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ate in 2014, Egyptian officials appeared before the United Nation’s
Human Rights Council in Geneva to participate in a Periodic Review.
This marked the first instance that Egypt had faced the Council’s
review mechanism since the captivating events in Tahrir Square had
promised political transition towards democratic institutions and human
rights protections. In its national report to the Council, Egypt framed this
transition as wholly successful.2 Much of the Council, however, disagreed.3
During the review exchange, criticism of Egypt’s human rights record was
led by the American Ambassador who conveyed Washington’s deep dismay
with increased violations of free speech, the absence of due process and the
continued use of excessive force against peaceful protestors.4 The Egyptian
Minister for Transitional Justice issued a defiant defence of his country’s
record, describing the new Egyptian constitution as “a true victory for human
rights and freedoms” and noting that his government remained committed to
upholding the international treaties it had signed.5
Months earlier, as waves of social unrest gripped the St. Louis suburb
of Ferguson, Missouri following the police shooting of Michael Brown, the
Egyptian Foreign Ministry issued a condemnation of events in the American
Midwest. In response to US attempts to contain the growing protests, Egyptian
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officials called on the Americans to abide by international standards.6
Such exchanges are unremarkable. The language of human rights is
commonly placed at the forefront of state dialogue, prominently positioned
within foreign policies and elevated to a status that demands compliance
and espouses commitment. Yet violations continue to occur. The extent that
these lofty declarations, however, are coupled with corresponding levels of
sincerity to truly promote rights as trumps over alternative interests provides
cause for reflection.
This apparent schism between human rights rhetoric and state policy
caused Joseph Raz to remark that “[t]his is a good time for human rights. Not
that they are respected more than in the past.”7 Eric Posner’s new book, The
Twilight of Human Rights Law, begins by endorsing this quote before moving
to explain why human rights law has failed.8 Posner, a law professor at the
University of Chicago, is a known skeptic of international law whose past
works on the subject applies a rationalist-realist orientation to questions of
compliance.9
The Twilight of Human Rights Law follows this approach as Posner focuses
in on international human rights law. In so doing, he sets himself two
objectives. The first is to provide the reader with a general introduction to the
subject of human rights law. The second, and more ambitious, is to develop
the claim that human rights law has failed to accomplish its intentions and
that human rights treaties do not improve well-being or increase respect
for the rights they contain.10 Given the significance attached to the concept
of human rights in the second half of the twentieth century, Posner’s claims
carry a heavy burden that is not always met. The Twilight of Human Rights Law,
however, does succeed in accentuating core challenges facing the discipline.
It articulates well the gap between proclamations and practices and tidily
identifies the difficulties that emerge from the proliferation of rights. These
are central challenges facing human rights that must be addressed if efforts to
minimize this gap and strengthen compliance are to be successful.
Posner, however, does not think that they can be.
In setting out his account, Posner dedicates the first three chapters of the
book to an overview of international human rights law. In chapter one, he
offers a history, beginning with pre-War intellectual rights-based foundations
before moving into post-War accounts of the UN system, Cold War influences
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and subsequent treaty proliferation. The second chapter engages with formal
human rights structures, providing descriptions of the prominent treaty
regimes, the various UN mechanisms and bodies and the European regional
system. Having sketched the formal human rights system, Posner turns in
chapter three to the question of why states enter into human rights treaties.
He groups the world into liberal-democratic, authoritarian and transitional
states. The reasons for entry, he concludes, differ amongst the groupings but
are each largely interest-driven and spurred by the belief that the prominent
treaty regimes are too weak to influence the acceding state’s behaviour.11
As an introductory account of international human rights law, these
chapters highlight several formative events and raise important questions
that are indeed foundational considerations for any recent arrivals to the
discipline. Out of necessity, perhaps, Posner’s account of these historical
developments, contemporary structures and necessary questions receive
only rudimentary treatment. This strains Posner’s claim that his introductory
objectives stand-alone regardless of whether or not one accepts his substantive
critiques.12 Further, the book’s substantive arguments clearly influence his
selection of introductory content. This is most evident through the omission
of alternative rights-based discourses that could provide contradictory, and
perhaps less skeptical, accounts of why states enter such regimes that would
surely illuminate any introductory reader’s engagement with the topic.13
Posner, however, is perfectly clear about what the primary objective of his
book is and the aforementioned chapters begin developing this critique. And
most who read The Twilight of Human Rights Law will do so to engage with his
assessments of the “efficacy and value of human rights law.”14 Throughout,
as these are presented, Posner makes his most significant contributions:
emphasizing the varied interests held by states and how readily these appear
in conflict with their formal rights commitments; and, the extent to which
rights proliferation has raised clear compliance challenges. The degree to
which these, largely realist, observations succeed in substantiating Posner’s
overarching claim that “human rights law has failed to accomplish its
objectives” is less certain.15
Posner builds this claim on the proposition that the failure of human
rights is multifaceted but largely based on rule naiveté: “the view that the good
in every country can be reduced to a set of rules that can then be impartially
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enforced.”16 The resulting failure of human rights is thus substantiated by what
can be classed as three broad themes – violations despite ratification; treaty
ambiguity and vagueness; and the overexpansion of rights and conflicting
values.
The first of these themes draws attention to well-known and prevalent
human rights violations that continue to occur despite high-levels of treaty
ratification. Of course, Posner is correct that such violations are widespread
and may occur with alarming frequency amongst states that have ratified
many or all of the principal international rights treaties. In demonstrating
the pervasiveness of such violations, he appeals to statistical data. This is
intended to validate the position that, empirically, treaties have failed to
improve human rights protections.17
The empirical approach that Posner espouses should be welcomed,
as national considerations, policy decisions, legal advocacy and reform,
implementation efforts and the general study of human rights law would
undoubtedly profit from an increased fact-based grounding. Ultimately
though, Posner’s engagement with these methods feels selective and would
benefit from further development and consideration. For example, a positive
correlation between ratification of the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights18 and Freedom House’s political rights score is questioned. Posner
suggests that the influence of alternative factors such as rising global wealth
and increased trade has likely contributed to the observed improvements.19
It is, of course, probable that several factors beyond ICCPR ratification itself
would contribute to such an observed improvement just as economic growth
following a bilateral trade agreement is based on various dynamics including
a healthy manufacturing sector and sufficient infrastructure, and not the trade
agreement alone. Posner allows such factors to go unaddressed and hastily
dismisses the positive results.
Moving to engage with specific, individual rights-based data, Posner
guides his reader towards evidence illustrating increased uses of torture by
states that have ratified the UN’s Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.20 Posner asserts that such
evidence “should give pause to people who have assumed that the spread
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of human rights law has improved people’s well-being by leading to real
protection of their rights.”21 Without much explanatory justification, Posner
glosses over supportive studies, attributing positive results to covariances
or unidentifiable factors while claiming that the majority of data presents
an overall picture that human rights treaties do not systematically improve
rights-based outcomes.22 Yet the implications of many of these studies
that are referenced to support Posner’s contention regarding the futility of
human rights treaties, such as Oona Hathaway’s, are far denser and more
nuanced than Posner’s conclusions suggest.23 Treatment of contrasting
studies that do suggest a positive influence of treaty regimes, like those of
Beth Simmons and Yonatan Lupu, are quickly dismissed after only receiving
minimal consideration.24 In response Posner claims that such works, which
quantitatively identify the positive influence of treaties, should not be
understood as indicative of improved well-being “because it is unknown
whether governments complied with treaty obligations by taking resources
away from other projects that served the public interest or shifted resources
from more visible to less visible means of repression.”25
The notion of state resource allocation is closely linked to the final two
themes that emerge in The Twilight of Human Rights Law – treaty ambiguity and
vagueness, and the overexpansion of rights and conflicting values. Chapter
two provides an example of how Posner presents the negative influence of
the inherent ambiguity and vagueness found amongst many of the primary
treaty provisions. Here, he focuses predominantly on positive rights contained
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within the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.26 Posner
explores the right to work as codified in Articles 6 and 7 of the ICESCR.27
Within these Articles, he identifies the terms “fair wage”, “decent living” and
“reasonable limitation of working hours” as interpretative difficulties that
render it near impossible for states to meet their prescribed requirements.28 Many
states, according to Posner, face economic realities that render these imprecise
provisions un-actionable. High unemployment, he suggests, is an unavoidable
consequence of social welfare programs.29 Yet Articles 9 and 11 of the ICESCR
require the provision of such programs and thus indirectly compromise the
state’s ability to ensure the right to work as dictated under Article 6 of the
ICESCR. Accordingly, Posner believes, it is difficult to ascertain whether a state
has satisfied its inherently vague and ambiguous treaty provisions.30 The result,
it follows, is that treaties fail to create meaningful obligations.31
This becomes further exposed, according to Posner, by what he identifies
as the overexpansion of rights and conflicting state values. He correctly
identifies that formal human rights commitments have expanded greatly since
the ICCPR and ICESCR opened for ratification and notes that today more than
three hundred separate human rights exist.32 Posner terms this phenomenon
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The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right to work, which includes the right
of everyone to the opportunity to gain his living by work which he freely chooses or accepts, and
will take appropriate steps to safeguard this right.
2.
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Article 7 reads:
The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to the enjoyment of
just and favourable conditions of work, which ensure, in particular:
(a) remuneration which provides all workers, as a minimum, with:
(i) fair wages and equal remuneration for work of equal value without distinction of any kind,
in particular women being guaranteed conditions of work not inferior to those enjoyed by
men, with equal pay for equal work;
(ii) a decent living for themselves and their families in accordance with the provisions of the
present Covenant;
(b) safe and healthy working conditions;
(c) equal opportunity for everyone to be promoted in his employment to an appropriate higher
level, subject to no considerations other than those of seniority and competence;
(d) rest, leisure and reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic holidays with pay, as well
as remuneration for public holidays.
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Ibid at 34–35.
Ibid at 33–35.
Ibid at 86.
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details these in the appendix. While there is some duplication of rights amongst the various international
treaties (the ICCPR and ICESCR contain many of the rights formulated within the Universal Declaration of
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the “hypertrophy of human rights”.33 This creates a largely resource and
value-driven reality in which states, overwhelmed and underequipped, must
make tradeoffs as they cannot hope to satisfy the totality of the formal rights
to which they are committed. This process inevitably becomes complicated,
according to Posner, by fundamental disagreements about public good.34
When pursuing efforts, for example, to reduce occurrences of torture, a state,
limited in its resources and displaying varying priorities and interests, is often
unable to dedicate the necessary resources to safeguard alternative rights like
religious freedom or the right to education. Posner explains that satisfying a
right like the prohibition of torture requires more than simply refraining from
the prohibited activity. Adherence to negative rights also requires resources
to provide training, monitoring and other means to ensure the rights are
protected. Since states cannot satisfy all the obligations that have resulted
from the overexpansion of rights they must make value-based judgments as
to which rights they wish to prioritize.35
The resulting rule naiveté that accompanies this overexpansion does not
capture the ways by which states render value and resource-based decisions,
effectively undermining the efficacy of the entire human rights project.
Posner accents this purported fallacy with reference to China and the “right
to development.”36 He suggests that the “right to development”, as presented
by China, is effectively “a right not to comply with human rights norms that
interfere with the ability of poor countries to grow economically and eliminate
poverty.”37 The inherently flawed human rights framework allows China to
argue that political turmoil, and possibly civil war, would result from ICCPR
adherence and such compliance would serve to advance poverty and stunt
development efforts. Posner suggests that this argument is not without merit
as evidenced by China’s impressive record of economic growth over the past
three decades.38
The Twilight of Human Rights Law neatly captures many of the challenges
facing the discipline. While the proliferation of rights has been welcomed
by many, Posner succeeds in detailing the resource and ideologically-based
challenges that often stem from this. Similarly, his focus on the inherently
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vague and ambiguous nature of many human rights provisions demonstrates
well the means by which states often avail of interpretative techniques to skirt
their formal commitments.
Though significant, these contributions would benefit from engagement
with a broader framework. Treaty prescriptions are presented as the sole
source of guidance towards state obligations. The plethora of soft law and
authoritative sources that serve to develop and provide interpretative
direction receive scant consideration.39 Similarly, Posner’s arguments about
resource allocation serve to denote a very real challenge, but his bold claim
that directing resources to ensure a right like the prohibition of torture directly
results in the negation of other rights, or more seriously, facilitates violations
like extrajudicial killings, desperately requires deeper substantiation or the
focused empirical support he endorses elsewhere.40
Ultimately, The Twilight of Human Rights Law provides a necessary account
of several of the inherent and external challenges that continue to obfuscate
the progress of legally-focused rights-based efforts at both the national and
international levels. Posner’s depictions of the gap that remains between
rhetoric and practice and the challenges that result from the proliferation of
rights are notable. These are well-linked to his discussions concerning the
vague and ambiguous nature of treaty provisions and the competing interests
and values that so often drive state actions. These considerations cannot be
ignored. However, the overall conclusion that Posner draws from these, that
human rights law has failed to accomplish its objectives, appears hastily
reached. The empirical support offered falls short of other such studies that
appear to carry most of the evidentiary burden and heavy-lifting upon which
Posner relies. The normative arguments, regarding treaty adherence and
human rights violations, naturally situates amongst the wide range of literature
concerning international law compliance. These assertions, however, lack the
equivalent depth demonstrated by much of the critically-focused compliance
pieces with which they share a common orientation and neglects engagement
with the more theoretically supportive strands of this literature.41
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The Twilight of Human Rights Law, however, does not present as a work of
international legal theory. Instead, it is a critical commentary on the practice of
human rights law and the limits Posner believes inherent to this. Accordingly,
it is of greater interest to the practitioner who should engage with Posner’s
view that human rights law has failed in its objectives and that treaties do not
improve well-being or increase respect for the rights they contain. This view,
however, largely presupposes that treaties themselves are the culmination of
the human rights project. Yet, much like how the interstate dialogue between
Egyptian and American officials can be viewed as either the height of hypocrisy
or a sign of progress within a much larger process, so too can the overarching
objectives of human rights law and the role that treaties play within this. Jack
Goldsmith’s endorsement on the back of the book cover notes that Posner’s
work will infuriate the human rights community. It might, though it should
not. Those within the human rights community are amongst the most aware
of the hypocrisy, of the gaps between rhetoric and compliance, and of the
continued violations. The real question raised by The Twilight of Human Rights
Law is whether their efforts are, as Posner suggests, a flawed and incomplete
conclusion of the human rights project or merely a stage within it.
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