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From Venice, Italy, I'm Suzette Grillot, the Dean of College of International Studies at the 
University of Oklahoma. Welcome to World Views at CIS. On today's program, we speak with 
guests about their respective work in the area of international human rights, as well as the global 
protection of cultural heritage. 
 
And other issues, the effects that the crisis on economic and social rights, which is actually what's 
driving the refugee crisis... 
 
UNESCO and United States have been working very closely together in past years in promoting 
girls' education around the world... 
 
First, Rebecca Cruise speaks to Paulo Abrão, Executive Secretary of the Inter American 
Commission on Human Rights. Abrão, who was selected to lead the commission in August 2016, is 
its tenth Executive Secretary. Chosen by the Organization of American States from a field of 90 
applicants, Abrão holds a PhD in law and has taught law in Spain and Brazil. He also holds a post 
graduate degree in Human Rights and Democratization Processes from the Universidad de Chile. 
Along with his position on the Inter American Commission on Human Rights, Abrão has served as 
the Executive Secretary for the Institute for Public Policies on Human Rights of MERCOSUR, 
chairman of Brazil's Amnesty Commission, Brazil's Secretary of Justice, and chairman of the 
National Committee Against Human Trafficking. He joins us today to discuss the Inter American 
Commission and how it helps prevent human rights abuses. 
 
Paulo Abrão, welcome to World Views. You are here from Washington, DC and you are a 
representative of the Inter American Commission on Human Rights, which is an organization that's 
part of the Organization of American States. I'm not sure that our listeners know too much about 
this organization, or perhaps your role in it. If you could maybe give us a little bit of information. 
 
So, he first explained that the Organization of the American States was created to bring together all 
the countries of the Americas: North America, Central America, South America, and Caribbean-- 
best practices, knowledge and cooperate among themselves in a number of issues in one of the, I 
would say, maybe subsets of the Organization of the American states. It's a human rights system, 
which is the structured pretty much along the same lines as other international human rights systems 
such as the European and the African one. So it has the Commission in the court as the unit that 
constitutes this system. And the Commission has three main works on three main pillars. One is it 
receives petitions from individuals who understand that their rights have been violated and the 
domestic human rights systems in their countries are unable to offer convincing responses to those 
violations. The second is more in terms of prevention, so they follow up the state of the art of 
human rights in the continent, in the issue reports, and they try to identify patterns of human rights 
violations or tendencies, so that then they can build recommendations to the countries on how to 
address. And the third one is in terms of cooperation, to equip those countries with policy solutions 
that they could adopt in order to prevent human rights abuses and respond to. So he finishes with 
this image of a cycle in which the response to violations, the identification of patterns, structural 
patterns of violations and the process of equipping those countries to deal with human rights issues 
would constitute the cycle. 
 
It would seem with any sort of organization like this that has many member states, that there's 
always going to be disagreement. And I imagine that particularly on issues of human rights abuses, 
you think about some of the states involved, perhaps even the United States, that some of the 
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petitions could come from a variety of states. How responsive are states to your organization's 
recommendations or claims? You mentioned there's also a court, so does the court have actual 
ability to impose fines or some sort of punishment or how does that all work? 
 
The Commission has some tools that it uses. For example, it had public hearings in which these 
issues are debated-- issues, violations related to particular countries are publicly debated, and then 
they had the injunctions that they can issue that country should give some follow up to or should 
abide by. And they finally have the reports that they issue with their vision, these violations and 
some recommendations for the countries to act. Most countries are responsive. They engage with all 
these measures that the Commission can take, and he understands that the biggest gap is in terms of 
implementation is in terms of translating that engagement into visible action within the very 
countries. Some of these countries incorporate the inputs from the commission almost 
automatically. They even have mechanisms in local legislation that allows them to do that. Others 
resist and question and criticize the system. He understands that this isolation depends sometimes 
on local politics. So some heads of state have more commitment with human rights than others, and 
therefore they take those recommendations or decisions more seriously, and they're more seriously 
engaged with international institutions and norms. And that of course, changes over time in different 
countries of the world and of the Americas with respect to the court. More specifically, he argues 
that the decisions are not dismissed for the most part. But the problem is that the court has a little 
enforcement power as it happens with many or most international organizations. There's more 
reliance on what's called soft law, which is the decision is issued, but there needs to be some kind of 
follow up from civil society or local institutions for that decision to be enforced, including the use 
of shaming and other strategies by local actors. Now, it's a very hard time for any international 
organization in multilateral organizations to work and get things done because there has been a 
resurgence of nationalist views all over the world. And of course, this adds in a further complication 
to what was already and has already been all over the history of those organizations. A big challenge 
to translate those decisions into practice. 
 
Absolutely, and that actually brings me to two countries that come to mind, the first being the 
United states, and how significant their role is, or what their role is. And the second being 
Venezuela, I think a country that we have been paying some attention to. But this nationalism, as 
you mentioned, it has really become a massive issue with shortages of medicine, a number of other 
things, people in the streets. It's really turned quite ugly as well as a refugee crisis that very few are 
talking about in this country, but it's very significant to my understanding. Brazil and other 
countries in the area, Colombia, are taking on a number of refugees. Are these two of the countries 
that gathering a great deal of attention right now in regards to your organization? 
 
The United States is a highly important country in the system, in the history of the system. It was 
behind the creation of the system. It's currently responsible for most of the funding of the system. 
So in light of that history, it's almost a cliche to say that changes in US foreign policy won't affect 
the system. And many other multilateral organizations that the US has been collaborating with. He 
highlights the fact that perhaps civil liberties is the biggest contribution that the US as a nation has 
given to the world. And so in light of the very things that Americans stand for, hate speech and 
police violench against the American population have been the issues that have come to be the most 
pressing in the petitions that were-- call for actions that they receive at the Commission, in the 
court. So this is what's at the center of their concerns. Now when it comes to the United States in 
regards to Venezuela, he said that Venezuela has probably the most dramatic situation in terms of 
human rights, in the violations in the Americas. And the two or three issues that of most importance 
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are first of all, separation of power and the guarantee that the government works in a way in which, 
for example, the judiciary has enough independence from the executive, and decision making 
processes are relatively responsive to democratic needs in other issues. The effects the economic 
crisis on economic and social rights, which is actually what's driving the refugee crisis. So he 
mentions that for quite a long time, it was very common for people from South America to migrate 
towards the north, but because of these current crises, that's a phenomenon that's taking place 
regionally as well with Brazil and other countries. And the borders of Venezuela receiving many of 
these refugees. He said that in February, the Commission, will release a report about human rights 
in Venezuela. And the three or four points of this report would be freedom of expression, political 
rights, more generally, the police crackdown on protests, and the effects of the economic crisis on 
economic, social, and cultural rights of the Venezuelan population... 
 
Clearly, and you mentioned this before, the role of civil society. And when talking about Venezuela, 
we see civil society trying to speak out, and it's not been effective, I suppose, in terms of the 
government responding. But what can civil society outside of Venezuela do to positively affect 
what's happening inside of Venezuela -- and take that a step bigger. What can civil society do to 
advance human rights in this region of the world that we're talking about? 
 
With regards to your question about what role the civil society can play and how it could play a role 
in addressing the issues that Venezuela faces, he argues that the Commission actually offers, has 
offered, civil society a forum in which they can speak about these issues that sometimes locally, 
they are not completely free to speak and they can make alliances with civil society organizations in 
the region or more globally so that these issues can gain some form of visibility and international 
communities then can engage with the discussion of the future of Venezuela. In regards to the 
future, he argues that there is some debate about how that should be pursued, and there are some 
people proposing, for example, foreign interventions and things of that sort, but he -- and the 
Commission more specifically -- does support that kind of solution. They support a solution that is 
democratic, that takes place through free and impartial elections, and that focus is on the needs of 
the majority of the population that has been suffering because of those multiple forms of violation, 
not just in terms of civil and political rights, but also visibly. Now, in terms of their social and 
economic and cultural rights, he mentions that the Commission can visit countries. That's one of the 
powers that they have. And so they can visit and make an assessment-- in local, but Venezuela 
hasn't been giving them the access for the kind of activity. So they're currently reiterating their 
request so that they can then conduct that assessment and perhaps make some recommendations that 
can be more useful for the Venezuelan people and the regional community. 
 
Well, unfortunately, we're out of time, but you've given us a lot to think about and a lot of really 
interesting information. So we will definitely look for the report on Venezuela and other reports, 
coming out soon. So thank you so much for your time. 
 
Thank you very much. 
 
You have been listening to Rebecca Cruise's conversation with Paulo Abrão, Executive Secretary of 
the Inter American Commission on Human Rights for the Organization of American States. Abrão 
has previously worked in academia and non governmental organizations. 
 
for more information about Paulo or to leave a comment or question about this conversation, you 
can visit our website at cisworldviews.com. Next is my conversation with Dr. Michelle Morais. Dr. 
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Morais is currently a lecturer in International and Area Studies at the University of Oklahoma. 
Before coming to OU, she was the head of graduate programs and a professor, at Brazil's National 
School Public Administration. From 2011 to 2014, Dr. Morais also served as the Coordinator 
General for International Cooperation at Brazil's Ministry of Human Rights. She holds a PhD from 
Columbia University and an MA in Development Studies from the Institute of Social Studies in The 
Hague in The Netherlands. She completed a year of post doctoral research at the Harvard Kennedy 
School of Government's Carr Center for Human Rights Policy. She recently spoke with us about the 
US decision to leave UNESCO and what that could mean for the United States' future role with the 
organization. 
 
Michelle Morais, welcome to World Views. 
 
Thank you. Thank you for having me. 
 
It's great to have you here to talk to us about a really important topic, something that's happened 
recently, and that is the US withdrawal from UNESCO. So first, let's start with what UNESCO is, 
and then let's talk about its relationship with the US, because it's not always been easy. It's not just 
now that we've had issues with the UNESCO it's been going on for some time. So tell us a little bit 
about the organization now. 
 
Okay, UNESCO is the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization. It was 
created back in 1946. The US was one of its founding members, and it was created right after the 
decision to create United Nations as a whole. But UNESCO was given a very specific mandate that 
relates to education and values for the promotion of peace. If you read UNESCO's preamble to its 
constitution, it reads as: "Since wars begin and the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the 
defenses of peace must be constructed." So this whole idea of promoting peace and maintaining 
peace right after the war through educational and cultural activities at the global level. And 
currently, UNESCO is the UN agency responsible for global policies and governance issues related 
to education, science, and also the World Jeritage sites, which is what people mostly know the 
organization for. 
 
Well, that's certainly how I'm most familiar with it, is traveling around knowing that certain sites are 
designated UNESCO World Heritage sites and therefore are protected. But what are some of the 
examples you can give us in terms of what kind of policies they set or what kind of work they're 
doing with governments around the world to ensure educational, scientific, cultural activities or 
policies that promote peace? 
 
So for instance, in terms of education policies, UNESCO is the main organization responsible for 
working with countries to make sure that their national policies are bringing education to everyone, 
promoting for instance gender balance in education, sustainable education, and all sort of standards 
and international decisions that go into countries' commitment to bringing more education, more 
science and more culture to people. And there are a number of UN and UNESCO conventions that 
spread across the areas of the organization's mandate. And also, for instance, if we think of the 
Sustainable Development Goals that have been agreed by all countries, the goals that are mostly 
related to education are UNESCO's responsibilities in terms of monitoring, evaluating how 
countries are doing in reaching those goals. 
 
So when it comes to the values part of it, is that maybe what some people might get tripped up on? 
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Because educational policy and science and that kind of cooperation, cultural exchange-- But when 
you start talking about the values that promote peace, what are some examples there, how they go 
about promoting certain values? 
 
I think I could give two examples, more recent ones. So UNESCO and United States had been 
working very closely together in past years in promoting girls' education around the world. That 
was a priority by both the State Department, and also the United States Agency for International 
Development and UNESCO was also really working in that regard, especially in countries where 
girls have less chance of going to school in comparison to boys, and girls' education was an issue. 
The second example, and this is a more recent one, and UNESCO's Director General Irina Bokova 
spoke of that very recently, which is trying to develop education programs that would, in a sense, 
prevent hatred and extremism. So this is something that is being new to the organization, but they 
were establishing the policies to combat that. 
 
So now let's talk about the United States. Now, the United States announced on October 12th that 
this year, 2017, that they were withdrawing from UNESCO and that that would be effective at the 
end of 2018 actually. So until then they'll remain as a member. Now, they haven't been paying dues 
for a while, and we're gonna talk about that. But this wasn't the first time that the United States has 
actually withdrawn from the organization. They also withdrew back in 1984, and we joined again in 
2003. So can you tell us a little bit about why we withdrew in 1984 and what transpired that then 
led us back into the organization before we get to what happened in 2011 and then recently in 2017? 
 
So last time, the US withdrew -- and it was followed by the United Kingdom at the time -- was over 
calls that the organization was getting too politicized, and that there were issues at that time still of 
the Cold War that were influencing discussions in UNESCO's general conference. So this whole 
idea of a very politicized organization was something that I guess the administration of the time was 
not happy about, and the United Kingdom followed suit. And when the US rejoined UNESCO and 
the decision was made in 2002, it was effective 2003. It was a result of a lot of diplomatic effort and 
energy that was made by some countries and the Director General at the time at UNESCO, who was 
a Japanese national, Kōichirō Matsuura. And one of these priorities was to try to get the US back to 
the conversation at UNESCO. 
 
And why is it important to them? Why was it important to them at that time that the United States 
be involved in the conversation? Because this obviously is going to lead us perhaps to: What are the 
implications and consequences of the United States leaving? Now? Why is it so important? Why is 
it so important to them that the United States be involved? 
 
I think the first idea that would come to mind is contributions, because the volume of the US 
contributions to UNESCO-- of course that was important to UNESCO, and it was something that 
they valued. But beyond that, having the United States as part of the dialogue is just so important. 
One international organization, as big as UNESCO, not having the US participating in its 
discussions is something that is a problem. And in that time, what happened a little was that because 
the US was not part of a conversation, some of the discussions about, for instance, education shifted 
to other international organizations. So for instance, the World Bank started doing a lot more of 
education programs and projects because of US membership, the same for UNICEF, which is the 
child's fund. It changes the governance structure for a certain topic, if the US is just not there. 
 
So many interesting things about what you just said, but I wanna first start with, the first thing that 
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came to your mind was the contributions. This is sometimes what people complain about, is that the 
United States is a major contributor to international organizations. And I say people complain, who 
think that this is not necessarily money well spent, that this isn't the place where the United States 
should commit its funding. There's been a long history of debate about the United States 
membership in the United Nations, for example, just in general, and the payments that are made, 
because there are formulas that determine how much you pay. It's not like every country has the 
same amount, and the United States is a big country. Do you detect that? If that's one of the big 
things? I don't know if that's one of the reasons why the United States is really hesitant to even get 
involved-- is just the contribution alone being controversial. 
 
I think the contribution has so many sides to it. First of all, I think this whole question sends you 
back to a more fundamental issue, which is why to become a member of an organization in the first 
place. Why did the US back in 1946 decided to found UNESCO with other countries? And in a 
sense, there is a perception that multilateralism is important. It makes sense for a country, even for 
country is big and powerful as the US, to be wanting to negotiate issues multilaterally and not only 
bilaterally country to country because that's a lot more costly. So in a sense, if we think what the 
energy and effort that it would take the country to have to negotiate so many issues with every other 
country in a bilateral way, it does make sense to have a multilateral organization that does that, and 
that just has all countries together around the same table for those common and collective issues. 
 
Well, it's an excellent point on just the cost savings of multilateral activity versus bilateral activity. 
But also, you mentioned the United States being a part of the dialogue. The United States is also a 
global leader and a global role model, and so not being a part of this conversation, not being 
engaged in educational and value based, culture based, scientific based conversations is detrimental 
to the United States too, in some regard. Is that also part of the reason why people want them in, but 
why we also come back in to the conversation? 
 
Yeah, this is something that we should consider. I think both questions again-- why UNESCO needs 
the United States and why the United States needs UNESCO. Referring back to that peace by Irina 
Bokova, who's UNESCO's current Director General-- She said, UNESCO owed the US so much. 
And the US never needed UNESCO much because we're facing times when values are being 
disputed. There is extremism, and there is hatred, and thinking of promoting education for values is 
so important right now. So the US could play a very important and interesting role and be part of 
that conversation and helping just directing what that conversation is moving to and what global 
policies are gonna be enacted to promote that kind of education. 
 
But let's get to the current situation with the fact that the United States has announced its 
withdrawal from the organization once again, citing concerns about the fact that UNESCO 
recognized Palestine and included Palestine and the organization in 2011. So this didn't just happen, 
but we've now decided -- obviously change of administration -- that we're going to remove 
ourselves from the organization because of a US law about-- we're not able to be a part of an 
organization, an international organization that recognizes Palestine. So tell us about some of these 
details. 
 
So the provision in US law, federal law, is actually that there can be no financial contributions to 
UN organization that recognizes Palestine or the Palestinian Liberation Authority as a member state, 
or gives it some kind of membership status. That happened as you said in 2011, which meant that 
automatically, the US stopped paying its dues to the organization. But still, it remained as a member 
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state with the limitation that you wouldn't have voting rights for the general conference, which is 
the overall governance institution of UNESCO. But it was still a member, and it was still a member 
of the executive committee, which is a very important instance of the organization. The Obama 
administration was working with UNESCO and trying to reconcile that fact that there was a 
limitation. Maybe there was hope by the administration that the law could be changed in order to 
allow for the payment of contributions. And the decision to withdraw was taken years after 
Palestine was already a member state. And the justification that has been given for the withdrawal 
relates to what the administration considered some kind of anti-Israel bias that UNESCO member 
states may have. 
 
And so that anti-Israel bias is because of the role of Palestine in UNESCO? That alone is anti-
Israeli? Or there are other things that are going on in UNESCO that the United States considers to 
be anti-Israeli? 
 
There are other discussions where of course, Arab countries in some issues have had more of a 
chance to vote in favor of their interest and sometimes against the interests of Israel. That does not 
only happen at UNESCO. We know that the UN General Assembly tends to be more general men, 
voting measures, pro-Palestine, if you compare for instance, decisions taken by the Security Council 
where the US is able to block some of the decisions because of the rule of one country. One vote. 
When you have instances where all member states vote, the trend has historically been that he 
decisions have been more pro-Palestine, and in the sense a little bit against Israel. 
 
So just to conclude, then michelle, we've already talked about some of the reasoning why the 
United States has been a member, why it left, why it came back, and now some of the things that it's 
struggling with. Would you foresee that there's gonna be again a major effort to try to keep the 
United States in UNESCO? It's seeking permanent observer status, I guess, instead of being a 
member. 
 
Well, I think going back to the budget, I think the organization is gonna accommodate that lack of 
resources, and it has done so in past years. So it's not a big change. I think UNESCO and its 
leadership, which is gonna change now-- Now we're gonna have a second woman leader, Director 
General, that is Audrey [Azoulay], and she's from France, and that result of her election is already a 
sign that the organization is trying to keep the US. So that was supposed to be the time UNESCO 
would be led for the first time by a representative of an Arab Country. And just as a result of the US 
withdrawal, the votes went for a representative. She's actually French Moroccan and she's Jewish 
herself, the results of those elections to me, already point in a direction that efforts are being made 
to try to keep the United States as a member or to have the decision changed. 
 
Alright, Michelle. Well, thank you so much for telling us about this. It's very interesting and I'm 
sure we'll continue to watch it and have you in again for an update. 
 
You have been listening to my conversation with Dr. Michelle Morais about the United States' 
recent decision to leave UNESCO, the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 
Organization. Dr. Morais is a lecturer at the University of Oklahoma and the author of Poverty 
Reduction Education and the Global Diffusion of Conditional Cash Transfers, which is an in depth 
comparative study of conditional cash transfer policies and educational attainment in Brazil, 
Colombia, and the United States. For more information about Dr. Morais or to leave a comment or 
question about this conversation, you can visit our website at cisworldviews.com. We always love 
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to hear your thoughts and comments about this show. You can follow us on Facebook and Twitter 
@CISWorldViews. And you can follow me at @SuzetteGrillot. World Views @CIS is produced by 
the College of International Studies at the University of Oklahoma. Kaitie Holland and Audra Brulc 
prepare our research, and Jackie Braun produces the show. For all of us at the College of 
International Studies and the World Views program, and for Rebecca Cruise, I'm Suzette Grillot. 


