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DEMOCRACY AND INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS LAW
John O. McGinnis ∗ and Ilya Somin ∗∗
INTRODUCTION
International human rights law has greatly expanded since World War II. Advocates
argue that it should supplement and even override domestic law in a wide range of settings. Such
displacement would be desirable if international human rights law were likely to provide legal
norms that are on average superior to those produced by domestic lawmaking processes.
Unfortunately, the opposite is likely to be the case when international human rights law norms are
used as authority to displace domestic law that would otherwise govern liberal democratic states.
As we have discussed in an earlier article, 1 most international law is made through highly
undemocratic procedures. These processes lack the advantages of democratic processes, and have
few if any offsetting virtues. Thus, on average, the quality of what we call “raw” international law
rules that have not been ratified by domestic democratic processes is likely to be lower than that
of domestic legal rules established by liberal democracies. 2 By contrast, international law that
has been validated by the domestic lawmaking process of a democracy-- either through ordinary
legislation or treaty ratification – should on average be as good as other laws enacted by the same
domestic processes. 3
In this Article, we extend our analysis of democracy and raw international law to the
special case of international human rights law, including international humanitarian law. In that
∗
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John O. McGinnis & Ilya Somin, Should International Law Be Part of Our Law? 59 STAN. L.
REV. 1175 (2007).
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at 1176-77.
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area, advocates of human rights argue that international law has a special role to play because
such rights are too fundamental to left to the vagaries of domestic democracy. We demonstrate,
however, that there is good reason for skepticism about the desirability of using international
human rights law to change the domestic human rights law of democratic nations.
Our demonstration rests on both theory and example. As a matter of theory we show how
domestic democratic processes are likely to generate human rights norms superior to those
embodied in international law. International law is often enacted through the influence of
nondemocratic governments and unaccountable, unrepresentative elites from democratic states.
Even the assent of democratic nations to international human rights norms is often “cheap talk,”
because that assent does reflect a willingness to have these norms directly enforced. We also
show that many specific international human rights norms are at best debatable and at worse
potentially harmful. One of the key structural problems is that the institutions interpreting such
norms are not democratic, but bureaucratic and oligarchic and thus often hostile to basic
economic and personal liberties.
Nevertheless, our conclusions about international human rights law are not wholly
negative. Our emphasis on democracy leads to qualified enthusiasm about the role human rights
law can play in restricting the abuse of government power by nondemocratic regimes. Moreover,
our embrace of democratic processes as an effective generator of human rights naturally leads to
a willingness to consider domestic enforcement of international human rights that directly
strengthen citizens’ control over government policy. We thus seek to reorient international
human rights law from generating controversial substantive rights to protecting norms that will
facilitate the leverage of citizens in controlling their own governments. In short, because there is
no global democratic process, international law lacks the structure to generate substantive rights
more effectively than democracy. Thus international human rights law might better focus on
creating rights that facilitate rather than supplant domestic democratic processes.

3

Such reorientation is particularly defensible in cases where international human rights
law seeks to displace the domestic law of democratic states, which are likely to generate better
law through their democratic processes than that enacted through international law. 4 As an
example of international human rights law that may facilitates such leverage, we advocate rights
that empower citizens to “vote with their feet” through free migration
Part I of the Article describes the wide range of arguments that advocates of international
human rights law advance to justify the use of these norms to override the domestic law of
democracies. Part II responds to the claim that human rights law is best developed through
international lawmaking processes by explaining the advantages of democratic processes in
formulating human rights law relative to nondemocratic alternatives.
In Part III, we show international human rights law has a democracy deficit. This deficit
exists whether this law is embedded in multilateral human rights treaties, in customary
international law, or in “softer” international law norms created by international organizations.
Much of international human rights law is made either by relatively unaccountable international
elites or through processes in which the governments of oppressive dictatorships wield substantial
influence. Allowing such international law to override domestic law in democratic states is more
likely to cause harm than good because the legislative processes that generate international law
are generally inferior to those of well-functioning democracies. In addition, converging the law
of various nations to a single international standard could close off valuable diversity and
experimentation.
Part IV provides concrete examples of the results of the democracy deficit. We consider
specific norms of international human rights law generated by international institutions and show
that they are deeply controversial and potentially highly flawed. These rights are largely
generated by international bureaucrats, some from authoritarian nations. Not surprisingly, some
4

As we discuss in Part VI, there may be stronger justification for allowing it to displace the
substantive law of authoritarian states.
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of these norms are inimical to personal and economic liberties that can themselves be categorized
as important human rights.
The subset of international rights law that is humanitarian law is also defective in some
aspects of its generation. The International Committee of the Red Cross is a private organization
made up of citizens from a single country that is focused on expanding the reach of humanitarian
law through its interpretations of the Geneva Convention and customary international law. But
this expansion is potentially at the expense of permitting nations, like the United States, from
prosecuting the war against terror—a prosecution that itself may protect human liberty. It is a
striking confirmation of the lack of attention to the democracy deficit in international human
rights law that the parochial nature of the ICRC is hardly mentioned, let alone evaluated, in
previous discussions of whether domestic institutions in the United States and elsewhere should
defer to its legal judgments.
In Part V, we sketch a new theory of representation-reinforcing international human
rights law that is not as open to the democracy deficit objections to conventional approaches. Our
argument is conceptually similar to John Hart Ely’s classic justification of representationreinforcing elements of judicial review. 5 Just as Ely argued that domestic judicial review might
avoid the dangers of countermajoritarianism if it helped to facilitate democratic representation,
we contend that the democracy deficit of international human rights law might be obviated in
cases where the international legal rules in question actually promote democracy by increasing
the ability of the people to exercise control over the government policies under which they live
Ultimately, democracy is itself an institution dependent on legal norms. Precisely because human
rights are best developed through democratic systems, international norms that facilitate
democracy have a claim to be enforced domestically.
It might be thought that representation-reinforcement is not a very useful category for
application to democracies. Well established democracies almost by definition provide rights that
5
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reinforce democracy in their own nations and (to a lesser extent) abroad. For instance, free speech
rights not only help circulate ideas within democratic nations but have historically provided a
platform for refugees from dictatorships to influence the nations from which they have fled.
But democratic nations could do more to promote representation-reinforcing rights. Most
importantly, exit and entry rights enable citizens to “vote with their feet” for their preferred
government policies. Unlike many other forms of international human rights law, migration rights
strengthen democratic accountability by giving citizens an alternative means of influencing
government policy, one which has some advantages over traditional ballot box voting. Migration
rights are also unlikely to prevent diversity and experimentation in government policy, in the way
that the imposition of other substantive international human rights norms might.
Migration rights are not the only possible form of representation-reinforcing international
human rights law. There may well be other examples. Nonetheless, we put forward several
reasons why migration rights are stronger candidate for enforcement through international human
rights law than most others that might be suggested.
Part VI briefly explores some of the broader implications of our thesis. We suggest that
international human rights law should be more aggressively used to override the domestic law of
dictatorships rather than liberal democracies. Although the political processes that generate
international human rights law are likely to produce less desirable outcomes than the domestic
lawmaking processes of democracies, they may well be superior to those of dictatorships. In
extreme cases, such as that of totalitarian states, almost any alternative legal regime is likely to be
superior to that established by the state’s domestic rulers. Finally, we emphasize that our
skepticism about “raw” international human rights law does not apply to international human
rights norms that have been duly ratified by domestic lawmaking processes in democratic states.

I. The Challenge of International Human Rights Law.

6

International human rights law has greatly expanded in its scope since World War II.
Unfortunately, the process for its generation has not fundamentally improved, remaining
substantially undemocratic. Despite these defects, advocates increasingly urge that nations rely
on the authority of international human rights law to create domestic rules of decision. We
believe that such reliance is a mistake, because the process for generating international human
rights is currently inferior to the domestic process in well functioning democracies. We
recognize that many principles that happen to be part of international human rights laws may well
be beneficial, but their presence in international human rights law itself, given its deficient
production process, does not provide sufficient evidence of their beneficence. Accordingly,
international human rights laws should not be used as an authority in well functioning
democracies that are capable of choosing sound principles through their own superior domestic
processes.
In this section, we first briefly describe the growing scope of international human rights
law. We then describe the many ways in which advocates of international human rights argue that
this body of law should be used as authority to create domestic rules of decision. In the sections
following this one, we complete our basic analytic framework by showing that democracy is
important to generating human rights and that international human rights law has a democracy
deficit.

A. The Growing Scope Of International Human Rights Law
The scope of international human rights law has dramatically expanded since World War
II and that expansion continues. “First generation” international human rights rights focused on
the basic requisites of civil and democratic society, such as free speech. 6 But so-called “second
generation” rights are social and economic in nature, including “positive” rights against the

6

See Katherine R. Miller, Playground Politics Assessing the Wisdom of Writing Reciprocity into
U.S. International Recognition and Enforcement Law, 35 GEO. J. INT’L L. 239, 308 (2004).
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government, such as the right to employment or housing. 7 “Third generation” rights focus on the
interests of society as a whole; for instance the right to “sustainable development.” 8 Accordingly,
the trend in international human rights laws has been from rights about which there is more
consensus to rights about which there is less, and from rights which have a fairly definable core,
like free speech, to those that are quite difficult to define, such as sustainable development.
Moreover, by their very nature, positive rights to government-provided resources can conflict
with “negative” individual rights to liberty and property.
Besides the expansion and potential conflicts created by whole new categories of rights, the
range of international human rights norms now accepted or espoused is quite breathtaking. Such
rights include the right to paid holidays, 9 the right to health care, 10 and the right to affirmative
action. 11 Other rights impose duties on third third-party nations, such as the right of protection
from genocide. 12 Some of these goals, like affirmative action, are controversial even as a policy
matter. Yet others like increasing the availability of health care, may be desirable policy
objectives, but nevertheless still raise questions about whether it is wise or prudent to categorize
these goals as rights that may trump other considerations, including budgetary constraints.
B. International Human Law Rights Law As A Justification for Changing Domestic Law.
As international human rights law has expanded in scope, so too has interest grown in
using this web of international law to override domestic law. International human rights law can
enter the domestic sphere in a variety of ways. Most bluntly, advocates have suggested that
7

Id.
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9
See Universal Declaration of Human Rights, G. A. Res. 217 (111), U.N. Doc. A/810 (1948).
10
Id. Art. 25 (1). See Jason B. Saunders, International Health Care and the Single Source
Financing Systems of Denmark and the Netherlands, 18 SUFFOLK TRANSNAT’L Rev. 711 (1995).
(upbraiding the United States for failing to recognize this right).
11
The International Convention on the Elimination of Forms of Racial Discrimination, Annex to
G. A. Res. 2106 20 U.N. GDOR Res. Supp. (No. 14) 47, U. N. doc. A/6014, Art. 2 (2) (1965). See also
Jordan J. Paust, Race-Based Affirmative Action and International Law, 18 MICH J. INT’L 659, (1997)
(Justice Ginsburg relied on this right in Gruther v. Bollinger, 539 US 306, 344 (2003) (Ginsburg,
concurring).
12
See David Aronofsky, The International Legal Responsibility to Protect Against Genocide, War
Crimes, and Crimes Against Humanity: Why National Sovereignty Does Not Proclude its Exercise, 13 USA
J. INT’L & COMP. L. 317 (2007).
8
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domestic courts apply international human rights law directly, overriding domestic law in cases
where the two conflict. Second, international human rights law can override domestic law
indirectly by being used as a rule of construction in determining the meaning of constitutions and
statutes. Finally, the authority of international human rights law can be used to justify changes in
domestic law enacted through the ordinary legislative process. We discuss each of these routes of
international human rights incorporation in turn.
We distinguish here between the use of international human rights law as an authority in
its own right and appeals to principles that that just happen to be part of international human
rights law. We do not claim that principles contained in international human rights law are
necessarily bad ones, but merely that reliance on international human rights law as an
independently valid source of authority for construing domestic law is unsound..

1. Direct Overriding of Domestic Law By International Human Rights Law.
The most direct route to incorporating international human rights law into domestic law
is to argue that international law, even if that law is not part of a ratified treaty, is an integral part
of domestic jurisprudence. In the United States, the doctrinal basis for such a move is the slogan
"international law is part of our law", 13 taken from the Supreme Court's famous decision in the
Paquette Habana case. Advocates thus argue that international human rights law, if incorporated
into international “custom” should override contrary domestic law in the United States. 14 A
similar argument that customary international law is part of domestic law can be made in many
other democratic nations. 15

13

174 U.S. 677, 700 (1900).
See, e.g., Louis Henkin, International Law as Law in the United States, 82 MICH. L. REV. 1555,
1566 (1984).
15
The Netherlands is an example. See John C. Penn, Sexual Harrassment: Prescriptive Policies
of the European Community, Ireland and New Zealand, 6 AM. J. GEN. L. 139, 164 (1997/
14
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The extent to which courts in the United States are likely to accept this argument in the
very near future is open to doubt. 16 But its popularity in the academic world suggests that it will
remain a permanent temptation. 17 For reasons described below, we believe that temptation
should be resisted.
2. International Human Rights Law as Rule of Construction for Domestic Law.
More indirect methods of incorporating international human rights into domestic law are
already bearing fruit. Courts can rely on international human rights law to construe domestic law,
even if they are not making international human rights law a completely independent domestic
rule of decision. International human rights law can be used as a principle of construction both at
the constitutional and statutory level. This kind of use of international human rights law has been
endorsed by the leading academic treatise on the subject. 18
It is important to recognize that this use of international law ultimately overrides
domestic lawmaking processes no less than direct judicial incorporation of international law. If
the use of international law as a rule of construction alters the legal rules judges impose, it will
lead to the establishment of a different legal rule from that which would have emerged from
domestic political decisionmaking alone. If it does not affect either case outcomes or the rules
underpinning them, then it will be entirely superfluous. In at least some cases, however, the use of
international human rights law as a rule of construction will have an impact. Otherwise, it is

16

A recently decided case, Medellin v. Texas, No.06-9844, (Sup. Ct. Mar. 25, 2008), underscores
those doubts. In deciding that the treaty at issue in the case was not self-executing, Chief Justice Roberts
emphasized that it was the political branches, not the judiciary that should determine the existence and
scope of the international obligations of the United States. Id., slip. op at 19, 22.
17
See,e.g., Michael J. Glennon, Raising The Paquete Habana: Is Violation of Customary
International Law by the Executive Unconstitutional Law, 80 NW. U. L. REV. 321, 325 (1985); Julian
Lobel, The Limits of Constitutional Power; Conflicts between Foreign Policy and International Law, 71
VA. L. REV.1071, 1075 (1985); Jordan J. Paust, The President Is Bound by International Law, 81 AM. J.
INT’L L. 377, 378 (1987).
18
See HENRY STEINER & PHILIP ALSTON, INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS IN CONTEXT 10121013 (2000).
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difficult to understand the broad enthusiasm for this approach among those who advocate
expanding the influence of international law. 19
In the United States, in Roper v. Simmons, the Supreme Court cited the Convention on
the Rights of the Child as evidence of international consensus against the execution of juveniles,
thereby helping to justify its interpretation of the United States Constitution as banning that
practice. 20 Yet the United States had never ratified the Convention. 21 In addition, the Court cited
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 22 even though the United States had
entered a formal reservation against the Covenant’s death penalty provision. 23 Thus, the Court
relied on international human rights law documents that the political branches had expressly
refused to incorporate into domestic law.
We do not believe that this instance of using international human rights law is likely to be
an isolated one. Several Supreme Court justices have expressed enthusiasm for the use of
international human rights law in constitutional interpretation. 24 Academics are even more
insistent that integrating international human rights law into our fundamental law is necessary to
ensure that judicial interpretations of the U.S. Constitution reflect the values of the wider world
community. 25

19

See, e.g., Vicki Jackson, Constitutional Comparisons: Convergence,Resistance, Engagement,
119 HARV. L. REV. 109, 124 (2005)(discussing benefits for construing Constitution in light of international
law); David Golove, Military Tribunals, International Law and the Constitution: A Franckian-Madisonian
Approach, N.Y.U. INT’L. REV. & POL. 363, 370 (2003) (discussing and approving rationale for construing
constitutional powers in light of international law).
20
543 U.S.at 576.
21.
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Convention on the Rights
of the Child, Ratification Chart, http://www.ohchr.org/english/countries/ratification/11.htm (last visited
July 26, 2006).
22
543 U.S. at 576.
23
Id. at 622 (Scalia, J,dissenting).
24
See Stephen Breyer, Assoc. Justice, U.S. Supreme Court, Keynote Address at the NinetySeventh Annual Meeting of the American Society of Ineternational Law (Apr. 4, 2003), in 97 AM. SOC’Y
INTL L. PROC. 265, 265 (2003); Sandra Day O’Connor, Assoc. Justice, U.S. Supreme Court, Keynote
Address at the Ninety-Sixth Annual Meeting of the American Society of International Law (Mar. 16,
2002), in 96 AM. SOC’Y INT’L L. PROC. 348, 350 (2002) (“[C]onclusions reached by . . . the international
community should at times constitute persuasive authority in American courts.”)
25
See, e.g., Harold Koh, International Law as Part of Our Law, 98 AM. J. INT’L L. 43, 52-57
(2004).
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Nor is this approach limited to the United States. In an important recent article, Professor
Melissa Waters has shown that the courts of other nations whose constitution, like ours, do not
directly incorporate international law into their domestic jurisprudence are starting to interpret
their constitutions as congruent with multilateral international human rights treaties. 26 For
instance, they are beginning to use these treaties to resolve alleged ambiguities in constitutional
rights. 27 They also may use them to limit constitutionally granted legislative power where a
contrary construction might violate international human rights law. 28 As Professor Waters notes,
this trend “could effectively result in the subordination of all domestic law to international human
rights law.” 29 This trend is consonant with one also noted by political scientists: political and
social elites are reacting to the rise of democracy in the modern world by constructing more
powerful and wide ranging roles for the judiciary, because in judicial for a they retain substantial
influence. 30
Another method for integrating international human rights law into domestic
jurisprudence is to require that domestic legislation be interpreted consistently with international
law wherever possible. In the United States, advocates argue this approach gain support from
ancient Supreme Court precedent, like the Charming Betsy, 31 that seeks to harmonize, wherever
possible, American statutory law, with the norms of the wider world. 32 In particular, modern
international human rights advocates suggest that the statutory authority on which the president
relies in war and law enforcement operations in the war on terror should be interpreted against the
background of a complex web of international human rights law and international humanitarian

26

Id at 686.
Id. Art at 683.
28
Id.
29
See, Melissa D. Waters, Creeping Monism; The Judicial Trend Toward Interpretative
Incorporation of Human Rights Treaties, 107 COLUM. L. REV. 628 (1997).
30
See RAN HIRSCH. TOWARDS JURISTOCRACY: THE ORIGINS AND CONSEQUENCES OF THE NEW
CONSTITUTIONALSIM (2004).
31
Murray v. Schooner Charming Betsy, 6 U.S. (2 Cranch) 64 (1804).
32
See Ingrid Brunk Wuerth, Authorizations for the Use of Force, International Law, and the
Charming Betsy, Cannon, 46 B.C.L.Rev. 293, 331-33 (2005).
27
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law. 33 Such interpretations would constrain the President's authority by requiring that it be
exercised in accordance with purported international norms.
3. International Human Rights as an Authority Justifying Legal Change.
Finally, international human rights norms may be used as authority to change the
domestic regulations, statutes or constitutions of democratic nations. Many have seen this avenue
as the best way to internalize international human rights norms in domestic law. For instance,
Dean Harold Koh has suggested that nation states sustain bureaucratic units, devoted to such
integration. 34 The legal advisor’s office at the State Department provides an example of a
bureaucracy focused on international law integration in the United States. 35 Besides the mode of
bureaucratic integration, international human rights norms could be relied upon as authority more
generally in legislative deliberation about appropriate policy.
Arguing for the adoption of principles that happen to be in international human rights law
on the basis of moral or pragmatic considerations is, of course, completely consistent with
ordinary democratic discourse and deliberation. Our focus is limited to the citation of
international human rights law as an authority independent of other considerations. In so far as
advocates argue that the laws of democratic nations, including the United States, should converge
to international human rights law merely because such convergence is intrinsically good, it is
important to examine whether the process that generates international human rights law justifies
such an appeal to authority. We turn to that question in the next Part.

II. ADVANTAGES OF DEMOCRATIC PROCESSES IN FORMULATING HUMAN RIGHTS LAW.

This Part explains the benefits of democratic processes as a means for determining the
content of human rights law. We start by briefly summarizing the most important general

33

Id.
See Harold Koh, How is International Human Rights Law Enforced?, 74 IND. L. REV. 1397,
1410 (1997).
35
Id.
34
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advantages of democratic lawmaking relative to authoritarianism and oligarchy. We then consider
the important argument that human rights law in particular should not be developed by
democratic processes because it is intended to constrain democracy. Despite some significant
shortcomings, even human rights law developed by purely majoritarian democratic processes is
likely to be preferable to nondemocratic alternatives. Moreover, some of the disadvantages of
purely majoritarian democratic processes for formulating human rights law can be reduced by
resorting to a different kind of democratic mechanism-- supermajoritarian constitutional
lawmaking.
A. General Benefits of Democratic Processes.
Democracy provides an important justification for legal norms, including human rights,
for several reasons. First, many political theorists argue that democratic control of government
policy has intrinsic value. 36 If the governed do not have any meaningful control over their rulers,
it is far from clear that the latter have any inherent right to wield the power that they possess.
Second, even if democratic control has little or no inherent worth, it still has considerable
instrumental benefits. Citizens are likely to be better off under a government subject to
democratic checks than under one where they are largely absent. 37 More generally, democracy
serves as a check on self-dealing by political elites and helps ensure, at least to some extent, that
leaders enact policies that serve the interests of their people. 38
Under some conditions, democratic governance not only protects the public against selfdealing elites, but also increases the likelihood that political institutions will reach “correct”
decisions on crucial issues. The Condorcet Jury Theorem is the most famous theory outlining this

36

See e.g., BENJAMIN BARBER, STRONG DEMOCRACY (1984); CAROLE PATEMAN, PARTICIPATION
AND DEMOCRATIC THEORY (1970).
37
For a recent summary of the evidence, see MORTON HALPERIN, ET AL, THE DEMOCRACY
ADVANTAGE 25-64, 93-134 (2005).
38

For example, it is striking that no democratic nation, no matter how poor, has ever had a mass
famine within its borders, whereas such events are common in authoritarian and totalitarian states. See
AMARTYA SEN, DEVELOPMENT AS FREEDOM 178 (1999) (famously noting that “there has never been a
famine in a functioning multiparty democracy”).
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possibility. The theorem assumes that the two alternatives from which voters choose have an
equal a priori chance of being true. 39 It then holds that when individuals in a group make
decisions independently of one another about the truth of propositions and each has a greater than
50-percent accuracy rate, the decision reached by the majority is likely to assess the truth of the
proposition correctly. 40 Thus, majority rule is usually likely to make better decisions than insular
institutions isolated from democratic control at determining what rights are actually in the public
interest. One important exception to this proposition is that experts may reach better decisions
than democracy if each individual voter in the democratic process is less than 50% likely to reach
the right decision. Systematic biases in voter deliberations can cause such an outcome. 41 Even in
this case, however, the experts may not outperform the democratic process if they lack proper
incentives to pursue beneficial policies.
Obviously, democratic processes also have weaknesses. Widespread political ignorance
and irrationality often prevents voters from monitoring government and makes the enactment of
flawed policies more likely. 42 The disproportionate power of organized interest groups allows
them to “capture” the democratic process and use it in ways that sometimes harm the interests of
the general public. 43 For these and other reasons, democratic government may often be inferior to
market or civil society institutions. 44 For our purposes, however, the important point is that
democratic processes are generally superior to nondemocratic policymaking by government.

39

See DENNIS MUELLER, PUBLIC CHOICE III 129 (2004).
Id.
41
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42
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For a helpful presentation of the arguments on this point, WILLIAM C. MITCHELL & RANDY T.
SIMMONS, BEYOND POLITICS: MARKETS, WELFARE, AND THE FAILURE OF BUREAUCRACY chs. 6-8 (1993);
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See, e.g., Ilya Somin, Voter Ignorance and the Democratic Ideal, 12 Critical Rev. 413, 447-53
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Extensive evidence suggests that democratic political processes generally produce better
outcomes on a wide range of indicators than do nondemocratic ones. 45

B. Is Human Rights Law Special?
Some might concede the above points for most governmental policy but suggest that
concern over the democracy deficit of human rights law is misplaced, because human rights are
universal, natural and countermajoritarian. Because rights are natural and universal, their validity
does not depend on endorsement by any particular political process. Because rights are
restrictions on democratic governments, their content should not be left up to the democratic
process.
We do not have space to extensively address the metaphysical status of human rights, but
we do observe that individuals have disagreed on the content and scope of these rights since the
issue first arose centuries ago. Indeed, at times the some human rights claims have been in sharp
tension with others. For instance, individual “negative rights” to liberty are often in tension with
“positive rights” of individuals to resources through provision of the government. 46 Thus, a key
question for human rights is epistemic: how are we to know what is the “right” content of human
rights law? Accordingly, whatever the metaphysical status of rights, citizens need a process to
determine what rights the law should enforce. Given that the process is likely to be run by the
institution of government, democratic processes may well be superior to the available
authoritarian and oligarchic alternatives.
While as we discuss below, we do not believe that governments should necessarily limit
themselves to majority rule in determining what is the content of legally enforceable human
rights, there are reasons that even majority rule is likely to better than authoritarian or oligarchic

45

See HALPERIN, supra note _______.
The clash between these two types of rights claims is a major focus of modern political
philosophy. See, e.g., WILL KYMLICKA, THEORIES OF DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE (1995) (surveying much of the
relevant literature).
46

16

mechanisms in choosing the content of human rights to be protected by law. Majority rule has
virtues that can help maximize citizens’ welfare. One is rooted in a preference analysis of
voting. 47 If each voter supports laws that provide him or her with net benefits, then the laws
supported by the majority should produce total benefits that exceed total costs, because the
benefits to the greater number of people in the majority will exceed the costs to the minority. 48
A second advantage of majority rule in determining human rights is implicit in the
Condorcet Jury Theorem, discussed above. 49 If each individual voter is 50% or more likely to
choose the “correct” package of human rights, a majority rule process will be more likely to reach
the right result than other methods of decisionmaking. 50
In sum, there is little reason to believe that human rights law is an exception to the
general assumption that democratic lawmaking processes are superior to authoritarianism and
oligarchy. However, as discussed below, ordinary majority rule democracy may be inferior to
supermajoritarian constitutional law.

C. Advantages of Supermajoritarian Democratic Processes for Determining Human Rights
Law.
Mechanisms that are broadly democratic but eschew pure majoritarianism can be better at
generating protections for minority rights than is majority rule. It does not follow, however, that
nondemocratic institutions are better than majority rule at generating human rights protections,
even for minorities. Nondemocratic institutions lack incentives to protect politically weak
minorities. They may also embody prejudices that lead them to protect only some minorities
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while actually being antagonistic towards others. The choice of which minorities to protect and
to what degree is hardly a simple one.
We recognize that human rights law is often supposed to constrain the majority either
from making rash decisions in times of crisis or from violating the rights of minorities. But
achieving these goals does not depend on abandoning democratic forms of government. It only
requires that we modify the majority rules of ordinary democratic politics.
One strategy to restrain majorities, for instance, is to create a democratic form of “higher
politics”— constitution-making. Constitutions such as that of the United States and other
countries are often made by supermajority rules. 51 These rules require a broad consensus and
rules made by a consensus can than be used to contain the passions of majorities in ordinary
governance. 52 Thus, for example, the United States and other democracies protect freedom of
speech, which constrains majorities from abandoning that right in times of passion created by
crisis or war. 53 Judges then enforce this democratically made consensus against majorities.
Majorities are restrained but through fundamentally democratic means.
Supermajoritarian constitutionalism can also help protect minority rights. It addresses
one of the main reasons that majority rule can be less than optimal-- the different intensity of
preferences of voters. For instance, a majority may find some religious practices distasteful and
mildly prefer that they be banned. But the minority that engages in these practices may intensely
prefer that they be permitted. Under simple majority rule without constitutional restraints, there is
a danger that the majority will simply ban those religious practices they dislike. Constitutional
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rules enacted by supermajority processes can help restrain such excesses. 54
One response to this problem is to create a process for determining the contents of rights
that operates behind a “veil of ignorance” so that citizens will be unsure of their own future
preferences, making it unclear whether they and their descendants will be in the highly intense
minority or the mildly intense majority. 55 This ignorance will thus cause them to take more
account of the minority’s preferences. Here too, the supermajority rule for passing and repealing
a constitutional provision creates a form of democracy conducive to the protection of minority
rights, because it creates such a veil of ignorance. Because of these voting rules, citizens
recognize that enactments are likely to endure longer than ordinary legislation and thus are less
certain about how they or their children will be affected by its long tail. 56
In real world constitution-making, of course, framers rarely operate behind a complete
veil of ignorance. Nonetheless, supermajoritarian constitutionmaking is closer to a veil of
ignorance than ordinary majoritaritarian legislation, because it is likely to last longer by virtue of
being more difficult to repeal.
Even in the absence of any veil of ignorance effects, the need to win supermajority
support is likely to force legislators to take greater account of minority preferences than they
would under a pure majoritarian democracy. Accordingly, the majority becomes more considerate
of the minority’s preferences. Thus, the United States Constitution, among others, protects the
religious freedom of minorities to a greater extent than ordinary political processes would.
Accordingly this kind of formal supermajoritarian constitution-making protects human
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rights but does so through a democratic process. Voters participate democratically in the
selection of constitutional rules, but under voting rules that depart from pure majoritarianism.
We recognize that not everyone believes that such formal constitution making is
sufficient to protect all necessary individual rights, particularly as the world changes. Another
possible structure is a system where judges have some discretion to elaborate on constitutional
text to protect individual rights. But even that system needs some substantial democratic input if
jurists are to represent the values of people they govern. In the United States, for instance, an
elected President nominates the justices and an elected Senate must confirm them. 57 The
confirmation process subjects every part of the potential judges’ career and record to substantial
scrutiny. 58 Even after confirmation, the press relentlessly covers and critiques Supreme Court
decisions, and the political branches of government can affect their implementation. 59 Thus, even
this model of human rights elaboration has a substantial democratic element, even if it allows
greater discretion for judicial elites than the more formal model under which judges enforcing the
Constitution have little or no discretionary power.
In contrast, as we discuss below, the elites that contribute so much to the development of
human rights law face no such democratic discipline. For example, modern publicists are
generally appointed by fellow faculty members, not democratically accountable officials.
Members of international organizations are often appointed by authoritarian governments. Even
those appointed by democratic governments are not chosen through processes with anything like
the publicity or transparency accompanying Supreme Court nominations.
D. What if Domestic Constitutional Law is Also Produced by Undemocratic Processes?
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An important objection to our argument for the advantages of supermajoritarian
constitutional law is that domestic constitutional law may have been produced by undemocratic
processes. If so, its democratic credentials may be no better (or even worse) than those of
international law.
This objection may seem to have particular force with respect to the United States
Constitution, which is much older than that of any other democratic state. As a result of its age,
most of its important provisions were enacted in the 18th century, at a time when women, slaves,
many free black males, and even some non-property owning when men were denied the right to
vote on its ratification. Even the post-civil war amendments of the 1860s were still enacted at a
time when women were denied the franchise, as were many blacks.
There is no denying that this objection partly undercuts the democratic credentials of the
U.S. Constitution. But from today’s perspective the greatest defects in the Constitution flowing
from this exclusion have been corrected. The Thirteenth Amendment prohibits slavery, the
Fourteenth Amendment constrains government racial discrimination, and the Fifteenth
Amendment forbids denial of the franchise on account of race. 60 The Nineteenth Amendment
granted women the right to vote. 61 The Constitution now grants all people the freedoms of white,
male property owners in 1789 and thus today our constitutional system as well as that of other
industrial nations is substantially democratic. Moreover, these changes in the Constitution
occurred long before international law banned slavery and racial discrimination or required that
women be given the franchise.
In fact, it is a measure of the democracy deficit of international human rights law that the
ratification process that produced the Constitution was still far more democratic than that which
produces international human rights law. At the time of the American Revolution, anywhere from
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60 to 90 percent of American white males had the right to vote in their respective colonies. 62
Property qualifications and other restrictions on the franchise were eased or abolished in many
states between 1776 and the ratification of the Constitution in 1787-88. 63 Several states allowed
free blacks, Native Americans and even noncitizen aliens to vote. 64 Moreover, many states
waived property and other restrictions on the franchise for the ratification vote. 65 It is difficult to
precisely estimate what percentage of the adult American population was eligible to vote in the
1787-88 elections for members of the state constitutional ratification conventions. However, it is
likely that the vast majority of white males were eligible, as were a significant number of free
blacks, a combined total of perhaps 30 percent of all adults. 66 This is far short of modern
democratic standards. But it was still a much more representative process than that which
produces most modern international law, which tends to be produced by a tiny, unrepresentative
elite and influenced by representatives of authoritarian states that deny voting rights to virtually
their entire populations. 67 As we discuss below, many of the most important treaties that serve as
the basis for international human rights law were negotiated during the immediate post-World
War II era, at a time when many of the most powerful states with veto power over the results
were severely oppressive totalitarian dictatorships that make the 1780s United States seem a
democratic paradise by comparison.
By the time of the ratification of the Post-Civil War amendments in the late 1860s,
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restrictions on the franchise had been considerably loosened in most states. 68 Thus, the relative
democratic legitimacy of these ratification processes were even stronger than those of the
Founding ratification.
In sum, we believe it is wholly appropriate to criticize the democracy deficit of
international human rights law by comparing and contrasting the manner in which international
human rights norms are formed and the manner in which domestic human rights norms are
created in democratic societies. Democracy can be combined with limits on majority rule that are
themselves imposed by democratic processes, including ones that depart from pure majority rule.
In this next section we show that the democracy deficit of international human rights law is
substantial.

III. THE DEMOCRACY DEFICIT OF INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS LAW.
We begin by analyzing the nature of the democracy deficit of international human rights
law in a democratic state. Of course, if that nation has adopted a provision of international
human rights law through its domestic democratic processes, there is no democracy deficit. The
more interesting question arises when a democratic nation has not incorporated the provisions
through a process as democratic as that by which incorporates its domestic norms.
It might be thought that in the absence of such incorporation, the argument for the
democracy deficit is simple and compelling. It is undemocratic to impose norms on a nation that
has not democratically embraced them. Similarly, it is undemocratic to impose international law
on a democratic state merely because that law has been enacted by undemocratic processes
operating in international institutions or authoritarian governments abroad.
But advocates of international human rights might plausibly respond that the democracy
deficit is attenuated and the authority of these norms secured if these norms themselves have a
strong democratic pedigree from sources other than those of a particular nation. Thus, advocates
68
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have argued that norms found in multilateral agreements on human rights or customary
international law should be treated as universal, because of the widespread agreement among
nations that this kind of international law commands.
In this part we show that the basic multilateral human rights treaties and norms generated
by customary international law suffer from a democracy deficit, because they do not provide real
evidence of consensus or even widespread support for their provisions from the democratic
nations of the world. The basic multilateral human rights treaties were negotiated at a time when
totalitarian nations had veto power at the negotiating table. As a result, no one can be certain that
the same provisions would have emerged from a process in which all the players were
democracies. Moreover, many of the democratic states that agreed to these treaties did so only
as a matter of international law and did not incorporate them into domestic law. The lack of
domestic effect makes their assent "cheap talk."
Customary international law suffers from the same defects in so far as it relies on these
multilateral agreements for inferences as to the content of custom. Even apart from such reliance,
customary international law has multiple democracy deficits. Its content is inferred by
unrepresentative groups, such as international courts and publicists. And it is generated by a
process that is not transparent. to the general public. This circumstance creates agency costs and
undermines democratic legitimacy.
A third source of international human rights norms, generally grouped under the term
“soft law,” is growing in importance, but suffers from a comparable democracy deficit. These
kind of norms stem from the deliberations of international organizations and commissions. The
difficulty is that such entities are also not democratic even if they purport to be authoritative.
Thus, whether human rights norms are rooted in multilateral treaties or customary
international law, they do not have a strong democratic pedigree. Of course, the lack of
democratic provenance does not mean that their provisions are necessarily harmful. But it does
show that their soundness must be defended on the basis of some other argument than their
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appearance in multilateral treaties or as custom. As a result, their mere existence as rules of
international law should not be the basis for direct judicial incorporation, use as a background
principle of legal interpretation, or even as a reason for legislative adoption. We address the
peculiar democracy deficits of multilateral international human rights agreements, customary
international law and “soft law” in turn. But first we discuss a problem that afflicts them all – the
influence of nondemocratic states.

A. The Influence of Nondemocratic States.
A particularly important and underappreciated element of democracy deficit of
international human rights law is the pervasive influence of nondemocratic states over its content.
Nondemocratic governments have little incentive to take account of the interests of either their
own people or those of foreign states in determining their stances on international law.
The influence of nondemocratic states is most obvious in multilateral human right treaties
which although in many cases unratified by the United States, are often claimed as a basis for
customary international law. 69 Totalitarian nations such as those of the Soviet bloc were part of
the give and take in negotiations on these treaties, and exercised effective veto power over their
adoption.
The Soviet bloc played a substantial role in determining the content of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, arguably the most important international human rights treaty.
Joseph Stalin’s representatives successfully insisted on the inclusion of “social” and “economic”
rights in the document, 70 watered down protections for political liberties and freedom of
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speech, 71 and prevented the inclusion of any significant protection for private property rights. 72
The Soviet bloc also exercised extensive influence over the content of the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights, perhaps the second most notable international human rights treat. 73
We can hardly be confident that the same provisions would have emerged absent Soviet
influence.
Nondemocratic states also heavily influence the content of other types of “raw
international law.” To the extent that customary international law is based on state practice, 74 it is
important to recognize that even today 103 of the world’s 193 nations are rated either “Not Free”
or only “Partly Free” according to Freedom House’s annual Survey of political freedom around
the world. 75 Thus, the majority of those states influencing the content of “state practice” are
either dictatorships or at least not fully democratic. Nondemocratic states are also heavily
represented in the United Nations Human Rights Council and its predecessor organization, the
UN Human Rights Commission, and other international bodies that influence the development of
human rights law. 76 The same is true of more narrowly focused committees tasked with
interpreting and applying more specific international human rights treaties. 77
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The strong influence of nondemocratic states is an important shortcoming of all raw
international law. 78 But it is a particularly serious problem in the case of international human
rights law. Nondemocratic states are by far the most important violators of human rights. Statesponsored mass murder is responsible for the deaths of hundreds of millions of innocent people in
the twentieth century alone, 79 easily overshadowing all other causes of rights violations.
The Soviet Union, the nondemocratic government with the most influence on the content
of modern international human rights law was also arguably the greatest of all twentieth century
violators of human rights. 80 Current estimates of the death toll of government-sponsored mass
murder in the USSR range from 20 million to as high as 61 million. 81 And these figures do not
even consider the Soviet governments’ many other human rights violations, such as infringements
on freedom of speech and religion.
The USSR and other nondemocratic states that influence the content of international
human rights law have a fundamental conflict of interest. Protection for many types of human
rights runs contrary to their policies and – in the case of political rights, freedom of association,
and freedom of speech – might threaten their regimes’ grip on power. They thus have every
incentive to transform the content of rights whose implementation might interfere with their own
repressive policies or threaten their hold on power.
An even more serious impediment to automatically assuming that international human
rights law is beneficial is the ability of authoritarian nations to use their influence to promote
“rights” that legitimize their authority and justify their use of repression against potential political
nondemocratic “[s]tates with poor human rights records dominated the [UN Human Rights] [C]ouncil’s
deliberations”).l Reporters Without Borders, UN Commission on Human Rights Loses All Credibility, July
2003, available at http://www.rsf.org/IMG/pdf/Report_ONU_gb.pdf (visited Jan. 7, 2007) (documenting
how UNCHR member states that are themselves human rights violators have blocked condemnation of
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opponents. Examples of the latter include the Soviet bloc’s successful efforts to include bans on
“hate speech” in the UNHCR and ICCPR, rights whose inclusion they sought in part to justify the
suppression of opposition political speech by communist governments. 82 Communist states also
sponsored a longstanding and partially successful effort to use international law to justify and
legitimate military interventions intended to repress domestic opposition to communist
totalitarian governments. 83
Abortive 1980s efforts to institute a global regime of censorship through the “New World
Information and Communication Order” are another case where nondemocratic regimes sought to
use international law to advance their own interests. 84 Today, nondemocratic nations are
spearheading efforts to establish a new international law “right” requiring the suppression of
speech that “defames” religion. 85 If adopted, this law would justify censorship of speech critical
of radical Islamism and of government-sponsored religions more generally.
A process for generating human rights law in which nondemocratic states play a
substantial role is similar to a system for guarding chicken coops in which a great deal of
authority is allocated to wolves. It empowers the very entities whose depredations it seeks to
prevent. We do not assert that the fact that a totalitarian or authoritarian state supported a
particular human rights norm somehow “proves” that that norm is wrong. A norm supported by
even the worst of governments might turn out to be beneficial; one they oppose might turn out to
be harmful. We do, however, suggest that a lawmaking process that gives nondemocratic states
substantial influence over the content of human rights law will, as a general rule, produce norms
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whose content is inferior to that produced by the domestic law of democratic states. That
prediction is flows naturally from the interest of authoritarian rulers in blocking the enactment of
norms that might curb their repressive practices, while promoting those that could facilitate them.
At the very least, human rights law enacted by processes over which nondemocratic governments
have extensive influence should not be accorded a presumption of validity within the domestic
law of well-functioning democracies.

B. Multilateral human rights treaties
We now consider the democracy deficit of the use of provisions from multilateral treaties.
Besides the influence of nondemocratic states, there is another more fundamental problem that
contributes to the democracy deficit of multilateral international human rights treaties: the assent
of many democratic nations to multilateral human rights treaties is cheap talk, insofar as that
assent does not commit them to making the provisions of those trees a part of their domestic law.
Nations that have dualist systems with respect to international law do not make such
commitments. In dualist systems, international legal obligations are separate from domestic legal
obligations and do not displace contrary domestic law without action by the government to
incorporate international law into domestic legislation. 86 Thus, even democratic ratification by
dualist nations does not show that its citizens and legislators wish to have international law
enforced without additional intermediate steps. 87 Many, if not most, legal systems are dualist with
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respect to international law. 88 For instance, the United Kingdom has a dualist system and
Commonwealth nations that compose a substantial proportion of the world's democracies follow
the lead of their former sovereign. 89
By contrast, treaties in nations with a monist legal system may be incorporated into domestic
law once it has been concluded without further legislation. 90 But even some monist nations have
complex structures through which treaties ratified as a matter of international law must pass
before they will be given domestic effect. 91 Others while nominally giving treaties domestic
effect do not readily permit their courts to enforce those that seem vague or aspirational. 92 As a
result, the number of nations whose judiciaries actually enforce multilateral human rights treaties
as rules of decision to set aside their own law seem relatively few in number. 93
The United States does not enforce treaties unless they are deemed self-executing, as the
recent case of Medillin v. Texas demonstrates. 94 The political branches must intend that a treaty
be given direct effect in our domestic jurisprudence. Otherwise it will be deemed non-self
executing and fail to create binding federal law. 95 The United States Senate has declared all our
human rights treaties to be non-self executing. 96
Beyond these important doctrinal points lie functional reasons for refusing to give these
treaties direct domestic effect. Nations have many reasons for declining to implement the
international rules of treaties without first subjecting them to domestic legislative processes. They
may regard international law, particularly when human rights are involved, as aspirational. 97 Or
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they may believe that the international rules are too vague or open-ended to be given automatic
effect. 98 Whatever their reasons, when nations do not agree to have international law trump their
own law, international law is, in economic terms, “cheap talk,” 99 and is a less plausible source of
norms to displace those by which a democratic nation actually agrees to be bound. 100
Thus, norms created by multilateral agreements are unlikely to be as beneficial as those
created by democratic domestic political processes. The democracy deficit of multilateral
agreements may be most self-evident when authoritarian and totalitarian nations participate in
their formation. But on closer inspection the even more important point is the attenuated nature of
most nations’ agreement to these norms. The refusal to give treaties domestic force detracts from
the clarity, force, and perhaps the sincerity of the commitment to the norms embodied in them. 101
Thus, it is bootstrapping to argue that a nation which has not incorporated an international
human rights principle into its domestic law should incorporate it by virtue of the democratic
authority conferred by its presence in multilateral treaties. These treaties do not represent the
general assent of other democratic nations for domestic incorporation.
Even if such assent could be inferred, it would not necessarily justify incorporation of
international law into the domestic law of democracies that had not themselves ratified the treaty
in a way that overrides contrary domestic legal rules. As we have argued elsewhere, divergent
legal rules among different democracies are often justified by the need to account for differing
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local conditions and by the desirability of preserving diversity among legal systems so that
migrants can “vote with their feet” for the system of government they prefer. 102

C. Customary International Law.
Customary international law has several important shortcomings from the standpoint of
democratic accountability. The first is that nations do not have to assent to a principle of
customary international law in order for one to be created. Instead, nations are considered to
have consented to a principle simply if they failed to object. Obviously, this measure of assent
compares unfavorably to domestic democracy. Domestic political actors cannot create norms by
failing to object but must affirmatively embrace a practice to make it law, assuring deliberation
and accountability.
A second defect is that such treaties and other international declarations are little more
than “cheap talk” if nations do not actually enforce them. 103 Many nations flout such
international norms and most others, as discussed above, do not give them domestic effect
enforceable by their courts. 104 In contrast, when the Constitution includes rights or Congress
passes legislation protecting them, there is an enforcement system that provides evidence that
those norms are actually embraced sincerely.
At least provisions in negotiated agreements have the virtue of being written down, which
at least in theory enables citizens to access and assess them. The latter may ensure at least a small
modicum of democratic accountability. By contrast, customary principles of international human
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rights, unlike domestic statutes, do not rest on any canonical text. Someone must assess how
widespread is a practice and whether it reflect a legal norm. 105
The most important group responsible for determining the answers to these questions are
“publicists” who in modern parlance are largely international law professors. Unlike Supreme
Court justices, law professors are not selected by elected officials or subjected to public scrutiny.
As a result, there is no mechanism for assuring that their views are in any way representative. For
instance, a recent study has shown, that elite international law professors in the United States are
highly unrepresentative of the general population, leaning Democratic rather than Republican by
a ratio of approximately five to one. 106 If such an ideologically skewed group is doing the
choosing, we are going to get ideologically unrepresentative norms. This point again has even
more resonance in human rights than in other areas of law. Given the culture wars about the
content of such rights, it is even more likely that ideological imbalance in ranks of publicists will
lead to idiosyncratic human rights norms than in less contentious issues, like the criteria for state
recognition.
Fourth, as we have shown before, survey research shows not surprisingly that average
Americans understand less well what goes on in Geneva and other foreign parts than
Washington. 107 This point is likely not confined to Americans. Individuals in other states are
likely to know more about what happens in the government bodies of their own capital than those
of international lawmaking institutions. This relative ignorance exacerbates the agency costs
arising from the power of publicists, also contributing to the democracy deficit.
Accordingly, there are multiple democracy deficits in customary international law. Some
of them seem substantially worse in the human rights context than in others. Thus, in the area of
105
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human rights, one should be particularly wary of importing customary international law into the
domestic law of democratic nations.

C. Other Sources of International Human Rights Norms.
1. Committees Charged with Interpreting Multilateral Human Rights Law
Besides norms that are deemed formally part of customary international law, there are
other important sources of human rights norms. Most salient are international bodies with formal
duties in providing glosses and articulations of central human rights treaties, including the
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,
the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, the Rights of the Child
Convention and the Geneva Convention. These are generally “softer law” than norms expressly
and specifically provided in the multilateral treaty or custom. Nevertheless, as Professor Waters
suggests, domestic courts are now relying on soft law as interpretive tool. 108 As a result these
norms have potential domestic effect as well. Accordingly, we offer our evaluation of the
democracy deficit of the international organizations that generate these norms as well.
We begin by considering the committees that elaborate on various multilateral human
rights treaties. All major multilateral international human rights covenants have committees
responsible for monitoring compliance with their terms and issuing reports elaborating on them.
We consider committees from the four above mentioned covenants because they seem to us
among the most important and representative of the human rights treaties.
While state parties to these treaties can elect anyone nominated by a government party to
the treaties, it is quite clear from their membership that that there is an attempt, as with most
international bodies, to elect a group that is representative geographically with due consideration
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given to electing a substantial number from powerful states. 109 Moreover, all these four
committees in fact have substantial numbers of members nominated by nations that cannot be
considered firmly democratic 110 —certainly not nearly as democratic as the United States or the
states of Western Europe. 111 Even fully democratic nations, such as the United States, nominate
members in a process that is far less transparent and publicized than, for instance, the Supreme
Court nomination process. As a result, a narrow class of insiders, mostly former diplomats and
law professors, tend to be the appointees. 112 This lack of diversity also contributes to a lack of
representativeness and democratic legitimacy on such committees.

2. The International Committee of the Red Cross.
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has assumed for human rights
advocates the role of preferred interpreter of the Geneva Convention. 113 We say “assumed”
because, unlike the committees discussed above, which are given such official roles by their
respective multilateral treaties, the Geneva Conventions do not provide a formal interpretative
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role to the ICRC. To be sure, the ICRC is given a monitoring role: and has often taken the place
affected state parties in the role of checking on the conditions of prisoners of war, 114 as, for
instance, when the Red Cross checked on the conditions of both Allied and Axis prisoners in the
Second World War. Nevertheless, this monitoring function does not entail a formal interpretive
role, let alone a privileged interpretative role. 115
Even in the context of the international law world, the ICRC is a peculiarly
unrepresentative body. Unlike the committees that elaborate on the rights included in various
covenants, none of the members of this committee are nominated by any democratically
accountable government. While the name of the organization is the International Committee of
the Red Cross, the committee is in fact a self-perpetuating body composed entirely of Swiss
citizens. 116 Switzerland is the world’s most famously neutral nation. This history gives its
citizens a very distinctive perspective on humanitarian law as even a sympathetic accounting of
its mission acknowledges. 117 The perspective of those who are either part of or amenable to a
particular organization, even one as no doubt worthy as the ICRC, is likely to be narrower still.
They will tend to be interested in advancing the ideals and interests of that organization rather
than neutrally interpreting the law. Almost all organizations tend to expand their jurisdictional
reach. One would expect that they would use materials to expand the ambit of humanitarian rule,
and, as we will see, that expectation is fulfilled. 118
It is a signal confirmation of the unreflective nature of much commentary on human
rights law in general and humanitarian law in particular that the parochial and undemocratic
nature of the ICRC is never discussed. Instead, even such eminent scholars as Dean Harold Koh
call for “governments and intergovernmental organizations” to rely on the opinions of the ICRC
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because of its lack of parochialism. 119 But because of its structure as a single private organization
chosen from citizens of a single nation small nation the ICRC is as parochial as individual nation
states themselves – arguably more so.
The parochial nature of the ICRC raises questions about the deference it should be given
in fabricating and construing humanitarian law. To be sure, humanitarian law as the law of
military conflict among nations is different from much of human rights law in that the actions of
one nation have substantial spillovers from one state to another. For this reason, it may be
optimal in principle to have international rules on this subject when it is not optimal to have
international rules on many human rights subjects that we have discussed above.
But the world does not have a legitimate international rulemaker in humanitarian law,
certainly not one with any democratic legitimacy. As a result one needs to make a pragmatic
argument that the structure of the ICRC is likely to lead it to make better interpretations of
humanitarian law than a nation state before suggesting that the nation state defer to the
organization’s interpretations. Here we discuss whether the ICRC or the United States is likely to
reach better interpretations, given their respective structures and incentives.
As we have described above, the ICRC is a non-democratic and insular institution and
this raises doubts about the quality of its determinations. But it might be argued that any
individual nation, even a democratic one, will be imperfect in reaching humanitarian law
determinations as well. It too has parochial interests. Nevertheless there is a plausible argument
that United States is likely to reach better determinations about the appropriate legal norms,
particularly about the public goods involved in preserving global security.
Norms produced by a small and undemocratic elite makes it unlikely that its norms will
focus on producing global public goods. 120 Since the benefits of the new public good will usually
flow overwhelmingly to the general population rather than to the elites, it seems unlikely that the
119
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latter will devote themselves to developing norms that increase public goods production. This is
especially true if the necessary time, resources, and political capital can instead be devoted to the
production of norms that provide greater benefits to the elites themselves, such as the positive
publicity and reputation for humaneness that generally accrues to an organization that expands
the reach of a body of “humanitarian law.”
In contrast to such bureaucracies, the US has strong incentives to contribute to the
provision of global public goods, including sound norms of humanitarian law. Since the United
States is by far the world’s largest economy, producing some 20% of world GDP, 121 it will often
have incentives to provide public goods that further economic growth and prosperity, even if
many other nations choose to free-ride. Global security is one such public good.
Humanitarian law is intimately connected with this global public good because it
attempts to assure reasonable protection of military and civilians during wars. It, of course,
necessarily involves a tradeoff between rights protections and the preservation of a military’s
ability to fight necessary wars. The United States because of its position in the international
system would be in a good position to make such tradeoffs, because of its active military presence
around the world and its interest in maintaining the security of the world economy. Given that its
soldiers are involved in many conflicts around the world, it is acutely concerned with the welfare
of military combatants Moreover, given that it is a nation of immigrants, its citizens are likely to
have at least some concern for the well-being of civilians worldwide as well. Of course, we are
not suggesting that the United States will make all the right calls; particular administrations and
politicians may commit grave errors. Nevertheless it far from clear that in the long run its
democratic processes are not more likely to fashion more sensible norms than is the ICRC.

IV. The Effect of the Democracy Deficit on International Human Rights Law.
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The democracy deficit of international human rights law casts doubt on the necessary
beneficence of international human rights norms relative to those established by domestic
democratic institutions. Our purpose in this part is not to show that any particular international
human rights norms are wrong: But we will endeavor to briefly demonstrate that international
human rights norms are highly contestable and indeed potentially conflict with other norms of
human rights that people can reasonably hold. That openness to contestation underscores one of
the main points of this paper: that at least as to broadly democratic nations, international human
rights norms may displace norms that are better for the nation concerned. Moreover, following
human rights norms has the potential defect of imposing a uniform rule that discourages a
diversity of approaches It is the diversity of approaches that will lead to experimentation and
competition and these processes our time are more likely to lead to an optimal set of rights.
This danger is becoming particularly acute as the scope of international human rights
expand.. Here we will very briefly look at three “rights” within human rights law and a set of
rights and duties within humanitarian law which have a degree of international recognition and
show that there is no consensus about their effects. This lack of consensus underscores our two
major points. It would be a mistake to enforce international human rights against democratic
nations, because there is no reason to believe that these rights will be better than the decisions
reached by that nation’s domestic political process. Second, the lack of consensus shows that
there are considerable benefits from the diversity and competition that come from allowing a
diversity of legal rules in different nations rather than a uniform approach dictated by
internationalizing a set of rights.

A. Hate Speech.
Some international law advocates believe that hate speech violates customary
international law. The ICCPR in fact forbids “any advocacy of national, racial, or religious hatred
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that constitutes incitement to, hostility discrimination or violence.” 122 Louise Arbour, the United
Nations Commissioner for Human Rights opened an investigation of whether Denmark’s
willingness to permit cartoons of the prophet Mohammed violated international laws against hate
speech. She also argued that international law bans “xenophobic arguments in political
discourse.” 123
The desirability of laws against hate speech is obviously a deeply contestable issue. The
United States, for instance, not only does not have laws against hate speech, but its Constitution
forbids such laws. 124 While an international law requirement for hate speech rules may have its
roots in a conception of human dignity, a prohibition of such laws also can be a rooted in a strong
view of individual freedom. While the requirement can be defended on the grounds that it
protects minorities, so too can a prohibition on hate speech laws. In practice “hate speech” laws
can be used to silence politically unpopular minority groups at least as easily as the more
powerful majority. 125 It is not our purpose to resolve this debate here, just to use it to show that
following an international norm in this matter would prematurely end debate and experimentation
about a difficult political issue.

B. Comparable Worth.
The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against women has glossed that
convention as a requiring comparable worth. The language the committee uses is “equal
remuneration for work of equal value.” 126 It is quite clear that the Committee does not
contemplate that the market should be responsible for determining the value of work. The
Committee suggests that nations “consider . . . . job evaluation systems based on gender neutral
122
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criteria that would facilitate the comparison of the value of those with jobs of a different nature,
in which women presently predominate, with those in which men presently predominate.” 127
Comparable worth is another contestable idea about which there is no consensus. One
strong argument against it is the lack of objective criteria to evaluate the worth of a job. Another
is that it would require a bureaucracy to make such determinations and this bureaucracy, like
others, would be subject to rent-seeking and make poor decisions, even if there were some
objective way to measure such value. 128 Furthermore, creating a government agency that, in
effect sets pay levels for all jobs, would at a stroke eliminate most of the advantages of a market
economy and saddle the state with a system of central planning under which the state would have
to allocate labor, since the market could no longer use the price system to do so. 129 Finally,
comparable worth interferes with the liberty of individual employees freely to strike a bargain
with their employees for their services. 130 This latter point underscores that the conflicting
conceptions of rights are issue in comparable worth. Its supporters emphasize women’s group
claim rights, while its opponents emphasize the rights of all individuals to be free from
government coercion in their contractual relationships.

C. The Right to Housing.
A variety of international human rights documents hold that there is a right to adequate
housing. This is a right that states are obligated to enforce and thus it is a claim right to resources
rather than a negative liberty. Of course, that kind of right can conflict with individual liberties.
The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights elaborated on this right in 1991
in way that underscores this conflict. It includes suggestions that everyone, including renters,
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“should have protections which guarantees legal security against forced evictions.” and “forced
evictions are prima facie” inconsistent with the Covenant. 131 It is difficult to be completely sure
of the meanings of these claims but they suggest that as a general matter landlords should not
have the right to evict tenants, even though eviction is the ultimate means to assure that rents are
to paid and that rental contracts are voluntary.
This conception would severely undermine individual rights to contract for housing. It
not only threatens property rights of landowners. It makes it less likely that the poor and those
with low credit ratings can obtain housing, because landlords will be less likely to lend to such
individuals unless they know they can forcibly evict them in the case of nonpayment of rent. 132
Once again, we are not here seeking to prove that a system of strong private property
rights, including the right to call on the state to evict individuals for nonpayment of rent, is a
superior system to one is which those rights are curtailed in the interest of enforcing a right to
housing. We do, however, believe that it is clear that a housing system that depends on private
enterprise, including contractual freedom between renters and owners, has virtues and should not
be limited by international fiat.

D. Humanitarian Law
Here we consider the positions of the ICRC on humanitarian law. We compare its
conclusions on controversial issues of humanitarian law with those of the United States. As in
our previous discussions, our purpose here is not to show that the ICRC’s judgments are clearly
wrong but that they are eminently contestable. Given the incentives of the United States and the
ICRC described above, there is no reason to prefer a priori the results reached by the ICRC to
those of the United States.
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The recent conflicts with Al Qaeda have occasioned dramatic examples of the differences
between the United States and the ICRC on humanitarian law. The ICRC, for instance, has
argued that al-Quaeda and Taliban prisoners should be treated as prisoners of war. 133 This
problem is in keeping with the ICRC’s basic stance of attempting to treat individuals captured in
war as either POWs or as civilians, minimizing the number of the category of illegal
combatants. 134 There has been an understandable concern that people in this third category may
be subject to abuse.
In contrast, the United States government has interpreted the conventions not to provide
these protections, although it has committed publicly to treat these prisoners humanely. 135 The
United States position has much to recommend it. It seems consistent with the language of the
Geneva Convention, 136 which extends the status of prisoner of war only to those who are in
military organization with command and control and wear uniforms. 137 More generally, the
United States has retained the category of illegal combatant, who are neither POWs nor
civilians. 138 This position can be defended as encouraging irregular combatants to conform to the
rules of war to gain the advantages of that status. Such incentives help to preserve the bedrock
distinction in humanitarian law between combatants and civilians, because without insignia and
military command and control, it is difficult for armies to distinguish between combatants and
civilians. 139 The result of such confusion is more civilian casualties.
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The ICRC has also taken the position that members of terrorist organizations like Al
Qaeda that are captured in non-international conflicts (i.e. where no other state is a party) cannot
be held as enemy combatants at all, regardless of whether they are given POW status. 140 Instead,
they must be either tried as civilians or released. The Fourth Circuit relied expressly on the
conclusions of the ICRC in determining that the United States could not hold Ali Saleh Kahlah alMaari, a member of Al Qaeda captured in the United States, as an enemy combatant. 141 This
judicial opinion demonstrates the authoritative weight that is accorded the opinions of this
particular NGO.
Once again the United States as well as many international law scholars disagree with the
ICRC.
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The argument that terrorists captured in non-international conflicts cannot be enemy

combatants relies heavily on the notion that Protocol I of the Geneva Convention has become
customary international law. 143 But the United States refused to sign Protocol I of the Geneva
Convention precisely because it was concerned about its protections for terrorists. 144 We have
already discussed our reservations about using custom in preference to more democratic forms of
norm creation.
Moreover, as a policy matter, is hardly obvious that nations should not be able to prosecute
terrorists who are fighting as members of military organizations in proceedings designed for
military combatants. Because of the need to protect intelligence sources and methods and to
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move swiftly so as to discourage an enemy with the military capability to kill thousands of
civilians, military tribunals may be better adapted than civilian courts to punish those who are
taking up arms on behalf of foreign powers. 145 Thus, in each of these current controversies the
United States is advancing a position that has legal and policy justification.
Beyond such dramatic conflicts, there is strong evidence of more systemic differences
between the United States and the ICRC. The ICRC recently published a massive study entitled
Customary International Humanitarian Law, which sought to codify the customary law of
humanitarian law. 146 The general counsels of the State Departments and Defense Departments
replied at length to this study, disputing its methodology and giving four examples of rules of
humanitarian law proclaimed by the ICRC which it believed did not represent internationally
binding legal norms. 147 All of the disputes were examples of where the ICRC wanted to expand
the reach of humanitarian obligations. For instance, the ICRC wanted to make it a war crime to
inflict “widespread long-term and severe damage to environment” even when damage occurs as
part of achieving a legitimate military objective. 148 As discussed above, given its mission and
organization interests, it is hardly surprising that the ICRC would want to expand the reach of
humanitarian law even at the expense of effective war prosecution. 149
We also observe that United States State and Defense Departments’ methodological
complaints about the ICRC parallel the concerns we have about the low quality of customary
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international law generally. For instance, the United States complains that the ICRC unduly relies
on statements of the General Assembly and the ICRC itself as evidence of state practice. 150 We
likewise regard such statements as cheap talk because they do not show that states are actually
following the practice in question. The United States also complains that the ICRC does not give
much weight to negative practice, which parallels our concern that states can be counted as
affirmatively consenting to an international norm even if they object to it. 151
The United States also complains that the report “fails to pay due regard to the practices
of specially affected states.” 152 This includes in particular the United States. This objection also
has resonance with our concerns. The practices of the most affected states would be far more
probative than those not affected by particular rules at issue, because the talk of the former would
less “cheap.”
We do not contend that all of the practices adopted by the United States in the War on
Terror are justified. Indeed, we have previously criticized the Bush Administration’s excessive
claims of unbounded executive power, its detention policies for terrorism suspects, and its
assertions that virtually any form of torture is legal if ordered by the executive. 153 However, these
flaws are best corrected by reliance on domestic legislative and judicial checks on executive
power rather than through reliance on international legal norms that have not been ratified by the
domestic democratic process. To some extent, both Congress and the Supreme Court have
already begun to curb the Bush Administration’s excesses. 154
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These examples illustrate that the democracy deficit has real consequences in human
rights law and humanitarian law. With respect to international human rights laws that have few
spillovers from one nation to another, like the right to housing, these norms try to impose
contestable notions of right on democratic nations and retard the process of demonstration and
competition that a diversity of norms would provide. With respect to international human rights
norms, that do have spillover effects on other nations, like humanitarian law, it is not at all clear
that international norms are likely to strike a better balance than democracy in the United States.

V. Representation Reinforcing Rights: THE Example OF Free Migration.
A. Representation Reinforcing Rights
While we are generally skeptical of the desirability of using raw international human
rights law to override the domestic law of democratic states, we believe representation reinforcing
rights are an exception. As discussed in the Introduction, 155 this exception flows from our
theory. Democracy is itself an institution that depends on norms. Because international human
rights are best developed through democratic systems, international norms that facilitate
democracy have a claim to be enforced domestically. In other words, the democracy deficit
objection to the enforcement of international human rights loses force when those rights
themselves directly provide the framework or infrastructure that allows citizens to exercise
control over their governments.

In such cases, the use of raw international law to override the

domestic law of democratic states may serve to promote rather than to undermine democratic
accountability.
Of course, exactly what the content of representation reinforcing rights are is open to
debate. We believe that in order to qualify for domestic enforcement these rights must contribute
directly or substantially to democratic control by citizens over their nations. It is not enough hat
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these rights are arguably beneficial in some other way, like contributing to human welfare or
economic prosperity generally.
As we also noted in the introduction, most democracies already incorporate many
democracy reinforcing rights, such as free speech. Thus, the most interesting question posed by
this conceptualization of domestically enforceable international human rights law is whether there
are important other rights that may be democracy reinforcing that liberal democracies do not yet
generally incorporate. For that reason, we choose to focus on the rights of migration as an
example of a powerful democracy reinforcing rights that liberal democracies do not provide. As
described below, these rights actually strengthen popular leverage over government policy by
enabling more people to “vote with their feet.”
We do not contend that broad migration rights are enshrined yet in current international
human rights law either. It is quite clear that they are not, although such rights would build on
certain rights of emigration and refuge that have recognition in international law. 156 But our
underlying normative contention is that international human rights advocates should shift their
efforts to developing rights, like rights of migration, that facilitate people’s leverage over their
governments so as to choose appropriate norms for themselves, but not make that choice for them
by having international law enforce a thick set of substantive rights. Thus, it is not surprising that
the example we choose is not yet the most intense focus of concern in the international human
rights community.
Migration rights are not the only “representation-reinforcing” mechanism that might be
appropriately enacted at the international law level. There may well be other examples. However,
we show that they are an unusually compelling example because their beneficiaries generally
have little or no representation in any existing domestic democratic processes.

B. The Advantages of “Foot Voting.”
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One of the advantages of decentralized federalism is the ability of citizens to “vote with
their feet” and exit a jurisdiction whose policies harm their interests by moving to one that has
more attractive ones. 157 Even very poor and severely oppressed groups, such as blacks in the Jim
Crow era American South, have been able to take advantage of exit rights to improve their lot. 158
In addition to providing a means for migrants to improve their personal circumstances,
exit rights also function as an additional means for imposing democratic control over government
policy. Jurisdictions that adopt harmful policies oppressing or impoverishing their people risk
losing valuable labor, capital, and tax revenue to jurisdictions with more attractive policies. As a
result, such governments have incentives to change their policies to conform more closely with
the interests of their people. In some respects, such government accountability through “exit” is
actually more effective than traditional accountability through voting and other forms of
“voice.” 159 Often, citizens have stronger incentives to acquire the information needed to
effectively “vote with their feet” than they do for purposes of traditional ballot box voting. The
latter are subject to a serious collective action problem that creates “rational ignorance,” while the
former are not. 160
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Most analyses of foot voting focus on migration within a single nation, usually one with a
federalist system of government. 161 However, the idea is also applicable to international
migration.
The vast majority of the population of the United States consists either of immigrants or
descendants of immigrants who came here fleeing poverty or oppression that they experienced
under their own governments. From 1941 to 2000, the United States admitted 27.6 million legal
immigrants and 3.5 million refugees. 162 Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and Israel have also
been prominent destinations for immigrants fleeing hostile government policies.
For citizens of nondemocratic states – which still include the majority of world’s
population – foot voting through emigration may be the only way for them to have any say in the
policies that they live under. Obviously, such people include the vast bulk of the world’s poorest
and most oppressed people.

C. Migration Rights in Current International Law.
The importance of migration rights is partly recognized by current international law.
Human rights treaties such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognize a right to emigration. 163 However, this “right
to leave” has not been coupled with an equally strong right to enter. Indeed, recent political trends
have seen renewed efforts to curtail entry into the United States, Australia, and Western Europe.
Unfortunately, the right to leave may have little value for potential migrants who have nowhere to
go.
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Current international law, such as the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees
requires states to grant entry to migrants only if they have a “well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or
political opinion.” 164 Even then states are only required to refrain from expelling refugees once
they have arrived within their borders; they remain free to deny entry at the border. 165 This
approach is also followed in US refugee law, 166 and in that of European Union states. Thus,
migration rights can be denied to potential immigrants who have “suffered the adverse effects of
harmful government policies without being specifically targeted for “persecution” on the basis of
any of the above categories. For example, a citizen of an oppressive society cannot claim the right
to enter the United States or the EU “merely” because the absence of free political debate in his
country leads to the enactment of harmful government policies that reduce his or her well-being.
He must prove that he has been specifically targeted for persecution because of his opposition to
the government. Similarly, the law allows states to deny entry to “economic” migrants – even if
their poverty is in large part due to flawed policies enacted by their home governments.
Moreover, even in democratic states, domestic political processes are unlikely to give full
weight to the interests of potential immigrants. By definition, such people are not yet citizens, do
not have the right to vote, and are unlikely to be able to exercise political influence in other ways.
Thus, political leaders can neglect their interests – or even falsely blame them for alleged “harms”
that they have not caused – with relatively little fear of political retribution. It is thus not
surprising that anti-immigrant political movements have flourished in both the US and several
European nations in recent years, while parties seeking to increase immigration are extremely
164
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rare. These problems reflect an “antiforeign bias” that routinely afflicts voters, causing them to
underestimate the benefits of international trade and migration, while overestimating its harms. 167
D. Democracy, Foot Voting, and the Case for an Expanded International Right to Entry.
From the standpoint of promoting democratic accountability through foot voting, the
distinction between victims of “persecution” and other potential migrants makes little sense.
Even potential migrants who have not been targeted for persecution on the basis of race, religion
or political beliefs may still suffer the ill effects of oppressive or misguided government policies.
For example, repression of the right to freedom of speech and political organization affects not
only would-be speakers, but also all other citizens of the society in question, who are forced to
live under a political process that they have no right to influence.
Similarly, “economic” migrants are in many cases fleeing poverty that is in large part
caused by the flawed policies of the governments they live under. Development economists have
long recognized that most poor countries could generate rapid economic growth by adopting
appropriate policies, some as straightforward as enforcing the rule of law. 168 Indeed just as
political refugees are fleeing their nations because they are targeted by discriminatory and
fundamentally unjust laws, so are economic migrants. The major reason that an immigrant from a
third world nation has greater earning power in a developed nation is that free markets and the
rule of law increase the value of his human capital.
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In many cases, enormous advances in the economic status of the poor could be achieved
simply by allowing them to acquire enforceable property rights 170 and by integrating the nation in
question more closely with the world economy. 171 All too often, migrants who are fleeing
generally adverse economic and political conditions are no less victims of their governments than
those who have been targeted for individualized “persecution” of the sort currently recognized as
grounds for asylum rights by international law. While migration rights would be most useful for
the poor in developing nations, whose exit opportunities would allow them to pressure their own
governments for better policies, they may also be helpful to those in more advanced societies,
because citizens’ easier ability to exit would provide greater leverage against policies that aid
special interests at the expense of the public. 172
Some scholars have argued for stronger international migration rights on deontological
moral grounds. 173 Others advocate such changes because they are likely to greatly increase the
well-being of migrants from repressive and underdeveloped societies, and also provide economic
benefits to the societies that take them in. 174 We sympathize with both claims. However, our
purpose is to emphasize an additional and generally ignored advantage of international migration
rights: the opportunity to strengthen democratic accountability by enabling more people to “vote
with their feet” against repressive or dysfunctional governments in their home societies. As in the
case of domestic federal systems, international foot voting allows citizens greater choice over the
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government policies they live under, and provides them greater leverage to force states to adopt
better policies in order to prevent skilled migrants and valuable taxpayers from departing.
Unlike many other types of international law, a right to free migration does not
undermine the ability of democratic states to adopt diverse approaches to various policy issues.
States with free entry and exit rights can still enact a wide range of different policies, so long as
they do not inhibit freedom of movement. Indeed, as scholars of domestic federalism have
emphasized, freedom of movement might stimulate policy innovation by governments, as they
compete for economically valuable migrants. 175
We do not claim that our argument justifies an “open borders” international law norm.
Even in combination with the moral and economic case for free migration rights, it will not
outweigh all possible justifications for restricting immigration in particular instances. Thus, an
international immigration immigration rights would still allow nations to restrict the numbers and
kinds of immigrants they receive when they have a substantial justification.
Indeed, in some cases, free migration could actually undermine democratic governance.
For example, it is theoretically possible that the rapid in-migration of a large group hostile to
liberal democracy could result in the election of a governing party that would undermine the very
liberties that make the country in question attractive to immigrants in the first place. In such a
scenario, restrictions on immigration may be necessary to maintain democratic government
despite the very real harms that they cause. 176 Nevertheless, international law migration rights
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would be an important thumb on the scale in democratic nations, pushing in favor of more liberal
immigration policies. 177
The importance of foot voting does not provide a comprehensive blueprint for
international migration law. It does, however, provide an important and generally overlooked
consideration in favor of broadening international rights to entry and exit. At the very least, we
should consider the possibility of enacting much stronger entry rights for migrants fleeing states
with nondemocratic governments where foot voting is the only practicable way for most citizens
to choose the government policies they wish to live under.

E.. Migration Rights as a Form of Representation-Reinforcing International Law.
Our defense of international migration rights on the ground that they foster democratic
choice rather than undermine raises the question of whether the same argument might justify the
overriding of domestic law by other international law norms. In the domestic sphere, a variety of
arguments have been made to justify the overriding of seemingly majoritarian legislative
enactments on the ground that doing so promotes representation-reinforcement in other ways. 178
Similar arguments could be made in the international sphere. For example, some scholars claim
that the absence of anti-hate speech laws may “silence” racial minorities and reduce their ability
to participate in the political process. 179 Others argue that proportional representation systems are
more democratic than first past the post ones. 180 Perhaps, therefore imposition of hate speech
norms or PR electoral systems through international law might make facilitate representationreinforcement.
177
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There are, however, three important reasons why there is a stronger representationreinforcement argument for imposing migration rights on democratic states than other possible
international law norms. First and most important, migration rights facilitate the representation of
people who have no voice whatsoever in existing democratic processes in entry states. In the case
of those whose states of origin are nondemocratic, they lack any representation in any democratic
processes anywhere. This situation is qualitatively different from that of citizens of established
democracies, who generally have at least some substantial voting rights, even if imperfect ones.
One possible analogy within a democracy is the situation of black in the Jim Crow-era South, at a
time when they were denied the right to vote. Yet even they could potentially gain that right by
migrating to the North, as many in fact did. 181 By contrast, citizens of nondemocratic nations
have no hope of gaining the franchise unless they are allowed to migrate to a democracy.
Second, most potential representation-reinforcing reforms for democratic states are
subject to serious disagreement on the merits. It is far from clear, for example, that PR is really
more democratic in a meaningful sense than first past the post. By definition, a mature democracy
is likely to already provide those representation-reinforcing policies whose democracy-promoting
elements are beyond serious contestation. Therefore, there is a strong case for avoiding the
imposition of a single, unitary international rule on widely controversial aspects of the democratic
process.
Obviously, migration rights are also highly disputed on a variety of grounds. However,
there is little if any doubt that extending them would promote democracy from the standpoint of
the migrants, whose ability to choose the form of government they live under would be greatly
increased. As noted above, 182 we are willing to accept restrictions on migration rights where
migration would undermine democracy by introducing an extremely large population of
immigrants hostile to basic liberal democratic values.
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Finally, an additional reason for giving preference to migration rights is the truly
enormous gains in human well-being that might result from enabling residents of poor and
undemocratic regimes freer access to more advanced and more liberal societies. The income gains
alone are staggering.
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permanent two to six-fold increase in his or her wages. 184 Gains in protection for basic human
rights are potentially even greater. Numerous governments engage in extensive repression of
ethnic, religious and other types of minority groups. Often, the repression exceeds anything found
in liberal democratic states. In the most extreme (but far from uncommon) cases, genocide and
mass murder have led to the deaths of over 200 million people during the past century. 185 Lesser
but still severe forms group repression also abound under authoritarian and totalitarian
governments. If even a small fraction of those suffering from such abuses can avail themselves of
the opportunity to migrate to freer societies, the potential human rights benefits would be
enormous.
There may well be other representation-reinforcing reforms that could be imposed on
democracies through international human rights law that are similar in nature to migration rights.
We do not contend that the migration rights are the only representation-reinforcing norm that
could ever be legitimately generated by international law for domestic enforcement. We do,
however, suggest that migration rights are an unusually strong candidate because of the way in
which they provide a voice for those who otherwise lack any access to representation, the lack of
controversy over their representation-reinforcement effects, and the truly enormous size of the
benefits they create.
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VI. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
We have argued that raw international human rights law should generally not be allowed
to provide authority to create the domestic human rights law of democratic states. This conclusion
flows naturally from the democracy deficit of all raw international law, which makes it likely that
its norms will generally be less beneficial than those of domestic law generated by democratic
processes. In the case of human rights law, international lawmaking processes are particularly
suspect because of the extensive influence of repressive nondemocratic governments who have an
interest in suppressing human rights rather than promoting them.
While it may not desirable for international human rights law to provide rules of decision
in the domestic law of democracies, our analysis points to a different conclusion for
nondemocratic states. In many cases, international human rights law norms may well be superior
to the domestic law of dictatorships. In the extreme case of totalitarian states that suppress
virtually all human rights or engage in mass murder, 186 almost any set of legal rules is likely to
be preferable to those enacted by the state’s domestic rulers.
This factor points to the possibility that we should strive for an asymmetric system of
international human rights law: one that regulates dictatorships more strictly than democracies.
While traditional international law has historically sought to treat all states as possessing equal
rights and obligations, the merits of this view in the field of human rights law seem dubious. In
particular, there may be a much stronger case for imposing substantive legal norms (as opposed to
those that merely facilitate democratic processes) through international law on dictatorships than
on democracies. While we cannot fully expound on the strengths and weaknesses of an
asymmetric system of international human rights law in this article, the possibility merits further
inquiry.
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Obviously, the role of nondemocratic states in influencing the content of international
human rights law is a major obstacle to the creation and enforcement of rules that would impose
meaningful constraints on such states. Thus, reform efforts will have to focus on limiting the
influence of such states on the content of international human rights norms, as well as on ensuring
that the resulting laws will be adequately enforced against them. The issues involved are
complex, and we cannot even begin to resolve them here. Their consideration is, however, a
logical extension of our analysis that should be undertaken in future research.
We are not wholly negative about the contribution international law can make to human
rights even in democratic nations. For instance, if nations ratify future human rights treaties and
make them self-executing within their domestic systems, we do not object to their enforcement.
Under those circumstances the proclamation of such norms would not be “cheap talk” and their
content is likely to be no worse than that of ordinary domestic law because it has to pass through
the same legislative processes. We would also note that, while the world is not yet pervasively
democratic, the prospects for such treaties are better today than they were in immediate postWorld War II era when the most important previous multilateral human rights treaties were
negotiated. The Soviet Union has disappeared and with it most of the rest of the communist bloc.
The time may be ripe for the negotiation of new human rights treaties that could supersede those
produced in the aftermath of World War II, when totalitarian states were able to exercise
substantial influence over their content.
International human rights law can potentially play a useful role in limiting the abuses of
nondemocratic governments and perhaps in promoting norms that enhance citizens’ control over
their governments, such as promoting international mobility. But it also has serious shortcomings
that should make us wary of allowing it to override the domestic law of democratic states.
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