THE WORLD SINCE NUREMBERG
     Since the Nuremberg Trials, it is estimated that close to 100 million people have died as a result of war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide. The twentieth century has seen ethnic cleansing conducted by the Serbs on the Muslims in the former Yugoslavia, the Rwanda genocide of Tutsis and Hutus, and the Cambodia massacre--to name just a few of its horrors. What has happened since Nuremberg? The trials were supposed to serve as a lesson to those who might believe that they could engage in these acts of horror with impunity. The consequences of Nuremberg can be viewed on a variety of levels. 
The Charter of the UN established the United Nations Organization "to maintain peace and security. . .promoting respect for human rights."(1) With the charter for the United Nations came the creation of the International Court of Justice (ICJ).
     Over the years, the United Nations has played a significant role in setting the agenda of international human rights. "The Nuremberg Tribunals of 1945 set down the principle that there were such things as crimes against humanity, systematic crimes against civilians that can occur inside a country but that might be tried anywhere else."(2) In 1948, the United Nations adopted the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide to give meaning to this principle.  Among the first of the UN's measures was the Universal Declaration of Human Rights often referred to as the International Bill of Rights, which was adopted on November 10, 1948. The Declaration serves "as a yardstick by which to measure the content and standard observance of human rights."(3) Second, the reaffirmation of the Declaration and its provisions in a series of other instruments make up the "rules governing war between states, differentiating legal conduct from illegal and criminal acts in war."(4) Sometimes these laws are referred to as "International Humanitarian Law."
   Other landmark measures were the UN's call for periodic reports on the state of human rights from member states. It was the "precursor to the reporting requirements contained in many subsequent human rights covenants."(5) In 1966, the United Nations established the Human Rights Commission and subsequently authorized it to examine information relevant to gross violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms. Later in 1968, the General Assembly eliminated the statutory limitations on War Crimes. Another convention outlawed torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. Then in 1984 and 1985, the UN adopted principles relating to extralegal, arbitrary, and summary executions, as well as to the protection of persons under detention or imprisonment. Finally, during the 90s, the UN adopted a declaration for the protection of ethnic, religious, and minority rights. 
      The use of international tribunals to prosecute war crimes did not end in Nuremberg. Two major prosecutions occurred in the 90s. One grew out of the ethnic conflict in the former Yugoslavia.  The breakup of communism triggered the demise of the state and produced flash points in ethnic conflict. Egregious human rights violations. . .characterized the conflict." (6) As a result of suspected war crimes and ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia, the United Nations established the ad hoc International Tribunal for the Prosecution of Persons Responsible for Serious Violations of International Humanitarian Law. The Tribunal was given the power to prosecute persons who committed "grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions of 1949, violated the laws and customs of war, committed genocide, and crimes against humanity."(7) The Tribunal indicted and convicted numerous war criminals.
      Another situation involved the Rwandan genocide campaign of 1994. Over 800,000 Rwandans were slaughtered by their countrymen and women simply because they belonged to a different ethnic group. In fact, the Rwanda President, and his government carried out a planned genocide against the Tutsi and the Tutsi returned the favor against the Hutus. As defined by the 1948 Convention for the Prevention and Punishment of Genocide, it is certain acts "committed with an intent to destroy, in part or in whole, a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group."(8) The Secretary General of the United Nations called the action, "Genocide in its purest and most evil form." (9) Although Article 1 of the Genocide Convention binds the signatories to act to prevent as well as punish, the international community failed to act. The UN force on the ground stood by and watched as the killing took place. After the slaughter was over, an international tribunal was established to bring the guilty to trial. The Tribunal arrested former cabinet members and brought many of them to trial.  Many other of the accused still languish in prisons awaiting trial by the local authorities. 
      Many argue that justice can only be achieved through these prosecutions. Others argue that the best approach is to forgive and forget. The argument continues with each new government making the hard choices as they move toward democracy. Legal questions abound in the treatment of these crimes. Many of the abuses were not crimes under the former governments. Should they be prosecuted after 25 years? Should everyone who participated in the crimes be prosecuted? What crimes should be dealt with in the prosecution? What should be the limits on the penalties for the crimes? Should there be non-criminal sanctions? Should there be compensation for the victims? Who will finance the compensation? These are not easy questions. However, what is becoming increasing clear is that a "full, official accounting of the past is increasingly seen as an important element to a successful democratic transition."(10)  
       In recent years, non-government organizations such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International "have worked closely with sympathetic governments to establish new legal approaches ranging from the truth commissions of Latin America and South Africa to the International tribunals for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia."(11) Success in this area is encouraging. In addition, the development of international agreements on the legal aspects of human rights law is inspiring. But war crimes and crimes against humanity have not stopped. An interesting question and one that is not easy to answer, is: How many war crimes have NOT been committed because of Nuremberg? 
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Prompt:
      While the Nuremberg trials did not end war crimes or crimes against humanity, they did provide a clear message to the world that no one is above the law and that there are profound consequences for those found guilty of such offenses.  Using your knowledge about the Nurnberg Trials, identify steps that would truly make countries and leaders to re-think about violence. Should the United States be more of a leader in these proceedings?  Should the U.S. join the International Criminal Court?  Could the US. Also be facing potential trials? Explain your answers by citing evidence.
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