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David Gillies has produced a timely and pene‐
trating piece of work with this contribution to the
expanding human rights literature following the
cold war. The text provides an informative analy‐
sis of the gap between First  World rhetoric and
Third World reality in human rights policy. Using
different  case  studies  to  compare  and  contrast,
the author deals with the diplomatic manouever‐
ing of three "middle powers" (Canada, the Nether‐
lands and Norway) from the mid-1980s through
he early 1990s, a time of great global change and
one which witnessed apparent paradigm shifts in
the construction of human rights policy. The most
blatant example of the latter was the change from
U.S.  involvement  with  unsavory  right  wing  hu‐
man rights violators in Latin America to one of
promotion  of  human  rights  concerns  following
the end of the cold war. 

Gillies looks at the various forms of state poli‐
cy practiced by these affluent First World societies
to several developing states including Sri Lanka,
the  Philippines,  China,  Indonesia  and  Surinam.
The task is to illustrate for the reader where ideal‐
istic principles and lofty words fall short of the in‐

tended consequences, even when it applies to so
called "internationalist"  states  with a  reputation
for  "doing the right  thing."  Moreover,  he  draws
out  the  links  between  aid  sanctions  and  their
worth in developing and promoting human rights
in underdeveloped countries. The argument is of‐
ten  made  by  underdeveloped  countries,  usually
who  see  themselves  in  beleaguered  circum‐
stances,  that  the  industrialized  democracies  did
not show much interest in human rights until af‐
ter  they  became  affluent  and  politically  stable.
Only then did they abolish slavery and exploita‐
tive  child  labour  and  enfranchise  more  than  a
small minority of their citizens. It is therefore un‐
fair for the West to demand that poor, politically
unstable  countries  immediately  guarantee  as
abroad a range of freedoms as seen in the West.
Leaders  like  Malaysia's  Mahathir  have  empha‐
sised this fairly vociferously in recent years,  ac‐
cusing Western powers of double standards and
hypocrisy in pushing the democracy before devel‐
opment debate to procure their own (usually un‐
fair) advantages in trade. 



Gillies achieves his tasks in three separate but
interlinked sections: theory, practice and policies.
Firstly,  he  discusses  various  theories  that  sur‐
round human rights and foreign policy such as re‐
alism and makes an effort to construct an index
measuring  human  rights  performance.  Working
through an empirical lens, he shows how devel‐
oped nations favour realist  type solutions when
their own interests clash with their foreign policy.
It is not the case that these states' actions do not
reflect a domestic political culture of humane in‐
ternationalism that is the issue, but the fact that
North-South  policies  remain  mainly  driven  by
commercial self interest. At the end of the day, re‐
alism is in the lead, as United States policy in deal‐
ing with China over the MFN status clearly shows.
Internationalist  states  are  then assertive  on hu‐
man rights  issues  when it  suits  them but  more
particularly when the costs are low; they are less
assertive, less interventionist when the stakes are
raised. The Dutch, for instance, had little to lose in
action over Surinam compared to pursuing an ag‐
gressive  policy  with  Indonesia  over  east  Timor.
Similarly, in the reaction to problems in Sri Lan‐
ka,  Norway  pursued  a  more  assertive  strategy
than Canada. There was greater media coverage
because of the sophisticated and vocal Tamil com‐
munity along with high powered independent re‐
search which parliament was forced to take into
account. In Canada, media attention was poor and
the Canadian parliament slow to react to the is‐
sue. These kinds of mitigating factors are used to
support Gillies' thesis. 

In short,  Gillies has produced an interesting
and effective piece of work which should be re‐
quired reading for undergraduates trying to get to
grips with the gap between what states say and
what they do in the environment of international
human rights policies. 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-teachpol 
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