislation on Capitol Hill, the secretary of state hoped to resolve
human rights cases invelving U.8. nationals as quickly and quietly as possikle.
Indeed, in 2 February 1975 cable to all U.5. embassies in Latin America, Kiss-
inger directed 11.S. ambassadors to give “Human Rights issues in Latin America,
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especially with respect o [the] weatment of (7.5, nationals, host country rationals
and others, . . . a kigh priority in 1.5, policy formulatior: and implementation.” In
particular, the secretary highiighted cases involving 5. citizens imprisoned over-
seas. Emphasizing the need for consular officers to immediarely seek access to U.S. |
sationals heid under such conditions, Kissinger instructed U.5. Foreign Service
ofFcers to determine prisoners’ physical and mental health, document evidence
of mistreatment, and provide “appropriate humanitasian assistance,” and recorm-
mended that 1.5, nationals be advised of their rights under international law.™

Underscoring the significance of the human rights movement in forcing the
issue o the forefrant of U.S. diplomacy, Kissinger further emphasized the need 10
respond quickly t¢ human rights cases involving U.5. citizens to avoid unfavor-
able publicity. “Failure 10 act promptly in protection cases may not only endanger
the rights of the American nationals invalved but alse can prove Iest detrimen-
ts1to the Department’s relations with the puhlic, the information media and with
the Congress” Finally, Kissinger was ed that U.S. nationals alleging inadequate
protection by the U.5. embassy could produce “explosive pub!iciry.’”‘l:nnversﬂy;"
the sacretery concluded, “quick and effective protection can be very helpful to
2il—the 11.§. national, the Department ard the field,” and appended a tran script
of 2 Eraser subcommitteé hearing on human rights in Brazil, in which & U.S.
national recently released from a Recife prison praised prompt 1.5. diplomatic
sfforts on his bekalf™

From the outset, however, the Talamante case failed to fit the patiern of con-
sular assistance for U.S. nationals imprisoned overseas. Indeed, human rights
sdvocates and their congressional allies also targeted the U.S. Embassy in Buenos
sires, flooding ambassador Robert C. Hill with letters he described as “depicting
Miss Talamante as being ina ‘fascist prison.”* The embassy was heavily criticized
by humnan rights sdvocates on Capito! Hill, notably the senators Edward M. Ken-
nedy (D-MA) and Alan Cranston (D-CA), for failing to meel with Talamante
until December 4, 1974—nearly month after her arrest. Such criticlsin was an
anwelcome irritant for Ambassador Hils Talamantz, the ambassador reparted to
Washington, had made no effort to contact the embassy, and when news of her
arrest finally resched the ambassador on November 25, it came from the young
woman’s supporters in California by way of human rights advocates in Wash-
ington. Piqued by the bad publicity, Hill nonetheless dispatched consular offi-
cers to visit Talamanie in Azul—nearly two hundred miles from Buenos Aires—
more than a dozen times over the course of 1975, and tock up the casz himself
with the Argentine foreign minister. “] ernphasized the need to resolve this case
quickly by having Miss Ta.amante leave ATgentina as soon as possible before this
case poisoned the good relations between the United States and Argentina,” Hill
cabled Washington in July.®




SR

Once Talamante’s case hac been adjud:cated, Hill hoped to secure the young

womarr's expulsion from Argentina regardless of the judge’s ruling because of

her status as a U.S. national, Conflicting rzports on the case’s progress, how-
ever, complicated the embassy’s efforts. In September, Talamantz and her code-
fendants were found guilty as charged and given a three-year prison sentence,
Word subscquently reached the embassy that Talamante had initiated an appeal,
then, a few days later, that she had dismissed her publicly appointed attorney. As
congressional pressure on the State Department to sccure Talamante’s reiease
continued unabated—in all, nearly three dozen members of Congrass wrate the
department on Talamante’s behalf—in ecrly October Secretarv of State Kissinger
signed off on a cable from the ARA Bureau chief William D. Rogers, instructing
Ambassador Hill to “assume personal charge of this case in effort to obtain [the]
earliest splution. . ., This will ensure that we are provided accurate and complete
information on all pertinent developments as they occur in Talamante case!

Frustrated by Talamante's seemingly erratic decision mazking and shocked
by a threatening cable directed to him by one of Talamante’s supporters, Hill
reluctantly accepted responsibility for the case. In a meeting with the Argentine
minister of interior on October 13, Hill reiterated the importance of Talamante’s
release, asserting that the young woman's expulsion would “aveid an orchestrated
publicity campaign that could cause the GOA embarrassment if the Tzlamante
case were allowed to become a cause célebre.™ The following month, however,
Hill’s effarts were stymied hy Talamante’s decision te continue to appeal the case,
thus making it impossible for her to leeve Argentina until a vercict was handed
down.®

Olga Talarante’s decision to maintain solidarity with her codefendants resulted
in her continued incarceration for the duration of Isabel Perdn's fraught presi-
dency, which came to an abrupt cnd following the mulitary coup on March 24,
1976. In a prepared statement broadcast over the radic the following evening,
the three service chiefs solemnly declared the beginning of the National Reorga-
nization Process. Promising to govern according to “clearly-defined standards®
and fostering the “total observance of ethical and moral principles,” the generals
pledged harsh measures against subversives. “The armed forces have assumed
control of the republic,” the communiqué concluded. “And we want the entire
country to understand the profound and uneguivocal meaning of our actions so
that the responsibility and the collective efforts accompanying this undertaldng,
which seeks the common good, will bring about, with the help of God, complete
national recovery.™*

Within a matter of months, it would become clear that the coup dramati-
cally accelerated the unprecedented state-sanctioned terror campaign against
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perceived subversives carried ount over the previous twn years by right-wing ‘
pa.raml.nanf crganizations and in the military's counterinsurgency campaign in
Argentina’s northern province of Tucumén. In the immediate aftermatk of the ‘
military takeover, however, the Argentine military’s efiort 10 promote an image
of protecting human rights, and, correspondingly, to cultivate U.S, suppoit
provided Ambassador Hill with & window of opportunity to resolve the Tzla-
mante case—the only xnown instance of a U S. citizen incarcerated in Argentina
at that time, The case had alrezdy dragged on for nearly 2 year and a half and—
thanks to ongoing political pressure by the OTDC—threatened to sour the newly
installed Argentine povernment’s relationship with the United States.
Accordingly, only two days after the coup, 2 group of soldiers entered the ccb
occupied by the female political prisoners at the Azul prison, Affer r: extensive
seatch, the women were ordered to line up against a well, “Who is the Talamante
woman?” demanded one of the guards, “1 stepped forward and identified myself,”
* Talamante recalled years later. “The officer locked at me and spat out, 'So you're
: the one that Kissinger wants released. ™™
Less than forty-eight hours later a Pan American Airways jetliner tonched
down in New York with a stunned Talamant= on board. Welcomed by members
of the Olge Talamante Defense Committee, she immediately boarded a flight to
California, where she was greeted by a teeming throng of supporters and jour-
nalists. Three years after departing for Argentina. including sixteen menths as
2 palitical prisoner; Talamante—the fiest foreign national to be expelled by the
Argentine military junta—was finally reunited with her family.*

t"r-
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The Talamantes’ long-aweited reunion, however, would prove short-lived.
For Oiga, the suddenness of her release and the continued incarceration of
close friends oifered little peace of mind. Acutely aware of the extent of state-
sanctioned violence in Argenting, Talamante felt incapable of remaining with
her family in California. “Although we had always talked about how a palitical
prisoner’s first and foremost goal wes to be free to continue doing political work
and 1 knew that my comradas were cheering me cn, I felt torn,” Talam ante would
later recall, “Instead of relief, T felt like my heart had been split in two.”

Indeed, Talamante's arrest, interrogation, and incarceration served as a grim
capstone in her extraordinary process of intellectual development, rooted in
her experiences as an irimigrant in rural California. For Talamante, growing up
in the labor camp and working fer local whites created 2 foundational under-
standing of the deep-rooted disparities endemic in rural California. “During the
winter I babysat for the ranchers,” Talamante remembered, “so | was poignantly
aware of how our ‘hones’ did not have heat ia the winter or air conditioning
i the summer, as theirs did. It was my first awzreness of class differences. vou
might say. =
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As she passed through adolescence, Talamante’s crude sense of racial and class
inequalities developed into a nascen: political conscivusness. At the encour-
agement of her high school's only Latina teacher, in 1967 and 1968 Talamante
attended an American Friends Service Committes summer prograrm on nonvio-
lence and civil disobedience, an experience that pushed her to situate the Latine
experience within the broader context of civil rights activism in the late 1560s.
“After hearing the descriphion of the voter registration drives in the South” Talz-
mante rememberzd, “1 became convinced that if you wanted to effect change, veu
had ta take action, you had to take a stand and be true te it°%

Earoliing at the University of California—Santa Cruz in 1969, Talamante was
immediately swept up in the intense outpouring of New Left political activism
that characterized the late 1960s. For a budding activist, it was 2 dynamic, exhila-
rating, and frightening moment, with the anti-Vistnam War movement nearing
its apogee, stirrings of second-wave feminism, and, particalarly in California, an
outburst of Latine and Chicano political activism. Talamante quickly became
deeply involved with the Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Azatldn (MeCHA),
a Chicano student organization, and soon identifi=d herself as & Chicana activist.
She also served as a field organizer for the United Farm Worzkers [UFW) in the
struggle to win higher wages for farm labarers working in the grape and lettuce
mdustries, organizing picket lines, food drives, and dwareness-raising events at
UC~8%anta Cruz. In the summer of 1373, having survived dangerous confronza-
tions with thugs hired hy teamsters, Telamante proudly introduced UFW leader
César Chdvez to a cheering crowd of more than one thousand people.” Such
experiences instilled in Talamante a hard-nossd dedication 1o personal activism.
“There was a growing realizetion on my part that if you are going to take action
to create change, and you are going to take a stand, that’s what you need to do if
that’s what you stand for,” Talamants remembered, along with a recognition that,
“there may be conseguences and repercussions.””’

Talamante’s sense of political awareness expanded dramatically during a
study-abroad program in Mexico during the summer of her junior year. Fall-
ing in with a pair of lefrist Argentine documentary flmmakers and eventually
traveling through much of Central America and Mexico, Talamante began to
map her dedication te Chicana activism onto the broader patiern of hemispheric
relations. After witnessing the repressive tactics of the Mexican security forces
against left-wing activists, Talamante rzcalled feeling a sense of shock that“Mexi-
cans in power are being just as brutal and just as repressive and just as autocratic
as gringos were to Mexicanos in the U.S, So it doesn't only de;:rmd on the color of
your skin 2nd your origin, but it depends on who is in power.”* Underscoring her
growing sense of a broad-based struggle that transcended traditional boundar-
ies, upon returning fo 1JC-Santz Cruz in the fall Talamante worked to ¢stablish
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alliances between MeCHA and African American, Asian, and Native American
student groups.”

Reunited with her Simmaker friends in Buenas Aires in August 1973, Tal-
amante was swept up in the heady sense of expectation felt by many young
Peronists folicwing the return to civilian government in 1973. In addition to
teaching Enghish. the twenty-four-year-old Talamants began volunteering at a
community center in Azul that offered basic social services such as legal aid and
wutoring to the residents of a poor neighborhood.™ In the aftermath of Perdn's
harsh repudiation of the Jovertud Peronista (Peronista Youth Movement) and
the Montoneros in the Plaza De Mayo on May Day in 1974, however, Talamante's
work at the center becarre increasingly difficult as municipal funding dried up
and political violence on both ends of the political spectrum increased, a trend
that accelerated in the chaotic aftermath of Perén’s death on July 1, 1974.” By
early November, with daily reports of terrorist killings and a military coup widely
anticipated, Talamante made the decision to return to California,

Arrested only days before her departure, Talamante was taken to a police sta-
tion and forced to stand with her hands against & wall for more than twelve
hours before being hooded and deposited, hands bound, in a helding cell. "The
burlap bag felt rough and scratchy against my cheek, but it also smelled earthy
and deceptively comforting. Thick tape already covered my eves, so the bag's only
purpose was to frighten me,” Talamante later recalled. “And it worked. I knew [
had entered another dimension.” Accused of participating in a left-wing terrorist
attack on an Azul police station the previous week, Talamante was subsequently
stripped, bound, and subjected to electroshock torture.™

All [ could do was scream. The terror came after. They are going to do
it again, 1 thought. Someone shoved a pillow over my face to muffle my
screams. | panicked, To survive. I must be able to breathe and scream.

After about the third time the electric current surged, 1 figured out
a brilliant maneuver. Right before the hands holding the piliow pushed
down again, I turned my head sideways and tock a breath. The timing
of this taak complete focus. It was a project. New reasoning kacked in:
As long as I could get the timing right, I would survive.””

Talamante arrived at the Azul prison physically and mentally weak but lucky
to be alive. There, in a twenty-by twenty-five-foot cell with human waste leaking
down one wall from a broken sewer pipe, crowded with two dozen female polizi-
cal prisoners, Talamante underwent a further stage in her inteliectual maturation.
Guided by a sense of alienation from the U.S. povernment, Talamante refussd to
call the U.S. Embassy for assistance, relying instead on her family and friends to
agitate on her behalf. Counseled by her cell mates, increasingly cognizant of the
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unflagging efforts of her family and friends on ker behalf in the Usized Stazes,
witness to prisoners taken from their cells and never seen again, over subsequent
months Talamante came to ses her own experience as part of a far larger, trans-
naticnal struggle. “I know that we are presently being punished for having the
courage ard determiration to rise against the injustice and exploitation allowed
by a system which feeds and survives on those things,” she wrate ta a supporter
on Janmuary 29, 1975, "but I also know that vour courage and hard work are the
rewards of our efforts.”™ Her decision to maintain solidarity with her cadefen-
dants—batfling the harried U.S. ambassador—further embodied the culmina-
tion of a lifelong process of political radicalization. “At this moment ! find myself
surrcunded by an acuts sense of awareness,” she wrote in mid-February. “1 see
everything around me in its full diinension, these walls in relation 1o cenruries of
expleitation, this bed in relation to the thousands of urknown graves, myself in
relation to my countless hungry brothers and sisters. And 1 learn once more that
my imprisonment is but a small part of this historical yearning for freedom.”™

Unexpectedly released from prison in March 1976, and acutely aware of
the extent of state-sanctioned violence in Argentina, Talamante telt incapable
of remaining with her family in California. Transforming the Olga Talamante
Defense Committee into the Argentine Human Rights Commission { Comisién
Argentina por Derechos Humanes [CADHU]), Telamante established an office
in Washington, DC, and set out 20 draw on the OTDC's infrastructure to raise
awareness in the United States of political conditions in Argentina and lobby
policymakers to curtail U.5. military assistance 1o the Argentine junta.

E e

Talarnante's arrival in Washington corresponded with a heady moment in the
development of the human rights movement. On Capirel Hill, senators such as
Edward Kennedy and Alan Cranston and representatives such as Donald Fraser
and Rober: Drinan had made major advances in the effort 1o institutionalize
human rights in U.S. foreign policy. Revealing the dramatic rise in human rights
awareness since the vutset of the decade, in Seplember 1976, 102 incumbent
members of the House and Senate and more ther two dozen contenders in the
upcoming congressional election signed a statement encouraging candidates for
public office to promote human rights in LS. foreign policy. More concretely,
over the course of 1976 Congress significantly strengthened human rights
legislation, cutting off bilateral U.S. security assistance te Uragueay and Chile,
and, through the Humphrey-Cranston Amendmert, replacing the nonbinding
“sense of Congress” language in section S02R with a legal abligation that the
executive terminate security aid to gross violators of internationally recognized
human rights, and providing congressional legislators with the right o over-
rule the president. Similarly. section 301 of the International Security Assistance
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and Arms Export Control Act of 1976 (PL a4 329) reiterzted the restricticn on
sesurity assistance to human rights violators, and also required the Stzte Elepart-
ment 1o drew up human rights reports on every nation receiving 1.5, security
assistance.”’

Finally, throughout 1376, Fraser's wide-ranging subcommittee hearings con-
tinued o frustrate Washington bureaucrats unwilling to embrace the call for an
:nfusion of morality in U.S, foreign policy. As one foreign service officer wrote in
2 memo in mid-Julv. “there are some hearings coming up ... which will undoubi-
adly result in adverse publicity, possitly be embarrzssing 1o Departmental offi-
cers who testisy, and almost certainly will be the forerunner to adverse actions
under the new Foreign Assistance Legislation.”' Raising the nackles of the for-
eign service, Fraser’s subcommittee thus continued to serve as a key puint on
the 2xpanding human rights spectrum. As one human rights advocate asserted
during the hearings on Argertina the following month, “Tt seems to me that the
leind of atterticn, whatever it is, that is attributed to human rights today is partly
s result of the hearings of this very committee, [and] that it does indicate a sus-
tained interest in this guestion, that it will be weighed throughout the policy
process.”®

In addition to growing interest in human rights on Capitol Hill, by 1976
nongovernmental human rights advocacy had blossomed intc a mejor political
movement. Indeed, the 1970s witnessed a veritable explosion of newly formed
nongovernmental human rights organizations. Consisting of perhaps one hun-
dred organizations in the larter half of the decade, ar “amorphous yet multi-
faceted aggregate” as une early stady apily put it, the movement ranged from
faith-based groups (such as the National Council of Churches) to organizations
dedicated (o raising awareness (such as the Council on Hemispheric Affairs), a8
well as solidarity organizations advocating ¢n behalf of particular nations, rang-
ing from Chile to the Philippines.®

Ciry one level, internationally focused kuman rights groups in the United
States worked to raise public awareness and generate popular opprobrium of
repressive regimes overseas, Drawing from the playbook cf the civil rights and
anfi-Vietnam War movements, human rights groups utlizing the “populist”
approach sought to elicit human rights improvements abroad through mass
mobilization campaigns. Through petitions and letter-writing campaigns on
behalf of political prisoners, they sought to shame the leaders of rogue narions
into compliance with international norms. “We assumed that all governments
wanted o be accepted in the family of civilized nations and that by publicizing
information thar was not generally known, we would bring the force of world
opinion to bear cn them,” recalled Jeri Laber, who acquired a reputation as a
hard-hitting human rights advocate in the early 1970s. “By shedding light on
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hidden atrocities, we would make governments sensitive to the image they pro-
jected to the outside world,” Laber continued. “Publicity was ¢ur primary tool.”™

On another level, a growing coterie of U.S. human rights groups focused their
efforts entizely on influencing Washington’s policymaking elite. In a novel “post-
populist” approach that eschewed a mass base, human rights advocates focused
their energies on lobbying for mare stringent congressional control over foreign
aid funding to halt U.S. support for human-rights-viciating regimes. In turmn,
such efforts resulted in a close working relationship between the nongovernmen-
tal human rights community and sympathetic mambers of Congress, As Senator
Kennedy informed & gathering of human rights advocates. “We are absolutely
dependent on you for information. We are basically ali generalists, and we depend
upon you for information, for the trends, the movements, the opportunities for
congressional action.™

The surge of popular interes: also dramatically affected the handful of long-
standing human rights organizations such as the International League for Human
Rights. Founded during the Second World War by the American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU) director Roger Baldwin on the pattern of the French interwar
Internztional Federation of Human Rights Leagues, the ILHR's efort to imple-
ment internationally recognized human rights had languished in the postwar
era.®® At the dawn of the 1970s, the league consisted of a handfil of dedicated
advocates along with affiliations with more prominent civil libertics organiza-
tions, such as the ACLU and the Nztioral Association for the Advancement of
Colored Feople (NAACP),

Less than half a decade later, the ILHR executive director Eoberta Cohen was
nearly overwhelmed by 2 wave of human rights volunteers. "Having been in this
tiny office where it was so hard to find anybody to pay any attention, in the course
of several years suddenly 1 began getting telephone calls and walk-ins . . . from
so many people, many of them prominent writers and scientists and publishers,”
recalled Cohen in 2 recent interview. In 2 marter of months, some fifty lawyers
had offered pro bono assistance on human rights cases, making it possible for
Cohen to establish a parallel organization, the Lawyers Committee for Inter-
national Human Rights."” “Human rights is suddenly chic,” Cohen exuberantly
told the New York Times in early 1977. “For yeacs we were preachers, cockeyed
idealists, or busybodies and now we are respectable.”*

A similar development was taking place at the U.5. affiliate of Amnesty Inter-
national. Founded in 1961 by the British lawyer Peter Benenson as a one-year
campaign on behalf of two political prisoners in Portugal, Amnesty had subse-
quently developed into a full-time voluntary human rights crganization focus-
ing on chtaining the release of international prisoners of conscience and using
popular pressure to encourage governments to adhere 10 interrational standards
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governing their traatment® During the 1960s, however, Amnesty’s global influ-
ence, as one journalist accurately put it, was "almost imperceptible™
The following decade, howsver, Amnesty International underwent an extraor-
dinary transformation— 2 develppment mast clearly evident in the United States.
Between 1970 2rd 1976, membership with Amnesty International USA increased
by an average of toughly ten thousand new members per yedr, and by mid-
decade, ATUSA boasted offices in Washington, DC, New York, San Francisco, and |
Los Angeles, and was operating on an annual budget of nearly 51 million.” “Our ‘
dme Has come” cne research assistani told g journalist in December 1976 “The
interest in Amnesty has just absolutely boomed.™ |
in addition to facilisating grasstoots human rights advocacy, Amnesty Inter- ‘
national also developed intc an efective lobby for human rights legislation on |
Capitol Hill. In 1973, Aminesty’s groundbrezking Report on Torture salidified the
organization's credibility as 2 global human 1 ighits watchdog, and by mid-decade,
niot only were Al representetives serving as frequent participants in congressipnal
hearings, but the orgznization was continucusly feeding information to between
forty and fifty members of Congress, thus significantly enhancing legislators’
ahility 1o pressure the State Department to fulfill the requirements of the orow-
ing body of human rights legisiation.” Underscoring the impact Amnesty Inter-
national achieved on the policymaking process, foliowing the complation of the
first round of State Department human rights reports cn nations receiving US.
security assistance, in an internal memo to U.5. embassies in Latin America, the
assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs Harry W, Shlaudemen noted
the “high credibility Amnesty and others have with Cen gress” and requested
that embassy personnel “go rather carefully through recent Amnesty and other
reports and extract the references to individuals ar specific legal situztions (e.g.
“fair trials are not available’))” and provide Washington updated information on
each issiie, Shlaudeman further requested that embassies maintain detailed chro-
rclogics of conversations, diplomatic representations, nd programs on human
rights. Underscoring Amresty Interational’s political influence, he concluded,
“We simply have to establish—to congressional satisfaction—that we are paying
detailed attention, . . . that we are familiar with what Amnesty and others are
reporting and that we are active.”™
Since the Mzrzh military coup, Amnesty Internationgl had kept a particu-
larly close watch on the detzriorating human rights situation in Argentina. Over
the course of the tate spring and summer of 1976, grim reports of the military
junta’s campaign against perceived subversives had begun to filter into the United
States media with increasing frequency. On May 11, Robert Cox, the courageous
editar of the Fnglish-language Buenos Aires Herald, reported iv the Washingron
Post that since the military coup, mare than 204 persons had been killed in the
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government's antisubversive campaign {an sstimate that would later prove far
lower than the actual number slain by security forces).”

A few weeks later Cox reported that Lines were forming at the entrance to the
Government House as early as one o'clock in the merning to recsive appoint-
ments when the building opened six hours later to inguire into the fate of miss-
ing or detained relatives. “Most Argentines expected thar the death squads would
be abolished by the armed forces afier the military takeover,” Cox wrote, noting
that the military had assumed coniral of all security forces, induding the police,
“But this has not happened. Bedics have continued to sppear, although many are
not reported because of press self-censorship and police secrecv™ In late June,
the veteran New York Times reporter Juan de Onis reperted that fedezal courts in
Buenos Aires had received more than six hundred habeas corpus petitions since
April 1, many for persons who had disappeared after being arrested by security
forces®

Amnesty Internaticnal’s own coverage of A-gentina corroborated the intrepid
reporting of journalists like Cox and de Onls. Over the course of 1976, Amnesty
published a series of press releases and short reperts on human rights issues in
Argentina including academic freedom, detaired or missing refugees. and the
numnber of political deaths reported in the international press since the military
coup.* The scale of state-sanctioned violence against perceived subversives in the
South American nation, however, inspired Amnesty to dramatically extend its
reporting by taking the unprecedented step of organizing & “mission” to Argen-
tina, with the explicit intention of documenting firsthané human rights viola-
tions committed by the Argentine military government.

Unwilling to risk the negative publicity a refusal would uncoubtedly generate,
the Argentine military government reluctantly accepted an Al delegation. On

Nevember 5, three dedicated human rights advocates arrived in Buenos Aires
ta conduct an eleven-day study: Amnesty International secretariat member Tri-
cia Feeney; Lord Eric Avebury, and Rep. Robert F. Drinan. Quick t5 denounce
Amnesty for intervening in their country’s internal affairs, Argentine military
officers were especially distrustful of Drinan, who had established himself in the
House of Representatives as a fierce crizic of Argentina’s human rights situation.
In fact, on July 2, Drinan had declared before Congress that “in recent months,
right-wing ‘death squads’ have been murdering and terrorizing supposad leftists,”
a theme he reiterated the following month, In both instances, the Massachusetts
congressman attempted to garner support for legislation to percle endangered
South American refugees residing in Argentina into the United States.”

From the moment the group arrived in Bucnos Aires on November 5, 1976,
it was subjected to intense surveillance by Argentine military and police forces
Nearly two dozen plainciothes police officers shadowed the mission at all times,
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frequently detaining and questioning individuals with whom the delegation met.
On the morning of November 15, the group received a desperats telephone call
from the mother of twenty-five-year-old Josefa Martinez, a student who had
gone missing after meeting with the AT group the previous eveniag in Cérdoba.
Martinez’s disappearance, Drinan later wrote, “caused me anguish as if 2 member
of my cwn family had met such a fate” Immediately alerting the U.5. Embassv,
Drinan alto made a perscnal eppeal to the papal nuncic to intervene, and con-
tinuad to advocate on Martinez's behalf after returning to Washingron. " Like
thousands of other Argentines swept up in what the Buencs Aires Herald editor
Robert Cox plaintively described as 2 “terrible black night, that may well ba get
ting blacker,” Martinez faileé to reappear.””

Despite the military's effort to deter cooperation with the Amnesty mission,
mers than one hundred Argentines met with the delegation to declare arrested
or disappeared friends or relatives or to deliver personal testtmony regarding
violations of human rights at the hands of security service personnel. As a result,
Amnesty’s mission report, released in March 1977, revealed in unprecedentad
detail the extent of human rights violatiens in Argentina,*® Estimating thal
more than fifteen thousand Argentines had disappeared or been abducted since
mid-1974, the report asserted that the Argentine government had “permitted
widespread torture of political prisoners, and engaged in abductions of its own
citizens™*® Setting a remarkably high standard in human rights reporting, the
ninety-two-page document, as the social scientist Lars Schoultz asserted in a pio-
neering study of human rights shortly thereafter, constituted 2 “masterpiece of
the genre, possibly the most comprehensive public evidence ever assembled by 2
NGO on human rights violations by 2ny Latin American government.”'™ Solidi-
fring Amnesty International’s reputation as a reliable and courageous hurnai
rights watchdog, and underscoring the extraordinary rise in human rights aware-
ness, nine months after the report’s release Amnesty was awarded the Nobel
Peacs Prize.

‘%
Arriving in Washington with little mere than a suitcase, Talamante and CADHU
cofounder Gino Lofredo “scraped by”—staying with friends and relying on dona-
tions to rent a tiny office in Washington's relatively inexpensive Dupont Circle
districl. “We lived very, very meagerly” Talamante recalled in a 2008 interview.'®
Limired resources notwithstanding. Talamante quickly established CADHU as
a leading voice among nongovernmental human rights erganizations engaged
in L1.S.-Argentine relations. In additior: to working closely with the Washing-
ton Office on Latin America, CADHU established close ties with other Latin
American nationzl solidarity committees including Braeil, Chile, Nicaragua, and
Peria, Telamante elso became an sutspoken member of the Coalition for a New
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Foreign and Military Policy, an umbrella organization with roots in the Vietnam

War protest movement representing thirty-five religious, polirical, trade union,

and human rights organizations.’ Congressional [obbying, however, remained

CADHU's primary mission. “The first thing we started doing was documenting
P y B & £

what was happening,” Talamante recalled. “We put tegether information packets
and walked the halls of Congress™ "

it was a heady moment to be engaged in human rights work on Capitol Hill
By early 1977, the human rights movement had emerged as a defining fzature on
the UL.S, political landscape. Indeed, it was a developmen? most clearly evident
in Emmy Carter’s electoral victory over the incumbent Ford sdministration. A
Wachington outsider, Carter had repeatedly emphasized the need for an infu-
sion of morality in U.S, foreign policy during the campeign, and, underscoring
how far human rights advocates had shifted the U.S. political debate since the
outset of the decade, in his inauguration address Carter asserted that "our com-
mitment to human rights must be absolute,” and “there can be no nobler nor
more ambitious task for America to undertake on this day of a new beginning
than to help shape a just and peaceful world that is truly humane ™™ Cegnizant
of Carter's political inexpenence and embrace of the human rights issue late in
the presidential campaign, human rights advocates nonetheless welcomed the
apportunity the new administration presented for dramatically accelerating the
institutionalization of human rights in U.S. foreign polivy. Indeed, in compari-
son with the Nixon and Ford administration’s fierce resistance te human rights
initiatives, the Carter tzam initially demonstrated a remarkable willingness to
engage the nongovernmental human rights community. In early February 1977,
for txamplr:. the International T_E:ig ue for Homan Rights convened a conference
an implementing kuman rights in U.S. foreign policy at the Washington-bdszd
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. More than fifry human rights
experts attended—unmistakable evidence, the league director Jerome J. Shestack
subsequently wrote Carter, “of the widespread support your advocacy is generat-
ing throughout the world™'® Underscoring his support for human rights, after
raceiving a copy of the extensive report, Carter sent a handwritten letter of thanks
and subsequently offered Shestack the position of U.S. delegate to the United
Naticns Human Rights Commission.”® Capturing the ebuliient mood among
human rights advocates, the ILHR Annual Review praised Carter's support and
declared, “These are days of hope for humar rights™*

Similarly, congressional human rights supporters relished Secretary of Statz
Cyrus Vance's recognition of human rights as a U.S. foreign policy goal, and
kis willingness to engage nongovernmental advocates. In April 1977, for exam-
ple, the deputy secretary of state Warren Christopher emphasized the impor-
tance of meeting with members of the human rights community in an internal
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memorandir: to Vance, “Since there is an increasingly active, vocal, and influen-
tial humen rights lobby operating on the Hill, the Department shoukd cemple-
ment its efforts with the Congress with efforts to meet and talk with representa-
tives of the more important human rights organizations in town," Christopher
wrcte, emphasizing in perticular WOLA, the National Cathelic Conference, and
the Cealition for & New Foreign and Milizary Policy.!'* To be sure, human rights
sdvocates quickly recognized that Secratary Vance's conception of the role of
human rights in U.S, foreign palicy was far from “absolute”; few, however, could
deny the dramatic shift in congressional relations with the State Department,
When & newly elected member of Congress asked Rep. Tom Harkin's opinion of
Vance following a meeting between the secretary 2nd a group of Congress mem-
bers, the veteran human rights advocate responded drily, “Yon should have beexn
- hers when Kissinger wes Secretary of State.” Kissinger, Harkin continued, "would
never have come down here o meet with us,” or “condescended to answer our
questions, except in only the most general and non-committal way.” Secretary

% Vance, Harkin concluded, “is indeed a breath of fresh air in that pesition.™
If the Carter administration’s apparent interest in human rights in the oper-
£ ing months of 1977 raised hopes among human rights advocates, it did not

stop nongovernmental groups from continuing to actively lobby liberal mem-
bers of Congress te expand the existing body of human rights legisiation. As
the hemispherée’s worst human rights violator, at the outset of the Carter presi-
dency Argentina took center stage in the debate, and Olga Talamante became a
teading voice in the effort to convince congressional lawmakers to curtail U.S,
security transfers to the South American nation. As Talamante told participants
at a symposium on ULS. foreign policy in April, “Fer the past 15 years the United
States has explicitly supported the role of the Armed Forces in Argentina as
in the rest of Latin America” Notwithstanding tae Argentine military junia’s
“apparent strength, fervent anti-communism and identification with the United
Szates,” Talamante continued, “the current militarv regime in Argentina is actu-
allv deeply vulnerable, unstable and weak” Faced with an “embarrassing and
undasirable ally” Talamante concluded, the United States "must have the courage
to recognize its past mistakes and firmly disassociate itself from the Argentine
Military.™ ¥

Human rights advocates were heartened by the Carter administration’s Feb-
ruary decision to reduce Foreign Military Sales (FMS) credits to Argentina for
fiscal vear 1978 from $30 to £15 million on human rights grounds. Although
the Argentine military junta subsequently rejected the remaining FMS quota,
the 11.5, government reduction did not affect §750,000 in International Military
Education and Training (IMET J—a credit program for foreign soldiers to train
at [1.S. military institutions—and Argentina rétained access to 115, government

and enmmermial Fash galee of milicary hardware 17 Accordinegly, in the late soring
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nongovernmental buman rights advocates’ lobbying efforts for 2 complete arms
cutoff tc Argentina intensified, “I visited office after office of every Senator or
Representative for 2 periog of three manths,” recalled Patricia Erb, a U.S. citizen
who had survived abduction and terture by Argentine security forces in 1976.11¢
Similarly, capturing the sense of urgency that guided her efforts, in a three-page
letter detailing the extreme brutality of the Argentine military government to
Jimmy Carter in early June, Talamante guoted General Ibérico Saint Jean, the
governor of Buenos Aires Province, “First we will kill all the subversives.” the
general had recently asserted, “then we will kill their collaborators: then .. . their
sympathizers; then . . . those who remain indifferent; and, finally, we will kill
those who are timid.” In light of such brutality, President Carter, Talamante con-
cluded, should “join the United Stares Congress on this issue and support its
initiatives to terminate all forms of military 2id te Argentina™

The debate over U.S. policy toward Argentina culminated in September 1977,
In deliberations over the Senate’s military aid authorization bill, the smaunch
human rights supporter Edward Kennedy intreduced an amendment cutting off
all U.S. military and commercial sales to Argentina. With the support of Senator
Church (-ID), and strong backing in the House of Representatives—z similar
proposal by Kepresenzative Gerry Studds (D-MA) had been defested by a mere
thirteen votes—the amendment appeared destined to pass.'™® At the eleventh
haur of negatiations. however, the Carter administration entered into the debate.
Fearing the bill's passage would prevent the president from offering the Argen-
tine military funta incentives for improvements in human rights, Carter asked
Senator Hubert Humphrey to negotiate a postponement of the cutoff date,
Incensed by Carter’s apparent unwillingness to enforce tough human rights sanc-
tions, Kennedy nonetheless pragmatically agreed to postpone the cuteff until
September 30, 1978.41°

In spite of the delayed implementation date, the successful passage of the
Kennedy-Humphrey Amendment constitutzd a defining moment in the effort to
institutionalize human rights in U.S. foreign policy. The amendment, combined
with broader congressional legislation binding U.S. foreign policy to human

rights comsiderations, provided Patricia Derian—the Carter administration’s

newly insralled assistant secretary of state for human rights and humanitarian
affairs—with the ability to use delayed or denied transfer applications earmarked
for the military junta in Buenos Aires as leverage to demand improvements in the
protection of human rights. Indeed, by mid-1978, the Department of State had
olocked an astimated $800 million in U.S. transfers to Argentina on human rights
grounds.”® With the total culoff mandated by the Kennedy-Humphrey Amend-
ment looming, the extensive backlog of U.S. sales to Argentina played an impor-

tant role in convincing the military junta in 1mid-1978 to accept a formal visit by

the Inter-American Coammiscinn an Hivman Richts Cammissinn (TACHRY an
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organ of the Orgarization of American States. In the months leading up to the

Sepiember 1973 visit, state-sanctioned violence in Argentina decreased markedly
as the milizary junta sought to avoid an embarrassingly negative report—disap-
pearances droppsd dramatically, prison conditions improved. and the government
made unprecedented steps toward confronting the issue of the 4l snppe&red
More broadly, as the Kennedy-1 -H lumphrey ;—.mﬂndnent made clear, by 1978
the human rights movement tould cite majer ack hievemerts in prcmoting
human rights in U8, foreign peliow. A countermovement to the maintenance
of close U.5. ties to anticommunist, right-wing military regimes, since the late
19603 humer rights advocates had worked to uproot the policy prescziptions
that had undergirded U.5. Cold War policy over the previous quarter century. A
decade later, nongovernmental human rights advocates and their sympathizers

¥
u

in Congress had created a strong grassroots base, established a powerful presence
in Washington, and could effectively mabilize on behalf of human rights issues.
For Olga Telamante, in particular, the successful congressional cutoff was a

defining triumph in her own ferce struggle w cast international opprobrium
% on the Argentine military junta. Having personallv experienced the horrars of
state-sanctioned violence in Argentina, Tzlamante had developed into a tena-
cious advocate on behalf of human rights, and following the successful passage of
the arms cutoff, Talamante shifted from CADHU to a position with the American
Friends Service Committee focusing on glabal human rights—related issues. Yet
as state-sanctioned violence continued in Argentina, Talamante weuld find litide
I peace of mind. Capturing the lasting imprint of her experiences in Argentina, in

a poem inspired by the annual round-trip migration of swallows from Argentina
= o California, Talamante later wrote:

I, swallow,

my tears on the shores of a new acean

I am no lenger a swallow

T will not make the 5,000-mile trip

every other beat of my heart

I will no longer swallow my tears and smile unhappily

I will now cry happily in my sadnzss'*

¥
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